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The Repatriation of the Germans
from Latvia and Romania
at the Beginning of World War II

Some Comparative Aspects

BOGDAN-ALEXANDRU SCHIPOR

THE DIFFICULTIES and the ultimate failure of the tripartite negotiations between
the Soviet Union, France and Britain in the summer of 1939 made a Soviet-
German agreement even more likely. Since early August, the contacts between
Berlin and Moscow had become increasingly close. Unlike the British and the
French, the Germans were ready to take into account Kremlin’s “vital interests”
in Eastern Europe and the Baltic area.' Therefore, the Soviets decided to accept
the German proposals and to send back, politely, the Anglo-French mission
that was to negotiate and possibly conclude a Tripartite Treaty.

The Soviets, however, interpreted in their own way the German ofter, and
Stalin stated in the meeting of the Politburo of CP (b.) of U.S.S.R. on August
19, 1939 that Germany had accepted Moscow’s full freedom of action in the
Baltic countries, the restitution (sic!) of Bessarabia and the assignment to the
Soviets of Romania, Bulgaria and Hungary, as a zone of influence. According
to the Kremlin leader, the only question that remained open was that of Yugoslavia.®

The actual demarcation of spheres of influence would be made upon conclusion
of the Secret Additional Protocol to the German-Soviet non-aggression pact
on August 23, 1939. Thus, the Germans recognized Moscow’s interests in Finland,
Estonia, Latvia, Poland — beyond the line of the rivers Narva, Vistula, San -
and Bessarabia. At least for now, Lithuania belonged to the German sphere of
interest, but Lithuania’s rights over the Vilna region were recognized.*

The military defeat of Poland and its disappearance as a political entity required
the conclusion of a new agreement between Germany and the Soviet Union. The

Study financed through EU, ESE POSDRU, 89/1.5./S/61104 (2010-2013) Project
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border between the two great powers was thus defined by the Treaty concluded
on September 28, 1939, following a second visit of Ribbentrop to Moscow.® This
was the situation the Soviets took advantage of to get Lithuania in return for
the Warsaw and Lublin regions, which were ceded to Germany.® It seems that
this time Stalin was satisfied with the new territorial gains, declaring to Khrushchev
that the Soviet Union had de facto right over the Baltic countries and Finland.”

The Soviets had already begun to apply a new political line in the three
Baltic States. Under these circumstances, the Estonian Foreign Minister Karl
Selter was invited to Moscow on September 24, 1939, to sign a commercial treaty:
Instead of such a document, the Soviets demanded the approval for military bases
— army, naval and air — of the Red Army and the Red Fleet on the territory of
Estonia and the conclusion of a Mutual Assistance Pact.® Estonia accepted Moscow’s
requests by signing on September 28 the respective Mutual Assistance Pact, sup-
plemented by a Secret Protocol.

Upon the conclusion of this document, the Soviets seemed to have overcome
a psychological threshold in their policy towards their western neighbours.’
The Estonian example speaks for itself. The Soviet Union was prepared to threaten
and use force to impose its “protection” and “support.” The mutual assistance
pacts concluded later with Latvia, on October 5, 1939 and with Lithuania on
October, 10 were obtained without resorting to force." These treaties contained
broadly similar provisions with the document signed by Estonia and they provided,
as clear as possible, that the sovereignty of the three Baltic States would not be
impaired, and their political and economic systems would not undergo changes."

One can ask why Moscow chose this, apparently subtle, way to project its
influence abroad. First of all, perhaps, to show the advantage — in terms of security,
but not only — that could be gained by the states that accepted the Soviet
“assistance.” Thus, the possibility was created that such a “model” would attract
others, such as Finland, Bulgaria or Romania."” In fact, just two days after the
conclusion of the mutual assistance pact between the Soviet Union and Lithuania,
on October 12, 1939, the Bulgarian Minister at Berlin informed the German
Foreign Ministry about the proposal already made by Molotov to the Bulgarian
authorities to conclude a mutual assistance pact, a proposition initially rejected
by Sofia, then conditioned by the presentation of more concrete proposals by the
Soviet party.*®

In the West, the public opinion condemned in categorical terms the fact
that the Germans conceded the Baltic area to the Soviets, qualifying it as a “historical
and moral disaster,”"* perhaps even more serious considering that Hitler himself
had emphasized in Mein Kampf that the Baltic area represented a space in which
the Reich’s influence had to prevail.” Under these circumstances, the mutual
assistance pacts concluded by the Soviets were considered to be no more than the
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means of imposing a protectorate that could end the independence of three Baltic
States.'* Moreover, at least in the French press, there were speculations regarding
a possible annexation of the three Baltic States by the Soviet Union."” Basically
this meant that the Red Army troops were right in front of Eastern Prussia,
dominating an area where the prevalent German influence was to be replaced
by the Soviet influence. Further proof that things were as such is The Agreement
on the Transfer of Latvian citizens of German Ovigin in Germany, concluded on
October 30, 1939 between Germany and Latvia and through which 49,885
Latvian citizens of German origin were “repatriated” to Germany."*

The German authorities wanted this transfer to be made as a single operation,
the agreement itself, supplemented by an Additional Protocol, regulating the
situation of the movable and immovable property that emigrants left behind and,
as much as possible, the damage that the departure of the citizens of German
origin would produce to the Latvian economy."”

According to the first article of the agreement, the Latvian government under-
took to rescind the Latvian citizenship of the Latvian citizens of German ori-
gin who, voluntarily, would declare their willingness to renounce Latvian citi-
zenship and to leave their residences in Latvia. They were to be welcomed in
Germany and receive German citizenship immediately after the rescindment of
the Latvian one.

The rescindment of citizenship could be requested by any person of German
origin who was at least 16 years old. Spouses were to decide individually whether
or not they opted to renounce the Latvian citizenship, while for minors under
16 years old the decision was to be taken by their parents or guardians. The
Latvian authorities undertook not to hinder in any way and, moreover, to expe-
dite the entire administrative process, the request to renounce one’s citizenship
being exempted in this respect from stamp and chancery taxes. Moreover, the
Latvian party undertook to release from service, upon request, the persons of
German origin who served in the army or were civil, municipal or ecclesiastical
servants.”

Once they received the documents attesting to the rescindment of citizenship,
either from the Latvian Interior Ministry or the diplomatic and consular
representations — if such persons were outside Latvia — the Latvian immigrants
had to leave by December 15, 1939, the expenses incurred being borne by the
German state. From this obligation were exempted only those considered as
essential for the proper functioning of enterprises, businesses, or key institutions.

At the same time, the Latvian authorities would create an ad hoc committee
with the task of regulating the legal issues related to the Latvian properties of
those who opted for emigration. The German party, in turn, created a stock
company called Umsieldunys-Treuhand-Aktiengesellshaft, with the acronym UTAG,
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subject to the Latvian legislation on joint-stock companies, except for derogations
listed in the Additional Protocol to the Agreement, relating to the movable property
which could not be imported or exported.”

The immovable properties of the emigrants were to be taken up by the Latvian
State, after a thorough inventory, but their management was entrusted exclusively
to UTAG. They were to be assessed according to criteria mutually agreed upon
by the two parties and liquidated until December 31, 1941. If the Latvian
court and UTAG did not reach a common point view on the value of some goods,
the agreement would be made at the level of the two governments.”

The plants or businesses of the immigrants were also to be inventoried.
From among these, those that were important for the smooth development of
the German-Latvian trade relations were to be subjected to a separate bilateral
agreement, while the management of the remaining businesses would be assigned
solely to the Latvian authorities. However, the possibility of private agree-
ments was not excluded. Moreover, if the Latvian party decided upon the liq-
uidation of a company, the implementation of the decision was made in accor-
dance with Latvian law, but fell within the competence of the company owner
or UTAG. The liquidation of the Latvian associations, companies or profitable
real estate that belonged to German parishes were also to be carried out accord-
ing to the Latvian legislation.”

A German-Latvian Joint Commission would handle the financial assets of the
emigrants, contracted in Latvia. Those that had to be extinguished before the
liquidation of UTAG were to be paid or warranted for a period not exceeding 10
years, and the cash and assets were to be paid into a special account created by
the Bank of Latvia, while the debts of the Latvian side had to be paid in the form
of additional exports of goods to the Reich.”*

The Latvian citizens of German descent who opted for repatriation were trans-
terred to the region Posen, now Poznan, but the problems related to the prop-
erty and assets that they have left behind were made difficult by the fact that in
June 1940 the Soviet Union annexed the small Baltic state. The German author-
ities still tried to regulate this situation based on the good relations Berlin still
had with Moscow, and this became the subject of a bilateral agreement, concluded
on January 10, 1941. But the cooling of the German-Soviet relations and the
outbreak of the war between two great powers annulled any possibility of a
fair resolution.

As for the situation of the Germans in Romania, this was regulated a year later,
in 1940. As I have pointed out above, it is possible that the Soviets had wanted
to apply the model of mutual assistance treaties, as a first step towards the annexation
in the case of Romania as well, but the Finnish interlude provided Bucharest with
a respite.
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The Peace Treaty signed by Finland on March 12, 1940 represented for the
Soviet Union “the accomplishment of the task to secure its safety on the Baltic
Sea,” as stated by Molotov on March 29, 1940, in a speech before the Supreme
Soviet. On the same occasion, the Soviet diplomat stated that, as for the relations
with Romania, although there was a non-aggression pact between the two states,
and the seizure (sic!) of Bessarabia was never recognized by Moscow, there
was no question of taking this region by force or worsening the relations with
Bucharest.”

However, mid-June 1940, Moscow presented their ultimatum to the Baltic
States: to Lithuania on June 14, to Estonia and Latvia on June 16. This was
tollowed by the annexation itself, and then, on June 26, 1940, the ultimatum
to Romania. The authorities in Bucharest accepted, as it is well known, the Soviet
terms, ceding Bessarabia, Northern Bukovina and Hertza area, the last two
territories not being included in the provisions of the Secret Additional Protocol
of August 1939. On this occasion, Molotov was to declare that, on the contrary,
the mutual assistance pacts concluded by the Soviet Union and the Baltic states
in the autumn of the previous year “had not produced the desired results,”
but, nevertheless, the Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian citizens, as well as
those of Bessarabia and Northern Bukovina became Soviet citizens “with great
joy.”* Molotov also believed that the bilateral relations with Romania could now
return to normal.”

The German authorities, who had given their consent, in the previous year,
to the annexation of Bessarabia by the Soviets, requested Moscow on this occasion
to address the issue of the approximately 100,000 ethnic Germans who lived
in the region between Prut and Dnester. But Berlin was intrigued by the fact that
the Soviet ultimatum to Romania also referred to Bukovina and Hertza area,
territories where there also lived many citizens of German origin.” Their situation
could be dealt directly with the Soviets, but the Reich leaders were also taking
into account the repatriation of the Germans in Romania. As in the case of Latvia,
this was the object of a bilateral Romanian-German agreement, published in
the “Monitorul Oficial” of October 30, 1940. According to this document,
that made direct reference to ethnic Germans from southern Bukovina and
Dobrudja, any person of German origin from the abovementioned territories was
entitled to seek repatriation. Once they received and registered the repatriation
ticket, the applicant entered the care of the German state and was subject to
the obligations under the Repatriation Convention. His property, movable and
immovable, that remained in the country was transferred to the Romanian
state, which paid compensation in accordance with market prices.

The outstanding debt of the repatriate to the Romanian state, generated by
the abandonment of his or her wealth was resigned to the German government,
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which also undertook to pay compensation. Finally, each repatriate was entitled
to take, duty free, 50 kg of luggage, his or her spouse another 30 kg, and
turthermore, each family could also take another 500 kg of large baggage.”
For comparison, the Soviets allowed the ethnic Germans from areas it controlled
and who had requested repatriation to take up to 50 kg large baggage, 30 kg
hand luggage and 2.000 lei of all their belongings.

Together with the respective citizens, there were also expatriated to Germany
parish registers, documents of some German associations, societies and unions,
as well as those of the administrative authorities in the villages that were completely
repatriated. To manage the entire relocation process, a German Repatriation
Bureau was founded in Bucharest, its German acronym being D.A.S., whose
employees had the status of diplomatic officials. In its turn, the Romanian
party created within the Ministry of National Economy a Sub-secretariat of State
tor Colonization and Evacuated Population, which operated a General
Commissariat for the Repatriation of the German Population. Its activity was
to be supported by the local commissioners, the village mayors and the leaders
of the legionary garrisons in the area.®

As can be seen, the Romanian authorities did not impose restrictions on
the citizens of German origin that opted for repatriation. Although they were
losing a significant workforce and they took on a substantial financial effort by
absorbing into the public debt the value of the repatriates’ property, the Romanian
authorities have adopted this attitude because they could use the assets and the
inventory of agricultural land left behind by ethnic Germans to house and eventually
to compensate, at least partly, the refugees from Bessarabia, northern Bukovina,
and subsequently, those from north-western Transylvania, territories lost by
the Romanian state in the fatidic year 1940. Because they lacked the necessary
financial strength to purchase the real estate of the German repatriates and, on
the other hand, because of the rich supply generated by this exodus, many properties
were in the end assessed under the market price. Under these conditions, it is
obvious that this was not due to the Romanian authorities’ malice, and the German
party understood and agreed with the reasons on which this fact was based.*'

Unlike the case of Latvia, there were many Germans repatriated from Romania
who later decided to return to their birthplace. Their situation was handled by
the Sub-secretary of State for Romanization, Colonization and Inventory. In 1940
and 1941, the representatives of this institution have identified in concentration
camps in Germany approximately 5000 people who decided to return to Romania.
They were brought by train up to Vienna and then they were transported into
the country on the Danube River. Afterwards, until 1943, 8 217 persons were
found in this situation, among them being many who came from the territories
annexed by the Soviets in 1940.%
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In retrospect, the political decision to repatriate the ethnic Germans either
from Latvia or from Romania, irrespective of the administrative or legal measures
that accompanied and facilitated it, created, on both sides, deep human and social
distortions whose consequences can still be felt today.

At the same time, however, the repatriations from Latvia and Romania
represented an accurate indicator of the fate and the particular situation of these
countries. The Germans in Latvia, for example, were generally happy with the
possibility of immigrating to Germany, the measures taken jointly by the two
governments encouraging and facilitating this process. Moreover, the repatriation
of the Germans from Latvia was made in a political context in which the Soviet
threat was not perceived as an immediate one, not even by the German authorities.
As noted, there were bilateral provisions indicating terms of up to 10 years for the
settlement of the situation. Under these circumstances, it is likely that the meaning
given by Germans to ‘spheres of influence’ did not include the annexation itself,
but other forms of domination. The Germans in Latvia could choose the repatriation
in a political climate that did not anticipate Moscow’s aggression. In fact, in
1932 Latvia had concluded a non-aggression treaty with the Soviet Union and
in October 1939 one of mutual assistance. The Latvian State also concluded a
non-aggression treaty with Germany in the summer of 1939. Thus, there was
nothing disturbing — in fact it was normal — about the fact that Germany concluded
a non-aggression treaty with the Soviet Union in August 1939.

Berlin, on the other hand, knew that the tiny Baltic state entered the Soviet
sphere of interest. The Soviet-Latvian Mutual Assistance Treaty confirmed Moscow’s
decision to implement to the letter the Secret Additional Protocol of August
23, 1939, so the decision to repatriate the ethnic Germans from Latvia did noth-
ing but confirm the decisions made by Molotov and Ribbentrop.

Beyond such a confirmation, otherwise inevitable, the repatriation of the
Germans from southern Bukovina and Dobrudja, in 1940, was also determined
by other reasons. The Germans were taken aback by the fact that the Soviets
claimed and subsequently annexed the northern part of Bukovina and Hertza
area. The negotiations regarding the repatriation of the Germans from Romania
began almost immediately, and when they were completed in the autumn of 1940,
the ethnic Germans from southern Bukovina, and not only, had enough reasons
to opt for leaving for Germany. Romania had lost vast territories in a very
short time, the waves of refugees and, with them, the news that came especially
from the territories occupied by Soviets, were increasingly disturbing, so leaving
for Germany was for many the option of a safer life for them and their families.
The fact that many of these people returned later was determined not only by
homesickness, but also by the fact that the Romanian domestic situation stayed
somewhat stable and peaceful until 1943-44.
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However, it remains certain that the repatriation of Germans from Eastern

Europe in 1939 and 1940, beyond any similarities or difterences, nuances or con-
sequences, was only one element in the redefinition of the spheres of influence,
a barometer of the Soviet-German relations and aggression.
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Abstract
The Repatriation of the Germans from Latvia and Romania at the Beginning
of World War Il. Some Comparative Aspects

Beyond aspects strictly related to political or territorial issues, the Soviet-German non-aggres-
sion pact signed on August 23", 1939 generated important demographic mutations in Eastern
Europe, hard to foresee prior to the outbreak of the war. After the delineation of the spheres of
influence and the new possessions of Germany and Soviet Union, Berlin tried to determine the
German ethnics in Eastern Europe, including from territories obtained by the Soviet Union, to
choose to return to Germany, considered the true homeland. This decision was the basis for an
ample program for the repatriation of the German ethnics, first from the Baltic States and than
from other countries, including Romania.

In the Romanian case, the German authorities, who had agreed in august 1939 to the annexa-
tion of Bessarabia to the Soviet Union, asked Moscow on this occasion to solve the problem of the
almost 100.000 German ethnics who lived in the region between Prut and Dnester. Berlin was
intrigued by the fact that the Soviet ultimatum addressed to Romania in June 1940 referred equal-
ly to Bukovina and the Hertza area, territories on which also lived many people of German ori-
gin. Their issue could be solved directly with the Soviets, but the Reic/’s leaders also took into
account the repatriation of the Germans from Romania.

But, obviously, we never lose sight of the fact that the repatriation of the Germans from Bukovina,
Bessarabia or Dobrudja represented only a part of a much larger process which cannot be fully
understood if we do not compare it, for example, to similar phenomena in the Baltic countries.
The repatriation of the German ethnics from Latvia can emphasize both similarities and distinc-
tions which, together, can form a more accurate image on an uprooted ethnic group seeking a new
identity in the old homeland, animated by promises, hopes and dreams of a better life. However,
it remains certain that the repatriation of Germans from Eastern Europe in 1939 and 1940, beyond
any similarities or differences, nuances or consequences, was only one element in the redefini-
tion of the spheres of influence, a barometer of the Soviet-German relations and aggression.
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