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Approaching the freezing point 
(Fall 1934 — summer 1935) 

 
 
 
 
 

I 
 
As diplomatic activities were revived in the capitals of Europe 

following hectic summer talks, the Soviets appeared to have succeded in return-
ing to the European highway while the Poles showed symptoms of their being 
off the track. By September 1934, despite doubts as to the merits of its position 
in the Eastern Locarno talks, the Soviet Union could enjoy its increased prestige 
and freedom of manoeuver. The French busied themselves with securing sup-
port of the others to allow her to join the League of Nations. On September 18, 
the Assembly voted by overwhelming majority to admit Russia and give her a 
permanent seat on the Council.  

Poland, meanwhile, felt her ability to influence events further hampered in 
recent months. Her neighbors and the Western powers showed little understand-
ing of Poland's attitude toward new security projects as it changed from reluc-
tance to thinly veiled rejection. Preliminary talks and efforts to extract definite 
replies from Berlin and Warsaw explicitly revealed the main vice of the Franco-
British plans. Based on the idea of German cooperation in the European settle-
ment, the proposal for the Eastern Locarno gave Hitler an opportunity to put the 
brakes on further negotiations among other states. If the Eastern Locarno had 
ever had a chance to materialize, it was impossible after the Röhm purge and the 
death of President Hindenburg, which cleared the way for consolidation of the 
Nazi state. Diplomatically isolated and retaining historical initiative in her 
hands, violently anti-Bolshevist and playing with the idea of reconciliation with 
Russia, Hitler's Germany commanded Polish attention – if only by virtue of its 
unpredictability. As Poland's relations with France deteriorated and Soviet pres-
tige rose over the summer, ties with Germany became for Warsaw an indispen-
sable factor for maintaining its independent position. During 1934 the growing 
conviction, which Juliusz Lukasiewicz expressed at the beginning of the next 
year, was that "if only Hitler extended his hand in the Soviet direction, a Soviet-
German pact would certainly have been prepared in a short time"1. The search 
for closer cooperation with Berlin in hopes of preserving its benevolence and 
surviving the pressures from other sides became an increasingly important fac-
tor of Polish foreign policy2, whatever resentment it generated among the Polish 
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high command and diplomats3. Soviet accusations of Poland and suspicions 
about her secret understanding with Germany to a certain degree turned out to 
be self-fulfilling prophesies. Facing "misty and involved conceptions, which fail 
to take into account that which had already been achieved" and "treat the ques-
tions of peace in Eastern Europe as a blank sheet, which may be filled"4, War-
saw clung to her bilateral treaties, including the deficient declaration of January 
26.  

The revised course of Polish foreign policy was presented by Beck in con-
versations with Barthou and Eden in Geneva as "une politique d'équilibre"5. 
Polish interest in preserving the balance in friendly and non-binding relations 
with Germany and Russia, Beck confided to them, was and would be the guid-
ing principle of the Polish government's approach to other international issues. 
Born out of necessity to invoke a propitious explanation for the Polish stand, the 
idea of the "policy of balances" served Beck from this time on6. It's no wonder 
that having repeated it on numerous occasions, he later would later come to be-
lieve in its reality. In early 1934 this Polish thesis primarily meant "no" to the 
Eastern Locarno. It became plain as, on September 8, the German government 
replied to the British démarche of July. The German memorandum, as L. Radice 
states, ”was not in form an outright refusal, but so negative a document could 
not but be so regarded"7. The practical effect of the Polish exposé, which fol-
lowed on September 27, and summed up the well-known views of the Polish 
government, was easy to predict: Poland considered German adhesion to the 
mutual assistance pact as being part and parcel of the whole scheme8.  

The initiators of the pacts had, therefore, to decide on their future course. Ini-
tial French reaction to Neurath's memorandum was to go ahead with the mutual 
assistance pact without Germany, providing her with an opportunity to sign 
later9. The Polish reply confirmed, however, that such an idea had no real 
chances of being accepted in Warsaw. In late September 1934, France and the 
USSR found themselves in a situation, the possibility of which Litvinov had 
discussed with Barthou in May. If the Eastern Locarno proposals were to be 
dropped, the choice was between negotiating a Franco-Soviet-Czechoslovakian 
pact of mutual defence or offering Germany, Poland, and the Baltic states a new 
security scheme. Moscow was uncertain. ”The Soviet Government had given up 
all hope that the Eastern Locarno agreement might be pushed through," the head 
of the Third Western department of the NKID told Bullitt on September 24, but 
it remained unclear whether he meant abandoning the whole conception or us-
ing other methods of achieving it10.  

In Geneva, Litvinov seemed to work for direct alliance with France, but re-
jected neither solution. The arguments he used in conversations with Beck are 
not known, but the Foreign Commissar had definitely tried to soften Poland's 
position. Some days later he was pleased to read the Polish exposé of September 
27, which, Litvinov wired his office, ”differs sharply from the tone in which he 
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[Beck] spoke with me earlier and undoubtedly is affected by my conversations 
with him, which have had some effect on Beck"11. Given the substance of the 
Polish memorandum, this reaction might cause surprise, if the Foreign Commis-
sar was not encouraged by the absence of any allusions as to the incompatibility 
between the Franco-Polish treaty and the proposed Franco-Soviet guarantee 
convention. Speaking to the Polish minister, Litvinov laid the groundwork for a 
logical reversal of Soviet attitude in negotiations with France (i.e. replacing the 
multilateral security scheme with an agreement between the two powers). Ac-
cording to Beck, ”Litvinov had expressed himself at Geneva as unconvinced re-
garding the desirability of any Eastern Locarno as presently proposed and [told 
Beck] that he would study the whole matter before making any further com-
mitment"12. If Litvinov intended to press Barthou to fulfill his assurances con-
cerning a Franco-Soviet agreement without Germany (and, therefore, Poland), 
his plans were arrested by instructions from Stalin, wired to Geneva on Septem-
ber 24, ” not to be in a hurry with the initiative of a pact without Germany and 
Poland" until they had discussed the idea in Moscow13. To Litvinov's disap-
pointment, the French leaders had arrived at similar decisions and were switch-
ing their attention to rapprochement with Mussolini. To justify these new de-
lays before the less patient Englishmen, upon his return to Paris, Barthou told 
George Clerk, the British Ambassador, that 

"just as the Polish Government had kept him waiting a considerable time before 
furnishing him with their views, so he now intended to allow the matters to cool 
off before taking it up again. He had not yet had time to study the Polish reply 
in detail but in his view neither this reply nor that of the Germans definitely 
slammed the door, but left open the possibility for further discussion"14.  

While Barthou evinced optimism over eastern security negotiations, Bullitt 
found Litvinov "chastened and pessimistic": 

"He said that as a result of his participation in the meetings of the Council of 
the League of Nations and his conversations in Geneva he was convinced 
that ultimate war in Europe was inevitable; that there was not one govern-
ment in Europe, even the French, which was ready to do anything real to pre-
serve peace; and that he felt that there was nothing for the Soviet Union to do 
except to strengthen the Red Army in every way possible and rely on the 
army to protect the Soviet Union from attack"15.  

Due to the absence of reliable sources, the views of the Polish government on 
the direct Franco-Soviet entente in 1934 are unclear16. Occasionally, Polish dip-
lomats expressed their displeasure over the reorientation of French policy from 
Warsaw to Moscow. But politics is the art of the possible and it seems that Pil-
sudski regarded such an eventuality as a lesser evil than other possible Soviet 
and French moves. He could hardly ignore one of the basic facts of the interwar 
constellation, namely, that in the absence of Russo-French rapprochement, both 
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powers would have been forced to seek cooperation with Germany. At a lunch 
at the Soviet Embassy in Warsaw, Pilsudski’s close collaborator B. Miedziński 
bluntly told the ambassador that "Poland's position to the eastern pact is abso-
lutely negative. [... ] If the USSR wants rapprochement with France, no one has 
objections to it, and there is no need for an eastern pact to achieve it"17.  

Set against the Kremlin's attitude to security pacts since 1933, the directive of 
September 24, 1934, confirms that Stalin and his associates saw little value in a 
mutual assistance agreement confined to the USSR and France. The participa-
tion of Poland in a guarantee pact was indispensable for making any scheme 
operative and politically viable. To commit itself more closely to France alone 
would neither substantially increase Soviet security nor satisfy the French thirst 
for her safety18. The negative task of driving the wedge between the Western 
powers and Germany had been achieved for the time being. Now a permanent 
member of the League Council and a party in the Eastern Locarno negotiations, 
as long as they lasted, the Soviet Union was relieved of the immediate danger of 
a bloc of bourgeois states. From the Soviet point of view, it was more prudent 
not to disrupt this state of affairs and to keep the door open to the Germans than 
to knock at France's. Some expectations in Moscow might have also been con-
nected with the possibility of reconsideration of German policy, as, in mid-
October Jacob Surits, nominated five months earlier as a new Soviet ambassa-
dor to Berlin, was to begin his mission there. Although these considerations, 
which stemmed from conventional wisdom of power game, appealed to Litvi-
nov's realism, he did not believe such a strategy could be applied successfully. 
The Foreign Commissar played down Nadolny's overture to Surits and Hitler's 
correctness in introductory conversation with him, and showed disinterestedness 
in sounding out the Germans19. ”To him, so long as there is a Hitler regime, 
...Germany [will be] a mad dog that can't be trusted, with whom no agreements 
can be made, and whose ambitions can only be checked by a ring of determined 
neighbors"20. 

The Franco-Soviet tacit understanding to slow down security negotiations 
painfully affected both Poland's foreign policy and Soviet relations with her. As 
long as the Eastern Locarno plan was not abandoned, Moscow's position to-
wards Poland was to be determined primarily by her reaction to the invitation to 
the Eastern pact – a fact Litvinov later admitted to the Poles himself21. The 
Poles tried in vain to break down this linkage.  

In a frank conversation with Davtian in October 1934, the editor-in-chief of 
the Gazeta Polska, Miedziński, ”repeated several times that he would be very 
much like to talk with C. Radek and have thorough debates with him. He would 
be glad, if C. Radek came to Warsaw again"22. This appeal to resume pakty 
Wilanowski of the previous summer showed both the loss of direct unofficial 
contact between the Belweder and the Kremlin and the former’s wish to restore 
it. On October 25, Beck invited the Soviet ambassador to a private dinner and 
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confidentially informed him about forthcoming changes in the status of the Pol-
ish mission in Berlin and the German one in Warsaw. Two weeks later, he re-
peatedly assured Davtian that "our relations continue to be extremely friendly 
and should not only not deteriorate but improve"23. Both the Kremlin and the 
Narkomindel seemed to ignore Miedziński's approach and Beck's friendly ges-
tures. The Soviet agencies related to Polish-Soviet trade issues, the Narkomin-
del and the Narkomvneshtorg, reversed their positions. Guided primarily by po-
litical considerations, the Foreign Ministry, until the summer of 1934, clashed 
with the Ministry for External Trade, which paid no serious attention to the Pol-
ish markets, and Litvinov severely criticized Rosengolts for unwillingness to 
negotiate a trade treaty. In the fall, the officials of the Narkomindel tried to stifle 
the NKVT's sporadic initiatives to revive trade contacts with Poland. Through 
its interference in higher councils, the Narkomindel broke down the negotia-
tions, which the Soviet trade delegation to Gdynia had opened there. Stomonia-
kov managed to prove that Okhtin, the head of the delegation, had exceeded his 
authority. The Second Deputy Commissar explained his actions to Davtian: "It 
is quite obvious that the conclusion of an agreement about the use of Gdynia fa-
cilities for our foreign trade would attach Gdynia for the first time a first class 
international port significance and in this way would have enormous political 
importance for Poland"24.  

While safeguarding the consistency of the approved line in regard to Poland, 
the Soviet Foreign Office tended to explain all minor difficulties caused by the 
Polish side and the controversy over payments to Soviet actors of the Vak-
htangov dramatic theatre as evidence of Poland's involvement in anti-Soviet in-
trigues. On October 25, a secretary of the Soviet military attaché, named Petrov 
was caught by the Polish counter-intelligence at a meeting with an air officer 
named Rodowicz, who was later convicted on espionage charges. Stomoniakov 
described the publication of the incident in the Polish press and the official note 
to the Soviet government as proof that the collaboration between Warsaw and 
Berlin assumed such an intimate character that the former no longer had to mask 
its anti-Soviet feelings25. In early November, the subject of Polish-Japanese 
military and political ties reemerged in the central office's correspondence with 
the embassy as one of real concern26. Later that month the Politburo gave to the 
NKID the order "to make trips of Polish [intelligence] officers to the USSR 
more difficult"27.  

Hostile rhetoric, abundant in the NKID's instructive letters to the Soviet em-
bassy in Poland in late 1934, was not, however, always followed up by corre-
sponding activities. The tone of the Soviet reply concerning accusations against 
Petrov (he was promptly recalled to Moscow, where the issue was brought be-
fore the Politburo three times) was moderate. Stomoniakov explained this fact 
by Moscow's disinterestedness in "assisting the Pol[ish] Gov[ernment] to exac-
erbate the Soviet-Polish relations"28. The Narkomindel also resisted Podolski's 
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propositions to register an official protest before the Polish government against 
an anti-Soviet campaign in the Ukrainian press29.  

One can understand some reasons for the unwillingness of Soviet officials 
and diplomats to put their observations, thoughts, and suggestions on paper. 
Distributed in multiple copies, most of the correspondence was easily subjected 
to party control30. Its eye in the Warsaw Embassy was apparently Boris Podol-
ski. Both Antonov-Ovseenko and Davtian avoided open disagreements with 
him, but they certainly did not like the counselor. When at one of his obscure 
meetings with the Commissar in mid-1935, Davtian asked for Podolski's re-
placement, Litvinov was displeased to refuse this appeal31. Having extensive 
contacts with the Poles, some of the Soviet diplomats certainly felt uneasiness, 
if not guilt, over the change in the USSR's attitude towards Poland, undertaken 
in a vain attempt to force them into the Eastern pact. In conversation with his 
American colleague, John Cudahy, J. Davtian was candid enough to admit that 
"the gestures toward a Polish-German rapprochement as a result of the Declara-
tion of January 26, 1934, were in his opinion, magnified in Russia and regarded 
as tending toward a menace of Russian security on its western frontier“. This 
recognition was the more revealing as the ambassador had little personal sympa-
thy for Poland and described its policy as "'childish egotism"; according to Dav-
tian, Polish distrust of Soviet behavior made him live "under a constant 
strain"32. Pressures, which the Soviet Union continued to exert on Poland by 
cooling off bilateral contacts, undertaking press campaigns, and declining to re-
sume unofficial high-level consultations, created a predictable reaction among 
the Poles; this, in its turn, could not but affect the Russians.  

The only way out of this vicious circle was to break the deadlock in the secu-
rity negotiations, which had meanwhile come to a halt. P. Laval, who after the 
Marseilles assassination of Barthou again assumed the portfolio of the foreign 
minister, differed greatly in his outlook and political career from his predeces-
sor. In the practical conduct of foreign affairs, however, he tended to continue 
the course charted by the late Barthou. Laval continued both France's rap-
prochement with the USSR and Italy – as a condition for coming to terms with 
Germany – as well as the French tactic of delaying further negotiations on the 
Eastern Locarno. However, his more pronounced sympathies for direct Franco-
German understanding increased anxiety in Moscow. When pro-German ten-
dencies of the French policy come to light with Laval, Litvinov's position be-
came more complicated.  

Only a few weeks later, the government coalition, established in February 
1934, was toppled by Tardieu-Doumergue's efforts to overcome the inherited 
weakness of the French political system by means of constitutional reform. The 
Radicals left the cabinet, and, finally, Doumergue was forced, on November 8, 
to resign. The return to instability of the French government and "the slowness 
with which it hastens to complete its part of the bargain of rapprochement have 
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given rise to undisguised misgivings" in Moscow33. Several days after Russia's 
entry into the League, ”M. Litvinov remarked that he was afraid that he had 
acted in advance of [the] public opinion of his country and that his position in 
the next few months would be difficult"34. Since late October foreign observers 
noted increasing signs that "opposition to the Litvinov policy of rapprochement 
with France is growing within the party and the General Staff, where certain 
sections feel that the Commissar for Foreign Affairs had pursued a reckless pol-
icy in seeking an alignment with France" at the cost of estranging Germany35. 
Reports from the American Embassy in Moscow suggest that in the fall of 1934, 
the Soviet leaders were no less puzzled than the British cabinet by the dilemma 
as to which of the two potential enemies, Germany and Japan, was to be ap-
peased to make resisting the other possible. The Foreign Commissar's choice 
was clear, but, ”according to Red Army critics of Litvinov's policy, the sale of 
the Chinese Eastern Railway has not impeded but rather facilitated possible at-
tack by Japan"36. Though denied by Soviet officials, a new wave of rumours in 
diplomatic quarters about Litvinov's imminent dismissal persisted37.  

Given the international changes and misgivings at home, the Soviet diplo-
macy was oriented toward defending what had already been obtained. As things 
stood, Moscow could not allow itself to accept from Quai d'Orsay a new multi-
lateral plan for Eastern Europe, designed to alleviate German and Polish intran-
sigence. A diluted Eastern pact, devoid of mutual assistance obligations, might 
stand a better chance of acceptance in Berlin, but it would also improve the 
chance of Laval slipping away from the USSR and leaving her with an unsatis-
factory agreement. Indeed, the proposals to this effect were made by the secre-
tary general of the French foreign ministry, Alexis Léger. The Politburo imme-
diately rejected them by passing, on November 2, a resolution, which admitted 
the possibility of a mutual assistance agreement without Germany and Poland38. 
This decision, prompted by Rosenberg's worried reports about predilections 
shown by Laval39, included no new initiative. It simply reduced the scope of 
possible choices to either maintaining the old hopeless position, cloaked as 
"continuing discussion about the Eastern pact", or negotiating a Franco-Soviet 
alliance, extended also to Czechoslovakia.  

This latter course being neither easy to achieve nor particularly desirable, 
Litvinov went to Geneva to probe Laval further, divert his energy from the 
German direction, and help create the appearance of continuing Franco-Polish 
exchanges in the matter of the Eastern pact. The Foreign Commissar gained La-
val's consent for a reciprocal pledge to refrain from "any political agreements 
with Germany without preliminary consultations" between them. 40 

Signed on December 5, the Franco-Soviet protocol closely followed Litvi-
nov's demands of each side entering no separate agreements with Germany; 
Benes acceded to this four days later. Despite the appearance of flourishing en-
tente, the tripartite agreement was a step in neither direction and merely con-



Around the freezing point 245  

 

firmed the existing deadlock. It is improbable, therefore, that Litvinov was 
guided by the desire to "bring into being the Eastern pact"41 when he consulted 
Laval on the reply to be delivered to Poland in the name of the French govern-
ment. Having acquainted himself with the French draft, the Commissar "pro-
posed to relieve Poland not from new obligations and guarantees in regard to 
Lithuania and Czechoslovakia, but only from rendering assistance", to which 
Laval assented. Both men agreed that France should insist on a prompt reply 
from Warsaw and then approach the Germans again42. Did Litvinov intend to 
press the Poles further or to provoke them into a definitely negative reply? Most 
likely, he did not give the issue much thought and merely pretended to be inter-
ested in the discussions surrounding it.  

The French memorandum of November 26, which offered Poland minor 
changes in the Eastern Locarno scheme and urged her to agree to this plan in 
principle, further discouraged Beck as to the French policy. The only visible re-
sult of the new round of useless talks that followed it in December, was to push 
Poland closer into Germany's friendly embrace43. The Soviet ambassador in 
Warsaw asked Litvinov – and wrote to Stomoniakov – to let him join his British 
and French colleagues' démarches and, thus, resume conversations with Beck 
on political issues. In early December, the Second Deputy Commissar commu-
nicated to Davtian "our point of view": "In a formal sense, you, of course, have 
reason, but it is more advantageous to us that negotiations with Poland about the 
Eastern pact be conducted by France, not ourselves"44. Upon his return to Mos-
cow on November 29, for some days Litvinov reportedly did not set foot in the 
Narkomindel and his close collaborators found him irritated and in extremely 
low spirits, apparently because of the impressions from talks with Laval45. 
Could Litvinov have entrusted the negotiations with Poland to Laval, if he had 
attached any real significance to them? He obviously had no more faith in a 
positive outcome of such negotiations than did Davtian who had wanted to par-
ticipate with the aim of creating an occasion for political discussions with Beck.  

By the end of 1934, negotiations with Poland about security guarantees had 
become merely a pawn in Franco-Soviet diplomatic games. Finding no better 
solution at hand, Moscow tried to keep Laval busy with the Eastern Locarno in 
order to force him to reiterate his loyalty to the Russian connection and to dis-
tract his attention from Italy and Britain. Both countries demanded French atten-
tion and, in fact, no longer wished to support the fantastic scheme, which had by 
this time been privately repudiated by its author, A. Léger. For the Soviets, the 
Franco-Polish talks were thus an instrument to avert dissolution of their ties 
with Paris and a reemergence of the Four-Power bloc.  

Laval and Léger followed the same pattern On December 21, Vladimir Po-
temkin, the new Soviet ambassador to France, was informed that the Polish 
government had finally agreed to enter the Eastern pact on two conditions: Po-
land's participation in the final wording of the pact, and Germany's consent to 
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join it. ”Considering Poland's answer to be entirely official”, the Russians were 
told, ”the French Foreign Ministry intended to raise with Germany the question 
of whether she would join an Eastern Pact"46. No one, of course, could believe 
in Poland's position  suddenly becoming that of Estonia, as the French commu-
nication suggested. The only plausible explanation seems to be one offered by 
L. Radice: "Why did the French government, aware as it was of Beck's continu-
ing intransigence, inform the Soviet Union that he had marginally changed his 
policy? ... [As] Laval became more and more involved in the search for a new 
approach both to Rome and Berlin, it became important to show the Russians 
that as a measure of their good faith the French were pressing their Polish al-
lies"47.  

The Soviets had their own reasons to take the bait48. Both Moscow and War-
saw felt uneasy about the Rome Protocols, which Mussolini and Laval had 
signed on January 7, 1935. Apart from the other implications of this agreement, 
it suggested a Central European pact of non-aggression and consultations to en-
compass all of the Danubian states, Germany, Italy, and France. Propositions 
for a new multilateral treaty, which would include the Western powers but not 
the USSR, was likely to compete with the Eastern mutual assistance plan and 
stood a good chance of beating it49. Anxious to find an additional argument to 
keep France on the Eastern pact track, Soviet diplomacy showed unusual inter-
est in Beck's reply, transmitted to them by the French. By mid-January 1935, 
Davtian found out from enquiries at Laroche and de Bressy, the counsellor of 
the French embassy, that the Polish minister had merely stressed his unwilling-
ness to take an initiative for a breach of preliminary negotiations, and had ex-
pressed consent to continue these, if Germany would also agree. Again in Ge-
neva, Litvinov visited the ailing Beck in his apartment and heard the same in-
terpretation of the Polish position. The Commissar failed to force from Beck a 
clear statement about "Poland's acceptance of the Eastern pact in principle" with 
due reservations50. The next day, the PAT agency denounced any change in the 
Polish attitude towards the Eastern Locarno.  

Simultaneously, the Polish Foreign Ministry displayed interest in the Danu-
bian agreement and admitted that it wished to participate51. This move caused 
additional consternation in Moscow about the "hypocrisy" of Polish objections 
to the Eastern pact. The interests of both states within the "Eastern Locarno" 
framework were becoming more and more antagonistic. Warsaw could not but 
seek ways to relieve Soviet and Western pressures. Apart from friendly rela-
tions with Germany, this improvement in her international position was to be 
achieved through countering the remaining French and incipient Soviet influ-
ences in Central Europe. The inclination to pose as a great power in the region 
had to be revived and emphasis to be laid on strengthening ties with revisionist 
Hungary, intriguing in Romania against Titulescu and his policy, and cultivating 
relations with anti-Soviet Yugoslavia. Given this framework, German penetra-
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tion of Central and South East Europe was to be regarded favorably. Those ef-
forts deeply affected Soviet interests in Eastern Europe52. Although not clearly 
defined, they were now linked mainly with directing the efforts of the Little En-
tente, which since its birth suffered from the lack of common purpose for all its 
members, against German aspirations.  

Polish endeavors to reinforce their influence in the region were seen by Lit-
vinov as "megalomania" and a vain "ambition to achieve grandeur". He spoke 
of Beck as being a "secretive individual and a follower of the 'old school' of di-
plomacy who believed in a cloud of words to conceal ideas and never spoke 
frankly upon any subject"53. The Polish chargé d'affaires in Moscow com-
plained with similar bitterness that "his Embassy is at a loss to define the precise 
aim of Soviet diplomacy in respect to the Franco-Soviet rapprochement and the 
proposed Eastern Pact"54.  

In early February 1935, both sides, tired of uncertainty, made new efforts to 
clarify their positions to each other. The Soviet stand being more aggressive, the 
NKID instructed the ambassador to ask for an audience with Beck and raise ob-
jections to new restrictions (in some cases, obviously ungrounded) on the im-
port of Russian books, journals, and films in Poland. The polpred was also to 
speak about the Polish-Japanese ties rumored in the press. The aim, set before 
Davtian, was to achieve "an unmasking of the Pol[ish] gov[ernment] and forc-
ing it to openly take a clear position”55. In hardly gentler manner, Litvinov and 
his deputy reacted to a series of complaints and enquiries of the Polish Em-
bassy, preceded by consultations among Beck, Schaetzel and Lukasiewicz in 
Warsaw. On February 10, Lukasiewicz met with the Foreign Commissar who 
declined Polish complaints concerning the Soviet veto on negotiating the air 
convention, military and cultural contacts and laid responsibility for the deterio-
ration in Soviet-Polish relations on Poland, which had reacted in an unfriendly 
manner to propositions for the Eastern pact56. Four days later, he refused to ac-
cept Lukasiewicz's protest about the publication of Radek's article in the Izves-
tia, in which the coup d'état of 1926 was described as deposing a peasants' 
leader by "the officers' clique [ofitsernia] headed by Pilsudski"57. The Nar-
komindel saw Lukasiewicz's statements as caused by Poland's worries over her 
isolation and, Stomoniakov wrote to Davtian, by ”the unmasking of the aggres-
sive character of the Polish policy in the eyes of the public opinion of the whole 
world". The Deputy Commissar admitted the possibility that Warsaw would like 
to counter the unfavorable impressions of the foreign public opinion "by a 
means of some exterior improvement in the Polish-Soviet relations". Litvinov 
angrily added to this his impressions that "Lukasiewicz came with a certain in-
tention to conduct the policy of obstructions, protests etc. Since the Germans are 
now adopting the same tactic, it might be asked whether it is not the result of a 
collusio n”58. 
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Meanwhile, in the conversations of mid-February the Poles not only spoke 
about their claims and desire to maintain decent neighborly relations, but also 
made some vague allusions to Polish interests in wider political discussions. 
Lukasiewicz reproached the Foreign Commissar for neglecting Poland to which 
the USSR "has recently been addressing through... France”. Ten days later, 
Beck assured Davtian that gossip about the Polish-Japanese political and mili-
tary collaboration was entirely false, and expressed nebulous wishes for restor-
ing direct political exchanges with the Russians59. This tendency in Polish di-
plomacy was supported by the conciliatory tone of its note, which closed down 
the "Petrov case", and  as Stomoniakov recognized in the early March, by "the 
decline of the anti-Soviet campaign in the press"60.  

 
 

II 
 
By the beginning of 1935, the Soviet Union, portraying to Europe 

the bright picture of a series of regional security pacts, persisted in a largely 
negative policy of containing Germany, while other powers, which supported 
the Eastern Locarno angled for a real and positive one. Moscow had reasons to 
fear that, given the renewed willingness of France and Britain to reach a settle-
ment with the increasingly self-confident Reich, any international agreement 
with Berlin would rather deteriorate Russia's position than give her real security 
guarantees. The previous summer's hopes for a general settlement brought about 
by the conclusion of the Eastern pact of mutual assistance as quid pro quo for 
abrogation of the armament clauses of the Versailles Treaty were dashed. The 
search for a comprehensive European solution became more urgent as the pace 
of German rearmament quickened and Hitler consolidated his power. France 
and Britain's conciliatory attitudes in the preparations for the Saar plebiscite and 
the subsequent elimination of this problem after the January 10 vote for reunifi-
cation with Germany were viewed both in Paris and London as a prelude to ap-
proaching the Germans with new prospects for their equality within a security 
system. The British, more consistent on this issue, since December 1934 had 
pressed Laval on the necessity of working out at the forthcoming official con-
sultations in London "a reasonable offer which it would be unreasonable for 
Germany to reject"61. Despite France's undisguised scepticism and Britain's 
doubts as to the chances of achieving anything of real importance at their con-
ference, negotiations which the President of the Council, Flandin, and Laval had 
had with the leading members of the British cabinet on February 1-3 ended with 
outward success. The London communiqué once again created the impression of 
the similarity of both governments's views on "the general settlement freely ne-
gotiated between German and other powers”, which was to include pacts "en-
suring mutual assistance in Eastern Europe and the system foreshadowed in the 
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Rome proces-verbal for Central Europe". A completely new proposal was an 
agreement among the Locarno powers providing for immediate mutual assis-
tance in the event of an unprovoked air attack by either of these states. Simulta-
neously, Part V of the Versailles Treaty would be abrogated and Germany 
would "resume her place in the League of Nations"62.  

The Narkomindel viewed the Anglo-French consultations warily. Under-
standing that the British in the name of realism would "drown the Eastern pact 
in some general agreement”, they had pressed Laval with demands to safeguard 
this project on the eve of his departure for London. In early February, aware 
how thin the balance between appeasement and containment in the joint com-
muniqué was, Moscow tried to preclude Britain and France's agreeing to negoti-
ate with Germany on specific issues that she could select of her choice from the 
London communiqué. At the same time, given the scope of the London propos-
als and Laval's views on the possibility of a German-French political compro-
mise, even Eastern mutual assistance talks were now likely to lead to France's 
withdrawal from the policy of rapprochement with the Soviet Union. The Pol-
ish chargé d'affaires in Moscow described the Soviet dilemma with remarkable 
insight in early February: 

"...The Soviet Government is suspicious that, within the framework of the 
Eastern Pact, a détente between France and Germany might take place. This 
in turn might permit the formulation of the anti-Soviet designs on the part of 
Germany rather than an encirclement of Germany. On the other hand, ...the 
Soviet Government is sufficiently mistrustful of France and the vagaries of 
French policy not to place very much confidence in the security to be 
achieved through a Franco-Soviet pact of mutual assistance"63.  

On February 14, 1935, Germany replied to the London declaration while re-
maining silent on the French note of January 13 concerning the Eastern Lo-
carno. The Reich government stated its interest in discussions with the British, 
especially on the air pact proposition, but failed to refer to the Eastern mutual 
assistance pact64. This attempt to separate the issues and the allies was, how-
ever, too primitive to succeed, and Litvinov decided to take advantage of the 
dissatisfaction it had caused in France. On February 20, invited by the ambassa-
dors of France and Britain to make public its positive views on the London dec-
laration, the Soviet government issued a communiqué to this effect. Moscow 
praised the Anglo-French agreement, provided all parts of the plan were consid-
ered inseparable65. This meant, among other things, that none of them could 
possibly be realized in the near future, including the proposal for the Eastern 
Locarno. In fact, by officially and publicly voicing its support for the Eastern 
mutual assistance pact, Moscow announced the project's demise. Soviet leaders 
were, however, uncertain whether it should be buried immediately.  
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Litvinov believed that he must go ahead with a direct Franco-Soviet conven-
tion. On February 17, he instructed Potemkin to make a démarche before the 
French Foreign Ministry. France and the USSR must draw necessary conclu-
sions from Germany's negative reaction to the London declaration; given the 
fact that she "rejects the proposed Eastern pact", ”further negotiations with 
Germany could not have any other result than an infinite delay of the present 
uncertain situation in this matter”66. In late February, the French themselves 
were inclined to negotiate on a Franco-Soviet convention, which would be 
complemented by a collective Eastern pact of non-aggression among Russia, 
Germany, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and the Baltic countries67.  

The beginning of negotiations on a Franco-Soviet mutual aid convention 
would have meant that applying pressure on Poland with the Eastern pact no 
longer made much sense. Given the more conciliatory attitude towards the 
USSR which Poland adopted since February, a détente in the Soviet-Polish rela-
tions might have been both feasible and desirable for Moscow. A reconsidera-
tion was in order, and the Narkomindel resumed its appeals to the Kremlin to 
sanction proposals for cultural exchanges with Poland. This task proved to be 
no easier than it had been during 1934. ”The question of C. Shmidt's trip, de-
spite my reminders, remains in the same position as a row of other questions of 
cultural rapprochement with Poland,” Stomoniakov informed Davtian on March 
9, in reply to the ambassador's inquiry about his idea of a visit of an academi-
cian and a hero of Cheliuskin Arctic epic of the previous year. The Second 
Deputy Commissar intended to "raise the question of desirability of developing 
closer cultural rapprochement with Polish social circles again, in a general 
form"68.  

On March 10 (or 11), Krestinsky approached Stalin on issues of cultural rela-
tions with Poland. In a message marked "Strictly confidential. Personal only”, 
Litvinov's deputy wrote the ambassador about the outcome of the meeting:  

"The mood of the instantsia to this question is not particularly favorable. 
You already know that the proposition for O. Yu. Shmidt's trip to Poland was 
declined. On this occasion there was expressed unwillingness to give the 
Poles an opportunity to cover their hostile attitude to us on all political issues 
and even on some issues of the cultural contact. This question was not dis-
cussed in detail. We [at the NKID] may not assume yet that the feelings ex-
pressed will form the basis for all other decisions concerning cultural is-
sues"69.  

Stomoniakov thought that, due to opposition from "our internal authorities" 
to a project of distributing the Gazeta Polska in the Soviet territory in return for 
Polish permission to sell the Izvestia in Poland, this initiative had no chance of 
being accepted and thus recommended that Davtian give it up. The NKID asked 
the Politburo to approve more innocuous proposals for visits to Poland by a So-
viet sport delegation and by a leading economist V. Obolensky (N. Osinsky). 
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Both petitions were rejected70. Thus, the Kremlin disallowed any moves that 
tended to slight improvement of Soviet relations with Poland. Simultaneously, 
he vetoed Litvinov's proposition for immediately negotiating the Franco-Soviet 
mutual assistance pact, and the fulfillment of the Commissar's instruction to Po-
temkin of February 17, sent by diplomatic pouch, was arrested. These two deci-
sions seem to have been closely connected. Doubtful of the values of the direct 
entente with France, Stalin persisted in offering the Germans to join an Eastern 
pact of mutual assistance. In such circumstances, the continuing Soviet confron-
tation with Poland was likely to serve as an indication that both the USSR and 
Germany might have interests other than security for concluding an agreement 
between them. In early March, therefore, Soviet diplomacy was pushed back 
and had no option but to concentrate its efforts on the negative task of blocking 
new Western concessions to Berlin.  

Stalin's immobility, Laval's opportunism, and Baldwin's urge to send the 
British Foreign Secretary to Berlin encouraged Hitler. On March 9, Göring pub-
licly admitted the existence of the Luftwaffe, and the next Saturday the Reich 
Government announced military conscription and a peacetime army outnumber-
ing that of France. The very basis for the deal, offered to Germany by the Lon-
don declaration of February 3, — international legalization of a limited rear-
mament of Germany in return for her joining new security pacts in Western, 
Central, and Eastern Europe — had been destroyed only six weeks later. The 
unilateral annulment of the Versailles military clauses tended to strengthen the 
Soviet diplomatic position vis-à-vis France and Britain. This became obvious 
with futile discussions, which Simon and Eden had with Hitler and Neurath in 
late March, and with the simultaneous decision by the German government to 
complete the trade credit negotiations with the USSR.  

As Lord Privy Seal, A. Eden, continued his exploratory trip to Moscow, Lit-
vinov persuaded him to reconsider the British attitude towards Germany and 
support Russia's intention to conclude "the Eastern pact" without Germany. 
“His Majesty's Government had been trying one method. They ought to try an-
other"71. The Foreign Commissar "doubted whether it would be much use argu-
ing any further with Germany", but pointed out that there was, perhaps, ”some 
chance of persuading Poland to join the pact". Litvinov had in mind the idea, 
which he broached with Lukasiewicz ten days later, of  

"a pact, which would include mutual aid and in which each of the participants 
would determine in advance an amount of assistance he would receive and give. 
Some, for example, will agree to give unli-mited assistance by military forces, 
others will limit assistance to  
armaments and economic sanctions, while still others, for example, will con-
sider benevolent neutrality a sufficient assistance"72.  
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In April 1934, having met Stalin's resistance for any steps towards under-
standing with Poland, Litvinov had sought French assistance to bring her into a 
security arrangement with the USSR; almost a year later he made a similar plea 
to the British: 

"This was where British policy might play a big part, because Poland now at-
tached great importance to what was being said in London, particularly since 
she had quarreled with France. [... ] It was not certain that M. Beck would be 
able to go on ignoring Polish public opinion, more particularly since the 
[German rearmament] declaration of the 16th March caused considerable 
alarm in Poland. It might be worthwhile trying to detach Poland from her 
present line, and draw her towards the Eastern Pact”73. 

The British minister was forewarned that "the isolationists" in the Kremlin 
were on the rise. Then Litvinov invited Eden to have a piece of plum pudding 
with the inscription "Peace is indivisible" on top. During an unusual audience 
with Eden on March 29, Stalin spoke in a different tone. Although his "indis-
creet" admission of negotiations with Germany concerning the supply of war 
materials to the USSR and a reference to allegedly rumoured exchanges be-
tween Tukhachevski and Göering74 might be considered a primitive method of 
inducing the British to accept a Franco-Soviet bilateral solution to the security 
problem, Stalin revealed that his motives were much more complex and "his 
sympathies... seemed broader than those of M. Litvinov”75.Stalin did not men-
tion Poland at all. He made no apparent efforts to convince Eden of the neces-
sity to leave Hitler outside the regional pact that he had rejected. Asked if he 
contemplated an Eastern pact – with or without Germany, the dictator looked 
surprised: "With Germany, of course, with Germany. We do not encircle any-
body. We do not strive for an isolation with Germany. On the contrary, we want 
to live with Germany on friendly terms. Germans are great and brave people. 
These people could not have been kept for a long time in the chains of the Ver-
sailles treaty"76. The communiqué was something of a compromise between the 
two Russian opinions and embodied the Britain's wishful thinking. It stated that 
participation in the pact of mutual assistance "of Germany and Poland would... 
be welcomed as affording the best solution to the problem" of security in East-
ern Europe77.  

Before Eden arrived in Warsaw on his return trip, the text of his interview 
with Stalin had appeared in the newspapers. For Hitler, it was a promise and a 
forewarning; for the Poles, Stalin's statements were a threat. It must have ap-
peared to them a suicidal course to discuss with Eden their entering into agree-
ment with such partners, while having behind them an ally like Laval, who was 
anxious to come to terms with Germany and drifted towards alliance with So-
viet Russia78. Instead Beck,  
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"emphasized the importance of Poland as a buffer state between Germany 
and Russia and the menace to Europe of a war. [...] He dwelt upon the geo-
graphical position of Poland and said that in order to preserve its national ex-
istence the country must maintain a neutral position between Germany and 
Russia and could not enter into any multilateral undertaking containing sanc-
tions the executions of which would jeopardize this neutral position. So em-
phatic was the Foreign Minister on this point that [the British chargé d'af-
faires] Aveling said that Mr. Eden did not propose the participation of Poland in 
the Eastern Pact of Mutual Assistance.”79  

Nor did Eden wish to discuss the issue seriously: he believed Germany should 
not be approached again with an Eastern pact, and he was certain the improve-
ment of the Soviet-Polish relations was indispensable for collective security80, 
but he had nothing material to offer to the Poles. Litvinov had gone so far as to 
ask the British minister for an intermediary between Moscow and Warsaw; he 
did not and could not, however, ask him to make a proposal on behalf of the 
USSR for a pact with diversified and strictly defined provisions which Stalin re-
sisted.  

On March 29, Potemkin forced Laval to agree to negotiate the pact between 
France, the USSR and Czechoslovakia. The next day, Laval and Léger for-
warded the Soviets the plan for bilateral security agreements and expressed their 
readiness to sign a mutual defence pact with the USSR "in the nearest future re-
gardless of negotiations with other countries, in particular with Germany.”81 On 
April 2, Litvinov communicated the Politburo's decision to Paris: the USSR still 
insisted on the Eastern Pact with Germany and Poland and, if both would reject 
it, the treaty of mutual assistance must include France, Czechoslovakia, and the 
Baltic states82. Only by the 7th of April, Stalin conceded to Litvinov's approach 
of signing the pact with France without further procrastination. The views 
which Litvinov had laid down in his letter to Potemkin on February 17, became 
policy83. On April 9, supported by representatives of the Little and Balkan En-
tentes, the Soviet ambassador achieved the French foreign minister's promise to 
sign mutual aid agreement with Russia by the end of the month84.  

Litvinov's arguments in the debates among the Soviet leaders in late March 
— early April of 1935 could be deduced from his remarks to Eden and the tele-
grams he sent home from Geneva later in April. He undoubtedly exploited the 
dissatisfaction felt in Moscow over the Hitler government's refusal to enter into 
political discussions with the Soviets as a junior partner. From this point of 
view, the ten-month history of the Eastern Locarno signifies a failure to revive 
the Rapallo relationship in a reversed form, with the Soviet Union assuming the 
leading position in it. While Soviet mistrust of Germany was becoming more 
profound85, her gestures such as granting the Soviet Union 200-billion-mark 
credit for the purchase of goods, including war materials could not assuage So-
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viet apprehensions86. Also of concern for the Kremlin were the allegedly reacti-
vated plans for cooperation between Germany and three Western powers as the 
Anglo-French-Italian summit at Stresa, scheduled for April 11, was to readjust 
their attitudes to new realities, including the German resolution to reduce any 
possible obligations in the East to that of non-aggression and consultation.  

As earlier, Poland's non-participation in a Franco-Soviet mutual assistance 
agreement seemed to constitute the main stumbling block to Moscow's accept-
ing this solution. At the same time, the abandonment of the Eastern mutual as-
sistance pact had given Litvinov new hopes that, with France's help, a compro-
mise solution concerning Poland's participation might be found within the con-
text of a new security scheme. On April 10, the Foreign Commissar, spoke to a 
correspondent of Havas agency, asking him not to publish their conversation: 

"Quant à la Pologne, certain pretendent que la rigidité de la formule du pact 
oriental ne faissait pas le libre jeu de ses décisions à une epoque où son en-
tente avec le Reich n'était encore telle qu'elle puisse mettre la Pologne à l'abri 
de toute menace de l'impérialisme allemand.  
La situation étant aujourd'hui debloquée par la décision prise a Paris, tout 
porte a croire que la Pologne elle aussi ne verra que des avantages, sous 
réserve d'aménagements techniques de détail, à ses joindre aux efforts de la 
France et de l'U.R.S.S. en vue d'assurer de son territoire, qui est encore plus 
sûrement menacé que celui de la France et de l'U.R.S.S.”87  

On April 9, Litvinov, apparently without authorization, sounded out Lu-
kasiewicz on a proposal for a limited Polish membership in a security pact. Po-
land was offered to choose the kind of assistance she herself thought appropri-
ate and to reduce her new undertakings to benevolent neutrality in case of Ger-
man aggression against the Soviet Union88. This idea could have provided for a 
breakthrough in the Eastern Locarno talks, had it been presented the previous 
year. But by the spring of 1935 mutual mistrust was too deep both in Moscow 
and Warsaw for this to occur; Poland had committed herself to a "policy of bal-
ances”. Although she was disturbed by Hitler's most recent  moves and by the 
Western powers' glib response to them89, her policy could not be reappraised at 
such short notice. There were no signs that Litvinov's new concept had been of-
ficially approved in Moscow. The Commissar had no opportunity to discuss it 
with Beck, and Davtian raised the issue with him at a dinner. The Polish minis-
ter, the Soviet ambassador wrote back on April 9, ”having 'buried' the Eastern 
pact, does not attach any significance to its different versions either"90. Nor did 
Paris responded to Litvinov's suggestion, which was communicated by Alphand 
to Quai d'Orsay. 91 

If the Polish factor could not have been used as a strong argument for an im-
mediate anti-Hitler alliance with France, it must have been exploited by Litvi-
nov and like-minded politicians as serious evidence that the German menace to 
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the USSR is near and tangible. Consulting the map of Europe could hardly con-
vince anyone that this was the case. Germany was in no position to attack the 
Soviet territories directly92; Japan, especially after signing the Eastern Chinese 
Railway agreement on March 193593, was hardly capable of unleashing an all-
out attack in the Far East until serious complications were created for the USSR 
in Europe. In 1933 and early 1934 Great Britain with her influence in the Baltic 
region and the Royal Navy served as a link between the two aggressive powers 
both for Soviet diplomacy and propaganda94. Then Poland replaced Britain as 
an alleged third partner, needed to convince those who believed in the possibil-
ity of a détente with the Reich that menace to the Soviet Russia from Germany 
was imminent. Actually, the narkom did not usually insist on the existence of 
sinister Polish plans, if his partners expressed willingness to believe in the pos-
sibility of a German aggression against the Soviet Union via the Baltic states95, 
but in domestic debates, exhibiting the Polish threat was invaluable96. Waiting 
in Geneva for the final decisions of the Politburo97 and of the French Council of 
Ministers, Litvinov summed up his arguments for Moscow again: 

"My conclusions: although real assistance in the projected pact is problem-
atic on the French side – as a result of its subordination to Locarno and the 
decisions of the League of Nations, and from our side – as a result of the ab-
sence of frontiers, the pact will have great political significance as a factor 
diminishing the temptation on the part of Germany, Poland and Japan to at-
tack, and hindering the establishment of close ties between France and Ger-
many. One also has to take into account the negative effect of rejecting the 
pact after all these months of negotiations"98.  

In fact, Litvinov "did not regard mutual assistance as a real guarantee of de-
fence, but rather as a deterrent: as a last resort the Soviet Union had to rely upon 
her own forces"99.  

The negotiations in Geneva and Paris were completed in three weeks100. On 
May 2, 1935, the Soviet Union for the first time became a party to a mutual as-
sistance agreement with a capitalist state. Two weeks later, the Franco-Soviet 
treaty was complemented by a similar pact between the USSR and Czechoslo-
vakia.  

 
 

III 
 
May's victory of the Soviet collective security policy was strik-

ingly indecisive in the context of both home politics and foreign relations, both 
closely intertwined. The fundamental structural defect of the new alliances was 
their "geographical asymmetry."101 All the parties concerned realized that only 
Polish cooperation might give the mutual assistance pacts real meaning. Until a 
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clear political and legal solution for a number of issues was found (including the 
problems of Soviet troops' passage and the transit of war materials through and 
air flights over Polish territory) both alliances had merely negative signifi-
cance102. Moreover, the pacts' defects, unless corrected, would most probably 
compel France, Czechoslovakia and the USSR to seek separate accommoda-
tions with Berlin in order to divert German aggression from their own borders. 
The Poles felt that the Soviet relations with Germany had not been damaged ir-
reparably by signing the pact with France: "if the prevailing policy of Germany 
tends towards a rapprochement with the Soviets", according to Beck, ”no mere 
piece of paper like the present treaty which France has concluded with the Sovi-
ets would act as an effective hindrance to the consummation of such a pol-
icy”103. The mutual defence treaties of May 1935 could, therefore, turn out to 
become either the core of the continental security framework or a bargaining 
counter in future negotiations of each participant with the potential aggressor. 
Viewed from this angle, the future development in Europe depended largely on 
the ability of Warsaw and Moscow to find a basis for alleviating mutual ten-
sions and work out a formula for their international cooperation.  

At first it might seem that the Soviet leaders were determined to seize the 
momentum to bring about radical improvement in relations with the ally of her 
new ally. In the midst of Franco-Soviet discussions in April, Litvinov reassured 
Beck that "the non-aggression pact between Russia and Poland would be ob-
served without deviation”104. At the Embassy reception on the occasion of Po-
land's national holiday, May 3, the level of the Soviet representation. was sur-
prisingly high105. Radek and Bukharin admitted to Bullitt that night that "they 
no longer believed there was any secret agreement between Germany and Po-
land”106. The Poles probably saw the conversation between Beck and Litvinov 
in Geneva as a beginning of reconciliation; on May 5, Lukasiewicz offered to 
continue discussions. Referring to Soviet press charges and the misgivings of 
"the Polish press" concerning the Russian attitude toward Poland, the ambassa-
dor suggested that Moscow "do something" to dispel doubts as to the USSR's 
allegiance to the non-aggression pac. Litvinov declined the proposal, but ex-
pressed his hope that "cessation of the polemic" concerning the Eastern Locarno 
"would permit the establishing more calm and correct relations”107. 

An opportunity for discussing the Soviet-Polish relations might have been 
provided by negotiations for an Eastern pact of non-aggression and consulta-
tion. Answering the British enquiry, on April 12, Germany agreed in principle 
to participate in such a pact. The Western governments as well as Poland and 
the USSR supported this idea. But Hitler's "peace speech" of May 21 attacked 
the Franco-Soviet agreement and made clear his intention to withdraw from the 
project. Upon Litvinov's return from Geneva (and, probably, on his proposal), 
the Politburo decided on June 1 to let France negotiate the Eastern pact with 
Germany and Poland, the USSR joining these talks later108. Forewarning from 
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Davtian that this approach virtually excluded reestablishing "political contact" 
with the Polish Foreign Ministry109 had little effect upon Moscow. Both Litvi-
nov and Stomoniakov spoke in favor of watching further development and re-
ducing Soviet diplomatic activity in Warsaw to the "maintenance of officially 
friendly [korrektnye] relations.”110  

This was not an easy task either, as was revealed by the Kremlin's reaction to 
the death of Pilsudski on May 12, 1935. Official Soviet apathy bordered on de-
liberate insult111. Anti-Polish feelings were also manifested at the receptions for 
Edward Benes in Moscow and Kiev in June 1935112. The visit by the Czecho-
slovakian foreign minister almost coincided with the unparalleled commemora-
tion of the 15th anniversary of the defeat of the Polish and Ukrainian armies. 
These celebrations, as an aide of the Second Deputy Foreign Commissar admit-
ted, had far surpassed Polish ceremonies honoring "the miracle on the Vis-
tula”113. With the Seventh Congress of the Communist International, in late 
July-August 1935, anti-Communist campaign that followed it and expulsion of 
the correspondent of the Gazeta Polska, Jan Berson, from the USSR in mid-
August, the Soviet propaganda efforts to portray Poland as Hitler's best ally in 
carrying out "the criminal plan for the invasion and colonization of the Soviet 
Ukraine" reached its climax. A new wave of anti-Polish public sentiments was 
raised in August on the occasion of the Beck's visit to Helsinki114. Commenting 
it, the Red Army circles regarded the Polish foreign minister "as merely a cat's 
paw for Hitler”115. A sharp public encounter between Litvinov and Beck at the 
Assembly of the League of Nations in mid-September, once again revealed both 
the Soviet-Polish difference of views on the European situation and the poor 
state of their relations116. On September 21, the Politburo, ostensibly guided by 
economic reasons, abolished the autonomy of the Polish (“Marchlewski”) dis-
trict (Kiev region), dividing its territory between two others117.  

While Moscow demonstrated remarkable self-assurance, the political and 
military leaders of Poland felt uneasy over her deteriorating relations with Rus-
sia and Germany. After mid-1934 its "policy of balances" brought Warsaw few 
positive results. If the Soviets wanted a détente with Poland, the summer of 
1935 was a good time for it.  

On June 13, the Polish head of the Hygiene Section of the League of Nations, 
Dr. Rajchman, met privately with Boris Stein, now the Soviet ambassador to 
Rome and a delegate to Geneva. L. Rajchman expressed the opinion that some 
Polish leaders, notably the Inspector-General of the Army Edward Śmigly-
Rydz, were dissatisfied and worried by the political course determined by Józef 
Beck118. They thought that "Beck had gone too far in friendly relations in [? 
with] Germany”. The Pole believed that these circumstances would make it 
relatively easy for Moscow to correct her previous mistakes in regard to Poland. 
Although Stein sternly rebuked this suggestion, his interlocutor insisted on the 
necessity "to have it out frankly”, and he offered to act as intermediary. Stein 
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had given to understand that he was ready to listen to Polish proposals, 119 and 
in early July, accepted the invitation for lunch with Ignacy Matuszewski, a 
prominent co-editor of Gazeta Polska. Matuszewski's ideas and suggestions 
were summed up by an official of the First Western department as follows: "1. 
To stop polemic in the newspapers between the USSR and Poland. 2. Frank dis-
cussion between responsible leaders of the foreign policies of both states. 3. To 
help Poland to settle [her] relations with Lithuania. 4. Not to conclude a Soviet-
Romanian pact of mutual assistance"120.  

Four weeks later, Ludwik Rajchman broached the issue with Litvinov. Hav-
ing just come from Poland, Rajchman informed the Commissar about changes 
inside the ruling elite and the army's growing concerns about the tempo of Ger-
man rearmament. After the death of Pilsudski, Beck could no longer act with 
the same authority. Thus,  

"in Rajchman's opinion, there exists now a ground for rapprochement be-
tween Poland and the USSR, and both countries ought to endeavor to redress 
the present state of their relations. Lithuania might be the basis for an agree-
ment. The USSR is regarded as a guilty party for the lack of diplomatic rela-
tions between Lithuania and Poland, and we should eliminate these suspi-
cions by appropriate advice to Lithuania”.  

Litvinov, not sure whether his old acquaintance spoke as an "agent of the 
Polish government", interpreted this initiative as an attempt to receive a unilat-
eral concession from the USSR. He did not, however, dismiss the possibility of 
a new rapprochement and "pointed out that it was not we who went away from 
Poland, but Poland [that] had left us. Let her make a step forward and we make 
two. But until now we have been noticing Poland's steps in the other direction. 
We do not see any symptoms of a desire for rapprochement"121.  

Exchanges of views on the European problems and the possibility of interna-
tional cooperation between Poland and the Soviet Russia were not resumed by 
Litvinov and Beck until April 1936, when the old danger of a separate Western 
settlement with Hitler brought them together for a short time. The Soviets' op-
position to direct and frank political discussion with Poland in the months fol-
lowing their treaties with France and Czechoslovakia is not easy to explain, as 
the following brief review suggests. 

By the middle of the summer of 1935, no informed Soviet politician believed 
in a Polish-German conspiracy122.  

The personal animosity between Beck and Litvinov was certainly of little 
importance in this context123.  

Judging from the Narkomindel archives, the Soviets were not unduly hopeful 
about the disintegration of the Polish ruling camp or Beck's dismissal in the near 
future. Detailed surveys and reports on the internal political situation in Poland 
before and after the September 1935 elections to the Sejm and the replacement 
of W. Slawek by Colonel M. Zyndram-Kościalkowski as a head of govern-ment 
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lead the Soviet Foreign Office to the conclusion that, although "to all probabili-
ties, the tone and the manner of the Polish [foreign] policy will have changed”, 
its substance would remain the same as long as Pilsudski's men remained in 
power124. Moscow did not exaggerate the influence of the National Democrats 
and other opposition parties, and rightly saw little chances for their forming a 
new cabinet in the foreseeable future. There were no reasons, therefore, to wait 
to see how the Polish domestic politics would evolve.  

The argument, so often expressed in the diplomatic correspondence of 1933, 
that an improvement in the Soviet-Polish relations would give Warsaw an addi-
tional lever for "further rapprochement" with Germany and the USSR by adopt-
ing a tough course to the Poles might bring them to their senses125, almost dis-
appeared from the NKID calculations126.  

Since May 1935, the Abyssinian crisis and the Franco-British quarrel con-
cerning the treatment of Mussolini drew the attention of Paris and London to the 
Mediterranean. No hopes, therefore, could have been pinned on an "allied inter-
vention" in Poland to make her bend to Soviet conditions.  

J. Hochman suggests that the Soviets' lack of interest in normalizing their re-
lations with Poland might have arisen from their view on a negotiated arrange-
ment with her for the Red Army passage "as an entirely unnecessary formality”. 
According to Czech records of Benes's talks with Voroshilov in June 1935, the 
Defence Commissar assured him that Soviet forces would "certainly" march to 
help Czechoslovakia, ”no matter whether there is an agreement [with Poland 
and/or Rumania] or not”. Litvinov "confirmed it categorically.”127 Soviet dip-
lomatic sources indicate, however, that both Commissars primarily intended to 
encourage and reassure the Czechs rather than revealed the true Soviet plans128. 
The Czech General Staff was disappointed by the "great reserve, if not fear" in 
discussing military matters, ”not to speak about political" ones, which the So-
viet military representatives and the delegations of the Commissariat for De-
fence displayed in the second half of the year129. Although the Soviet envoy to 
Prague, ostensibly with the support of the NKID, urged the Central Committee 
leadership to "help the Czechs to prepare to war”, the Kremlin showed re-
markably little interest in military cooperation with Czechoslovakia130. In a long 
conversation with Bullitt on the strategic consequences of the remilitarization of 
the Rhineland on March 7, 1936, Marshal Tukhachevski admitted "that at the 
present moment the USSR would be unable to bring military aid to Czechoslo-
vakia in case of German attack.”131 It was not until September 1936 that the 
Politburo decided "to permit C. Litvinov to raise before the Czechs a question 
about certain business contact of their and our armies"132. In October 1936, 
Moscow reluctantly complied with the French government's request to start So-
viet-French Air Staffs negotiations, which were to be followed by business-like 
contacts between the General Staffs133. With the Red Army purge initiated, it 
would be safe for Stalin to express desire for military arrangements with France 
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and Czechoslovakia134, but Moscow did not rush to support the French initia-
tive135. Her answer to the French inquiry concerning the possibilities of direct 
Soviet assistance in the event of German aggression against France and Czecho-
slovakia revealed no change of heart. The second point of the written reply that 
Potemkin brought to Blum on February 17, 1937, was: if, for incomprehensible 
reasons, Poland and Rumania would oppose the rendering of assistance by the 
USSR to France and Czechoslovakia, and if they would not permit transfer of 
Soviet troops through their territories, in that case the assistance of the USSR 
will be inevitably limited; "it is up to France" to ensure arrangements for the 
troops passage across Poland136. This official position remained unchanged dur-
ing the next two years, and, in August 1939, ruined the negotiations with French 
and British military missions.  

Therefore, the Soviet unwillingness to dispel Poland's fears and work with 
her for a compromise, based on mutual interests vis-à-vis Germany in the mid-
dle-30s could not be explained by intentions to intervene on the side of the allies 
regardless of Poland's attitude to the Red Army passage. Quite the reverse, the in-
surmountable difficulties which projects for close military cooperation of the 
USSR with France and Czechoslovakia met later, had their roots in the course to-
ward Poland that Moscow had adopted by the summer 1935.  

From 1933 on, the Soviet leaders were constantly conscious of the Polish 
participation being an indispensable condition for containment of Germany, a 
prerequisite to any working system of collective security in Europe137. While 
supporting this method of satisfying basic Soviet needs, Stalin systematically 
vetoed any moves – which were vital for constructing collective security system 
– on the part of Soviet diplomacy to come to terms with Poland. However, 
given Poland's resolve to preserve her independence in foreign relations, the 
only basis for her genuine rapprochement with the Soviet Union might be found 
in reciprocal and strictly defined commitments138. Had the Soviet Union explic-
itly recognized the unviolability of existing Poland's frontiers and her wider in-
terests in the region, and agreed to promote bilateral cooperation in economic, 
cultural and military fields, it would have produced two major consequences for 
the Soviet Union: security of its western borders would have increased, but its 
freedom of manoeuver in regard of Germany would have been reduced. These 
were the basic terms of a bargain, which the Kremlin had consistently refused to 
accept since January 1934.  

Was the Soviets' disinclination to deal with Poles due to Stalin's obsession 
with cooperation with Germany and his admiration for Hitler's genius in con-
solidating power or Moscow's dream of partitioning Poland? These traditional 
questions and even affirmative answers to them cannot be easily discarded. So 
far, sufficient evidence has not been presented to support these views139. After 
Locarno, Stalin had agreed to take steps which led toward the dissolution of the 
Rapallo ties. His feelings, whatever they were, towards the Nazis were poisoned 
with fear. He most probably wished to see the Russian imperial frontiers re-
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stored140. But he certainly cared about these things less than domination over 
the USSR, and in the 30s, continued to work hard to remove institutions and 
people, which might somehow restrain his grip of power. Most likely, Stalin did 
not so much hate being committed to an anti-German course as fear that Poland, 
had she preserved her own control over foreign policy, would not be a suffi-
ciently reliable partner even in securing Russia's minimal goals of defending her 
western borders.  

Despite all of the anti-Polish fervor of 1935, what the Soviet leaders really 
detested was not so much Poland's ties with Germany or her willingness to pre-
serve outwardly good relations with her, Italy, and Hungary: the Soviets did not 
lose from sight its simultaneous efforts to maintain alliance with France and cul-
tivate friendly relations with the USSR141. One of the main lessons the Bolshe-
viks had learned from the Revolution and the Civil War was that, although vol-
unteers might fight harder, only mobilized and subjugated troops under sus-
tained tight control could be counted upon142. In July 1935, in a report to the 
State Department, William Bullitt commented on this basic approach of the 
Moscow leaders to foreign policy problems, while referring to  

"a surprising state of mind which grows every month among the representa-
tives of the states (except Poland) which lie close to the western frontiers of 
the Soviet Union. The Estonian, Latvian, Lithuanian, Rumanian, and Bulgar-
ian Ministers have all expressed to me recently the conviction that, if the 
standards of living within the Soviet Union would be so much higher than 
within their own countries that a movement of the common people of their 
countries to abandon independence for inclusion within the Soviet Union 
might become irresistible. This possibility is also present in the minds of the 
Soviet Union, but they are so completely convinced that they will, they feel, 
acquire the border states by violence rather than by attraction"143.  

Poland's vital national interests made political and military cooperation with 
her possible for the USSR, but the determination of Pilsudski and his heirs to fight 
for those very interests ruled out the voluntary subjugation of Polish behavior to 
match priorities of the Soviet foreign policy. Nothing less than that could have sat-
isfied the Kremlin. Without Poland, a collective security could be pursued only by 
default, and in May 1935, Litvinov thought about resigning144.  

The political course of the Polish military élite had lead to the September 
1939 catastrophe and undermined the chances to recover Poland's independence 
after the war. Warsaw's attempts to remain on the best possible terms with Ger-
many for as long as possible and its ultimatums to Czechoslovakia and Lithua-
nia in 1938 facilitated Hitler's task. Leaning on Germany was not, however, Po-
land's own choice. Since the middle-30s, the Soviet policy towards Poland had 
made it clear to the Polish government that "les Russes, si nous les laissons faire 
prendraient jusqu'à notre âme"145.  
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93. See J. Haslam. The Soviet Union and the Threat from the East, 45-48.  
94. See Manuilski's report at XVII Congress of the VKP(b), January 1934 (XVII siezd, 
307-308), Knorin's review of the international situation at a session of the Polish-Baltic 
Ländersekretariat of the Comintern, November 1933 (RTsIKhIDNI: 495, inv. 61, f. 81, 
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Immediately after signing the mutual defence pact the foreign commissar gave up at-
tempts to persuade his interlocutors of the imminence of the German aggression. Litvi-
nov told Bullitt, en route from Warsaw in late May, that "he, Eden, Laval all agreed 
[with Mussolini] that there was no possibility of Germany attacking anyone until the end 
of 1937" (W. C. Bullitt to the Secretary of State, Moscow, May 29, 1935, SDNA: 765. 
84/341).  
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him about the mistrust in "Soviet political circles" to Poland and suspicions as to her 
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299). Cf. with other Laval's account of his conversations in Moscow (DDF: 10, 575).  
See also the survey of the international position of the USSR, delivered by M. Kalinin, 
the nominal head of the Soviet state, to the officials of the Presidium of the TsIK, March 
7, 1935 (GA RF: 1235s. ch., inv. 2s, f. 1681, p. 21).  
97. It is worth mentioning that the Soviet press published news about the Franco-Soviet 
preliminary agreement of April 9, 1935, as received through Havas, but not from its own 
government's sources (noticed by German diplomats in Moscow (DGFP: 4, 44)).  
98. DVP: 18, 292, cited also in J. Haslam. Op. cit., 50.  
99. DBFP: 12, 778.  
100. For detailed accounts of the Franco-Soviet negotiations, to which Britain, the Little 
and Balkan Ententes contributed directly, see W. E. Scott. Op. cit., 239-246; Yu. V. Bo-
risov. Op. cit., 248-250; Z. S. Belousova. Frantsia i evropeiskaia bezopasnost', 1929-
1939. Moscow, 1976, 203-208; L. Radice. Op. cit., 129-135; J. Haslam. Op. cit., 49-51.  
The main difficulty in the heated discussions stemmed from the Soviet insistence on 
writing a pact which would provide for immediate aid prior to the decision by the Coun-
cil of the League of Nations. It is, however, extremely doubtful that the Narkomindel 
ever expected France to sign anything which might subject her to sanctions by Great 
Britain and Italy under the Locarno agreement, or wished Laval to draft a pact, the exe-
cution of which both Locarno guarantors would eventually veto. For several months Lit-
vinov had been angling for British declaration about the compatibility of new French ob-
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from Britain, Italy and Belgium for the Franco-Soviet pact was to give up illusions about 
adding an "automatic aid" provision in it. The Commissar seemed to have cultivated such 
ill-founded hopes among his superiors until the middle of April in order to make them 
give initial consent to negotiate an alliance with France. He probably dramatized before 
the Kremlin his exchanges with Laval. In late April, Litvinov told Bullitt that the Soviet 
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Kielbikowa. Op. cit., 498). In 1936, the French commander-in-chief General Gamelin af-
ter interviews with Śmigly-Rydz gained an impression that he understood the necessity 
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and Czechs (I. Iakir to K. Voroshilov, Aug. 24, 1936, RGVA: 4, inv. 19, f. 16s, p. 267).  
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120. Ibid, f. 2, pp. 38-39. For the Stein's account of the interview, see DiM: 6, No 182.  
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before the cart. Given Laval's reluctance to submit the Franco-Soviet agreement for rati-
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up this process.  
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