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​Chapter 1: The Amber Coast in Ruins
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The amber comes ashore in storms. That is what the people who have lived on the eastern Baltic coast for four thousand years learned first about this particular stretch of sea: that it gives its gifts violently, hurling nuggets of fossilized resin onto the beach after October gales, the pieces tumbling in the surf alongside kelp and driftwood and the wreckage of whatever the latest storm has decided to destroy. The Romans called this coast the Amber Coast — Glaesaria, they named it, from the Latin for glass — and they sent traders northward along the rivers to gather a substance that, polished and threaded onto cord, decorated the necks of emperors' wives and the altars of gods. The indigenous peoples who lived among the dunes and the dark pine forests had their own relationship with the material: they burned it in funeral rites, they carved it into amulets, they understood it as the tears of a goddess mourning a drowned son. What neither the Romans nor the coastal peoples understood was what amber actually was — the solidified resin of ancient trees, millions of years old, containing sometimes the perfectly preserved bodies of insects that had become trapped in the living sap and had died there, held in suspension, utterly unchanged, while the world that surrounded them was transformed beyond recognition.

It is a useful thing to know about a coastline: that its most characteristic product is the past, preserved in hardened tears, washed ashore by violence.

In November of 1918, the Baltic coast was being battered by a different kind of storm, and the things it was throwing ashore were harder to categorize than amber. Along the muddy roads that ran through the pine forests of Courland — the westernmost of the two Baltic provinces that would soon be fighting over the name Latvia — long columns of German soldiers moved westward in the cold. They had received word of the armistice. They were going home. Or rather: they were going to wherever home now was, since the empire that had sent them east no longer existed in any form that the word empire was designed to describe. The Kaiser had abdicated on 9 November. The republic had been proclaimed — twice, in fact, by competing factions in Berlin on the same afternoon, each one certain that history was choosing it. The war had ended. Everything else was open.

A soldier in those columns, if he was the kind of man who noticed such things, would have observed a landscape in the final effort of autumn: the birch trees stripped bare, their white trunks standing in rows like the columns of a ruined hall, the fields brown and frost-hardened between them, the low Baltic sky the colour of pewter pressed flat. The manor houses that stood at intervals along the road were built in the German style, their stucco walls and high-pitched roofs giving them the look of authority even when — as in some cases along this particular road — the windows had been broken and the doors left standing open. Here and there a column of smoke rose from a chimney. Here and there it did not. In the farmsteads set back from the road among their kitchen gardens and their haystacks, faces appeared briefly at windows and then withdrew. The faces were Latvian. The soldiers on the road were German. Both understood, at some level below articulation, that they were watching the end of an arrangement — though neither could have said with any precision what the arrangement had been called or what would replace it.

What those soldiers were retreating through was not simply a defeated military theater. It was one of the oldest and most stable hierarchical arrangements in European history, a social and political structure that had persisted for seven centuries through plague and war and the succession of four different empires, and that had organized every aspect of life in this stretch of the continent — who owned the land, who worked it, who could educate their children, who could name their rivers and their villages in the language they had spoken since before any of the relevant empires existed. The German soldiers on the road were the armed instrument of the most recent expression of that arrangement. As they stripped their imperial eagles from their collars and tucked them into their kit, they were doing something more consequential than tidying their uniforms. They were removing the visible sign of a legitimacy that the next two years would determine afresh, at gunpoint, in the mud of Courland and the streets of Riga.

​The Province and Its Peoples

Courland occupies the southwestern portion of what is now Latvia: a roughly triangular peninsula bounded on the west by the Baltic Sea, on the north by the Gulf of Riga, and on the east by the Daugava River and the province of Livonia, which extends northward into present-day Estonia. The landscape is not dramatic in any conventional sense. There are no mountains, no deep gorges, no sudden cliffs. What there is instead is a particular quality of flatness interrupted by gentle hills, a flatness that gives the land a feeling of exposure — sky meeting earth at a very long horizon, so that weather systems approach with unusual visibility and the winters feel, even to people accustomed to them, both inevitable and punishing. The rivers run slowly through the flat country, cutting broad channels through the clay soil that freeze solidly from December through March. The forests, predominantly pine and birch, are dense enough to break the wind and hide movement, sparse enough in the agricultural zones between them to offer no shelter from the cold.

The Gulf of Riga is shallow — the same forces of glacial geology that produced the flatness of the land produced the shallowness of the adjacent sea — and its shallowness means it freezes in severe winters, not completely, but enough to be dangerous for shipping and useful for the transport of goods and men across its surface. The city of Riga sits at the mouth of the Daugava where it meets the gulf, and has sat there since the twelfth century, when a German bishop named Albert of Riga founded a settlement that was intended to be the base for the Christianization of the pagan peoples of the eastern Baltic coast. The city that grew from that settlement became one of the great commercial centers of medieval Europe: a member of the Hanseatic League, a city of churches and warehouses and merchant houses built in the German Gothic style, a place where the wealth extracted from the surrounding countryside was concentrated and converted into capital and shipped westward. By 1918, Riga was the third-largest city in the Russian Empire, after Moscow and Saint Petersburg, with a population of something over half a million people distributed across communities that reflected the layered historical complexity of the entire region: Germans in the old town and the commercial districts, Latvians in the working-class neighborhoods and the suburbs, Russians in the administrative buildings and the Orthodox churches, Jews throughout the commercial life of the city, each community maintaining its own language, its own institutions, and its own understanding of what the city was and who it belonged to.

The countryside around Riga, and the countryside of Courland to the west and south, was organized on the principles of Baltic German estate agriculture that had been established by the Teutonic Knights and their successors in the thirteenth century and refined through seven hundred subsequent years into a system of extraordinary efficiency and extraordinary injustice. The great estates — Güter in German, muiža in Latvian, the latter word derived from an old German word for a steward's household — were typically several thousand acres of arable land, forest, and pasture controlled by a German noble family. On these estates, Latvian peasants worked as tenant farmers, day laborers, and domestic servants, living in the farmsteads and cottages clustered around the manor house, subject to the legal jurisdiction of the estate owner, educated (if educated at all) in German, and prohibited by a series of laws and customs from owning land, entering the professions, or participating in political life in any meaningful way. This system had been modified by reforms introduced by the Russian imperial government in the 1820s and 1860s, including the legal emancipation of the serfs, and had been under pressure from the growth of Latvian national consciousness throughout the second half of the nineteenth century. But in 1918, the fundamental geography of the estate system was still legible in the landscape: the manor house on its slight rise, the farmsteads below it, the fields running to the tree line, the peasant village in the dip beyond the trees.

The Baltic German nobility — the Ritterschaften, a word that literally means knighthoods but functionally means the organized bodies of the noble estates in Courland and Livonia — were not, by November 1918, simply a class of anachronistic landlords. They were a functioning administrative aristocracy with their own representative institutions (the Landtage, or provincial diets), their own legal codes, their own churches, their own schools and universities, their own literary and cultural life conducted in the German language, and their own extraordinarily sophisticated understanding of how to maintain political power across the transition from one imperial master to the next. They had survived the shift from Teutonic Order to Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, from Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth to the Swedish Empire, from the Swedish Empire to the Russian Tsars — each time negotiating the preservation of their essential privileges in exchange for administrative loyalty to whichever great power currently controlled the region. They were, in this sense, among the most politically accomplished aristocracies in European history: not merely a social class but a governing institution with centuries of practice in institutional survival.

What the Baltic German nobility had never survived, and what they now faced in November 1918, was the simultaneous collapse of the empire that guaranteed their privileges, the advance of a revolutionary movement explicitly committed to their liquidation as a class, and the emergence of an indigenous nationalist movement that identified the aristocracy's land as the material foundation of its own independence. These three pressures had been building for decades, but they had never before converged at the same moment with the same force. The autumn of 1918 was the moment of convergence, and the people who understood this most clearly were the Baltic German landowners watching the German columns retreat westward along the Courland roads.

​The Latvians

The Latvian people — the people who called themselves latvieši and called their language latviešu valoda and called the land latvi, which means something like "the forest land" or possibly "the washed land," the etymology disputed — had been present in the eastern Baltic coast for approximately four thousand years before the Teutonic Knights arrived to convert them. They were not, at the time of the Knights' arrival, a single political entity: the territory of what is now Latvia was occupied by several distinct tribal groups, among them the Cours, the Livs, the Latgallians, and the Semigallians, each with their own chiefs, their own customs, and their own relationships of alliance and conflict with their neighbors. What the German crusaders and colonizers did, in the process of conquering and Christianizing these peoples over the course of the thirteenth century, was to produce a single subject class from this diversity: the common condition of servitude, shared across tribal distinctions, created a shared social identity that gradually became a shared cultural and eventually a shared national identity.

The evidence of that identity's persistence through the centuries of German and then Russian domination is preserved most vividly in the dainas — the Latvian folk songs, short melodic stanzas of four or five lines, in which the entire emotional and philosophical world of the Latvian peasantry was encoded and transmitted across generations. The dainas number in the hundreds of thousands: the folklorist Krišjānis Barons, working in the second half of the nineteenth century, collected and catalogued over two hundred thousand individual texts, and his collection, published in six volumes between 1894 and 1915, represents only a fraction of what was preserved in oral tradition. They cover every aspect of peasant life — planting and harvest, birth and death, courtship and marriage, the relationship with the natural world, the consciousness of social subordination — and they do so with a formal economy and a lyric precision that have led some scholars to compare them to Japanese haiku and others to the Psalms. What they share with both is the quality of compressed wisdom: the sense that the four or five lines of each daina contain a complete way of seeing.

What they also share with both is resilience. The dainas survived because they required no technology to transmit, no literacy, no institution, nothing that the German landlord or the Russian administrator could prohibit or confiscate. They survived in the memory of women working at their looms, in the singing of men during harvest, in the games of children, in the ceremonies of seasonal transition that the Lutheran church had partially absorbed and partially merely overlaid. When the Latvian national awakening began in earnest in the mid-nineteenth century — when the first Latvian-language newspapers appeared, when the first national song festivals were organized, when the first generation of Latvian students gained access to Russian imperial universities and returned with professional identities and political ambitions — the dainas were already waiting, a fully formed cultural inheritance that required only the right political moment to become the foundation of a national claim.

That awakening produced, by the first decade of the twentieth century, a Latvian professional and intellectual class of considerable sophistication: lawyers, doctors, journalists, teachers, engineers, agronomists. It produced political organizations ranging from liberal nationalist to socialist to Social Democratic, each competing to define what Latvian political life should look like once it had the freedom to look like anything at all. The revolution of 1905 — which hit the Baltic provinces with particular force, combining the general Russian imperial crisis with the specific grievances of Latvian peasants against Baltic German landowners — produced a moment of violent clarity: the manor house burnings of that year, in which Latvian peasants torched more than four hundred Baltic German estates across Courland and Livonia, demonstrated the depth of the class hatred that lay beneath the surface of the provincial social order. The German response, conducted with the assistance of the imperial Russian military, was equally violent: mass executions and deportations that killed or exiled thousands of Latvians and drove many of the movement's most important figures into emigration.

Among those who left, or who had already left before 1905, was Kārlis Ulmanis, the man who would become the prime minister of the Latvian Provisional Government in November 1918. Ulmanis had studied agronomy at the University of Leipzig and then at the University of Nebraska, had lived for several years in the United States, and had absorbed from that experience something that most of his Latvian contemporaries lacked: a practical, operational understanding of democratic institutions — not as abstract ideals but as organizational technologies for managing conflict and producing governance. He returned to Latvia in 1913 and threw himself into agricultural journalism and political organization, and by 1917 he was among the most prominent figures in the Latvian nationalist movement. When the February Revolution ended the Tsar's direct control over the Baltic provinces and the German occupation of 1917–1918 created a new political landscape, Ulmanis emerged as the leader best positioned to navigate the transition toward independence.

The proclamation of Latvian independence on 18 November 1918 — made in Riga's Second City Theatre, eleven days after the German armistice, in the presence of delegates from the major Latvian political parties — was an act of extraordinary audacity. The new republic had no army, no functioning tax system, no diplomatic recognition, no navy, no border police, and no control over most of the territory it was claiming. What it had was Ulmanis, the ability to hold a meeting, and the momentum of a historical moment in which the collapse of empires was creating opportunities that a generation of Latvian nationalists had spent their lives preparing for.

​The Bolsheviks

The third force in the Baltic was not looking for a homeland. It was looking for a corridor.

The Bolshevik movement understood the eastern Baltic in 1918 as a strategic problem of a very specific kind: the provinces of Courland and Livonia represented the westernmost edge of what had been the Russian Empire, and their rapid recovery was essential both to the defense of Petrograd — which lay barely two hundred kilometers from the Estonian border — and to the projection of revolutionary influence into Germany, where the November 1918 revolution seemed, in those first weeks, to offer the genuine possibility of a Soviet republic allied with Moscow. The Red Army's westward advance in late 1918 was not primarily motivated by attachment to the Baltic as a place or by the needs of its populations. It was motivated by the strategic imperatives of a revolutionary government fighting for survival against enemies on multiple fronts, and by the ideological conviction that the liberation of the Baltic working class from both bourgeois nationalism and Baltic German feudalism was not merely desirable but inevitable.

This conviction was not entirely without basis. Latvian workers, particularly in Riga and in the industrial towns of Livonia, had been among the most committed supporters of the Bolshevik movement since well before 1917. The Latvian Riflemen — the Red Latvian Riflemen, as they came to be known — were among the most effective units in the early Red Army, and several senior Bolshevik commanders of Latvian origin played important roles in the military and political apparatus of the early Soviet state. The Bolshevik appeal in industrial Latvia was real: the factory worker in Riga who had spent his life paying rent to a Baltic German landlord, working in a factory owned by German capital, buying goods in a German-owned shop, and watching his children educated in German, had considerable reason to find the class analysis of Marxism persuasive. The peasant in Courland who had watched the 1905 manor house burnings and the subsequent executions had been told, repeatedly and convincingly, by Latvian socialist agitators that the German estate owner and the bourgeois Latvian nationalist were equally his enemies.

The Soviet advance in late 1918 and early 1919 was therefore not, in the Baltic, an entirely foreign invasion. It was partly a civil war — Latvian against Latvian, class against class — overlaid on a national independence conflict and further complicated by the presence of German military forces whose own agenda had nothing to do with the interests of either the Latvian workers or the Latvian nationalists. Understanding the three-way quality of the conflict is essential to understanding why it was so vicious and why it left wounds that took decades to begin healing. When German and Baltic German troops shot Latvian civilians as suspected Bolshevik sympathizers, they were sometimes shooting genuine revolutionaries and sometimes shooting peasants whose only crime was proximity to a retreating Red Army unit. When the Red Army confiscated food and grain from Latvian farms, it was sometimes feeding genuine proletarian soldiers and sometimes fueling an army of occupation that had arrived claiming to liberate a population it was in fact systematically alienating. The categories of friend and enemy were, in the Baltic of 1918–1919, almost entirely unreliable.

​The Imperial Architecture

To understand the full depth of the crisis, it is necessary to hold in mind simultaneously the scale of the imperial collapse of which the Baltic crisis was a regional expression. Four empires had ceased to exist in the space of four years: the German, the Russian, the Austro-Hungarian, and the Ottoman. Between them they had governed approximately one-third of the earth's land surface and the majority of Europe. The institutional frameworks they had provided — the courts, the currencies, the postal systems, the land registries, the armies, the diplomatic protocols, the schools — had organized life across half the continent for generations, in some cases for centuries. Their simultaneous collapse did not simply create political vacuums; it dissolved the infrastructure of daily existence for hundreds of millions of people who had no alternative frameworks available and no collective memory of functioning without the imperial structures they had always taken for granted.

The eastern Baltic was peculiarly exposed to this dissolution because it sat precisely at the intersection of the two eastern empires. Germany had occupied the Baltic provinces in 1917, displacing the Russian imperial administration and installing a military government that had lasted just long enough to create expectations and dependencies before the armistice swept it away. Russia's imperial administration had governed the Baltic for nearly two centuries, had reorganized the provinces along Russian administrative lines in the 1880s in a campaign of aggressive Russification, and had left behind — in addition to its administrative machinery, now shattered — a substantial Russian-speaking population concentrated in the cities and in the administration, a network of Orthodox churches, and a set of legal arrangements regarding land tenure and provincial autonomy that the competing successor claims in 1918 were all trying either to maintain or to destroy, depending on who was making the claim.

What emerged from this dissolution was not a vacuum in the simple physical sense — the territory of Courland and Livonia was still there, the trees were still standing, the rivers were still running to the sea. What emerged was a legitimacy vacuum: a situation in which no authority could claim the right to govern, because the sources from which authority had previously been derived had all simultaneously ceased to exist. The German Kaiser, who had been the effective patron of the Baltic German aristocracy's position, was gone. The Russian Tsar, who had been the legal sovereign of the provinces since Peter the Great captured Riga in 1710, was gone — murdered, in fact, with his entire family, at Yekaterinburg in July 1918, a fact that the Baltic German nobility had not yet fully absorbed in its implications. The Latvian Provisional Government existed, but it had no recognized legal status under international law, no effective military force, and no control over its nominal territory. The Bolsheviks had a functioning army advancing westward, but their claim to govern the Baltic provinces rested on a theory of revolutionary legitimacy that the majority of the Baltic population found either unconvincing or actively threatening.

Into this legitimacy vacuum, the Baltische Landeswehr — the Baltic Territorial Army — would be born. And the manner of its birth would determine the shape of everything that followed.

​The Architecture of Collapse

The Armistice of 11 November 1918, signed in a railway carriage in the Compiègne forest, had a clause specifically addressing the Baltic situation. Article XII required that German military forces already deployed in the territory of the former Russian Empire should remain in position until the Allies deemed their withdrawal possible, on the grounds that their immediate departure would create a vacuum that the Red Army would fill. This was a military judgment dressed in humanitarian language: the Allied powers were not primarily concerned with the welfare of the Baltic populations. They were concerned with the strategic implications of Bolshevik expansion toward Central Europe, and they calculated — correctly, as it turned out — that a temporary German military presence was a cheaper alternative than deploying Allied troops to fill the gap.

The calculation was correct in its military logic and catastrophic in its political consequences. By authorizing German forces to remain in the Baltic as an anti-Bolshevik holding force, the Allies handed the Baltic German aristocracy a military instrument precisely at the moment when the political settlement of the region was still entirely undetermined. The Baltic German Ritterschaften were not slow to recognize the opportunity. The preliminary work for a territorial defense force had already begun in the autumn of 1918 under the auspices of the United Baltic Duchy — a short-lived German imperial project to transform Courland and Livonia into a German satellite state under Baltic German administration, which had been proclaimed in September 1918 and had collapsed almost immediately when the German military position on the Western Front became unsustainable. The duchy framework was gone, but the organizational networks built to staff and supply it remained, and the men who had designed them turned their attention, with remarkable speed, to the construction of a new institutional form.

​The Week of Decisions

The weeks between the armistice and the signing of the Landeswehr convention were among the most consequential in Baltic history, and they were lived at an extraordinary pace. In Riga, the last German military governor departed on 18 November, the same day that Ulmanis's provisional government proclaimed independence. In the countryside, the Red Army was already moving: Soviet forces had crossed the old imperial boundary at Narva in Estonia and were advancing on several fronts simultaneously, their progress aided by the collapse of the German rear-guard formations and the absence of any organized resistance. In Liepāja — the port city on Courland's western coast that served as the Provisional Government's fallback position when Riga became too exposed — Latvian political leaders were attempting to hold together a coalition of interests that included liberal nationalists, Social Democrats, representatives of the German minority, and representatives of several other ethnic communities, while simultaneously trying to find the money, the weapons, and the men to stop an advancing army.

The Germans were also in Liepāja. August Winnig, the Plenipotentiary of the German Reich for the Baltic Provinces, occupied an office in the city and conducted a parallel set of negotiations that intersected with and undermined and occasionally supported the Latvian government's efforts, depending on the specific question at issue. Winnig was a Social Democrat by party affiliation and a pragmatist by temperament, a man who had been sent to manage a transition that his instructions had not anticipated would be quite this chaotic, and who was trying to satisfy simultaneously the demands of Berlin, the demands of the Baltic German aristocracy, and the requirements of the Allied armistice terms. He was not succeeding brilliantly at any of them.

The Baltic German Regency Committee — the body through which the Ritterschaften were attempting to exercise political authority in the absence of the imperial structures that had previously legitimized them — was also in Liepāja, pressing Winnig for exactly the kind of military arrangement that would protect their estates and their political position from both the Bolsheviks and the Latvian nationalists. The committee understood clearly what the Latvian Provisional Government also understood: that whoever controlled the only military force in the region would control the political settlement. The only question was whether a military convention could be constructed that satisfied enough parties' minimum requirements to be signed.

The negotiation that produced the convention of 7 December 1918 was not — by the accounts of those who participated in it — a particularly elevated proceeding. It was conducted under the pressure of daily military reports from the east, where Red Army units were advancing on Riga with a speed that made the luxury of careful deliberation unavailable. Ulmanis's government accepted terms that it would not have accepted under any other circumstances, because the alternative to accepting them was the Bolshevik occupation of the entire country within weeks. Winnig signed terms that satisfied the Baltic German aristocracy's immediate demands while maintaining the legal fiction — important to the Allied powers watching from Paris and London — that the force being created was subordinated to the legitimate Latvian government. The Baltic German Regency Committee accepted terms that gave them less explicit political control than they wanted, calculating — correctly — that de facto military control of a force they would fund, equip, and staff with their own officers was worth more in practice than any legal formula.

What emerged from the signing was an institution that was, from its first moment of existence, a contradiction: simultaneously a Latvian national army and a Baltic German paramilitary force, simultaneously under Latvian legal command and German operational control, simultaneously defending a nascent democracy and preparing to destroy it. The document signed on 7 December 1918 in Liepāja used the language of military convention, the formal vocabulary of international law, and the organizational structures of professional military administration to paper over an irreconcilable conflict of interest between parties who understood perfectly well that their interests were irreconcilable and who signed anyway because the alternative was worse.

​A Laboratory on the Baltic Shore

The Baltic of late 1918 was not the only place in Europe asking the question of what came after empire. Across the former territories of the four collapsed empires, peoples who had spent generations as subjects were attempting, with varying degrees of preparation and under varying degrees of pressure, to constitute themselves as nations. In Poland, where the republic was proclaimed in November 1918 even as German and Soviet forces competed for its territory. In Czechoslovakia, where Tomáš Masaryk's government inherited an industrial economy and a multi-ethnic population from the Habsburgs and tried to govern both democratically. In the remnants of the Ottoman Empire, where Mustafa Kemal was in the early stages of constructing, by military force and political will, the nation-state that would call itself Turkey. In Hungary, in Yugoslavia, in Finland — everywhere the empires had been, new political forms were struggling to take shape.

What made the Baltic situation distinctive was the particular intensity of the contradictions it contained. Elsewhere, the transition from empire to nation-state was complicated by ethnic minorities, border disputes, and competing great-power interests. In Courland and Livonia, these complications were present in their most concentrated form: the German minority was not simply a minority but a governing aristocracy with seven centuries of institutional authority; the great-power interests at stake included not merely territorial but strategic and ideological dimensions — German revisionism, Allied containment, Soviet expansion — that made the Baltic a test case for the entire post-war settlement; and the indigenous majority claiming national self-determination was simultaneously the most natural beneficiary of the new international order and the most immediately threatened by the forces being assembled in its name.

The question at the heart of the Baltic crisis — whether the nation-state could replace the multi-ethnic empire as the organizing principle of political life — was being asked in dozens of places in 1918 and 1919. It was answered in Courland and Livonia with a clarity and a violence that made the Baltic a reference point for everyone, everywhere, who was interested in the same question. The answer was not a clean one. It was written in the Latvian land reform of 1920, which confiscated the great estates and distributed them to peasant farmers. It was written in the casualty lists of the Battle of Cēsis, which ended the German military project in the eastern Baltic. It was written in the careers of the men expelled from the Baltic in the summer of 1919 — the Freikorps veterans who returned to Germany carrying in their luggage the ideological and organizational materials from which the Weimar Republic's violent right would construct itself, and from which something far worse would eventually emerge.

All of that was still in the future as the German columns moved westward through the Courland forest in November 1918. The soldiers stripping their insignia on the muddy road did not know what they were retreating through. They knew only that the empire was gone, that the war was over, and that the Baltic coast smelled, in autumn, of pine resin and cold salt water and the particular earthy damp of ground that is about to freeze. Some of them, the ones who came back six weeks later as Freikorps volunteers, would discover that the war was not over after all — not here, not yet, perhaps not for a very long time.

​The Moment the Convention Was Signed

On 7 December 1918, in a building in Liepāja that has since been replaced and whose precise address is no longer certain, August Winnig and Jānis Zālītis, the Latvian Minister of Defense, signed their names to the document that created the Baltische Landeswehr. It was a cold day, as all December days in Liepāja are cold: the Baltic wind comes off the water without obstruction in that low, flat city, and the buildings of the harbor district offer nothing to stop it.

The document they signed was brief by the standards of the legal instruments that typically govern the creation of military forces. It established a composite armed force under the nominal command of the Latvian Minister of Defense, to be funded, equipped, and staffed substantially by the German Reich and the Baltic German communities of Courland and Livonia. It provided for the integration of Latvian, German, and Russian units into a single formation. It committed the force to the defense of Latvian territory against Bolshevik encroachment. It said nothing about what would happen if the force's German and Baltic German leadership decided that the Latvian government itself was an obstacle to the goals they were actually pursuing.

That omission was not accidental. The men who drafted the document knew what they were doing, or thought they did. They were constructing a temporary instrument for a temporary crisis, on the working assumption that military necessities justified legal fictions, and that the fiction could be dissolved once the necessity had passed. What they could not know — what no one in Liepāja on that cold December morning could know — was that the instrument they were creating would take on a life entirely its own. That it would accumulate ambitions its founders had not authorized, commit violence its architects had not ordered, overthrow the government it had been created to defend, reach northward toward Estonia in pursuit of an empire that could not possibly materialize, and collapse in defeat at a medieval castle town in central Latvia — having, in the process, permanently destroyed the aristocratic world it had been constructed to preserve.

The amber comes ashore in storms. The Baltic, in December 1918, was only beginning to gather its force.

The men who would ride that storm were already assembling in Liepāja's harbor district, making their introductions, studying their maps, counting their weapons. Among them were Baltic German barons who had hunted the forests of their estates since childhood and believed they were defending civilization. There were former Imperial German officers who had fought on the Western Front and understood, with a professionalism that had nothing to do with civilization, how infantry units maneuvered and where machine guns needed to be placed. There were Freikorps volunteers arriving by ship from Germany, men who had found, in the Baltic crisis, an extension of the only existence they knew how to inhabit. There was a tall, composed Latvian colonel named Jānis Balodis, watching everything and saying very little, commanding the only Latvian brigade in the force and understanding, with absolute clarity, that his loyalties and the loyalties of the men around him were not the same thing and might never be.

And in the harbor, riding at anchor, were British warships. They were there, officially, to enforce the armistice terms and monitor the situation. They would prove, in the months ahead, to be something more consequential: the instrument by which the Allied powers would ultimately determine the outcome of a conflict they had done much to create and would do just enough to resolve.

The Baltic Landeswehr — the Iron Shore's army — was born into a world that needed it and feared it in equal measure. Both instincts would prove, in their different ways, entirely correct.
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​Chapter 2: Seven Centuries of Masters
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There is a particular kind of institution that survives not through strength but through indispensability. Empires rise and fall; borders are redrawn by war and treaty; the flags that fly over a capital city change color with the political season. But the institution that has made itself the necessary instrument of administration, the body without which the land cannot be governed and the taxes cannot be collected and the peasants cannot be kept in their appointed places — that institution has a way of persisting across transitions that destroy its nominal superiors. The Baltic German nobility was exactly this kind of institution. They had not merely survived seven centuries of changing imperial masters. They had taught each successive master, in turn, that survival required their cooperation.

Understanding them — understanding what they believed, what they had built, and why they fought with such ferocity to preserve it in 1918 and 1919 — requires going back to the beginning. Not as an act of mere historical courtesy, but because the beginning explains everything. The sword that Bishop Albert's crusaders brought to the pagan Baltic coast in the thirteenth century was still, in a very real sense, the sword that Baron Hans von Manteuffel-Szoege carried into Riga in May of 1919. The intervening seven centuries had changed its form and altered its language and refined its institutional expressions, but it was the same instrument, serving the same fundamental purpose: the imposition of German order on a landscape that had existed perfectly well without it.

That the order imposed was real, and that it carried genuine cultural achievement alongside its systematic exploitation, is a fact that any honest account of the Baltic German world must acknowledge. The manor houses of Courland and Livonia were not simply the residences of parasites. They were centers of agricultural improvement, of Lutheran piety, of German-language literary culture, of legal administration that — whatever its class biases — provided a framework within which commerce and property could function with reasonable predictability. The men who built that world believed in it with the conviction that only the long-established can produce: the sense that what has always been is what is natural, and that what is natural is what is right. It is impossible to understand why they reached for the Landeswehr in 1918 without understanding that conviction and the world it had produced.

​The Sword and the Cross

Bishop Albert of Riga arrived on the eastern Baltic coast in 1199 with a missionary mandate from Pope Innocent III and the practical intelligence to understand that missionaries without swords accomplish very little among peoples who have not asked to be saved. He founded the city of Riga in 1201, established the Order of Livonian Brothers of the Sword in 1202 — the military monastic order whose task was the military subjugation of the surrounding peoples — and spent the next two decades overseeing the conquest of what is now Latvia and Estonia with a combination of armed force, political manipulation, and the systematic exploitation of intertribal rivalries among the peoples he was conquering. By the time Albert died in 1229, the essential framework of the Baltic German colonial order was in place: German ecclesiastical authority over the territory's spiritual life, German military authority over its governance, and German economic authority over its land and commerce, all organized through the hierarchical structures of the medieval Catholic Church and the military orders that served it.

The peoples who were conquered — the Cours, the Livs, the Semigallians, the Estonians to the north — did not accept their subjugation without resistance. The history of the thirteenth-century Baltic conquest is a history of repeated rebellions, of settlements betrayed and garrisons massacred and hard-won territorial gains temporarily reversed. The Semigallians in particular resisted with extraordinary tenacity for nearly a century, fighting the Teutonic Knights — who absorbed the Livonian Brothers of the Sword after that order's catastrophic defeat by Lithuanian forces at the Battle of Saule in 1236 — in a series of campaigns that lasted until the 1290s. But the military technology and organizational capacity of the German military orders ultimately prevailed, and by the end of the thirteenth century the essentials of German dominance in the eastern Baltic had been established in a form that would persist, through many transformations, until 1920.

The institutional form that dominance took after the military conquest was completed was the Ritterschaft — the organized body of the knightly estate, the nobility of the province — which functioned as the governing apparatus of the region in close collaboration with the ecclesiastical structures of the Lutheran church after the Reformation and with whatever imperial power happened to be the nominal sovereign at any given moment. The Ritterschaften of Courland and Livonia were not identical to the nobility of, say, Brandenburg or Bavaria: they were governing institutions with specific legal personalities, specific rights and obligations, specific mechanisms for collective decision-making and the enforcement of their decisions. The Landtag — the provincial diet, the assembly of the noble estates — was the Ritterschaft's deliberative body, and its proceedings were conducted with a formality and a procedural sophistication that would have been recognizable to a parliamentary lawyer from anywhere in northern Europe.

This sophistication was not accidental. The Baltic German nobility had learned, through long experience, that institutional form was the key to survival across political transitions. When the Teutonic Order's authority collapsed under the pressure of Lutheran reformation and Lithuanian military expansion in the middle of the sixteenth century, the Ritterschaften of Livonia negotiated their submission to the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in the Pacta Subiectionis of 1561, securing explicit guarantees of their privileges — their right to hold land, to exercise judicial authority over their peasants, to maintain German as the language of administration and worship — as the price of their cooperation. When Sweden replaced Poland-Lithuania as the dominant power in the region in the mid-seventeenth century, the Ritterschaften negotiated similar guarantees from Stockholm. When Peter the Great's Russian forces captured Riga in 1710, ending Swedish control of the eastern Baltic, the Ritterschaften of both Livonia and Estonia sent delegations to Peter within months of the city's fall, offering their administrative services in exchange for — once again — explicit confirmation of their privileges.

Peter, who was a practical man above all things, accepted the offer. The capitulations of 1710, as these agreements became known, were among the most consequential legal instruments in Baltic history: they guaranteed the Ritterschaften's right to maintain their own institutions, their own legal code, their own language of administration, and their own serf-based estate economy, in exchange for loyalty to the Russian crown and the provision of administrative and military services to the empire. For the next century and a half, the Baltic German nobility served the Russian Tsars with a reliability and a professional competence that made them among the most valued members of the imperial governing class. Baltic German families filled the upper ranks of the imperial army, the diplomatic service, the imperial court: the Lievens, the Bennigsens, the Pahlen family that organized the conspiracy against Tsar Paul I, the Barclay de Tolly who commanded Russian forces in the early stages of the 1812 campaign against Napoleon — these were Baltic Germans, men who had internalized the habit of serving great powers without surrendering their essential identity.

​The World the Gutshaus Made

The physical expression of Baltic German authority was the Gutshaus — the manor house — and it is impossible to understand the emotional stakes of 1918 and 1919 without spending some time inside one.

The typical Baltic German manor house of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was not a palace. It was not the Versailles-scale extravagance of the Russian or Polish aristocracy, though there were grander examples in the larger cities and on the most prosperous estates. It was, rather, a large, solidly built country house in the neoclassical or baroque style that prevailed in northern German architecture from the mid-eighteenth century onward: two stories, stucco-faced brick, a columned portico, formal rooms on the ground floor and family bedrooms above, a walled garden to the rear, and a view across the estate that was as carefully managed as a painting. Inside, the house was furnished in the German bourgeois style — heavy oak furniture, ancestral portraits in gilt frames, Lutheran devotional images, a library stocked with German classics and with the agricultural and natural history literature that the Baltic German landowner was expected to keep current with, a dining room large enough for the formal hospitality that estate life required.

Around the manor house, within walking distance but visually subordinated to it, stood the buildings of the estate economy: the granaries, the cattle barns, the stables, the distillery (virtually every estate had one, producing rye spirit that was both consumed locally and sold), the forge, the carpenter's workshop, the bailiff's house. And beyond these, at a further remove, the farmsteads and cottages of the Latvian workforce: lower buildings, timber-framed, with thatched or shingled roofs, kitchen gardens, and small livestock enclosures, clustered together in the way that centuries of communal peasant life produce. The physical distance between the manor house and the nearest peasant cottage was typically a few hundred meters. The social distance was several centuries of accumulated legal, economic, and cultural inequality.

The economy of the Baltic estate rested, until the Russian emancipation reforms of the 1820s and 1860s, on serf labor: Latvian and Estonian peasants were legally bound to the land of the estate on which they were born, owed labor services to the estate owner, required the estate owner's permission to marry or move or enter any occupation other than agricultural work, and were subject to the corporal punishment that the estate owner's judicial authority allowed him to impose. This was not, by the standards of European serfdom in its most brutal forms, an especially extreme system — the Baltic version of serfdom was somewhat less savage than that which prevailed in Russia proper — but it was, by any standard of human dignity, a degradation. A Latvian peasant in the mid-eighteenth century was, in legal terms, less free than a medieval English villein and considerably less free than a French serf of the same period. He could not leave. He could not own. He could not choose.

The emancipation reforms changed the legal condition of the Baltic peasantry without immediately transforming their economic or social position. Free peasants who own no land remain dependent on the landowners who do; free peasants who cannot read their own language, who have no access to the professions, who must transact their legal business in German, who must educate their children in German or not at all, remain subordinate in every practical sense to the German-speaking class that controls all of these things. The reforms gave the Baltic peasantry their legal freedom and left the essential structure of German dominance intact, which is precisely what the Ritterschaften had calculated they would do. The art of managing emancipation without surrendering control was one the Baltic German nobility had refined over decades, and they were good at it.

What the reforms could not prevent was the emergence, in the latter half of the nineteenth century, of a Latvian professional and intellectual class that began to articulate, with increasing confidence and sophistication, the claim that the existing social order was not natural but historical — not the product of civilizational superiority but of military conquest, legal inequality, and sustained economic exploitation. The Young Latvians movement of the 1850s and 1860s, the national song festivals that began in 1873, the growth of Latvian-language journalism and literature, the increasing numbers of Latvian men entering Russian imperial universities and returning with professional identities that the estate economy could not contain or accommodate — all of these developments alarmed the Ritterschaften in proportion to their understanding of what was actually happening. And the Ritterschaften were sophisticated enough to understand it very clearly.

​The Great Families

The social world of the Baltic German nobility was organized around the great families, each with its own history, its specific estates, its record of imperial service, and its place in the intricate web of intermarriage and alliance that bound the Ritterschaft together. Understanding something of these families is essential to understanding the human texture of the story that follows, because many of them appear in it directly — on horseback, in uniform, or in the paneled rooms of the Landtag.

The von Manteuffel family was among the oldest and most distinguished in Courland, with estates concentrated in the western part of the province and a tradition of military service that predated the Russian imperial period. The branch that produced Baron Hans von Manteuffel-Szoege — the man who would command the Landeswehr's assault battalion and die on the Lübeck Bridge in May 1919 — had been among the most prominent in provincial life for generations, and the baron himself embodied the ideal type of the Baltic German military aristocrat: educated, physically imposing, utterly committed to the social order that his family had helped construct and that he believed it was his hereditary obligation to defend.

The von der Goltz family had a slightly different character: military, certainly — German military history is full of von der Goltzes — but oriented less toward the specific provincial concerns of the Baltic nobility than toward the broader stage of German imperial politics. Rüdiger von der Goltz, who would arrive in Liepāja in February 1919 as commander of the German VI Reserve Corps, was not himself a Baltic German in the strict sense — he was a Prussian officer whose connection to the Baltic was professional rather than ancestral. But his thinking about the Baltic, his sense of what the region was for and what German interests required there, drew heavily on the intellectual traditions of Baltic German nationalism, and he saw himself as the instrument of a project that the Ritterschaften had been articulating for decades.

The von Lieven family represented something different again: one of those Baltic German dynasties that had achieved such distinction in Russian imperial service that they existed in both worlds simultaneously — Baltic German by origin and culture, Russian imperial by career and court connection. The Lievens had produced field marshals, ambassadors, and ministers of state for the Russian crown; they had been among the most loyal servants of the Romanov dynasty; and yet in November 1918, with the Romanovs gone and the Bolsheviks advancing, a scion of this family — Cavalry Captain Prince Anatolii Pavlovich Lieven — would raise a Russian detachment to fight alongside the Landeswehr, embodying in his own person the extraordinary entanglement of Baltic German, Russian imperial, and German national identities that made the region's politics so impossibly complex.

The von Stryk family, the von Kleist family, the von Pahlen family, the von Engelhardt family — the roster of the Courland and Livonian Ritterschaften reads like a directory of north German military and administrative aristocracy, because that is precisely what it was: a transplanted German governing class that had been in the Baltic long enough to develop its own specific culture and its own fierce attachment to a specific piece of geography, while maintaining its essential German identity and its orientation toward the German cultural and political world.

​The Lutheran Armature

Running through all of this, holding it together in a way that purely political or economic analysis tends to underestimate, was Lutheranism. The Reformation had reached the Baltic in the 1520s, only twenty years after Luther's theses, and had swept through the region with a speed that testified to how thoroughly the population — both German colonists and indigenous converts — had already absorbed the reforming spirit. By 1530, Riga was a Lutheran city. By mid-century, Lutheranism was the established faith of the entire Baltic German community and of the majority of the indigenous population, the latter having converted from a Catholicism that many of them had adopted only under duress and that they shed with no evident reluctance.

The Lutheran church in the Baltic became one of the primary institutional supports of German cultural identity. Services were conducted in German. The hymns were German hymns. The theology was German theology, transmitted through German-language catechisms and German-language schools. The pastorate was drawn overwhelmingly from the Baltic German educated class, and the parish church on its slight rise at the edge of the village — Baltic Lutheran church architecture tends toward the austere, the vertical, the white-washed — was simultaneously a house of worship and a classroom in German cultural identity. For the Latvian parishioner, the experience of Lutheranism was therefore a layered and complicated one: the faith was genuinely his, the congregation was genuinely his, but the language of the service, the language of the sermon, the language in which God was addressed and in which scriptural authority was communicated, was the language of the class that owned him.

It was not until the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries that Latvian-language Lutheran congregations and Latvian-language Bibles and catechisms began to appear in significant numbers, and even then their proliferation was resisted by elements of the Baltic German pastorate who saw Latvian-language religious instruction as a concession that would only encourage further demands for linguistic and cultural autonomy. The resistance was futile, but it was characteristic: the Ritterschaften and the German cultural establishment in the Baltic understood, at a bone-deep level, that language was power, and they defended the German language's dominance in every institutional context with the tenacity of men who knew exactly what was at stake.

​1905: The Fire That Did Not Go Out

The revolutionary upheaval of 1905 hit the Baltic provinces with a force that it did not produce in most other parts of the Russian Empire. This is partly explained by the specific social geography of the region — the intensity of Baltic German estate concentration, the depth of Latvian class grievance, the size of the Latvian industrial working class in Riga and the other manufacturing towns — and partly by the sophistication of the Latvian revolutionary and nationalist organizations that had been building for decades and were now ready to act.

The immediate trigger was the general revolutionary crisis in Russia following the Russo-Japanese War and the Bloody Sunday massacre in Saint Petersburg in January 1905. But what erupted in Courland and Livonia in the months that followed was not simply an echo of the Russian upheaval: it was a Latvian uprising with its own character, its own grievances, and its own targets. The targets were the Baltic German estates.

Between November 1905 and January 1906, Latvian peasants, organized in armed bands that operated with surprising discipline and coordination, attacked and burned more than four hundred manor houses across Courland and Livonia. They killed estate owners and their managers who resisted. They destroyed the contents of archives that contained the legal records of their subjugation — the land registers, the labor service accounts, the records of fines and punishments. They drove German families from estates their ancestors had occupied for generations and forced them to seek refuge in the cities or flee the country entirely. The scale and the coordination of the attacks testified to how completely and how long the resentment had been building, and to how thoroughly the Latvian peasantry understood what they were doing. They were not simply burning buildings. They were destroying the physical evidence and the physical instruments of seven centuries of German domination.

The Russian imperial response, when it came, was conducted partly by Russian imperial forces and partly by Baltic German self-defense organizations — hastily armed units of German men from the estates and the towns who organized themselves with the efficiency that their class and their military tradition made natural. The suppression of the Courland uprising in the winter of 1905–1906 was carried out with a systematic brutality that matched the fury of the uprising itself: mass executions, summary courts-martial, deportations to Siberia, the burning of the Latvian farmsteads that had sheltered the armed bands. Estimates of the dead on the Latvian side range from a thousand to several thousand, with an uncertain additional number dying in the Siberian exile to which several thousand more were sent.

What 1905 did to the Baltic German Ritterschaften was something that neither the emancipation reforms nor the growth of Latvian national consciousness had achieved: it made them afraid. Not temporarily afraid, not afraid in a way that time and the restoration of order could dissolve, but permanently and structurally afraid — conscious, in a way that could not thereafter be set aside, that the world they had built was built on a foundation of resentment that had never been extinguished and could not be managed indefinitely by legal reform and social condescension. The burned manor houses were not merely property losses. They were evidence that the Latvian peasantry, given the opportunity, would destroy the German world in the Baltic as comprehensively as the German world had once supplanted the indigenous order of the pre-conquest coast.

From 1905 onward, the Ritterschaften were not simply an aristocracy managing a social order. They were a faction defending a threatened position. The change in political character was subtle but decisive. Before 1905, the Baltic German nobility had operated from a position of settled confidence, managing the relationship between their privileges and the evolving demands of modernity with the relaxed assurance of those who had never seriously doubted the permanence of their authority. After 1905, that confidence was undermined by something that money and political connection could not fully repair: the knowledge that the people they governed did not merely resent them, but were capable, given the right circumstances, of rising in organized violence to destroy them.

Every political decision the Ritterschaften made between 1905 and 1919 — every negotiation with the Russian imperial government, every engagement with German nationalist politics, every calculation about the World War and its aftermath — was made in the shadow of that knowledge. It explains the speed and the decisiveness with which the Baltic German leadership moved to construct the Landeswehr in December 1918. It explains the thoroughness with which they purged Latvian officers from the force and replaced them with German commanders. It explains the April 1919 coup against Ulmanis's government. And it explains the White Terror that accompanied the Courland advance — the executions of civilians suspected of Bolshevik sympathy that were, at one level, military counter-insurgency and, at another level, the settling of debts that had been accumulating since November 1905.

​The Russian Disruption

The Ritterschaften's relationship with the Russian imperial government was long and, for most of its duration, mutually profitable. But it was not without tensions, and those tensions intensified dramatically in the final decades of the nineteenth century as a new force entered Baltic political life: Russian nationalism.

The reforms of Alexander III, who became Tsar in 1881 following his father's assassination, included a systematic campaign of Russification directed at the Baltic provinces — an attempt to subordinate the German administrative, educational, and ecclesiastical institutions of the region to Russian-language replacements. Russian replaced German as the language of secondary and higher education. Russian became the language of official administration. The Orthodox church received government support in its missionary efforts among the Baltic peasantry, with the goal of weaning them from the Lutheranism that the Russian government correctly identified as a prop of German cultural dominance. The judicial autonomy of the Baltic German nobility was curtailed by the extension of standard Russian imperial legal codes into the provinces.

The Russification campaign was resented deeply by the Baltic German nobility, who regarded it as a betrayal of the capitulations of 1710 and a violation of the terms on which they had given their loyalty to the Romanov crown. Their response was the response of a political class that had survived difficult transitions before: they maintained their institutional forms as best they could, navigated the new requirements with the minimum of compliance necessary to avoid direct confrontation, and waited for the political winds to shift. Under Nicholas II, who was more sympathetic to the Baltic Germans than his father had been and who valued their loyalty and professional service to the empire, the worst aspects of the Russification program were relaxed. But the episode had demonstrated something that the Ritterschaften found profoundly disturbing: even their most reliable imperial patron could not always be trusted to protect their essential interests.

It was this experience — the experience of finding their position threatened not only by the Latvian peasantry below them but by the Russian imperial power above them — that pushed elements of the Baltic German nobility toward a more explicitly German nationalist orientation in the years before the World War. The argument, made with increasing force in Baltic German political literature from the 1880s onward, was that the Ritterschaften's long-term security required not merely the patronage of whatever empire happened to be sovereign in the region, but the political integration of the Baltic provinces into a German cultural and eventually political space. The United Baltic Duchy project of 1918 — the attempt to transform Courland and Livonia into a German satellite state — was the most ambitious expression of this argument, and its rapid collapse was the clearest possible demonstration of its unrealism.

​The Duchy That Was Not

The United Baltic Duchy was proclaimed in September 1918 by a Ritterschaft delegation that traveled to Berlin to offer the crown of the new state to Kaiser Wilhelm II's son, Prince Wilhelm of Prussia. The project had the enthusiastic support of the German military government that had administered the Baltic provinces since the 1917 occupation, and it had been in preparation, in various forms, since at least 1915. Its basic premise was straightforward: the collapse of Russian imperial authority over the Baltic, combined with German military occupation, offered the opportunity to transform the province into a German satellite — formally independent but bound to Germany by dynastic, cultural, and economic ties that would make it, in practice, an extension of the German imperial system.

The project never had a serious chance of success. By the time it was proclaimed in September 1918, the German military position on the Western Front was collapsing, and within two months the armistice had ended both the war and the German imperial system that was supposed to be the duchy's patron. Wilhelm II's abdication removed the Hohenzollern house from the political equation. The republic proclaimed in Berlin had no interest in sponsoring aristocratic colonial projects on the Baltic coast. The Allied powers, who had Article XII of the armistice to implement and their own ideas about the Baltic's future, were not going to recognize a German satellite state constructed in the final weeks of the war. The duchy dissolved before it had time to acquire the institutional substance it would have needed to survive its patron's disappearance.

What survived was the network — the organizational connections, the political relationships, the military contacts — that the duchy project had assembled. And what survived above all was the determination of the Baltic German Ritterschaften to find, in the ruins of one imperial patron's collapse, the instrument that would protect them until a new patron could be found or a new political formula could be constructed. The military convention of 7 December 1918 was not simply a pragmatic response to the immediate Bolshevik threat. It was the Ritterschaften's bid to remain politically relevant in a world that was rapidly stripping them of every other resource they had ever relied upon.

​What They Stood to Lose

By the autumn of 1918, the Baltic German nobility understood with great precision what was at stake. This was not a situation in which the details of the threat were obscure. The Bolshevik program was explicit: the estates would be nationalized, the landowners expelled or worse, the entire social and economic structure of the estate economy abolished. The Latvian nationalist program was only marginally less threatening: land reform — the redistribution of German estates to Latvian peasant farmers — was not a peripheral demand of the independence movement but its central economic promise, the material foundation on which the appeal to the Latvian peasantry rested. Even the most moderate Latvian nationalist program envisaged the end of the estate system as it had existed.

The German families who faced this prospect were not confronting the loss of an investment portfolio or a business enterprise. They were confronting the loss of a world: the specific combination of place and status and cultural life that had been, for their families, the meaning of existence. The manor house with its portraits and its library and its view across the fields that the family had farmed for two hundred years. The family pew in the village church with the carved escutcheon above it. The agricultural knowledge accumulated across generations of improving the clay soils of Courland for the particular crops that Courland's climate and market position required. The German-language cultural life of the provincial town — the reading circles, the choral societies, the Burschenschaft traditions from the university years, the social rituals of name-day celebrations and harvest festivals and the hunting season that structured the Baltic German year as reliably as the liturgical calendar structured the Baltic German Sunday.

This is not to say that any of it justified what the Baltic German leadership did in April 1919, when they overthrew a legitimate democratic government and installed a puppet in its place. It is to say that the men who made that decision were not merely defending a property interest. They were defending everything that gave their lives meaning, in the only way that remained available to them. Men who believe they are defending civilization are capable of extraordinary things. Some of those things are admirable. Some are not. The Baltic German nobility in 1918 and 1919 demonstrated a full range.

​The Last Autumn

In October and November of 1918, as the German military government in the Baltic began its withdrawal and the United Baltic Duchy dissolved before it had materialized, the heads of the great Baltic German families were making decisions. Some of them decided to leave immediately — to take what they could carry and make for Germany or Sweden while the roads were still open and the Red Army was still on the eastern horizon. A few had already left, their most portable valuables sent west in 1917 when the Russian front began to collapse in earnest.

Most stayed. They stayed because the estates were theirs, because the land was their identity, because flight felt like surrender, and because the military convention being assembled in Liepāja offered at least the possibility of armed resistance to the forces threatening them. They stayed because leaving was something Baltic German families did not do: seven centuries of institutional memory argued against it. Every previous crisis — Swedish pressure, Russian Russification, Latvian uprising — had been weathered. Every previous patron had eventually confirmed their privileges. There would be a way through this too, if they could only hold their position long enough.

The Landeswehr was the instrument by which they intended to hold it. It was inadequate to the purpose, in ways that the autumn of 1918 made difficult to see clearly. An army of foreign volunteers, commanded by men whose ultimate allegiance was to Germany rather than to the Baltic, defending a territory whose population was becoming, with increasing rapidity, precisely the enemy that the army existed to fight — this was not a stable political construction. But stable political constructions are rarely available in moments of imperial collapse. What the Baltic German leadership had was what it had: the organizational capacity to build a force, the money to fund it, and the weapons to arm it.

In the winter ahead, they would discover the limits of all three. But that discovery was still months away. In December 1918, in Liepāja, with the armistice signed and the Red Army advancing and Ulmanis's government desperate for any military help it could get, the Baltic German nobility had what looked, for just a moment, like leverage. They used it without hesitation.

Seven centuries of institutional practice do not go gently. The Ritterschaften's last political act was also, in many respects, their most ambitious. And the man who would drive it northward toward Estonia — toward the battle that would finally, permanently, end their power — had not yet arrived in Liepāja. He was coming from Germany, on a ship crossing the Baltic in February, with a general's rank and a vision of the future so large and so removed from any attainable reality that it would take the Estonian Army to explain it to him.
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​Chapter 3: The Children of the Dainas
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Consider what it means to carry a civilization in your memory. Not in books, not in archives, not in the stone inscriptions of public monuments or the painted heraldry of institutional walls — but in memory, in the body, in the rhythms of songs learned at a grandmother's knee before the language of those songs had any official recognition, any legal standing, any claim on the world that the law acknowledged. The Latvian peasantry of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries did exactly this. They maintained, across generations of serfdom, across the systematic suppression of their language in courts and churches and schools, across the particular daily humiliation of living in a landscape whose official names were German while every living person knew the Latvian names underneath — they maintained a complete interior civilization, a way of seeing and feeling and understanding the world, encoded in songs so compressed and so precise that a single stanza could contain an entire philosophy of endurance.

These songs were called dainas. They were short — typically four lines, occasionally five, built on a specific metrical pattern of trochaic tetrameter that gave them a falling, rocking quality, like the motion of someone walking a familiar path at an easy pace. They were melodically simple, designed to be sung by people who were also working — at the loom, in the fields, around the fire on winter evenings. And they were, in the aggregate, one of the most extraordinary bodies of oral literature that any culture has produced: the folklorist
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