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One of the most contradictorily estimated events in Latvia’s 20th century his-
tory was the coup detat of 15 May 1934. Some researchers consider that the
reasons of the coup detat are to be found in then existing parliamentary
system. They characterised the coup detat as a regularity of the development
of the existing parliamentary system highlighting the influence of imple-
mented transformations that were realised by the new authoritarian regime
of Karlis Ulmanis. However, the majority of researchers have rejected the
view that the flawbacks of the existed parliamentary system were invincible.
They have formulated the reasons of the coup detat as through the prism of
personal ambitions and claims of K. Ulmanis estimating the coup detat as a
breakthrough in Latvia’s political development, which actually was called for
by the actual political situation. In the context of these two diverging views it
would be useful to acquaint the readers with the opinion of the USA Lega-
tion in Latvia on the causes of the coup detat on 15 May 1934, which was
expressed in two confidential memorandums of the Legation to the USA Sec-
retary of State.
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After Lithuania (in 1926) and Estonia (in March 1934) Lat-
via was the last Baltic state where the institutions of the
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parliamentary democracy were eliminated through the coup
détat on 15 May 1934. The person who undertook the role of
the inspirer and organiser of the coup détat was Karlis Ulmanis
(1877-1942), a prominent Latvian politician, leader of the Lat-
vian Peasant Union Party and a former Prime Minister, who
after the coup détat laid the foundations of an authoritarian re-
gime that existed for the next six years until June 1940, when
Latvia was occupied by the Soviet troops.

At that time, the second half of the 1930s, the explanation
for the motives that caused the coup détat was the same as the
one mentioned in 1934 by its organisers: its necessity was deter-
mined by an internal threat from some right-wing adventurer
groups (the most influential and well-known right-wing radical
organisation was the Latvian People’s Union “Pérkonkrusts”
(“Thunder Cross”) founded in 19322, but certain threat was also
inflicted by the Society of the Cavaliers of the Military Order of
Lacplésis and Freedom Fighters “Legion”, which united the Lat-
vian War of Independence veterans and was headed by Colonel
Voldemars Ozols (1884-1949), who later during the Second
World War operated in France as an agent of the Red Army
Main Intelligence Directorate), the difficult economic situation,
uncertain international situation, but firstly the coup détat was
characterised as a regularity of the development of the existing
parliamentary system, speaking about refusing from parliamen-
tary democracy as a necessity to save the state from parties’ self-
ish interests and their incessant conflicts.?

A different point-of-view appeared when the first memories
and first studies about the independent Republic of Latvia were
published: written already after the loss of independence in
1940, these works consider the experience of the 1940 and the
issue of the responsibility of the authoritarian regime in the loss
of independence.

The fact that the authoritarian regime of K. Ulmanis changed
the future of the State of Latvia submissively and without ac-
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ceptance of the society (which would have been more difficult
from the aspect of legitimacy in case the instutions of parlia-
mentary democracy had continued to exist after 1934*) led to
the conseqence that parliamentary democracy had not ex-
hausted all their options,®> and the coup détat on 15 May 1934
was a violent breakthrough of parliamentary experience, which
was not determined by previous political development.

From that point-of-view a new concept of coup détat
emerged, which was strongly represented in post-war research
of former Latvian Social Democrats (Bruno Kalnins,® Klavs
Lorencs’). This concept separated the coup détat of 15 May 1934
from the preceding processes of parliamentary democracy; ac-
cording to this concept, the coup détat of 15 May 1934 was not
a result and final act of the development of parliamentary de-
mocracy, but the starting point of a new — authoritarian regime.
This concept recognised some failures and shortages of Latvian
parliamentarianism, but did not link them with the reasons of
the coup détat;® it emphasised the personality of K. Ulmanis and
his own political ambitions as the first and the most important
reason for the coup détat.’

Both the abovementioned concepts originated in different
times, and each had an evident background of interests: while
the first concept, which substantiates the necessity of coup détat
as an objective requirement, conformed to the interests of ad-
herents of K. Ulmanis and his regime, the second concept that
explained the motives of the coup détat only with K. Ulmanis
political ambition was advantageous to former politicians, and
especially, the former leaders of the Latvian Social Democrats,
for whom this concept allowed to shake off the responsibility
for their policy and political mistakes. However, the diverse
views leave a principal question: was the coup détat on 15 May
1934 a regularity of development of the existed parliamentary
system, or was it a breakthrough called only by the actual situa-
tion and K. Ulmanis’ political ambitions?
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There are two reasons which make the answer to this ques-
tion extremely important. Firstly, it seems unusual that the Lat-
vian society which spoke about democracy as an undisputable
value before the World War and proclaimed the State independ-
ence on 18 November 1918, under the slogans of democratic
principles, denied their own choice only sixteen years later, and
nobody was ready to defend the benefits of democracy. Such a
rapid change allowed Latvian post-war emigrants to conclude
that Latvians were not ready for democracy at all.'® Secondly; it
was surprising that exactly K. Ulmanis - the politician who had
the biggest merit in the foundation of the State of Latvia and its
democracy — became the person who destroyed the Latvian par-
liamentary system; this contradiction in his political efforts
caused essential differences in describing his personality in his-
torical literature — and sometimes these differences are so great
that it even seems that these publications are not about one, bet
many different people.!!

When analysing both the abovementioned viewpoints, it is
helpful to add one more witness, which is the USA Legation in
Latvia. We know that the USA Legation in Riga was one of the
most important USA diplomatic centres in Eastern Europe dur-
ing the interwar period: until 1933, when the USA Government
recognised the Soviet Union and opened an Legation in Mos-
cow one year later, the USA Legation in Riga was the closest
eyes by which the USA Government monitored the Soviet
Union. Several well-known USA diplomats, sometimes called
the “Riga Boys’, stayed in Latvia during the 1920-1930s.!? The
most famous of them were Loy Wesley Henderson (1892-
1986),"* George F. Kennan (1904-2005) and Charles E. “Chip”
Bohlen (1904-1974).

The “godfather” of these “boys” was Robert F. Kelley (1894-
1976), who in 1922 joined the USA State Department, and in
1926 headed the newly created Division of Eastern European
Affairs. R. Kelley, who as a USA army officer served in the Bal-
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tic from 1917 to 1922, was an adamant anti-Communist and
considered that the State Department needed officers who were
fluent in Russian, knew Russian history and Bolshevism’s back-
ground. In view of this goal, R. Kelly proposed a programme
allowing two officers each year to prepare themselves as Russian
experts (between 1926 and 1936, R. Kelley selected seven per-
sons for Russian training).'* After graduating from the prepara-
tory programme, they went to work for the USA Legation in
Riga, where they formulated their views concerning both the
Soviet foreign policy objectives and the USA policy towards the
USSR.

They shared the conviction that Soviet foreign policy flowed
directly from Marxist-Leninist ideology, that the horrors of Sta-
linist rule within Russia would produce external policies equally
totalitarian in purpose. The USSR was a revolutionary state with
the foreign policy derived from communist ideology. With such
a country the West could never coexist with any success. These
views that are known as Riga Axioms in historiography'® had a
strong influence on the position of the USA Government to-
ward the Soviet Union.

Although Latvia and its policy was not so important and in-
teresting for the USA state interests, the coup détat of 15 May
1934 was an event that demanded special attention.

THE FIRST MEMORANDUM: “THE FIRST YEAR
OF THE ULMANIS REGIME IN LATVIA”

The document in which the reasons for the coup détat were
analysed in more detail'® was a confidential Memorandum “The
First Year of the Ulmanis Regime in Latvia” prepared by the
Third Secretary of Legation Mr. George M. Abbott (1904-1988)
and sent to the USA Secretary of State Cordell Hull (1871-1955)
on 23 August 1935."7 The Memorandum had 56 pages and it
consisted of five chapters.
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In the beginning the author describes the predisposition of
Latvia’s situation at the time of the coup détat and stresses three
main aspects: the internal political situation, the economic and
financial situation, and finally, the external political situation.

The Memorandum begins with a statement:

“The coup détat of May 15, 1934, in order to be correctly
understood, must be viewed against the background of political
instability which has existed in Latvia from the time of its inde-
pendence’!®

Here the author briefly characterises the formation of Lat-
vian political system and points out a tendency “for every leader
to form, or to attempt to form, a political party of his own”, that
led to a very fragmented system of parties. “Under the system of
proportional representation” — the author continues — “most of
these various parties were able to obtain at least one or two re-
presentatives in the Saeima.” Therefore “no one party was strong
enough to form a government of its own and the various coali-
tion cabinets formed were nearly always dependant for their
existence on the support of some relatively minor party, parties,
or individuals” And “as a consequence parliamentary govern-
ment was extremely unstable” The author of the Memorandum
ends his own judgment about Latvia’s internal political situation
with a statement: “After thirteen years of this situation, the ge-
neral public was thoroughly disgusted with parliamentary gov-
ernment, in any case as practiced in Latvia?®

The second aspect — economic and financial situation - is
characterised in the Memorandum using the term “critical”. The
author of the Memorandum devotes special attention to the sta-
bility of the national currency system and the specific interests
of Latvian farmers. He writes: “... it should be mentioned that
the Peasant Union Party and in general all Latvian peasants
were, and are, strongly in favour of maintaining the gold stand-
ard”?° By this conclusion the viewpoint of Memorandum differs
from the opinions presented by Latvian historians, which usu-
ally do not consider the gold standard problem.
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And finally, the third aspect, that is stressed in the Memo-
randum, is the external political situation. There is one more big
difference between the Memorandum and the publications of
Latvian historians, which concerns the question about the po-
litical sympathies of Latvian Social Democrats. In the main-
stream history of the Latvian interwar period it is not accepted
to talk about the sympathies of Latvian Social Democrats to So-
viet Russia: partly because the communist ideology condemned
the Social Democrats as social-chauvinists,?! and partly because
the former Social Democrats had a strong influence in the
circles of Latvian emigrants after the Second World War. The
author of the Memorandum was free from these layers, and he
writes: “Another factor which also undoubtedly influenced
Mr. Ulmanis in his desire to get Latvia’s foreign policy out of
party politics was the Social Democrats insistence that Latvia
establish closer relations with Soviet Russia”*

The author of the Memorandum describes the three above-
mentioned aspects as the preconditions for the coup détat, while
he singles out the debates in the Saeima over the Constitutional
Reform Bill as its immediate cause. He writes: “After several
months of debate the bill had been so amended that it no longer
satisfied the Peasant Union Party. It, moreover, seemed certain
that in the final vote on the bill, the Government would be de-
feated and would have to resign”*

If we try to summarise all of the abovementioned we can
conclude that the view of the author of the given Memorandum
is closer to the first concept: the author talks about the coup
détat of 15 May 1934 as a phenomenon which had objective po-
litical and economic preconditions. Of course, this does not
mean that the coup détat was unavoidable or welcome: at the
night of the coup détat Latvian Social Democrats were arrested
in their bedrooms and, as the author of the Memorandum
writes, “as far as is known none of the foreign representatives in
Riga were able to give their governments any warning” before
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the coup détat.** However, at the same time, the idea of the ne-
cessity of political changes was mature and in that respect the
coup détat was expected.

THE SECOND MEMORANDUM: “THE ULMANIS
GOVERNMENT IN LATVIA”

Until now the viewpoint and the judgements by which the
USA Legation in Latvia interpreted the reasons of the coup détat
seems clear. But two years later, in December 1937, the USA
Legation in Latvia sent another confidential Memorandum to
the USA Secretary of State, prepared by the same George
M. Abott, who had by that time become the Second Secretary of
the Legation, titled “The Ulmanis Government in Latvia’?> And
this Memorandum shows a principal difference compared to
the Memorandum written two years earlier. The Memorandum
begins with an Introduction in which the author briefly sum-
marises the preconditions for the coup détat. He repeats the
judgements about “extremely advanced Latvian constitution”,
“short-lived coalition governments”, and adds: “Another factor
was undoubtedly the personal ambition and desire for power of
Dr. Ulmanis, which were encouraged by political developments
in Germany and Estonia in 1933 and early 1934?° This opinion
seems unexpected: in the previous Memorandum the personal
ambition of K. Ulmanis was not even mentioned, and suddenly,
two years later, it was stressed as one of the most important fac-
tors! What had happened? It is clear that the real reasons for the
coup détat had not changed during these two years. The only
change was the attitude to K. Ulmanis and motives of his politi-
cal activity during his authoritarian regime. During the two
years between both Memorandums, from 1935 to 1937, the
Prime Minister K. Ulmanis had become the President of the
State, the cult of him as the “Land Host” was growing and be-
coming stronger, and any opposition leaders or newspapers
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were silenced. All these processes provided strong evidence
about the personal ambitions of K. Ulmanis, but it was evidence
post factum, evidence that referred to K. Ulmanis as the “Land
Host” after the coup détat, and not before.

Hence, in this case we can talk about some kind of trans-
position, when a future experience would be transposed to
events and processes that had happened earlier.

CONCLUSIONS

Both of the abovementioned confidential Memorandums
prepared by the USA Legation in Latvia characterised the coup
détat of 15 May 1934 as a phenomenon which had objective po-
litical and economic preconditions, and in this respect it may be
possible to affirm that the coup détat was a regularity of the de-
velopment of the existing parliamentary system. Moreover: both
Memorandums clearly indicate the disadvantages of the Latvian
parliamentary system as one of the reasons of the coup détate.
The importance of this recognition in this case is not in its con-
tent but rather in its author: in Latvian historiography, with
some exceptions, under the influence of Social Democrats and
due to ideological circumstances the faults of the Latvian parlia-
mentary system were not recognised as the reason of the coup
détat, and the judgements about the flaws of the Latvian parlia-
mentary system were usually linked to the slogans of anti-dem-
ocrats or apologists of K. Ulmanis authoritarian regime. Both
Memorandums of the USA Legation show that this is not cor-
rect.

There is a more complicated question: can we talk about the
personal ambitions of K. Ulmanis as the reason for the coup
détat? The abovementioned confidential Memorandums gives
two opposing answers: the Memorandum of the 1935 says:
No! - while the Memorandum of the 1937 says: Yes! The
stumbling stone, I assume, is not only in the transposition of
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some later experience, but also in overlapping of two different
points of view that should be separated.

If we say that K. Ulmanis was a destroyer of the Latvian par-
liamentary democracy, it is an indisputable truth. It would be
safe to say that if K. Ulmanis did not organize the coup détat on
15 May then the parliamentary system would continue to exist
at least until May 16. But it does not mean that in this decision
K. Ulmanis was guided only by his own personal ambitions.

At first, it is necessary to remember that K. Ulmanis was one
of the founders of the Latvian State and Latvia’s first Prime
Minister in 1918; in this context it would be weird to allow that
his personal ambitions waited for the next sixteen years until
1934, when K. Ulmanis was fifty-six years old. And secondly,
K. Ulmanis was a pragmatic politician with considerable experi-
ence, and he would not have decided to “pass the Rubicon” if he
was not sure that the society was ready to accept political
changes. In this situation we can say that the views of the soci-
ety conform to K. Ulmanis’ personal ambitions, but not more.

Finally, I would like to quote a conclusion from the covering
letter by which the confidential Memorandum in 1935 was pre-
sented. The author of this covering letter was Felix Cole (1887-
1969) — USA Legation Charge d’Affaires ad interim. He wrote:

“In enumerating the accomplishments of the Ulmanis re-
gime during its first year, one cannot fail to be impressed by
their magnitude and, although one may not sympathize with
the methods followed or the objects in view, it must be admitted
that both internally and externally Latvia is in a considerably

stronger and more stable position than on May 15, 1934%/
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1934. GADA 15. MAIJA APVERSUMS LATVIJA:
PASTAVOSAS PARLAMENTARAS SISTEMAS
ATTISTIBAS LIKUMSAKARIBA VAI AKTUALAS
SITUACIJAS IZSAUKTS PARRAVUMS. ASV
SUTNIECIBAS LATVIJA SKATIJUMS

Uldis Kreéslins

Dr. hist., Latvijas Universitates Latvijas véstures institata pétnieks.
Zinatniskas intereses: Latvijas 20. gadsimta politiska vésture.

Viens no diskutablakajiem un pretrunigak vértétajiem Latvijas 20. gadsimta
véstures notikumiem ir 1934. gada 15. maija apvérsums. Vairaki pétnieki ta
célonus saista ar Latvijas parlamentaras sistémas nepilnibam. Vini raksturo
apvérsumu ka pastavos$as parlamentaras iekartas attistibas likumsakaribu un
uzsver Karla Ulmana autoritara rezima istenoto parmainu labvéligo ietekmi
uz valsts attistibu. Tomér pétnieku lielaka dala noraida uzskatu, ka Latvijas
parlamentaras iekartas trakumi bija neparvarami. Vini apvérsuma célonus
analizé caur K. Ulmana personigo ambiciju prizmu un vérté apvérsumu ka
konkrétas politiskas situacijas izsauktu parravumu Latvijas politiskaja attis-
tiba. So divu atskirigo apvérsuma célonu skaidrojumu konteksta ir lietderigi
iepazities ar ASV sutniecibas Latvija skatljumu uz 1934. gada apvérsuma cé-
loniem, kas ir izteikts divos sutniecibas sagatavotos konfidencidlos memoran-
dos ASV Valsts sekretaram.

Atsléegas vardi: Latvija, 1934. gada 15. maija apvérsums, Karlis Ulmanis, ASV
véstnieciba Latvija, “Riga Boys”.

Kopsavilkums

Viens no Latvijas historiografija pretrunigak vértétiem 20. gadsimta
véstures notikumiem ir Karla Ulmana istenotais 1934. gada 15. maija ap-
vérsums, kas apturéja valsts demokratisko institatu darbibu un ievadija
K. Ulmana autoritara rezima posmu. Sakotnéji, 30. gadu otraja pusé, lite-
ratira minétais apvérsuma célonu skaidrojums palika vien pasu apver-
suma rikotaju dota pamatojuma ietvaros, apziméjot to ka likumsakarigu
neveiksmigas parlamentarisma pieredzes noslégumu un rundjot par at-
teik§anos no parlamentaras iekartas ki nepiecieSamu un sabiedribas no-
skanojumos izjustu lémumu, lai izrautu valsti no partiju savtigo interesu
purva. Jauns skatijjums saka veidoties bridi, kad paradijas pirmas laika-
biedru atminas un pirmie pétijumi par Latvijas valsts neatkaribas posmu:
sarakstiti jau péc valsts neatkaribas zaudésanas 1940. gada, Sie darbi
spriedumos par 1934. gada apvérsumu nevaréja neievérot 1940. gada
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pieredzi un jautajumu par K. Ulmana rezima lomu valsts neatkaribas
zaudésana. Ta ka autoritarais rezims bija padevigi un bez sabiedribas ak-
cepta izskiris valsts likteni 1940. gada, kas gadijuma, ja turpinatu pastavét
1934. gada likvidétie tautas parstavniecibas institati, vismaz no legitimi-
tates aspekta batu bijis apgrutinosak, tad no $1 skatijuma izauga logiska
konsekvence: lai ari Latvijas parlamentarisma laikmetam bija savas ne-
veiksmes un nepilnibas, parlamentara iekarta tomér nebija izsmélusi
visas savas iespé&jas, un 1934. gada apvérsums bija vardarbigs §is parla-
mentarisma pieredzes parravums, varas akts, kas neizrietéja no iepriek-
$&jas valsts politiskas attistibas. Ta pakapeniski nostiprinajas uzskats, kas
visspilgtak atklajas Latvijas kreiso socialdemokratu tradicija rakstita-
jos darbos (Bruno Kalnin$, Klavs Lorencs) un kas veido $kirtni un no-
dala lidz 1934. gadam pastavos$as parlamentaras iekartas procesus no
1934. gada apvérsuma. Sis skatijums nenoliedz parlamentaras iekartas
trakumus, tacu tie netiek tiesi saistiti ar 1934. gada apvérsumu, paliekot
vien ka laikmeta fons, kamér apvérsuma célonu skaidrojuma tas prieks-
plana izvirza pasa K. Ulmana personiskos motivus un visparéjas laikmeta
situacijas nosacijumus.

So divu atskirigo skatijumu konteksta ir lietderigi iepazities ar kada
neitrala vérotaja spriedumiem, kas $aja gadijuma izteikti divos ASV sut-
niecibas Latvija sagatavotos konfidencialos memorandos ASV Valsts sek-
retaram. Pirmais no tiem - 1935. gada sastaditais memorands “Ulmana
rezima pirmais gads Latvija” — ka apvérsuma priek$noteikumus iztirzaja
tris aspektus: Latvijas iek$politisko situaciju, ekonomisko un finansialo
situaciju un arpolitisko situaciju. Aprakstot iekspolitisko situaciju lidz ap-
vérsumam, atziméts Latvijas parlamenta sadrumstalotais sastavs un ka ta
sekas Joti nestabilas koalicijas valdibas. Latvijas ekonomiska un finansiala
situacija memoranda raksturota ka “kritiska’, atseviski atziméjot Latviesu
zemnieku savienibas un zemnieku vispar nostaju par zelta standarta sa-
glabaganu. Savukart arpolitiskas situacijas apraksta minéts kads Latvijas
vésturnieku darbos apiets aspekts — Latvijas socidldemokratu kurss uz
ciesaku attiecibu veido$anu ar Padomju Krieviju. Tikmeér ka apstaklis, kas
deva iz8kiro$o grudienu apvérsuma istenosanai, memoranda izceltas vai-
rakus meénesus ilgusas parlamenta debates par Satversmes reformu, kas
draudéja noslégties bez rezultata. Viss minétais lauj secinat, ka memo-
randa autora viedoklis bija tuvaks pirmajam no abiem skatijumiem, nora-
dot, ka 1934. gada apvérsumam bija objektivi politiskie un saimnieciskie
priek$noteikumi.

Tacu divus gadus vélak, 1937. gada decembri, ASV sttnieciba Latvija
nositija ASV Valsts sekretaram vél vienu memorandu “Ulmana valdiba

LATVIJAS VESTURES INSTITUTA ZURNALS « 2018 Nr. 3 (108)



15 May 1934 coup d’état in Latvia 87

Latvija”, kura bija kada principiala atskiriba: vélreiz uzskaitot 1934. gada
15. maija apvérsuma célonus, 1idzas jau iepriek$ minétajiem memoranda
ka vél viens faktors atzimétas K. Ulmana personiskas ambicijas un varas-
kare. Sis apgalvojums $kiet negaidits: 1935. gada sastaditaja memoranda
K. Ulmana personiskas ambicijas netika pat pieminétas, bet péc diviem
gadiem tas izceltas ka viens no apvérsuma céloniem. Ka var izskaidrot $o
parmainu? Ir skaidrs, ka $o divu gadu laika pasi apvérsuma céloni nebija
mainiju$ies. Vienigais, kas bija mainijies, bija attieksme pret K. Ulmani
un vina Istenoto autoritara rezima politiku, kura batisku vietu ienéma
K. Ulmana ka “zemes saimnieka” kults un visu rezima politisko oponentu
apklusinasana. Ta bija lieciba K. Ulmana personiskajam ambicijam, tacu
ta bija lieciba post factum, lieciba par K. Ulmani ka “zemes saimnieku”
jau péc apvérsuma, nevis pirms ta.

Lai gan abu ASV siitniecibas Latvija sagatavoto memorandu viedoklis
par K. Ulmana personiskajam ambicijam ka vienu no 1934. gada
15. maija apvérsuma céloniem atskiras, tie abi norada, ka apvérsumam
bija objektivi politiskie un ekonomiskie prieksnoteikumi, to skaita Latvi-
jas parlamentaras demokratijas nepilnibas. Sis atzinums ir pietiekami au-
toritativs un nozimigs, lai to ieklautu Latvijas historiografija izvérstaja
neklatienes diskusija par 1934. gada 15. maija apvérsuma céloniem, kura
viens no viedokliem ir uzskats, ka Latvijas parlamentaras sistémas nepil-
nibas bija tikai atruna, nevis viens no 1934. gada apvérsuma céloniem, un
visus spriedumus par Latvijas parlamentarisma trakumiem tas trakté ka
antidemokratu un K. Ulmana rezima apologétu viedokli. Abi minétie
ASV sitniecibas Latvija sagatavotie memorandi parada, ka §ads trakte-
jums nav korekts.
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