
 
Chapter 3 
The rapprochement and its crisis  
(Fall 1933) 
 
 
 
 
 
I 
 
The developments from late 1932 to the first half of 1933 clearly 

indicated that, as the post-war European system was approaching its collapse, 
the Soviet and Polish preoccupations, even if not the long-term interests, might 
be well compatible. The chances for transforming an increasing gravitation to-
wards each other into actual rapprochement between the Soviet Union and Po-
land depended decisively upon their abilities to come to terms in extracting the 
splinters which had been got during the long history of Russian-Soviet relations 
with Poland. While the burden of past hostilities, injustices, and misunderstand-
ing still affected mutual perception of one another, the only way forward lay 
through patiently curing the bilateral worries, no matter how insignificant some 
of them might seem to an outide observer. To no other country with which the 
Soviets could wish to build a durable partnership applying this method to win 
one’s confidence was more indispensable than to Poland. 

Given the favorable political climate in the summer of 1933 the bilateral ties 
between Poland and the USSR soon acquired additional weight: conventions on 
the settlement of frontier incidents and disputes, railway tariffs and the rafting 
of timber were concluded, and an agreement of April 1932 regarding juridical 
relations on the frontier. was ratified1. With these disturbing issues settled, the 
summer series of visits from Radek, Ingaunis and Ganetski cleared the way for 
strengthening cooperative ties. In early August, 1933, Moscow decided, as Ni-
kolay Krestinski wrote in a letter to the Soviet envoy in Warsaw, "to put forth 
all our efforts to deepen and widen our relations with Poland in virtually all 
fields, ...political, economic, cultural, and military"2.  

Detailed plans to achieve this goal were energetically devised both by the 
First Western Department of the NKID and the Warsaw Legation. A twenty-
one-point "Program for cultural work in Poland through VOKS", prepared by 
Second Secretary Boris Nikolaev was sent to Moscow for approval. Simultane-
ously, polpred Antonov-Ovseenko urged the TsKK-RKI, state-party control 
agency, to supervise VOKS activity in this regard3.  
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The second group of questions to be dealt with concerned trade relations with 
Poland. The problem of concluding a trade treaty had been discussed in the late 
20s, but after the political talks had reached an impasse in 1928, the Kremlin 
and the Commissariat for External Trade lost interest in the issue. Since 1930, 
the Soviet embassy in Warsaw resumed preliminary discussions on this question 
with the Poles. In May 1933, the Government trade delegation under the presi-
dency of Ivan Boev, the Deputy Commissar for External Trade, visited Upper 
Silesia, Danzig, and Warsaw and held talks with Polish ministers, officials, and 
business leaders. Despite the luxurious settings of receptions and the Poles's 
willingness to receive orders from the Soviet Union, the mission produced no 
visible results, which is hardly surprising since the Politburo had given Boev 
"the firm instruction to steer clear of talks about a trade treaty because such [an 
agreement] is undesirable to us"4.  

Litvinov and his deputies agreed with Antonov-Ovseenko about the need to 
obtain approval from the Political Bureau to open negotiations about the Soviet-
Polish commercial agreement. On June 26, Stomoniakov forwarded a letter to 
this effect to the Kremlin. Some days later, the proposal was formally approved 
by the Collegium of the NKID and submitted to Stalin again5. However, the 
Politburo refused to commit itself to any option; its resolution of July 31st said: 
"To submit the question for the consideration of the C. Molotov's commission," 
which dealt with issues of foreign trade6. In July, the visit of the Soviet air 
delegation provided the Poles with an occasion to unofficially raise with In-
gaunis and Antonov-Ovseenko the issue of resuming talks on an air convention 
in order to establish direct communication between Moscow and Warsaw7. This 
initiative was approved by the NKID's Collegium on August 10, which asked 
the Politburo to instruct the interested agencies to start negotiations with the 
Poles. The NKID's program included also the elevation of both countries' mis-
sions to embassies, an issue the Polish representative had often raised in 1932-
19338. Until mid-October, the NKID did not receive the Kremlin's approval to 
open negotiations on trade and air problems, a fact which could be explained 
only partially by Stalin's absence from Moscow. 

This delay had obscure but undeniable political implications. As the German 
ambassador had noted, by mid-August time Radek still had not taken advantage 
of his trip to Poland to make any statements in the. Soviet press.9 Perhaps the 
explanation for these complications might be found in the incompleteness of 
sources relating to Radek's mission. The main source of information is still the 
memoirs which Boguslaw Miedziński wrote two decades later, but Miedziński 
was not the only one of Pilsudski's representatives with whom Radek conducted 
confidential conversations; the other was Józef Beck. There is a possibility that 
Radek's stay in Poland ended not with Pilsudski's reply, as Miedziński suggests, 
but rather with a promise to provide a more detailed response a little later. On 
July 22, the day Radek departed for Moscow, the Polish Foreign Minister went 



The rapprochement and its crisis (Fall 1933) 85 

to Wilno in order to report to Pilsudski. The content of their conversation is un-
known10. Around August 11, on the eve of that he was to leave for Moscow, J. 
Berson, the Gazeta Polska representative in Moscow and Miedziński's confi-
dant, told a TASS correspondent in Poland named Ivan Kovalski that "he [was] 
carrying very important news from his 'leaders' [vozhdi], as he like[d] to say, for 
Radek. Berson expressed great joy that Radek was in Moscow and not on vaca-
tion in the North Caucasus, for in such [? opposite] case on the second day of 
his [Berson's] arrival to Moscow he would have to go [there] to [see] Radek"11.  

If the hypothesis that Stalin really had been waiting for a response from quar-
ters close to the Marshal is correct, he was probably not satisfied by this particu-
lar one. On August 29, Radek's article "The USSR and Restored Poland" ap-
peared in Izvestia. Its main idea, however, was limited to an explanation that 
Marx, Lenin, and Stalin were always in favor of Polish independence and that 
this approach became "the flesh and blood of the USSR's public opinion"12. A 
few days later, the forewarning (concerning the alleged Russian designs) issued 
to the Polish rulers and the public by the Wilno conservative politicians Prince 
E. Sapieha and S. Mackieiwicz (Cat), the editor-in-chief of Slowo, gave Radek 
an occasion for two more articles in which he expressed serious doubts about 
Poland's attitude toward the Soviet Union13. On September 15, the Poles re-
sponded by a lead article in the official Gazeta Polska. Written by Boguslav 
Miedziński, it counterposed the Soviet peace policy to Germany's aggressive 
and militaristic tendencies. Gazeta Polska reaffirmed that, having the support of 
the whole Polish society, the Polish leadership desired to create "the guarantees 
for peace on the East together with the States, which are also interested in 
prevention of the status-quo violation"14. Miedziński declared further that since 
Carl Radek (as well as the National Democratic Kurier Warszawski) stressed 
Sapieha's affiliation to the ruling camp,  

"we must with complete resolution state that the views represented by the 
editorial board of Wilno Slowo, in spite of the fact that Mr. Mackiewicz is 
the deputy of the BB [ruling Non-Party Bloc] faction and... Mr. Sapieha is a 
former minister for foreign affairs, do not correspond in any measure to the 
views either of the Polish Government or of our camp. Quite the reverse, 
they are in extreme opposition to them." 

On the same day, Poland, the first among Russia's neighbors to do so, ratified 
the London convention on the definition of aggression, an event which the So-
viets diplomats had been informed of in advance.  

Stalin, however, wanted the Poles to take an even more definite stand and to 
commit themselves to a anti-German course in a binding way. A new Soviet ba-
lon d'essayer was released – the most important in this series. By September 10, 
1933, an article entitled "The Economic and Strategic Significance of the Polish 
Corridor" went to press15. Signed by 'Duo', it appeared in the leading Soviet 
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Party journal. The article voiced support to the thesis that the Corridor rightfully 
belong to Poland for ethnic and economic reasons and emphasized its key stra-
tegic importance. 'Duo' pointed out that the Polish army was able to occupy East 
Prussia in two weeks, and continued: 

"The advantage of the Polish army in the first phase of war will be her cer-
tain charge strength, which she has had in peace time [...] But in the forth-
coming months there will be a rapid increase in the combat strength of the 
German army while the combat strength of the Polish army will remain on 
almost the same level [...] The danger for Poland, in particular for the Corri-
dor, will increase more and more as Germany rearms herself"16.  

With this article, Moscow announced that she was ready, given Poland's stra-
tegic vulnerability, to treat "preventive war" against Germany as a war of de-
fence of Poland, with all the possible consequences resulting from this for the 
Soviets. It seems those public statements were addressed to both Warsaw and 
Berlin, as an invitation to compete for Russian favors. If so, the minimum reac-
tion the Kremlin required from Poland was her tacit agreement with the views 
expressed by 'Duo'. The Germans were evidently expected to show initiative in 
the matter of N. Krestinski's interview with Hitler. In September, after the Dep-
uty Commissar had gone to a health spa in Germany, this opportunity was dis-
cussed by German and Soviet diplomats several times. Neither side wished to 
risk losing face by requesting a meeting.  

Moscow was feeling increased self-confidence. In July 1933, the Foreign 
Commissar was given a warm reception in Paris, where Soviet advances were 
cautiously welcomed. On September 1, Edouard Herriot, then out of office but a 
powerful political figure nonetheless, arrived in Moscow. In his conversations 
with Litvinov, Radek, and President Kalinin suggestions for an alliance between 
France and the USSR were put forward17. In the wake of emotions created by 
the visit of the leader of the Radical Socialists, French Air Minister Pierre Cott 
arrived in Moscow in the middle of the month. On September 2, the Italo-Soviet 
treaty of friendship, neutrality and non-aggression, nearly "the best pact so far 
concluded" by Soviet Russia, was signed by Mussolini and Ambassador Potem-
kin18.  

Assured of its increased prestige and international position, Moscow pro-
voked a new crisis in the German-Soviet relations, probably with the aim of 
making Berlin more compliant. Although Soviet press correspondents were 
banned from attending the Reichstag fire trial, two of them, Bespalov and Keith, 
were sent to Leipzig, where they were detained by the police on the morning of 
September 22. The Embassy's verbal note of protest on the 26th of September 
was swiftly followed by the Soviet Government's decision to recall the Soviet 
correspondents from Germany and its demand that all German journalists leave 
the country within 72 hours. Ambassador Khinchuk's compliant endeavors in 
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his conversation with the State Secretary at the Auswärtige Amt, Bülow, on Sep-
tember 26, the confidential communication, which the German embassy re-
ceived from “a Russian friend”, and the mild manner in which Litvinov spoke at 
the interview with Counsellor Twardowski indicate that the NKID were at pains 
to mute the official Soviet stand19.  

On the other hand, the German military representatives noticed that at the 
farewell ceremonies for the head of the German military centre in Russia, the 
leading figures of the Red Army displayed a warmth the Germans had not an-
ticipated and expressed a desire to continue discussions on future relations be-
tween the two armies20. According to Colonel Stulpnagel, "the high Soviet mili-
tary men... repeatedly expressed their thanks for the valuable collaboration. At 
the same time Narkom Voroshilov and other key military persons (except Vice-
Commissar Tukhachevski) had intimated that they had hoped that policy would 
permit the reestablishment of closer military relations again shortly"21. Coordi-
nated statements made by the chiefs of the War Commissariat, on September 12 
and the following days could not, of course, be explained as a result of either 
their personal initiative or an anxiety caused by the "journalist conflict" started 
ten days later. 

The whole complex of steps taken by the Soviet agencies, the Government 
and the NKO in particular, shows that by combining threats with overtures and 
raising the temperature of Soviet-German relations, the Kremlin hoped to in-
duce Hitler to recognize his inferior position and make a first move toward a 
reconciliation with Russia. But at a conference on the afternoon of September 
26, the Reich Chancellor spoke sceptically of Under-Secretary Bülow's cautious 
recommendations to take the initiative in settling the conflict with Russia. The 
most Hitler would have agreed to was to grant Krestinski an audience had the 
Soviets asked for it22. The Auswärtige Amt promptly communicated this deci-
sion of the Chancellor to Ambassador Khinchuk. A few days later, the Soviet 
representatives made it clear that they saw no sense in an interview between 
Krestinski and Hitler23. Stalin apparently did not consider it necessary, for the 
time being, to begin discussions on a new pattern in Soviet-German relations 
with concessions to Berlin, while Litvinov did his best in creating roadblocks to 
prevent this from happening24.  

 
 

II 
 
Soviet manoeuvres between revisionist and anti-revisio-nist states 

and the sudden outburst of hostilities between Moscow and Berlin were proba-
bly additional factors for reopening the German-Polish dialogue. During talks 
among Beck, Neurath, and Goeb-bels on September 25-26 in Geneva, both 
sides readily agreed to move towards normalization of their relations25.  



Chapter 3 88 

Meanwhile, J. Lukasiewicz returned to Moscow from vacation with instruc-
tion from his Government. In a conversation with Litvinov on September 5, the 
envoy expressed Poland's wish to initiate negotiations concerning the establish-
ment of a Moscow-Warsaw air-line and additional purchases of Soviet cotton26. 
Simultaneously, the Polish Foreign Minister called on the Russian chargé 
d’affaires and emphasized the need to complete scheduled air negotiations as soon 
as possible in order to develop a route that could start to be used at the beginning 
of the following year27. Poland's appeal to Russia to start the negotiations was re-
peated by Lukasiewicz on September 1328.  

The Collegium of the NKID had already passed its own resolution about this 
issue, and the First Western Department officials had reasons to believe that the 
project would meet no serious objections from the State Security and War Min-
istries. In his memorandum of July 29, the chief of the Department Nikolay 
Raivid recalled that Voroshilov had spoken favorably about the idea and that 
the Chief of the Ukrainian Air Force, Ingaunis, had recently expressed the view 
that this flight route could hardly interest the Polish intelligence29. Nevertheless, 
the Narkomindel resolution requesting authorization to enter talks with the 
Poles on this issue was pigeonholed in Stalin's chancellory. Only on September 
29, after the explicit reassurances in the Gazeta Polska, a new request by the 
NKID, and the failure of the attempts to reach an understanding with Berlin, 
were the Politburo members invited to vote on a motion "to approve the NKID's 
proposal on the establishment of Warsaw-Moscow and Paris-Moscow air 
lines"30. Some days later, the Member of the Narkomindel’s Collegium Boris 
Stomoniakov informed the Polish envoy that his ministry had secured concur-
rence of the agencies concerned for negotiating an air convention31. It seemed 
that the main difficulties were over. The polpred reported to the NKID on Oc-
tober 13: "All the Poles are in raptures over our assent to 'the air convention'. At 
the lunch with the Rumanians Beck spoke publicly: 'It means that mutual confi-
dence penetrated also into the military circles. This is an enormous success'"32.  

The Poles rapidly sent Colonel Filipowicz, the Chief of the Polish civil avia-
tion for direct negotiations with his counterpart in Moscow, Josef Unshlikht. To 
Warsaw's disappointment, the Soviets avoided serious discussions and tried to 
confine the visit to protocol formalities and demonstrations of friendship. On 
October 25, Lukasiewicz voiced Polish concern, telling the Member of the Col-
legium that the "question of air negotiations is becoming an urgent matter" since 
Poland had already reached similar preliminary arrangements with Germany. 
The envoy intimated that Beck was reluctant to sign such an agreement with 
Germany but could not wait indefinitely; the issue of effective Polish-Soviet 
negotiations "has become very urgent" and as "Filipowicz will stay in Moscow 
for further 2-3 days he is able to enter the negotiations" with the Soviet air ad-
ministration. Allusions to the German offer were very obvious, but the most 
Stomoniakov could say in reply was to assure Lukasiewicz that "we [at the 
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NKID] are doing our best for the quickest solution of this question"33. Progress 
in the negotiations was further complicated by the French démarche on October 
23 when ambassador Alphand communicated to the NKID his government's 
wish to become the third party in the air negotiations. Moscow almost immedi-
ately expressed her desire to reach a tripartite agreement between the Soviet Un-
ion, France, and Poland34. Lukasiewicz spoke against such a solution but did 
not exclude the possibility that Warsaw might welcome France's joining the 
negotiations at their concluding stage35.  

In early November, 1933, the Polish Air Force delegation headed by Colonel 
L. Rajsky arrived in Moscow. The Soviet leaders and officials surpassed them-
selves in the courtesy and cordiality with which the delegation were treated36, 
but the negotiations hardly benefited from this friendly atmosphere. Although 
Paris refrained from pressuring the Soviets37, Unshlikht and Stomoniakov in-
sisted that the air negotiations should be conducted with French participation. 
The Polish rejection of a Soviet idea for organizing joint company to run the 
flights was another major obstacle. The Poles claimed that the Soviets' unwill-
ingness to accept the pool scheme, which such a project implied, would cost 
Warsaw 500 000 zlotys per year38. Moscow did not deny these estimates but in-
sisted on the initial Soviet proposal as politically preferable to any other because 
its would demonstrate the degree of Soviet-Polish intimacy39. No progress was 
achieved even after an unofficial conversation on November 9 at the Polish Le-
gation, in which War Commissar’s Deputies Tukhachevski and Yegorov along 
with Unshlikht, Stomoniakov and Krestinski took part40.  

On November 10, taking advantage of the Polish-Soviet stalemate in air ne-
gotiations, Counsellor Hilger approached the head of the Second Western De-
partment with the request that he inform the Germans about the results of the 
discussions. He told Stern that the Reich Government would welcome an oppor-
tunity to join the negotiations with a view of organization of the Moscow-
Warsaw-Berlin air line. In November, David Stern – apparently after consulta-
tions with Krestinski – called on Twardowski to inform the Embassy that Ger-
many's proposal was premature, for the air negotiations with Poland were far 
from completion41. This was undoubtedly true. The negotiations were in fact 
suspended and Rajski left Moscow almost as empty-handed as Filipowicz had 
done two weeks earlier. The Soviets gave a vague promise that a delegation un-
der Unshlikht's presidency would be sent to Warsaw to settle the matter42. This 
was never done.  

The second major difficulty in the bilateral relations related to the disagree-
ments over plans for a trip of the leading Polish journalists to the USSR. The 
idea came from the Polish side during Radek's mission. It was expected that the 
delegation would be headed by Colonel Scieczynski, the former chief of mili-
tary intelligence who in the mid-30s served as a director of Iskra agency and a 
chairman of the Union of Poland's Journalists. Marian Sciezynski intimated to 
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the Soviet diplomats, that the forthcoming visit would be no less significant 
than previous unofficial exchanges of opinions which had occurred in May and 
July. On August 17, at a lunch with counsellor Podolski, the colonel informed 
him that he had to postpone his journey to Moscow until October "because he 
[Scieżynski] had to see Pilsudski personally before [his] departure. At present 
time it [was] impossible since the necessity of this rendez-vouz has not ripened 
yet... [...] In any case, Scieżynski stated, he could not imagine a trip to the 
USSR without prior conversation with the Marshal"43.  

The Polish proposal was discussed at the meeting of the Collegium of the 
NKID on the 2nd of October. It ended with a decision to invite, besides promi-
nent pro-government publicists "like Miedziński and Matuszewski", some Na-
tional Democrats "like Sena-tor Kozicki and Stronski" − well known opposition 
figures. The invitations were to be sent them personally44. On October 14, the 
Politburo approved the NKID's recommendation. Thus, the Polish initiative for 
a trip of "journalists of the ruling bloc"45 to the USSR was basically revised. 
The President of the Union of Poland's Journalists responded to this change, 
which could impair the intimate and confidential atmosphere of the visit, by 
handing the Soviets a list of candidates which failed to include both representa-
tives of the Gaze-ta Polska and opposition figures. According to "the assess-
ment of the NKID and the Izvestia editorial board", Stomoniakov wrote to War-
saw, the Polish reply "is impudent, taking into account that the initiative origi-
nally came from the Polish side. [...] Beck obviously supposed that the presence 
of the delegation at the celebrations of November 7th would make of this trip a 
political manifestation, which he now, probably, considers untimely"46. 

It is unclear to which extent this judgement was correct. In any case, the 
Poles did not want a mere journalist tour and kept insisting on sending to Mos-
cow an exclusively pro-government team. Dwelling upon the point, Miediński 
hinted to Antonov-Ovseenko on October 30, that, had the Soviets agreed with 
this condition, Scie- 
czynski would have conveyed "special messages" to Moscow47. Scieczynski 
himself told the polpred that he postponed the trip because he wished to see 
"precisely Radek etc."48. Those conversations made Antonov-Ovseenko change 
his mind and propose that Moscow yield on this point. But the Soviet position 
remained unaltered, partly, perhaps, because Radek was on leave and high party 
and foreign ministry officials who handled this matter hardly were able to cor-
rectly assess the reasons for the Poles's insistence49. In late November, the edi-
tor-in-chief of the Gazeta Polska told Antonov-Ovseenko that the whole project 
must be considered dropped50.  

Discussions related to the air convention and the visit of leading Polish jour-
nalists had a common feature. Both cases touched on the problems of future po-
litical and military collaboration between Poland and the USSR and of deter-
mining the roles for the Belweder and the Kremlin in their envisaged relation-
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ship. On October 13, Warsaw gave a reply to the declarations and the allusions 
contained in the Bolshevik's article by ’Duo’. In a commentary by Otmar (Jan 
Berson), the author was praised for revealing the German plans to use Lithuania 
as operational base against Poland. ‘The portrait of First Deputy Commissar for 
War, Mikhail Tukhachevski, which accompanied the article left no doubts as to 
what the Poles really thought about the personality of 'Duo'51 However, the Ga-
zeta Polska stressed that strategic calculations presented in the article "are in 
fact of no significance" because they tended to support the idea of a "so called 
'preventive war' (perhaps, contrary to the author's intention)"52.  

Antonov-Ovseenko unmistakingly characterized this publication as a "re-
buff"53. But barely a week later, a week during which Germany ultimately 
broke with Geneva institutions, the Polish Foreign Minister expressed both his 
assent to and appreciation of the Soviet declarations. The polpred's journal re-
cord reads as follows:  

"[Beck] is recalling with great satisfaction the article by Duo in the 'Bolshe-
vik', in which the strategic significance of Pomorze [Maritime] was evaluated 
perfectly correctly. This article shows such maturity of the mutual under-
standing that Beck is confident in 'the best future for our mutual relations'"54.  

Poland's complex reaction to the Soviet feelers tended to confirm Pilsudski's 
statement in July 1993 that Poland wanted to move towards closer political co-
operation step by step. Warsaw refused to make binding public commitments 
while the USSR retained sufficient liberty of manoeuvre.  

The pattern of the rapprochement on which the Poles insisted was the one 
Maxim Litvinov also preferred or, at least, complied with. On October 2, the 
Collegium of the NKID  decided on the necessity to enter the negotiations on 
the trade treaty. To make such negotiations easier, the Polish government of-
fered a provisional arrangement aimed at reducing the negative Soviet trade 
balance, which had reached a half of the overall amount of bilateral trade. The 
custom agreement in the form of note exchanges (dated September 18 and Oc-
tober 9, 1933) provided the USSR with the benefits reserved for the countries 
which had trade treaties with Poland55. On Litvinov's initiative, the Collegium 
voted in favor of offering the Poles an agreement on common examination of 
the archive documents relating to the history of Poland after the first partition. 
In addition, the NKID decided to support the proposal by Zdislaw Grabski to 
organize in Moscow a Soviet Society for Rapprochement with Poland outside 
the VOKS framework. 56 These resolutions were reported to the Central Com-
mittee in Litvinov's letter of October 5, which urged the Politburo to sanction it. 
At the same time, the NKID tried to speed up talks on the air convention – an 
issue the Politburo debated on November 1 and 15. The text of the decisions 
taken by this organ is not available, but it appears from the NKID's records of 
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the conversations on the occasions of Rajsky's and Filipowicz's visits to Mos-
cow that the Soviet leaders (while Stalin was outside the capital, until mid-
November, Molotov and Kaganovich were the top men in the Politburo) ruled 
out any serious concessions to Poland in this field. The Narkomindel's recom-
mendations of October 2, which Litvinov asked to put on the Politburo agenda, 
were left unanswered by the General Secretary. They were neither approved nor 
discussed by the Politburo.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

III 
 
The motives for the uneasiness of Politburo leaders about the Pol-

ish policy and their reluctance to accept the Foreign Office's advice might be 
found in the Soviet perception of changes in Polish-German relations as well as 
in the process of transforming the Soviet Ukraine into "the indestructible out-
post of the great USSR"57.  

As the materials from the Soviet press, the Communist International, and the 
NKID suggest, the belief that the contradictions between Germany and Poland 
were too formidable to be reconciled without territorial rearrangements and the 
apprehensions that the two states might reach agreement at the expense of the 
Soviet Union were closely related in Moscow's calculations of the fall of 1933. 
On October 13, Germany broke off her ties with the League of Nations and left 
the Disarmament Conference. The prevailing opinion in the Narkomindel was 
that the German withdrawal would increase Poland's dependence on Soviet pol-
icy. The NKID’s draft of the directives for V. Antonov-Ovseenko, who had 
suggested in mid-October that Pilsudski was inclined to slow down the tempo 
of the Russian-Polish rapprochement, ran:  

"C. Antonov-Ovseenko's apprehensions are unfounded. At the present stage 
the Poles have nowhere to go. A stable and serious agreement with Germany 
might be conceivable only providing territorial concessions from Poland, to 
which she can not and does not want to agree. In connection with Germany's 
withdrawal from the League of Nations and the beginning of Germany's re-
armament at her own decision Poland's precautions against Germany will es-
calate"58.  

The final version of the letter, which Stomoniakov signed on October 22, re-
iterated the idea that Pilsudski preferred close relations with the USSR to those 
with Germany. But Stomoniakov was reluctant to rule out the possibility that 
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Poland and Germany could come to terms in the future. He resolved this inner 
contradiction by stating the assumption that Warsaw 

"is expecting further developments in the Far East. Of course, it would be only in 
the case Japan attacked us and she gained success in a war with us that Poland 
might conclude a serious agreement with Germany against us. Before that, terri-
torial disputes between Germany and Poland can not be resolved peacefully"59.  

The belief that under the present circumstances Pilsudski's had no options 
other than to follow the Soviet course was even more characteristic for the atti-
tude held by Stalin's entourage than the Narkomindel's position. In addition to 
the story of the air convention negotiations, further evidence of this difference 
in emphasis was provided by the various views concerning the Soviet response 
to the assassination of an official of the Soviet consulate in Lvov, who was shot 
dead by a member of the Organization of the Ukrainian Nationalists, M. Lemyk, 
on October 23. In the late evening of the same day, V. Antonov-Ovseenko de-
livered the chief of the Polish Foreign Ministry's Eastern Department, T. 
Schaetzel, the Soviet Government's note of protest, which demanded strong 
punishment of those involved in the act and energetic measures to preclude the 
possibility of new incidents60. Unexpectedly, the full text of the note appeared 
in the Soviet press. "The NKID was against the publication and the decision 
was taken without us," Stomoniakov intimated to the polpred61. The loyal reac-
tion of the Polish authorities to the Soviet démarche and the outcome of the 
Lemyk trial (which was attended by the Legation's Counsellor Podolski) satis-
fied Moscow62 and evidently fortified her in the belief that the Poles had no 
choice but to continue rapprochement with the USSR.  

This opinion may provide the clue for understanding why, although tensions 
between Warsaw and Berlin had diminished visibly in the fall, the Soviets were 
taken largely by surprise by the interview between the Reich Chancellor and the 
Polish ambassador on November 15. The common communiqué stated that both 
governments were "in full agreement" to "deal with the questions affecting the 
two countries through direct negotiations and also renounce any use of force in 
their mutual relations63. The problem posed to the Soviets by the latest Polish 
move was further elucidated by the information J. Lukasiewicz gave to the 
NKID on November 16. In his minutes of the conversation, Stomoniakov re-
ported that having listened to the official explanations about the communiqué, 
he told the envoy that 

"reports from various sources regarding the conclusion of a pact of non-
aggression between Germany and Poland have been reaching us. 'So, this in-
formation was correct and the direction of the development is, apparently, 
towards the conclusion of such a pact,’ I asked. L.[ukasiewicz], filtering the 
words slowly and having blushed (actually, he often blushes), said: ‘Yes, it is 
likely... The matters are going in that direction'"64.  
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The record of Antonov-Ovseenko's conversation with Matuszew-ski and 
Miedziński nearly a month later (most of which the envoy spent in Moscow) re-
veals the feelings, which the German-Polish declaration of November 15 stirred 
up in the Soviet high quarters:  

"To the question about 'the moods in Moscow' I [Antonov] replied: in Mos-
cow some vexed questions are raised [...]. The declaration of November 14 
[sic] appeared to be a new fact. How it can be possible to consider it suffi-
cient for explaining the Poland's present optimism?! And if there is not any-
thing more behind it [the declaration] than what was officially clarified, why 
was this démarche undertaken in such secrecy? In Moscow they do not be-
lieve that it was not possible to appraise us in advance about the forthcoming 
step by the Pol[ish] Gov[ernment]. The fact that such a step was taken at ex-
actly the same time as Col. Rajski's visit made an especially painful impres-
sion upon our military..."65.  

The suspicions that, in fact, the Poles did not wish long-term cooperation 
with the Soviet Union were never abandoned in Moscow. In September, Sto-
moniakov approvingly called the attention of his staff to the opinion expressed 
by the Italian ambassador in Warsaw that Poland was looking for rapproche-
ment with her eastern neighbor in order to have "the Soviet card help her own, 
Polish, international game"66. By the end of 1933, those apprehensions ap-
peared more reasonable than before. B. Podolski undoubtedly reflected the gist 
of his superiors' views and fears when he summed up his arguments in an ana-
lytical letter, to the NKID, dated December 21:  

"The Poles have gained a lot of great things from us, that is, the main [thing] 
– we recognized the frontiers, which were determined under Versailles, we 
came out against revision of the frontiers, confirmed the Polish thesis that the 
corridor historically belonged to Poland, was ethnically Polish, economically 
was closely tied up with Poland etc. Besides that, the Poles themselves in dif-
ferent ends of the world, and especially in Germany, are spreading the ru-
mours about Poland's possible military cooperation with the USSR against 
Germany. Those versions were being accepted and believed in because of 
our severing relations with Germany. [...] We supposed that those were usual 
'jokes' of the Polish free press, editors' inventions etc. It was turned out to be 
one of the methods of preparation of an agreement with Germany. The Poles 
during the campaign for rapprochement with us raised in general the suffi-
cient capital, on the interests from which they are conducting the campaign 
for a rapprochement with Germany"67.  

The silence of the serious Polish newspapers since the Hitler-Lipski inter-
view on the problem of German armaments also alarmed Moscow. Until mid-
December, the Soviets hardly had a better record on this issue, but Antonov-
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Ovseenko, probably on instructions from above, pointed out to the editors of the 
Gazeta Polska that this fact "strengthens the opinion some express in Moscow: 
[i. e. that] Poland wants to remain at a crossroad, while anticipating changes in 
the situation of the Sov[iet] Union"68.  

Judging by the documents signed by N. Krestinski as the Acting Commissar 
(Litvinov left for Washington via Paris in October 1933) and B. Podolski, the 
chargé d’affaires in Warsaw, the main direction of the Soviet policy towards 
Poland as it had been formulated in August was not officially altered by the un-
veiling of the Polish-German declaration of November 1569. Nevertheless, the 
Politburo's refusal to comply with the NKID recommendations indicates that the 
previous restraint with which the party leadership had regarded measures aimed 
at fostering the Polish-Russian relations, by that time, had given way to in-
creased coolness bordering on hostility.  

Moscow's fears were further aggravated by the fact that, probably, no one 
there anticipated that Germany's new rulers would be able to give up the tradi-
tional Prussian line and agree to a "political moratorium" with Poland. To a cer-
tain degree the Soviet leaders became victims of their own proclaimed beliefs 
that the Nazis were no more than lieutenants of the German monopolistic capital 
and executioners of its will, and that their internal position was too precarious to 
withdraw from revisionist demands. In February 1934, Litvinov agreed with 
Antonov-Ovseenko's opinion that there was nothing unusual in Polish efforts to 
get Germany to assent to the non-aggression  pact and that what should be con-
sidered really important was their "underestimation" "of Hitler's maneuvering 
flexibility" and Moscow's failure to notice the priority the Nazis attached to the 
southern direction70.  

The National-Socialist revolution and the tragedy of the German Communist 
Party, the Hugenberg memorandum of June 1933, and the undisguised aversion 
the masters of the Third Reich demonstrated towards international cooperation 
revived the apocalyptical expectations the Bolsheviks had never completely 
abandoned. In early December, ambassador V. Potemkin reported from Rome 
that in reply to his reproaches, his Polish colleague S. Wysocki stated "that to a 
man of sound sense it is clear that any calculations for Poland's stable coopera-
tion with Germany are groundless. Poland needed to secure herself from ag-
gression from Germany [...] at least for a year or two." Stomoniakov underlined 
the last words and accompanied them with an exclamation: "?! What for? If [the 
Poles had decided] to fight, it would be better not to give Germany time to re-
arm"71.  

Thus, finalism in outlook − the ardent faith in and anticipation of the last, de-
cisive world battle as the Second Coming − and the specific perception of Pol-
ish state interests that arose from it stirred up Soviet fears that Pilsudski would 
sacrifice Russia's security interests in a bid to improve his relations with the 
Germans.  
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The other source of the Kremlin's suspicions and lack of willingness to carry 
on friendly policies towards Poland might be detected in Soviet preoccupations 
with the Ukraine. By the end of 1932, the leading members of the Politburo de-
cided to launch an all-out offensive against the last remnants of "national com-
munism" and the local passive resistance to the grain delivery quotas, imposed 
by the central authorities. The Politburo resolutions of December 14 and De-
cember 19, 1932, and the decree issued by the Central Committee on January 
24, 1933, meant escalation of Moscow's repressive policy in the Ukraine and 
presumably represented Stalin's indirect response to the increasing tendency for 
"moderation" in economic and internal policy among the Soviet élite72.  

These new regulations indisputably had foreign policy implications and dem-
onstrated that "Moscow itself considers the sabotage movement in the Ukraine 
in a different light than similar movements which take place in [other] territories 
of the Union which are politically less menaced. Nowhere else was repression 
directed so ... high. And to no other autonomous party organization did they 
send permanent resident representatives with full powers"73.  

V. Balitski, newly appointed as the head of the Ukrainian GPU, immediately 
began preparations for a trial against the "Ukrainian Military Organization" 
(UVO, the core of the OUN74) and by spring 1933, the first arrests were 
made75. Speaking before the plenum of the Central Committee of the KP(b)U in 
June, Balitski and Liubchenko, the head of the Ukrainian government, unveiled 
the accusations brought against the "members of the UVO", who were put on 
trial three months later76. Some motives behind this campaign, supplemented by 
arrests of leading Polish communists77, were clarified by the secretary of the 
Ukrainian Central Committee, M. Popov, later that year:  

"The UVO is an organization which, under the guidance and with the help of 
the German fascism, struggles seemingly against Poland, seemingly for the 
liberation of the Ukrainian lands from the oppression of the Polish occupa-
tion, seemingly for the 'Reunited Ukraine' ['Soborna Ukraina'],  b u t,  i n  f a 
c t,  i s  i n  t h e  h a n d s  o f  t h e  P o l i s h  s e c u r i t y [okhranka]. This 
has been absolutely proved"78.  

Warsaw was alarmed by political events in the Soviet Ukraine. Since May, 
Polish authorities had orchestrated the press campaign, which reached its pinna-
cle in November 1933, to portray the OUN leaders Konovalec and Yary as 
German agents79. J. Beck and B. Miedziński endeavored to persuade the Rus-
sians that Poland suffered the most from seditious activities of OUN and UVO 
in her eastern provinces80. Those explanations evidently failed to impress the 
Soviet leadership which saw the Western Ukraine as "the citadel of Ukrainian 
national counter-revolution"81. Speaking to Lukasiewicz in Moscow on Decem-
ber 3, Antonov-Ovseenko raised the Ukrainian issue (probably following direc-
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tions from Stalin, to whom he forwarded minutes of the conversation). The pol-
pred blamed Polish authorities for  

"breaking the promises given through Radek about the cessation of subver-
sive work in the Sov[iet] Ukraine, while Radek pointed out exactly: 'We will 
judge your relation to us and to the Germans by the your 'work' in the 
Sov[iet] Ukraine'82. L[ukasiewicz] declares that he knows nothing about sub-
versive work of the Poles in the S[oviet] Ukraine, that we brought groundless 
accusation against Mayor [sic] Kowalewski, [and] that present arrests have 
nothing to do with Poland. I reply that I have no doubts about the sincerity of 
his statements, 'that work is being done, evidently, through another channel, 
but its existence is proven by conclusive evidence...'"83.  

Mass famine in the Ukraine, which had reached its climax in the summer of 
193384, aroused the sympathies of the Ukrainian population of the Lvov and 
Wolyn regions and stirred up activity by the anti-Soviet organizations there. In 
August (probably on the 10th), the Collegium of the NKID counselled the Pol-
itburo to organize a "counter-propaganda" campaign in the Ukrainian SSR85. 
However, as the First Western Department informed the Legation in Warsaw, 
this recommendation "could not be carried out due to the reasons not dependent 
on the NKID"86.  

The issue of taking strong measures against anti-Soviet agitation in eastern 
Poland was broached again by the chargé d’affaires in Warsaw, Boris Podolski, 
in early September, when he happened to meet Nikolay Krestinski travelling to 
Kissingen87. Both agreed that it was imperative to convince those in Moscow, 
who would like the "cessation for a long time of any work" against the Ukrain-
ian national parties and organizations in Poland, to change their minds. The 
Deputy Commissar for Foreign Affairs promptly wrote to the Politburo, asking 
its members to approve steps of propagandistic and diplomatic character, which 
Podolski had specified to him88. In a letter to Stomoniakov two weeks later, the 
chargé d’affaires repeated his proposals to counter the Ukrainian campaign and 
urged him to support Krestinski's appeal in order to speed up "the decision by 
the session": "We must act. As you once told me, some day they will look for 
those guilty of poor work in the W[estern] Ukraine, of inadequate struggle 
against the Ukrainian counterrevolution. Of poor conduct of the struggle against 
intervention [against] the Sov[iet] Ukraine"89.  

But in September 1933, Stalin and his associates were reluctant to follow the 
advice Litvinov's deputies gave in this matter, a fact that might cause little sur-
prise provided the dictator was more interested in obtaining a Polish response to 
the provocative "Duo's article". Soon, as the decision of October 23 to publish 
the "Lvov note" indicates, the roles of the Narkomindel and the Politburo 
changed, with the latter taking a more intransigent attitude towards nationalistic 
(or what Moscow supposed to be such) activities in the Western Ukraine. The 
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opinions inside the Warsaw legation split. Beck and Schaetzel's reaction to the 
Soviet note and the Lemyk trial had convinced Antonov-Ovseenko that Poland's 
reluctance to demonstrate a firm hand in dealing with the Ukrainian political or-
ganizations was to be explained merely by "domestic considerations" of the Pol-
ish government and was of little relevance for the Soviet-Polish relations90. The 
conclusions of Podolski's extensive report of October 29 on the Warsaw's policy 
towards the Ukrainian problem appeared to be closer to Stalin's opinion than 
were the views of Antonov-Ovseenko. As a war was approaching, the Counsel-
lor stated, "it becomes more obvious that the Ukrainian question will be a pre-
text for the collision with us. Polish and German imperialists compete with each 
other in an attempt to take possession of the Western Ukraine as a place d'ar-
mes for a fight against the Soviet Union." 

Recommending that Moscow demand from the Polish government strong 
measures against Ukrainian meetings and publications harmful to the Soviet im-
age, Podolski urged his superiors “to display firmness because "we deal with a 
prostituted government"91. In his next report, dated November 12, the counsel-
lor admitted that Polish authorities had enforced stricter regulations on the anti-
Soviet demonstrations in Eastern Galicia. Nonetheless, Podolski interpreted 
those measures of the authorities as superficial and aimed at masking the un-
changed sinister goals of the Poles92. On November 20, the Collegium of the 
NKID had consented and passed a resolution which recommended that the Pol-
itburo sanction a protest to the Polish Foreign Ministry, which should include a 
demand for the "liquidation" of all anti-Soviet organizations in Poland93. It was 
a solution Stalin did not hesitate to accept94.  

The Narkomindel records and the Politburo and the Orgburo minutes avail-
able do not provide an unequivocal explanation of Stalin's true motives in deal-
ing with this issue. Nevertheless, it seems probable that suspicions about covert 
activities, undertaken on Pilsudski's orders, which aimed at undermining the 
Soviet control over the Ukraine were sincere and logically motivated. The ef-
forts to wipe out the flotsam and jetsam of the national opposition there and to 
strengthen Moscow's grasp over the countryside must have caused a resistance. 
During a party purge, started in the Ukraine in June 1933, the number of full 
members of the Ukrainian Communist Party had been reduced by 39%95. In the 
summer of 1933 V. Zatonski, new Ukrainian Commissar for Education, esti-
mated the proportion of class-alien elements in the republic 9.5%, by November 
this was figure raised to 30-40% of its whole population96. Less than fifteen 
years had passed since Ukrainian peasantry had shown themselves as the most 
property-minded, stubborn, and disloyal to the Soviet power – a fact which Sta-
lin and Voroshilov, among others, knew by personal experience as both had 
been directing the Red Army forces which destroyed the Ukrainian Republic in 
1920. Pilsudski had done everything in his power to put a Ukrainian state into 
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existence, and, in the last resort, it would be only natural for hypothetical 
Ukrainian opposition to look for Polish support again.  

Polish politicians closely followed Soviet concerns and dilemmas and were 
aware of the history lesson that the "unification" of the Ukraine in the 1760s 
and 1770s had been a prelude to the parti-tioning of Poland97. A prominent con-
servative publicist, Alfred Bocheński, had distinctly formulated gut feelings of 
many of these politicians. Bocheński reminded his compatriots that it had been 
the desire to consolidate her rule over the previously acquired Ukrainian lands 
that had prompted Katherine II to pursue an annexionist policy towards the 
Rzeczypospolita. Similar problems were of immediate concern to the Soviet 
leaders in the 30s and, in Bocheński's view, there were two probable courses of 
events for the future:  

"Either influence of the national Ukrainians over the way of conducting the 
USSR's foreign policy will increase... and in this case the desire to deprive 
Poland of her eastern provinces will become irresistible [...] [or] development 
of the centralistic tendency, and in this way, the increase of the Ukrainian 
danger to Russia. In this case it would be natural to take away from the 
Ukrainians that part of the land, on which, in the last resort their national 
Piedmont could be created..."98 

What Bocheński seems to have omitted is that both "centralistic" and "na-
tionalistic" tendencies went hand in hand in Stalin's Ukrainian policy in those 
years. The destroying of "right-nationalistic deviation" of M. Skrypnik and pro-
viding the Secretary of the VKP(b) Central Committee and leading member of 
its Org-buro, Pavel Postyshev, with dictatorial power over local cadres were 
crowned in January 1934 by the decision to shift the Ukrainian capital from rus-
sified Kharkov to Kiev99. Kharkov was awarded a monument of Taras 
Shevchenko, the greatest Ukrainian poet. Ukrai-nian "National Communists" of 
the 20s and early 30s, Shumski and Skrypnik, might appear in neckties, but Po-
styshev invariably wore embroidered Ukrainian shirts. The integral connection 
between the two political trends expressed in the formula of "Bolshevik 
Ukrainization"100 was eventually to affect relations between the USSR and Po-
land in both ways, outlined by Bocheński.  

Deliberations concerning the Ukrainian knot formed an inseparable part of 
the Soviet anxieties over the possible outcome of Po-lish-German negotiations. 
From Moscow's point of view, their success would depend on the ability of Ber-
lin and Warsaw to come to terms on the issue of the Soviet Ukraine. On No-
vember 21, 1933, Postyshev explained to the plenum of the KP(b)U Central 
Committee that 

"activities of militant German fascism in regard to the Soviet Ukraine find  
sympathy in imperialist circles of other countries, among them of Poland. In 
Poland there are no few groups which work hard to obtain rapprochement 
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between Poland and Germany at the expense of the Soviet Ukraine and 
against it. In plans of those groups of the Polish lords [panstwo] and the Pol-
ish bourgeoisie, the Ukraine is in the first place."101  

Given the position of some conservative "eastern" political factions in Po-
land, those suspicions were not entirely groundless102. The Nazis undoubtedly 
sought such solution. In the interview with Lipski on November 15, Hitler ex-
pressed his hope that "perhaps, sometime in the future, certain problems can be 
settled with Poland in a friendly atmosphere, for example, by compensation"103. 
Pilsudski's statement to Hermann Raushning in December 1933 to the effect 
that "Poland would never under any circumstances respond to any German at-
tempts to turn Polish efforts toward the Russian Uk-raine"104 did not convince 
Hitler and Goering. It was evidently no easier for Hitler to realize the full value 
of that statement than it was for Stalin to believe similar declarations, which the 
Polish head of state conveyed to the Russians in May and July of 1933. At that 
stage, both dictators based their foreign policy calculations, in regard to Poland 
in particular, on an analysis of the "correlation of forces" rather than on words, 
whatever spirit was behind them. The events of 1939 proved that the Polish rul-
ers adhered to the understanding of Poland's raison d'état formulated by the old 
Marshal. But the military catastrophe of the first two weeks of September also 
revealed that the Polish Republic had little chance of surviving a German ag-
gression while rejecting defence arrangements with the USSR105.  

This train of thought and Soviet fears concerning the Ukraine were further 
inspired by French centre-left politicians, who were annoyed by Poland's drift-
ing away from France. In the course of a conversation with Litvinov in July 
1933, "[Paul-]Boncour and Daladier spoke disapprovingly about the reversal of 
Poland's policy and hinted at some Polish-German negotiations, while Daladier 
spoke more specifically about Germany's encouragement of Polish dreams, giv-
ing to understand that it again concerns the Ukraine"106. Litvinov drew the con-
clusion that the French prime minister "wants to disavow in advance a possible, 
[but] known to him, Polish adventure" and wired Stalin that those hints "deserve 
attention"107. If allusions of the French official representatives supplied to the 
Russians in forthcoming weeks about volatility of the Poles were vague and un-
specified108, Le Temps, known for her close connections with the Quai d'Orsay, 
responded to the German-Polish communiqué by dotting all the i's. Its lead arti-
cle of November 18 told Moscow precisely what it wanted and feared to hear: 
namely, that talks between Warsaw and Berlin were a precursor to an agreement 
about their aggressive alliance and the imposition of Polish-German control 
over the Soviet Ukraine109.  

By mid-October 1933, as Litvinov was about to leave for Washington to ne-
gotiate the establishment of diplomatic relations with the United States, the So-
viets had good reasons to believe they could keep up with Hitler's "diplomatic 
revolution in Europe". Poland's attitude was not entirely clear but looked prom-
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ising and reasonable since Pilsudski neither declined the offer Radek delivered 
in July nor failed to give fresh reassurances to this effect in the fall; the Soviet 
foreign ministry was satisfied by Poland's cooperative approach to issues of 
lesser importance. Stalin, while leaving the door open for the Germans, was in-
clined to support multiplying contacts with Warsaw. Although the campaign to 
eradicate "national communism" and "bourgeois nationalism" in the Ukraine 
was in full force, the Soviet leaders did not rule out the possibility of recon- 
ciling domestic political needs with the positive evolution of Soviet-Polish rela-
tions110.  

But Germany's dramatic departure from Geneva and the easily predictable re-
sumption of bilateral talks between the Great Powers put Moscow in an embar-
rassing position. Polish promises for the future began to lose their attractiveness 
to Stalin, especially after Gazeta Polska criticized the Soviets for their encour-
agement for a preventive war against Germany. Another blow was the Polish-
German communiqué of November 15, which the dictator probably considered a 
breach of faith; old misgivings reawakened and new suspicions appeared. The 
wisest course for the Soviet Union, as seen from the Kremlin's perspective, was 
to exert additional pressure on Poland in order to force her to give up plans of 
furthering negotiations with Berlin and to follow the Russian policy as a subor-
dinated partner, who could readily take Soviet advice on crucial international is-
sues, as Turkey had been doing for a decade111. Even if this pressure had 
brought no direct results, it would at least prevent Poland from exploiting signs 
of Soviet-Polish rapprochement to her own ends and would also make the Ger-
man position vis-à-vis Poland more intransigent. That was not the line which the 
heads of the Narkomindel favored, but this made little difference. By the end of 
November, 1933, Soviet-Polish relations were one step from an open crisis.  
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