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EUROPE-ASIA STUDIES, Vol. 52, No. 4, 2000, 695-722 

Molotov's Apprenticeship in Foreign 
Policy: The Triple Alliance Negotiations 

in 1939 

DEREK WATSON* 

THE TRIPLE ALLIANCE NEGOTIATIONS with Britain and France provided Molotov's 
formal introduction to the diplomatic world. They established his negotiating style, 
based less on the civilities of diplomacy than on his experience as chairman of 
Sovnarkom, as a member of the Politburo and other top party institutions, where he 
was prepared to hand out rude and rough treatment to others. The negotiations created 
a reputation for him in the international arena that was to remain, and perhaps dog 
him, for the rest of his political career. Much has been written about these talks from 
the Western point of view, less from the Soviet, and very little regarding Molotov's 
role. This article seeks to redress the balance and is the first attempt to review these 
negotiations using unpublished documents in the archive of the Russian Foreign 
Ministry formerly unavailable, although these mainly confirm the conclusions drawn 
from published Soviet documents and Western materials.1. 

From the beginning, the two sides approached the negotiations differently. The 
Western powers believed that war could still be avoided and, if it came, the USSR, 
much weakened by the purges, could only function as a supply base in a long war of 
attrition, not as a main military participant. The USSR, which approached the 
negotiations with caution because of the traditional hostility of the Western powers 
and its fear of 'capitalist encirclement', had little faith either that war could be 
avoided or in the Polish army. It wanted a guaranteed commitment of military support 
in a war in which the USSR would play an aggressive role in a two-pronged attack 
on Germany: from France and the USSR.2 These contrasting attitudes partly explain 
why the USSR has often been charged with playing a double game in 1939: carrying 
on open negotiations for a pact of mutual assistance with Britain and France whilst 
secretly engaging in parallel discussions with Germany for an agreement aimed 
against the Western democracies. Molotov has been accused both of artificially 
dragging out the talks with Britain and France by seizing on various inessential details 
to secure a successful outcome or better deal with Germany, and also of summarily 
breaking them off and concluding an alliance with Germany when on the verge of 
success with Britain and France. But the delays which Molotov caused were usually 
on issues essential to Soviet interests, and there appeared to be an impossible obstacle 
to the vital military convention with France and Britain when the agreement with 
Germany was signed. In contrast, the Western states, even taking into account that 
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they had to coordinate their policy in the capital of a distant country, were dilatory 
in their approaches to Moscow and slow in their responses during the negotiations.3 
A.J. P Taylor commented: 

If British diplomacy seriously aspired to alliance with Soviet Russia in 1939, then the 
negotiations towards this end were the most incompetent transactions since Lord North lost 
the American colonies ... 

and compared the 67 days delay made by the British and French in their responses 
to Soviet proposals to the 16 days which the Soviet side took to respond.4 Similar 
comparisons were made by Zhdanov in Pravda, and by Maisky, the Soviet ambas- 
sador to Britain at the time of the negotiations.5 

In spite of the clear failure of the Munich agreement, as demonstrated by Hitler's 
occupation of the Czech lands in March 1939, to Soviet politicians there was little 
evidence of any reappraisal of British or French policy.6 Nor were there major 
changes in the personnel responsible. In May 1939 the British cabinet was still 
divided on the question of an alliance with the Soviet Union, and Halifax, the foreign 
secretary, did not want a mutual assistance pact.7 The British government, as late as 
March 1939, was unduly pessimistic about the USSR's military capability following 
the purges,8 and a military agreement, as desired by the Soviet Union, was without 
precedent for Great Britain, which failed to understand the USSR's fear of being 
forced to fight a war alone against Germany. These factors made it more likely that 
the Western powers, rather than Molotov, would prolong negotiations. But it is true 
that in their later stages, once commercial negotiations with Germany had begun, it 
was important for Soviet politicians to keep the talks with Britain and France going 
to put pressure on Germany. 

Sir William Seeds, the new British ambassador to the USSR, was Halifax's 
nominee to overcome Chamberlain's suspicions of an improvement in relations with 
the USSR. Although not sympathetic to the communist regime, he was pro-Russian,9 
enthusiastic for an Anglo-Soviet agreement and showed genuine disappointment when 
the negotiations failed. William Strang, sent to Moscow to assist Seeds, was more 
cynical. He wrote later that the negotiations were possibly used by the USSR to 
stimulate the Germans into making an offer of a non-aggression treaty and to serve 
as a reserve if those negotiations were unsuccessful.?1 Yet he also pointed out that, 
when the negotiations finally collapsed, the most comprehensive agreement with the 
Soviet Union ever negotiated had been achieved, even if agreement had only been 
reached after successive concessions to the Soviet point of view by the British, 
sometimes under pressure from the French." 

The French, as a continental power needing military help on land, rather than at sea 
and in the air as desired by Britain, were always more anxious for an agreement with 
the USSR than the British and took the lead in re-establishing contact in the spring 
of 1939. In the negotiations they let the British make the running, but when 
discussions reached an impasse they often urged compromise on them. The French 
were more willing to make concessions, more anxious to conclude an agreement 
quickly, and more aware of the dangers of an agreement between the USSR and 
Germany.12 

Taylor contends that the Soviet government genuinely wanted an alliance with 
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Britain and only turned to Germany when an alliance with the Western powers proved 
impossible.13 Stalin seemed to admit this when he told Dimitrov, the Comintern 
leader, in September 1939: 

We would have preferred an agreement with the so-called democratic countries, hence we 
entered negotiations with them, but Britain and France wanted us to be their hired hand ... 
and without pay.14 

Molotov's behaviour throughout the negotiations supports the argument that an 
alliance with Britain and France was the first choice, strengthening the case of those 
who consider that the decision to sign a pact with Germany was taken late, more a 
consequence than a cause of the failure of the Triple Alliance negotiations.15 From the 
time of his appointment as Commissar for Foreign Affairs on 3 May 1939 Molotov 
was immediately active in communicating with, and receiving information from, his 
ambassadors in Britain and France, indicating his intention to pursue the negotiations 
seriously. The earnestness of Narkomindel officials, as noted by Western diplomats, 
confirms this.16 In 1940 a Soviet diplomatic defector told the British Foreign Office 
that the need for an agreement with Britain and France had become a lower priority 
for the USSR by the time that Molotov took office, because the guarantees of the two 
Western powers to Poland and Romania had persuaded Stalin and Molotov that, if 
Hitler attacked Poland, these countries would go to war without the need for the 
USSR to give any undertakings.17 But if Molotov did not have to rush into an alliance 
and could hold out for his own terms, the Baltic states, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and 
Finland, the focus of difficulties, were of vital strategic importance to the USSR. If 
there was no ambition to re-establish the former tsarist frontiers, the Soviet Union was 
particularly sensitive to the question of their independence, especially when Hitler 
occupied Memel in March 1939, after which the USSR considered it necessary to 
issue an unsolicited guarantee of independence to Latvia and Estonia which was 
resented by those powers. Increasingly afraid of German economic and political 
influence in the Baltic states, the USSR feared that Hitler's ambitions had been 
diverted in that direction.18 The reluctance of the Western powers to offer guarantees 
to those countries made Molotov and Stalin suspicious that they were opening the 
door for an attack on the USSR by Germany through them. The signing of a 
non-aggression pact between Germany, Latvia and Estonia on 7 June 1939 may have 
been an important factor driving the USSR towards an understanding with Germany 
when it could not secure an alliance with France and Britain.19 

Other factors which influenced Molotov were relations with Japan, and fear of a 
German-Italian-Japanese alliance. The first clash on the Soviet-Mongolian border in 
what became known as the 'war of the Khalkin-Gol river' took place on 11 May. 
Zhukov's final successful offensive was launched on 20 August,20 at the time when 
it was becoming clear that Ribbentrop was to visit Moscow.21 The initial conflict was 
regarded as just one more border incident, but by the end of the month Moscow was 
seriously concerned,22 as Molotov made clear in his speech to the Supreme Soviet on 
31 May when he emphasised the USSR's determination to defend her frontiers.23 The 
war cost the USSR nearly 10 000 dead, the crisis continuing until it was known that 
Zhukov's offensive would be successful. Even if, in 1939, the USSR believed it could 
hold one front whilst pursuing a more aggressive policy on the other, a modification 
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of the traditional strategy of avoiding war on two fronts,24 Khalkin-Gol put pressure 
on the USSR to conclude a settlement either with Britain and France or with 
Germany. In addition, the Japanese attack was regarded as an attempt to prevent 
France and Britain signing an agreement on the grounds that the USSR was already 
preoccupied with war, Molotov writing to Surits, the Soviet ambassador in France, on 
30 June: 

The provocative activities of the Japanese and Manchurians in Mongolia were an attempt to 
demonstrate Japan's military might, carried out at the insistence of Germany and Italy. The 
aim of these actions by Japan was to hinder the conclusion of an Anglo-Franco-Soviet 
agreement, by scaring away England and France from this agreement.25 

Early stages in the negotiations 

Whether the reasons for Molotov's appointment as head of Narkomindel were internal 
rather than foreign policy factors is still subject to debate,26 but foreign powers saw 
it as a clear signal that alternative foreign policy options were to be explored. 
Litvinov's attempt to negotiate a collective security agreement with the Western 
powers had failed even with the extreme pressure created by Hitler's occupation of 
the remainder of Czechoslovakia in March 1939. To protect the USSR, alternative 
policies had to be considered. The choice of Molotov reflected not only the 
appointment of a nationalist and one of Stalin's leading lieutenants, a Russian who 
was not a Jew and who could negotiate with Nazi Germany, but also someone 
unencumbered with the baggage of collective security who could obtain the best deal 
with Britain and France, if they could be forced into an agreement. 

Formal negotiations with the Western powers had not really begun. After a flurry 
of suggestions and counter-plans from mid-March, the USSR was waiting for a 
response from Britain to the counter-proposals handed by Litvinov to Seeds late on 
17 April, and to the French government by the Soviet ambassador in Paris on the 
following day. Made in response to the Anglo-French guarantee to Poland when that 
country refused to be associated with a four-power guarantee involving the USSR, 
these were for a mutual assistance pact between the three powers for five to 10 years, 
committing the signatories to assistance, including military support, if any of the 
powers were the subject of aggression. The draft included similar commitments to all 
East European states bordering the USSR, and envisaged a supplementary agreement 
with Turkey. The British government was to announce that its guarantee to Poland 
referred only to aggression by Germany, and the agreement between Poland and 
Romania was to be declared operative in the event of any aggression against either 
country, or else be revoked as directed against the USSR. There were to be early 
discussions on a simultaneous military convention to come into force at the same time 
as the political agreement, and if it came to war the three powers were not to conclude 
peace separately.27 In fact, from the start Soviet diplomats may have been misled 
about the British attitude to a military agreement, because Robert Hudson, the British 
overseas trade secretary, during his visit to Moscow in March had commented to 
Narkomindel officials on the Soviet lack of interest in military cooperation.28 

The French rejected the Soviet proposals on 25 April as too broad and too complex. 

698 



MOLOTOV AND THE TRIPLE ALLIANCE 

In their place they suggested a rather unequal three-power agreement, whereby the 
USSR would aid the Western powers against Germany in the event of hostilities over 
Central or Eastern Europe (Poland, Romania and Turkey) and they would assist the 
USSR if it was at war with Germany as a result. This was later amended to the effect 
that the British and French would assist the USSR if it took action on its own 
initiative to defend the status quo.29 

Following speculation in the British cabinet on the significance of Molotov's 
appointment, Halifax saw Maisky, who told him that individual ministers in the USSR 
executed the policy of the government and that there would be no change in Soviet 
foreign policy.30 Halifax then instructed Seeds that the comprehensive counter-pro- 
posal which the Soviet government had made was premature. He was to negotiate 
with Molotov on the basis of revisions to the British suggestions made prior to the 
Litvinov proposals of 17 April, involving a unilateral Soviet declaration to assist 
Romania and Poland only after Britain and France had become involved because of 
their obligations.31 This was the position when Molotov reassured Seeds, and Naggiar, 
the recently arrived French ambassador,32 on 8 and 11 May, that there would be no 
change in Soviet policy. To Seeds, he repeated the statement, adding the cryptic 
comment that 'it was liable to be altered if other states changed theirs'. He also 
pointed out that Moscow had replied to British proposals in three days, but London 
had taken three weeks. 

Molotov pressed Seeds on the British government's willingness to start military 
conversations, referring to a statement made by Sir John Simon in the House of 
Commons. A military agreement was a top priority, because of the failure of France 
to conclude the promised military convention in the months and years following the 
USSR's signing of the Mutual Assistance Pact with her in May 1935.33 It soon 
became clear that in such an agreement the USSR required that the military 
contribution of each party should be precisely defined in terms of numbers of troops, 
tanks, aircraft and other resources.34 Seeds, clearly ignorant of Simon's statement,35 
told Molotov that military conversations were a 'later development' if 'events called 
for it'. Since Simon, British Chancellor of the Exchequer and former Foreign 
Secretary, with Halifax in the Lords, was making an official statement on foreign 
policy, Molotov's surprise at Seeds's ignorance was justified. He had clearly studied 
Simon's speech, which was to form an important basis for his actions. He tried to use 
an immediately preceding interview with Grzybowski, the Polish ambassador, in 
which he had reassured him about Soviet intentions and the ambassador had been 
non-committal,36 to challenge Seeds on his statement that Poland was reluctant to be 
associated with the USSR in a collective security agreement. Finally Seeds was 
attacked for 10 minutes because the French and British had made independent and 
different answers to Litvinov's proposals.37 In reporting the interview to Halifax, 
Seeds described Molotov as a 'true bureaucrat' but assessed him as seeking infor- 
mation, rather than hostile.38 To Lancelot Oliphant, a permanent official at the Foreign 
Office whom he knew well, he wrote, after some reflection, that Molotov was still an 
'enigma'. He was sceptical about Molotov's claims that the Polish government had 
changed its attitude, which he regarded as an attack on the 'Polish plank' in British 
policy, and surprised that Molotov had not raised the question of the Baltic states, 
Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. He concluded: 
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... Litvinov's disappearance means chiefly the loss of an admirable technician or perhaps 
shock-absorber, and that we are faced with a more truly Bolshevik as opposed to diplomatic 
or cosmopolitan modus operandi. Reaction to what we say or do will be more violent and 
the great men in the Kremlin will be more apt to plunge off into the deep if disappointed 
or indignant.39 

It is clear that Molotov was unfavourably impressed with the progress of the 
negotiations with Britain and France. He immediately fired off telegrams to Maisky 
in London and Surits in Paris that the British and French were demanding 'unilateral 
and gratuitous help with no intention of rendering us equivalent assistance'. He asked 
urgently for an assessment of the British proposals and for advice on the response the 
Soviet government should give.40 In their replies, on 10 May, Maisky indicated that 
the 'appeasers' were back in the saddle again in Britain; Surits advised that it would 
mean that the USSR would be involved in a war against Germany, whenever Britain 
and France chose to go to war: it relegated the role of the USSR to that of 'blind 
satellite'. But both advised against outright rejection of the British proposal.41 These 
responses influenced or confirmed an article on 'The International Situation', in 
Izvestiya, 11 May, directed, if not written, by Molotov, which he used as a basis in 
the next round of discussions. The article deliberately ignored the existence of the 
Franco-Soviet Treaty of 1935. As Molotov was involved in foreign policy matters at 
the time of its negotiation, and it had been mentioned by Stalin in his famous speech 
to the XVIII Congress earlier in the year, it is clear that this was a tactic.42 When his 
attention was drawn to the error by a minor official at Narkomindel, that official was 
dismissed.43 At his interview with the French ambassador Molotov used the omission 
to question the validity of the treaty,44 thus putting more pressure on the French to 
sign a new treaty and military convention. 

The article referred to the Soviet proposal to create a mutual assistance pact, 
including at a minimum the USSR, Great Britain and France and, optimistically, 
Poland as well. It stated that this proposal, based on full reciprocity, had been rejected 
by Britain and France. The British had offered a counter-proposal for Soviet 
assistance to Britain and France, if they had to fulfil the guarantees given to Poland 
and Romania. But this did not mention British and French help to the USSR if it 
became involved in hostilities in fulfilling obligations it had made to eastern European 
countries. The article, once more showing that Moltov was aware of parliamentary 
discussion of British foreign policy, concluded: 

Once again the USSR is put in an unequal position. In his speech in the House of Commons 
the British Prime Minister spoke of cooperation and of alliance with the USSR. But 
cooperation presupposes reciprocity as its natural basis. Where there is no reciprocity there 
is no possibility of establishing real cooperation.45 

At his 11 May interview with the French ambassador Molotov stressed that it was 
important to the Soviet government that Estonia, Latvia and Finland should be given 
the same guarantee as Poland and Romania. These three Baltic states had a border 
with the Soviet Union whilst Lithuania did not. He also raised the issue of assisting 
states which had made a nominal agreement with Germany, making clear that the 
USSR was determined to prevent the use of the technique of internal subversion, 
employed so successfully by Hitler against Austria and Czechoslovakia. These 

700 



MOLOTOV AND THE TRIPLE ALLIANCE 

matters, to be prominent in the next conversations with Seeds, were particularly noted 
by the French ambassador, but do not figure in Molotov's record of the interview.46 

Molotov's response to the British counter-proposal, given to Seeds on 14 May, 
restated the arguments in the article. But he refused to say whether the absence of the 
principle of reciprocity, the chief reason given for the rejection of the British 
proposals, was more important than the question of a guarantee to Estonia, Latvia and 
Finland. He insisted that there must be a military convention. Seeds gave no ground, 
and afterwards speculated as to how serious the Soviet government was in seeking an 
agreement.47 If Seeds's response was negative, Molotov may have gained some 
reassurance from Surits. His report indicated that the reactions of the French 
government, although concerned about the guarantee to the Baltic countries bordering 
on the USSR, were less unfavourable than that of its British counterpart.48 

The British government now took some time to rework the joint proposals, hoping 
for informal consultations at the forthcoming meeting of the Council of the League 
of Nations in Geneva, but since neither Molotov nor Potemkin, his deputy, attended, 
this proved impossible. Seeds twice hinted to Molotov that he might meet Halifax in 
Geneva but, presumably because the British still resisted a full alliance, Molotov told 
him that he was unlikely be able to go personally, although the meeting was delayed 
a week because of Molotov's request to allow time for the Soviet delegate to reach 
Geneva.49 Here, on 21 May, Halifax probed Maisky about the possibility of extending 
the British and French guarantees to Estonia, Latvia and Finland without a formal 
pact. Maisky, primed by Molotov, emphasised that the USSR could make no 
concessions on a pact of mutual assistance between the three countries, or on a 
military agreement, and guarantees of security for all the small countries from the 
Baltic to the Black Sea. He found Bonnet, the French foreign minister, more anxious 
to conclude an alliance.50 Maisky's telegraphed report to Molotov stated that the 
British government was avoiding a three-power pact because it did not wish to 'burn 
its bridges to Hitler and Mussolini'.51 That Molotov was still interested in an alliance 
with Britain and France as a first choice was indicated in the famous interview with 
Schulenburg, the German ambassador, on 20 May, where he ruled out the resumption 
of commercial negotiation with Germany until the necessary political basis had been 
constructed,52 hardly surprising when Ribbentrop was still trying to persuade Japan to 
join the German-Italian pact.53 It is clear, however, that Molotov was receiving strong 
signals about the reluctance of the British to enter into a formal alliance. 

The revised Anglo-French draft, which the British government believed was 
'entirely reciprocal', proposed acting in accordance with the principles of the League 
of Nations, a scheme produced by Chamberlain to allow the British government to 
limit its commitments. For the first time, the idea of a three-power pact of mutual 
assistance, for which the French had been pressing for some time, was accepted.54 
After a preliminary interview between Seeds and Potemkin on 25 May,55 where 
Seeds, perhaps unwisely, revealed some details, Molotov and Potemkin saw Seeds 
and Payart, the French charge d'affaires, on 27 May, for the draft to be formally 
presented. Molotov took the opportunity to set the stage and tone for the negotiations 
which were to follow. Seeds reported: 

The interview took place, exceptionally, in the Kremlin, with M. Molotov sitting at a large 
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desk on a raised dais, and M. Potemkin (who acted as interpreter), M. Payart and I at his 
feet below ... M. Potemkin then proceeded ... to translate aloud the draft into Russian. I 
noticed that M. Molotov had before him a paper on which he seemed to be checking M. 
Potemkin's translation.56 

Molotov claimed that he had already received a draft from Paris which he had studied, 
and to the astonishment of Seeds and Payart stated that his personal opinion was that 
the proposals were unacceptable because Great Britain and France merely wanted to 
continue conversations ad infinitum and not achieve concrete results. The introduction 
of references to the League of Nations, which made effective cooperation dependent 
on the interminable delays of League of Nations procedure, was clear evidence of 
this. Seeds's 

repeated insistence on the 'the spirit' and 'principles' of the Covenant was only met by 
repeated insistence on the League's 'procedure.' He [Molotov] seemed to be either blindly 
acting on instructions or incapable of understanding. 

Molotov continued to amaze Seeds and Payart by arguing that in Point 5 of the British 
proposals, which referred to 'rendering support and assistance ... without prejudice to 
the rights and position of other powers', the British and French were proposing to 
safeguard the rights and position of an aggressor state. On Seeds explaining that this 
referred only to states to whom it was proposed to lend assistance, Molotov retorted 
that this safeguarding of rights was typical of that 'reserve' which he read into the 
Anglo-French proposals, which was calculated to ensure the maximum of talk and 
minimum of results. He repeated that the Soviet government wanted immediate and 
concrete action which the British and French governments wished to avoid, and this 
applied especially to a military convention, clearly the crux of the differences for him. 
More wrangling over referring disputes to the League of Nations followed, Molotov 
stating that Russia would be bombed whilst Bolivia blocked action. His caution about 
the League of Nations was understandable since Article 16 of the League's Conven- 
tion required a recommendation by the League's Council before assistance could be 
given. He had clearly seen through Chamberlain's motives for introducing references 
to the League. The meeting concluded with Molotov giving what was to become a 
standard response: he agreed to refer the proposals to his government,57 i.e. he would 
consult Stalin. 

The following day Molotov confirmed his major concern when he wrote to Surits 
that the British and French 

now want to turn the first point of our proposal into a mere scrap of paper. This means that 
in the event of aggression, mutual assistance will not be rendered immediately as we are 
proposing, but only after deliberations of the League of Nations, with no one knowing what 
the results of such deliberations would be.58 

The next meeting took place on 29 May, at 10.30 p.m.: Molotov was already applying 
to foreign policy Stalin's late-night methods of work, although this was not unknown 
in the Litvinov period. There was very little progress although the whole draft was 
discussed again in detail. Molotov stated that the USSR's experience of the Franco- 
Soviet pact had convinced the Soviet government that it was essential to conclude 
simultaneous military and political alliances. This was contrary to all Western 
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diplomatic practice. The Western powers failed to appreciate the reason for the 
demand, and were not prepared to give the USSR any assurances until very late in 
the negotiations, although they were stipulated in the Soviet proposals of 17 April. It 
was something which became increasingly important for Molotov, who believed that 
without it the USSR was making an open-ended commitment to French security.59 

Molotov also raised the question of the Baltic states, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, 
being absorbed by Germany if they made an agreement with that country.60 When 
Seeds replied that neither the British government nor public opinion would accept the 
imposition on independent nations of guarantees of protection against their will, 
Molotov retorted that Britain might argue in that way with regard to the Baltic states 
but would not remain 'loftily aloof if it were Belgium. When Seeds reminded 
Molotov that there was a danger of the USSR appearing as an aggressor, Molotov 
protested Stalin's principle of the USSR supporting victims of aggression (recalling 
a reference in Simon's 13 April speech),61 arguing strongly and at length that the 
question at issue was vital to his government. It is clear that Molotov was emphasis- 
ing the USSR's fear of a German attack through Estonia and Latvia, which preferred 
a German occupation to a Soviet, whereas the Western states feared the USSR's 
ambition. The effect of Molotov's words was to emphasise for Seeds how important 
the question of the Baltic states, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Finland, was for the 
USSR,62 but he also believed: 

It is my fate to deal with a man totally ignorant of foreign affairs and to whom the idea of 
negotiation-as distinct from imposing the will of his party leader-is utterly alien. He has 
also a rather foolish cunning of the type of the peasant as shown by his arguments about 
safeguarding the rights of aggressor states on 27 May.63 

This is a somewhat arrogant and dismissive assessment by Seeds, who considered a 
Soviet-German commercial agreement probable but a Soviet political alliance with 
Germany very unlikely, particularly because of the reassurance the USSR had gained 
from the British guarantees to Poland and Romania.64 Perhaps if Molotov did not have 
the skills of the professional diplomat, he had a surer grasp of the realities of the 
situation and the determination to fight his corner. 

On 31 May 1939, in his first major speech to the Supreme Soviet as head of 
Narkomindel, Molotov stated that the Soviet Union was not sympathetic to aggres- 
sors, nor would it gloss over the deteriorating international situation played down by 
those countries which had abandoned collective security for non-resistance to ag- 
gression. He mentioned Germany's occupation of Czechoslovakia despite the Munich 
agreement, its appropriation of Memel, and Italy's invasion of Albania. Molotov 
repeated Stalin's claim that the USSR stood for peace and preventing any further 
aggression, but counselled caution, recalling the Soviet leader's advice about being 
'drawn into conflict by warmongers who are accustomed to have others pull the 
chestnuts out of the fire for them'; an obvious reference to Britain and France. He 
warned that the USSR did not 'consider it necessary to renounce business relations 
with countries like Germany'. 

Molotov then spoke of 'a sharp change of policy' in Britain (an echo of Simon's 
speech) and the British guarantee to Poland, probably to pressurise Britain and France 
to come to an agreement. He reiterated the minimum conditions of the USSR in the 
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negotiations: an exclusively defensive but effective pact of mutual assistance against 
aggression; a guarantee to all the states of central and eastern Europe bordering the 
USSR; and a concrete agreement on the forms and extent of assistance the alliance 
powers would give in the event of aggression. Any agreement, he insisted, must be 
based on 'reciprocity' and 'equality of obligations,' but this elementary principle had 
not found favour in the original British and French proposals. It was now so 'hedged 
round by reservations regarding certain clauses in the Covenant of the League of 
Nations ... that it may turn out to be a fictitious step forward'.65 Many ambassadors 
attended to hear the speech, but British and French diplomatic representatives, very 
unwisely, were conspicuous by their absence.66 

The main negotiations 

On the same day that he made his speech, Molotov reiterated to Naggiar that the 
Baltic countries, Estonia, Latvia and Finland, and perhaps Lithuania as well, although 
it did not have a frontier with the USSR, should be given the same protection as 
Poland and Romania.67 This was confirmed when, on 2 June, he gave to the French 
and British ambassadors the Soviet response to the Anglo-French proposal in the form 
of a modified version of their document, which confirmed the differences he had 
hinted at in his speech. As a concession to the Western proposals, reference was made 
to the principles of the League of Nations charter.68 It specified by name the states 
to which assistance would be given in the event of hostilities arising out of 'direct' 
aggression against them or against one of the three signatories. Besides Belgium, 
Greece, Turkey, Romania and Poland, the Baltic states, Estonia, Latvia and Finland, 
which were opposed to a guarantee from the USSR, were included; but the Nether- 
lands and Switzerland, countries which had been added by the French and British to 
the original list, were omitted. Naggiar suggested naming guaranteed countries in a 
separate unpublished protocol, but Molotov, perhaps suspicious that the Baltic states, 
Estonia, Latvia and Finland, would be left out, was dubious about this.69 There was 
to be a clause preventing one of the powers making peace independently if it came 
to war. The Soviet draft also stipulated, and Molotov insisted on, the simultaneous 
entry into force of political and military agreements.70 

The initial French reaction to Molotov's speech and response was not entirely 
unfavourable,71 but Halifax pointed out to the British Cabinet Committee on Foreign 
Policy, on 5 June, that the Soviet text committed Britain and France to come to the 
help of the USSR if any of her neighbours were attacked, although the Soviet Union 
was not obliged to aid Britain and France if these countries became involved in war 
through German aggression against the Netherlands or Switzerland.72 Molotov's 
second clause, which necessitated an immediate and wide-ranging military agreement, 
was also found unacceptable. Despite these reservations, partly because Seeds had 
influenza and could not be recalled for a new briefing, it was decided to send a 
Foreign Office representative to Moscow to expedite matters. Molotov instructed 
Maisky to make it clear that the negotiations could not be concluded successfully 
without a satisfactory solution to the question of the Baltic states bordering the USSR, 
including the danger of an 'indirect attack' upon them. The same telegram demon- 
strated that the negotiations were a top priority for him at this stage, for he told 
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Maisky to hint to Halifax, who thought of going himself, that a visit from the British 
foreign secretary would be welcome.73 This was a proposal of major significance, for 
negotiations at the ministerial level could well have clinched a treaty at this time. It 
came when Molotov was under considerable pressure, for on 7 June Germany had 
signed its non-aggression treaty with Latvia and Estonia.74 Unfortunately, Maisky did 
not see Halifax until 12 June, the day the Foreign Office representative left,75 and 
Chamberlain not only discouraged Halifax but also refused to allow Eden to go. He 
had met Molotov in 1935, on the first visit of an important Western politician to 
Moscow since 1917.76 If Molotov did not know these details, he might have suspected 
that the British were not serious about the negotiations when he learned that, on 21 
and 26 June, Chamberlain had been asked in the House of Commons to send a 
minister but had refused to do so. On the first occasion it was pointed out that he had 
travelled to see Hitler three times. He was asked whether the USSR had requested a 
minister but did not answer. On 31 July Eden was still urging Chamberlain to send 
'someone who can talk to M. Stalin', and the pressure to send a minister continued 
until early August.77 That Molotov resented the failure to send a senior member of the 
government is demonstrated by two reports of the French government to the British 
Foreign Office to that effect, his comments to Schulenburg in August, describing 
Strang, the British emissary, as 'an official of the second class',78 and his speech to 
the Supreme Soviet on the ratification of the Nazi-Soviet pact on 31 August, when he 
described the British and French negotiators as 'minor individuals who were not 
invested with adequate powers'. 

William Strang, head of the Central Department at the British Foreign Office and 
former counsellor in Moscow, and his assistant Frank Roberts, arrived in Moscow on 
14 June.80 On the previous day a Pravda editorial emphasised the main points in 
Molotov's speech and insisted on a guarantee of security for the Baltic states, Estonia, 
Latvia and Finland. Molotov saw the French ambassador, Seeds and Strang, the latter 
apparently instructed to take back concessions made in the previous Anglo-French 
proposals,81 on 15 June, at a meeting which lasted two and three-quarter hours, with 
Potemkin once again as translator. Molotov was suspicious of the way Seeds 
emphasised the extent of existing agreement, seeming to fear it was an attempt at 
compromising the Soviet position. He agreed to study the revised proposals, but 
expressed disappointment over the suggestions about the Baltic countries bordering 
the Soviet Union, about which there were to be consultations if they were threatened 
rather than guarantees, because Estonia, Latvia and Finland opposed such undertak- 
ings if the USSR was involved.82 The two ambassadors now found Molotov less stiff 
and hostile and more genial, although he still arranged the setting to his advantage, 
sitting at a large desk raised on a dais.83 The desk was placed in the right hand corner 
of the room, facing the door. His visitors were in a semi-circle below him, Seeds on 
the extreme left, Strang next to him, then the French ambassador, and finally 
Potemkin. All except Molotov had to nurse their papers and make notes on their 
knees. There was a table on the left-hand side of the room but nobody suggested using 
it. Behind Molotov, to the left, was a door always left slightly open as if someone was 
listening. No one took any record of the conversations, although Molotov, who 
occasionally left the meeting, sometimes fiddled with a switch under the left-hand 
side of his desk, Strang assuming he was relaying those parts of the talks which he 
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wanted recorded.84 Determined to have no respect for diplomatic niceties and 
prepared to take the greatest advantage possible from his position by emphasising his 
seniority, Molotov's behaviour also minimised the disadvantage of his own insecurity 
and inexperience as a diplomat. He was, as usual, in daily contact with Stalin 
throughout the negotiations: possibly it was Stalin who was listening and with whom 
Molotov was consulting. Earlier in the negotiations Molotov and Potemkin had seen 
Stalin on 11 and 27 May. On 15 June Stalin's diary records no interviews until 23.00 
hours, so it is quite possible that he was a hidden observer of the first meeting when 
Strang was present. On 21 June, the date of another important meeting in the 
afternoon, Stalin's office diary records no meeting with Molotov, and no interview 
until 18.15, suggesting a similar situation.85 

Strang was convinced that there was an advantage in dealing with Molotov because 
he was closer to Stalin, who was now directing policy. He thought that this was why 
Molotov had very clear ideas about the objectives he was seeking and appeared to be 
impervious to argument. There was little give and take in discussion, nor was there 
the informal contact between assistants and experts normal in such negotiations. 
Strang wrote that 

the Kremlin have taken foreign affairs into their own hands. The commissariat for Foreign 
Affairs has been drastically purged, and there is no one there, except Potemkin, competent 
to talk about the subject-matter of our negotiations ... Molotov's technique is stubbornly and 
woodenly to repeat his own point of view and to ask innumerable questions of his 
interlocutors.86 

He wrote later: 

With Molotov ... one had to say exactly what one meant, neither more nor less, and to say 
it over and over again in the same words. There was no other way of convincing ... [him] 
that one really meant what one said. Any proposal made to a Soviet negotiator must be 
securely founded in a policy both well considered and tenaciously held, and must be fit to 
sustain the repeated and unsparing attacks of a mind, harsh, unbelieving and vexatious.87 

Like Seeds, Strang was struck by Molotov's unfamiliarity with diplomatic technique 
and apparent ignorance of foreign languages, although he may have been mistaken 
about this, for Molotov had achieved the top grades in French and German at the end 
of his school education.88 

On 16 June the Soviet press reported that fundamental differences of opinion had 
been discussed, but the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs did not regard the 
results of the conversations or the Anglo-French proposals in an 'entirely favourable' 
manner.89 This was the first occasion a press statement had been issued after a 
meeting, indicative that the negotiations had reached a crucial stage for Molotov. The 
Soviet government's written reply, handed by Molotov to the British and French 
representatives on the same day, emphasised that Anglo-French proposals committed 
the Soviet Union to action if Poland, Romania, Belgium, Greece or Turkey were 
attacked, but Britain and France were not under similar obligations if Latvia, Estonia 
or Finland were subject to aggression, and that this lack of reciprocity was humiliat- 
ing to the USSR. This left only the possibility of an agreement in the case of a 'direct' 
attack on one of the three signatories, with further discussion necessary on when the 
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arrangement came into force, and on a military convention. The reply also stated that 
the Soviet government was unwilling to consider a compact in which an individual 
signatory could make peace once the three were committed to hostilities, and that the 
USSR considered references to the League of Nations Covenant superfluous.90 
Molotov went on to stress these points verbally, saying that every time his govern- 
ment had made suggestions, one of its proposals had been rejected. If the British and 
French governments treated the Soviet government as 'being naive or foolish people' 
he, personally, could smile, but he 'could not guarantee that everyone would take so 
calm a view'. Using the words naivny and duraki, rendered later by Strang as 'nitwits 
and nincompoops' and by Seeds as 'simpletons and fools', Molotov emphasised the 
phrase by confirming with an embarrassed Potemkin that the latter had translated the 
last word appropriately, as 'imbeciles'.91 He also expressed suspicion that the 
Anglo-French draft precluded their help to the USSR if attacked by Poland, a rather 
unlikely event.92 Molotov had become exasperated and lost patience; he was prepared 
to apply to the negotiations tactics he had learned outside the field of diplomacy, 
implying that it was the French and British who were the 'simpletons' and 'fools'. 
Again he stressed that the USSR had agreed to undertake commitments in respect of 
five guaranteed countries, to which Britain and France had now added Switzerland 
and the Netherlands, but that they would not extend the list to three border countries 
vital from the Soviet point of view. He wrote to Maisky and Surits: 

the English and French want to conclude a treaty with us which would be advantageous to 
them and disadvantageous to us, i.e. they do not want a serious treaty based on the principles 
of reciprocity and equality of obligations. 

It is clear that we shall not accept such a treaty.93 

Aware of the suspicions of the Baltic states, Estonia, Latvia and Finland, of Soviet 
intentions, the French and British governments now suggested replacing the names of 
countries with a general statement about assistance to countries 'which the contracting 
country had ... undertaken to assist'. Molotov responded, on 21 June, that he thought 
the Soviet government must insist that the treaty should specify the names of the eight 
countries concerned, and that each of the signatories guarantee all eight. The heavy 
burden on the USSR, which would need 100 divisions if guarantees to the five 
countries specified by the Western powers had to be fulfilled, meant that it was 
essential that the commitments to the Soviet government should be precisely defined 
and not left vague. He concluded that this proposal did not represent any progress.94 
A communique in the Soviet press confirmed this.95 

Molotov's formal reply, on 22 June, withdrew the proposal of 16 June for a more 
limited agreement, since it had not been accepted, the USSR reverting to its 2 June 
suggestion which specified the countries, required simultaneous political and military 
agreements, and synchronous ending of hostilities by the signatories. On being asked 
whether they could try to settle articles which were unlikely to cause difficulty before 
attempting to solve the fundamental problem, Molotov said it would be better to solve 
the main question first.96 On 25 June he telegraphed Maisky and Surits that the latest 
British and French efforts did not create the impression that they were serious in 
meeting the USSR's concerns about the Baltic states bordering the Soviet Union.97 An 
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article in Pravda, on 29 June, by Zhdanov, provocatively titled 'The English and 
French Governments Do Not Want an Equal Agreement with the USSR', designed to 
pressure Britain and France into speeding up the negotiations, contrasted the Soviet 
government's reply to various drafts in 16 days with the British and French waste of 
59 in procrastination and delays. Again there was the metaphor of the USSR pulling 
chestnuts from the fire for Britain and France who, it was suggested, wanted an 
agreement for some ulterior motive. 

Although they had done nothing to allay the suspicions of the USSR, an alliance 
with the Western powers remained the preference, for on 28 June Molotov rebuffed 
Schulenburg's attempt to raise the issue of better Soviet-German relations. As late as 
mid-July Soviet negotiators were stating that relations between the two countries 
could only be normalised slowly.98 Moreover, on 1 July Pravda reported, in 
considerable detail, Halifax's Chatham House speech of 29 June, in which he 
emphasised the British government's determination to resist aggression, a clear hint 
of the significance given to the negotiations. 

The Western powers now suggested that the Soviet Union should be allowed the 
right of deciding whether any aggression against one of the Baltic states, Estonia, 
Latvia and Finland, constituted a threat to the independence or neutrality of that state, 
forcing the Soviet Union to go to war against the aggressor, and that an unpublished 
annexe should list the guaranteed countries and include both the Baltic countries and 
Switzerland and the Netherlands.99 On 1 July, in response to a draft including what 
the Western powers regarded as this major concession, Molotov conceded that this 
might be a possibility. But he still objected to the addition to the list of Switzerland, 
the Netherlands and Luxembourg (only of significance to and recently added by the 
French). He again argued that the USSR was required to guarantee far more countries 
on the borders of the Western powers than vice versa, pointing out that it was difficult 
for the USSR to guarantee Switzerland and the Netherlands because the USSR did not 
have diplomatic relations with these countries. Molotov now raised the need for a 
definition of and reference to 'indirect aggression', as in the case of President Hacha's 
capitulation to Hitler in March 1939. He was clearly returning to the matter of internal 
subversion by Germany in Estonia and Latvia, where there was growing German 
penetration. When challenged that this was a new point, Molotov said that the Soviet 
government had the same rights as France and Britain to raise new issues.1?? This 
objection, after the addition of Luxembourg, which would have seemed insignificant 
to Molotov, must have reinforced any fears he had that the Western powers were not 
serious in desiring a treaty. 

Molotov's official answer, on 3 July, incorporated the reference to 'indirect 
aggression' and restated his arguments about the states the USSR was required to 
guarantee. When the Western negotiators pointed to the concession they had made 
with regard to the Baltic countries, Estonia, Latvia and Finland, Molotov replied that 
the USSR had reciprocated by allowing the list to be included in an unpublished 
protocol, rather than in the main treaty.101 Initially he argued that it could not be 
extended beyond the original eight countries, because in his speech to the Supreme 
Soviet on 31 May he had gained approval only for those. Later he changed his 
ground, saying that the Netherlands and Switzerland could be included if Poland and 
Turkey, having made pacts of mutual assistance with the USSR, were omitted, as 
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their aid would compensate the USSR for the additional burden. This was a 
concession to the strategic concerns of Britain and France, but Molotov was standing 
firm on issues which affected the vital interests of the USSR on which the Western 
powers seemed to be willing to wrangle eternally. He must have been heartened that 
he was gradually gaining ground from Western concessions even if doubts about the 
seriousness of Britain and France were growing. 

The French government was angered by Molotov's attitude, describing his argu- 
ments about equality of obligations as 'unjustifiable in theory and indefensible in 
fact'. It feared that the concept of 'indirect aggression', now becoming central to the 
negotiations, gave one state the right to interfere in the internal affairs of another.102 
Molotov's original definition of the term as 'an internal coup d'etat or a reversal of 
policy in the interests of the aggressor' 03 was found 'completely unacceptable' by the 
French and British, the latter believing that since the chief objection of the Baltic 
countries bordering the Soviet Union to the proposed treaty was fear of Soviet 
interference in their internal affairs, it would drive them 'gratuitously' into the arms 
of Germany. Molotov appeared 'impervious' to this argument. The Western compro- 
mise was to use only the word 'aggression', not specifying 'direct' or 'indirect'.104 It 
was hoped to secure Molotov's agreement to this modification in return for omitting 
the Netherlands, Switzerland and Luxembourg. But on 8 and 9 July he rejected this, 
quoting the precedent of the British guarantee to Poland, and a statement by Halifax 
to Maisky on 12 June that the British government recognised the desire of the Soviet 
Union to enjoy guarantees from Poland and Romania in the event of 'direct' or 
'indirect' aggression against the Baltic countries.'05 

Strang claimed that Molotov realised the 'impropriety' of his previous definition of 
'indirect aggression' when, on 8 July, he suggested defining it as 'the use by a 
European Power of the territory of one of the undermentioned states for purposes of 
aggression either against that state or against one of the three contracting countries'.106 
Seeds believed that Molotov put forward this formula spontaneously, in an effort to 
be helpful.'07 This was a high point in the negotiations; Strang describes Molotov as 
'affable and cooperative'108 and there was now some chance of agreement.'09 This 
change in Molotov's attitude may have been caused by alarm over the warm reception 
of a German military mission to Finland, Latvia and Estonia in late June,10 or he 
could have been lulling the Western negotiators into a false sense of confidence to 
secure more concessions. On the next day he had refined the definition to 

action accepted by any of the [listed] states under threat of force by another Power, or 
without any such threat, involving the use of territory and forces of the state in question for 
purposes of aggression against that state or against one of the contracting parties ...11 

The British government objected to the phrase 'without any such threat', fearing that 
this permitted the USSR to interfere in the domestic affairs of the Baltic states, 
Estonia, Latvia and Finland; and also 'against that state', which might allow Soviet 
intervention in the event of a coup d'6tat overthrowing an existing government.112 
Molotov was now prepared to accept the Netherlands and Switzerland in the list of 
countries, on the conditions he had already specified, but he ruled out Luxembourg, 
perhaps justifiably, as of 'too little importance to merit a special mention'.113 Now, 
possibly because of the deteriorating European situation, he made the military 
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agreement the priority, insisting that this should be signed simultaneously with the 
political one, saying the Soviet government was unanimous on this.14 Keeping Soviet 
interests in the Baltic countries bordering the USSR uppermost, whilst driving the 
British and French to discuss the vital military compact, Molotov may also have been 
aiming to put pressure on Hitler to offer a treaty, by forcing the pace on military staff 
talks with the two Western powers. 

The French and British ambassadors were taken aback by Molotov's demands, and 
asked their governments for further instructions.115 The French government, always 
more anxious for an agreement with the USSR, authorised the French ambassador to 
express the willingness of his government to send a 'high military personality' to 
Moscow immediately, and the British government agreed that military talks might 
begin.16 It was hoped that this might persuade Molotov to accept a more satisfactory 
definition of 'indirect aggression'. Even at this late stage, fear of a Soviet understand- 
ing with Germany never seems to have been uppermost in the minds of either the 
British or the French, the British believing that reports of the possibility were 
manoeuvres in the negotiating process."7 

Final stages 

The next meeting, on 17 July, took place in an atmosphere which Seeds described as 
'unfavourable'.18 German approaches about the possibility of a German-Soviet trade 
agreement may explain the change in Molotov's demeanour, suggesting he was trying 
to force an outcome so that the USSR could choose between alternatives if another 
option became available.19 In addition, Molotov had heard from Maisky that 
Chamberlain, who would have a free hand with the British Parliament in recess from 
August, was still reluctant to accept a pact with the USSR, and was endeavouring to 
put pressure on both Poland and Germany to be moderate.'20 The British and French 
representatives agreed to the inclusion of a definition of 'indirect aggression', but 
pressed Molotov to accept their interpretation of the term. Molotov, however, insisted 
on the inclusion of the phrases 'without threat of force' (showing that the example of 
President Hacha was central for him) and 'use of territory and forces'. When Seeds 
protested that this could result in a situation where one signatory could drag the others 
into hostilities, Molotov refused to discuss the matter further on the grounds that this 
was the official decision of his government, and pressed the French and British 
representatives to pass on to the next business. He seemed inclined to accept the 
omission of the Netherlands and Switzerland from the list of countries, covering their 
case with a general statement about consultations, although he had reservations about 
the wording proposed. He asked whether the French and British were willing to open 
military negotiations immediately, stressing that the simultaneous entry into force of 
political and military agreements was the priority of the Soviet government, making 
agreement on the precise wording of the political treaty a 'technical matter of 
secondary importance'.12' He wrote to his ambassadors in France and Britain on the 
same day: 

We are insisting that the military pact is an inseparable part of a military-political agreement 
... and categorically reject the Anglo-French proposal that we should first agree on the 
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'political' part of the treaty and only then turn to the question of the military agreement. This 
dishonest Anglo-French proposal splits up what should be a single treaty into two separate 
treaties and contradicts our basic proposal about concluding the whole treaty simultaneously, 
including its military part, which is the most important and most political part of the treaty. 
You understand that without an absolutely concrete military agreement, as an integral part 
of the whole treaty, it will be nothing but an empty declaration, and this is something we 
cannot accept ... Only crooks and cheats such as the negotiators on the Anglo-French side 
have shown themselves to be all this time could pretend that our demands for the 
simultaneous conclusion of a political and military agreement are something new in the 
negotiations, while at the same time leaking a canard to the press intimating that we are 
demanding a military pact first, that is, before signing a political agreement. It is hard to 
understand just what they expect when they resort to such clumsy tricks in the negotiations. 
It seems that nothing will come of these endless negotiations. Then they will have no one 
but themselves to blame.'22 

Molotov told the Western negotiators that the Soviet government was astonished that 
the French and British governments had not seen fit to deny the press reports, and 

angrily accused them of briefing the press in their countries on the course of the 

negotiations. His comments on press leaks were justified and Seeds and Payart could 

only say, lamely, that it was impossible for their governments to deny every false 

report which appeared.123 
Strang, astonished that the British and French governments were expected 'to talk 

military secrets with the Soviet government' before there was a political understand- 
ing, commented: 

Molotov does not become any easier to deal with as the weeks pass. He has ... now made 
himself familiar with the details of our problem; and ... the drafts he produces ... are 
ingeniously constructed, though they are, I am told, couched in inelegant Russian. But it is 
difficult to get to grips with him. He seems to be bored with detailed discussion ... It took 
us ... an inordinate time trying to make clear to him the difference between initialling an 
agreement, signing an agreement, and bringing an agreement into force, and even now we 
are not sure that he has grasped it. Indeed we have sometimes felt that the differences 
between us might perhaps be based on some colossal misunderstanding. And yet we have 
usually come to the conclusion in the end that this is not so, and that Molotov has seen 
clearly the extent of the differences between the respective positions on both sides. 

The fact that Molotov saw these as very fundamental may well explain his lack of 
patience on detail. Strang went on to say that the negotiations had been humiliating 
because the British and French had continually made concessions and changed their 
position and Molotov seemed to sense they were doing this. This was perhaps 
inevitable, because the French and British, committed to building up a 'Peace Front', 
had taken the initiative in starting negotiations and believed, perhaps erroneously, that 
they were in far greater need of an agreement than the USSR. Strang quite correctly 
pointed out that the Russians might feel that Britain and France, having raised one 
difficulty after another only to yield in the end, had not changed their policy since 
they had given way to Germany, Italy and Japan, and were not serious in seeking an 
agreement.124 Moreover, the USSR had at least two other options: isolation or 
'accommodation with Germany'. The conclusion of a close political and military 
alliance with two capitalist powers was something completely new for the USSR. 
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Naggiar, the French ambassador, described Molotov's implacable method of negotiat- 
ing as the reverse of that employed by an oriental government, echoing Chamberlain's 
comment in Cabinet when he spoke of 'bazaar haggling'.125 But if the French and 
British regarded themselves as the sophisticates in the negotiations, they failed to 
understand what was at stake: that the USSR, suspicious of all capitalist powers but 
frightened both of isolation and of war on two fronts and in desperate need of an 
agreement, might go for a treaty with Germany. 

Soviet press reports on 22 July of trade negotiations in Berlin now put pressure on 
Britain and France,126 and on 23 July Seeds, supported by Payart, told Molotov that 
the British and French governments were willing to agree to the simultaneous 
implementation of political and military agreements. Molotov, who was also under 
pressure because of reports of Goering's economic adviser visiting London, expressed 
his 'keen satisfaction', saying he did not see that the definition of 'indirect aggression' 
presented insuperable problems, and it was essential that military conversations 
should be started immediately because 'the fact that the three countries were ... 
settling concrete details ... would be of great interest to possible aggressors'. The 
Western negotiators tried to insist that the chief obstacles to a political agreement, the 
definition of 'indirect aggression' and the wording on the simultaneous entry into 
force of political and military agreements, should be settled first, so that there was a 
satisfactory basis for the military convention. But Molotov refused to accept that 
'indirect aggression' involved a 'threat of force' and abandonment of a state's 
neutrality, although Seeds insisted that this was a matter of principle for the British 
government. After some prevarication, the British and French representatives agreed 
that military negotiations might commence, providing a joint communique was issued 
saying that the three governments believed that sufficient agreement had been 
achieved in the political conversations to permit this. Molotov, who emphasised that 
the military agreement was more important than the political one, agreed to consider 
this.127 

On 27 July Molotov, although concerned about the delay of eight to 10 days 
envisaged before the Western military missions could be dispatched, was enthusiastic 
about the beginning of military talks,128 saying that 

the important point was to see how many divisions each party would contribute to the 
common cause and where they would be located. 

Rejecting a plea by Halifax through Maisky to accept the British definition of 
'indirect aggression' in return for Western agreement to the beginning of military 
talks,129 Molotov suggested that both sides should try their hands at a revised version 
which, he said, needed to include an 'internal movement which modified the external 
position of another state'. But he would not agree to the Soviet government 
associating itself with the proposed press statement, on the grounds that it was 
premature and might be misleading. Nor was he in favour of independent announce- 
ments being made by the French and British governments; the only thing to which 
he might agree was a joint declaration that the military missions had arrived when 
this event had taken place. Molotov may have feared that it would give the impres- 
sion to the Germans that an agreement with the Western powers was ready for 
signature, and that the USSR was about to throw in her lot with them. When 
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challenged by the French ambassador that, by refusing to agree to press statements he 
was preventing democratic governments keeping public opinion informed, Molotov 
replied that the USSR was the most truly democratic country but it was a mistake to 
risk misleading the public.130 

On 29 July Molotov authorised Astakhov in Berlin to indicate that the USSR would 
welcome the improvement of political relations with Germany.131 This action is not 
surprising: he was receiving information from Maisky of Anglo-German negotiations, 
that discussions with the USSR were becoming a lower priority for the British, and 
a pessimistic report from the Soviet ambassador in France.'32 His concern for the 
success of the talks would have only been increased when he learned that, on 31 July, 
the British government had once more rejected pressure to send a ministerial 
representative to Moscow or to receive a representative of the Soviet government in 
London.'33 On the previous day, the 25th anniversary of the outbreak of World War 
I, Izvestiya had published a strongly anti-fascist article stating that World War II had 
already begun and that the USSR stood for a general peace front to halt fascist 
aggression, based on 'reciprocity' and repudiation of the fatal policy of 'non-interven- 
tion'. 

Molotov would have been surprised by the low priority allocated to conveying the 
military missions to Moscow. Rejecting travel by air and rail, and chartering a 
merchant ship rather than using a fast naval cruiser,134 the missions would not arrive 
in Moscow until 11 August.135 Nor would the composition of the military delegation 
have impressed Soviet leaders. The members may have been experts in their fields, 
but they were not front-ranking military personages of the seniority of Voroshilov.136 
Stalin observed to Molotov about this time: 

They are not serious. These people cannot have proper authority. London and Paris still wish 
to play poker, but we would like to know if they have the ability to carry out European 
manoeuvres. 

Molotov replied that it was essential that the talks should continue. 'Let them show 
their cards', he added. 'Agreed, if we must', replied Stalin.137 

What proved to be the final meeting in the political negotiations took place on 2 
August, in an atmosphere which Strang later described as 'extremely cool'. Seeds 
reported the composition of the British military mission, and Molotov asked whether 
it would have full powers to negotiate. He then protested that Butler, in a statement 
in the House of Commons, had grossly misrepresented the Soviet formula on 'indirect 
aggression' as meaning that the Soviet government wished to infringe the indepen- 
dence of the Baltic states, Estonia, Latvia and Finland, whereas, on the contrary, it 
wished to guarantee their independence and neutrality.'38 The TASS report of Butler's 
speech, in Izvestiya, on which Molotov based his comments, was accurate; Seeds 
contested this, but he did not have an authoritative version of the speech.139 Molotov 
also complained again that the negotiations were leaked to the Western press and that 
the Soviet view was misrepresented by official British government spokesmen. A long 
wrangle followed about a new definition of 'indirect aggression', suggested by the 
British and French ambassadors, but no progress was made. Molotov appeared to use 
Butler's statement as an excuse not to discuss modification of the draft or any new 
Soviet definition. Seeds reported that Molotov was 'a different man' since the 
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previous interview, and that he felt that the negotiations had received a 'severe 
set-back'. The French ambassador was more optimistic. He identified the question of 
'indirect aggression' as the only remaining obstacle.140 Molotov's attitude may have 
been a tactic to pressurise the British and French and the result of disappointment 
with the low priority given by them to the military conversations. It could also have 
been an indication that negotiations with Germany were now being considered, 
following a meeting between Schnurre and Astakhov, the Soviet charge d'affaires in 
Berlin, on 26 July, details of which were received in Narkomindel on 31 July.141 

Seeds and Naggiar felt that Molotov would avoid coming to an agreement on the 
outstanding political issues until the military talks had made considerable progress, 
and the British government decided not to change its definition of 'indirect ag- 
gression' immediately, particularly as the military conversations might delay the 
negotiations. It withdrew Strang, partly to report and partly because of pressure of 
business in his Foreign Office department, making the excuse that with attention 
focussed on the military negotiations his presence in Moscow was no longer 
necessary.142 This must have further undermined Molotov's confidence in the serious- 
ness of the British negotiators. But when Butler mentioned his speech to Maisky the 
ambassador was conciliatory, saying that the TASS report had been inaccurate, and 
agreed to relay this information to Moscow, evidence that he at least still had 
instructions to mollify the British.143 

The end of the negotiations 

The ambassadors presented the military delegations to Molotov on 11 August. 
Whereas Voroshilov had been most welcoming, it was a short and formal interview, 
Seeds putting the difference more down to 

the personal inability of M. Molotov to unbend and be affable on official occasions than to 
any coldness on his part. He said indeed that he regarded the arrival of the Missions as being 
'the greatest help'. 

But Molotov did not attend the dinner given that evening for the mission.144 The 
reasons for his behaviour may have been significant, indicating that, in the light of all 
the difficulties with Britain and France, and following Molotov's meeting with 
Schulenburg on 3 August, Stalin and Molotov were now beginning to put their faith 
in obtaining an agreement with Hitler.'45 

The military discussions, if more favourable socially, were always difficult in the 
negotiating process. Whilst the French negotiators had been instructed that an 
agreement was urgent, the British had been told to proceed slowly until there was a 
political settlement.'46 At the first meeting Voroshilov asked whether the French and 
British delegations had the 'power to sign' as did the Soviet delegation. The French 
confirmed that they had, but the British were hurriedly forced to request written 
credentials and a definition of their powers from London,'47 an indication to Stalin 
and Molotov of the British attitude. When this problem had been surmounted the 
negotiations stalled on the fundamental question of Soviet forces passing through 
Romanian and Polish territory in the event of war, to which the Polish government 
would not give agreement in advance.'48 When it became clear that the British and 
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French could not solve this problem, Voroshilov proposed adjournment on the excuse 
that the absence of the senior Soviet personnel at the talks was interfering with the 
autumn manoeuvres of the Soviet forces. In fact it was because of the progress being 
made in the USSR-German negotiations: the talks with Britain and France were 
overtaken by the signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact.149 

On 16 August, when Molotov saw Steinhardt, the American ambassador, he 
emphasised how important the discussions with Britain and France were for the USSR 
and tried, through him, to use his interview with Schulenburg the previous day to put 
pressure on the Western powers.'50 As late as 20 August he spoke enthusiastically to 
the new Turkish ambassador about a positive and speedy result, and his stalling on 
the date of Ribbentrop's visit to Moscow indicates that there were still hopes of a 
successful outcome of the Triple Alliance negotiations.'51 On 22 August, however, the 
British government learned from the German press that Germany and the USSR 
proposed to conclude a non-aggression pact. On that day Molotov saw the British and 
French ambassadors individually about the negotiations for the last time. Having 
assured Naggiar that the maintenance of peace and resistance to aggression, the 
fundamental policy of the USSR, had not changed, he went on to say that the Soviet 
government had signed a number of non-aggression agreements and, in negotiating 
another with Germany, he did not consider that his government was deviating from 
its policy. He felt it was necessary to mark time for a few days, but denied that this 
was the end of conversations with Britain and France. When asked what the USSR 
would do in the event of German action against Danzig, neatly turning the tables, 
Molotov replied that the Soviet government could hardly assist Poland, as it was 
unwilling to accept Soviet assistance.152 

In his interview, Seeds had the 

personal gratification ... after months of patience and self-control [of being able] to accuse 
the Soviet Prime minister to his face of 'bad faith' ... That the accusation had to be made 
through a subservient and very frightened M. Potemkin as interpreter and witness was 
particularly galling to the recipient, who savagely asked whether these words figured 
textually in my instructions.153 

Molotov angrily 

rejected the accusation of bad faith: he would not admit the right of His Majesty's 
Government to employ that expression, or to stand in judgement on the Soviet Government 
... His Majesty's Government did not inform the Soviet Government of modifications in 
their policy ... 

But he soon recovered his composure and the interview ended normally, Seeds 
concluding 

even a Soviet statesman may sometimes feel that his particular ideology, or conception of 
conduct, is not quite unassailable. 

Molotov claimed that during the negotiations he had constantly reproached the British 
with insincerity. The height of this was the arrival of the military missions in 
Moscow, quite unprepared to deal with the question of Soviet troops passing through 
Poland and Romania, a question which the USSR had raised in the past on several 
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occasions at the time of the Czech crisis. This, in his opinion, showed that the British 
and French were only 'playing' with the Soviet Union, and 

(either yesterday or the day before) the Soviet Government ... had accepted the proposal 
made to them by the German Government. 

If Molotov's statement on the final decision to negotiate with Germany is accurate, 
he was sincere in negotiating with Britain and France throughout the talks. He was 
clearly embarrassed when Seeds asked him whether the USSR would now allow 
Germany to overrun Poland.'54 

Conclusion 

In his speech to the Supreme Soviet on 31 August on the ratification of the pact with 
Germany, Molotov acknowledged that it was over the right of Soviet forces to cross 
Poland that the talks had broken down. He also specified, as contributory factors, the 
difficulties over the definition of 'indirect aggression', the dilatoriness of Great Britain 
and France during the negotiations, which they entrusted to persons of secondary 
importance, and the failure to send military missions to Moscow with clearly defined 
powers, the British mission having no mandate at all.'55 Molotov and Voroshilov 
continued to maintain in their public statements after the event that it was only well 
on in August, when the three-power negotiations had run into insuperable difficulties 
on Poland, that the Soviet government decided to negotiate a treaty with Germany. 
Strang, on reflection later, thought it was earlier, possibly about 11 August, citing the 
approach by Astakhov to the German Foreign Office on 12 August as being the key 
event, and Molotov became much more active personally in diplomatic negotiations 
with Germany from about this date.'56 All these facts support the revisionist case that 
the Soviet decision to negotiate a non-aggression pact was taken late and the Soviet 
contribution to the failure of the negotiations was not lack of motivation but a failure 
to understand the French and British political position and diplomatic tactics; that 
Soviet foreign policy was 'passive', 'reactive' and ad hoc.'57 It remains true, however, 
and must have been clear to Molotov and Stalin, that an agreement with Germany 
avoided an immediate war with that country and could satisfy Soviet territorial 
ambitions in eastern Poland, the Baltic states, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Finland, 
and Bessarabia; an alliance with Britain and France offered no territorial gains and a 
war with Germany in which the USSR was most likely to bear the brunt of a German 
attack. 

After the conclusion of the Soviet pact with Germany, Seeds and Naggiar saw 
Molotov on 25 August. He told them that the political situation had changed and the 
Soviet government did not consider that the negotiations should be continued. He 
confirmed Voroshilov's comments to the military delegation, that the question of the 
passage of Soviet troops through Poland and Romania was the reason for the failure 
of the negotiations.'58 Molotov told Naggiar that 'a great country like the USSR could 
not go and beg Poland to accept help which she did not desire at any price'. When 
asked whether the agreement with Germany did not have secret clauses, he replied by 
inquiring ominously whether France did not conclude treaties which contained 
them.159 
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The Western representatives had found that the blunt methods which Molotov 
employed as a party secretary were being applied to international diplomacy and the 
discussions provided a good training for Molotov for the tortuous negotiations in 
which he was to be involved for the remainder of his career. He displayed, in 1939, 
many of the characteristics for which he was to become notorious and which were to 
become the trademarks of Soviet diplomatic method. He was not guided by the 
conventions of diplomacy, beginning with almost automatic opposition to the pro- 
posals of the other side and uncompromisingly advocating the Soviet point of view. 
He used the trivial as the first line of defence when his opponents were attacking 
crucial Soviet interests; he appeared to be in agreement but then reverted to his own 
point of view.160 

With his pince-nez and pedantic fussiness which [later] caused Western diplomats to refer 
to him as 'Auntie Moll,' he pursued his goal with the determined air of a maiden aunt who 
could not stand untidiness ...161 

On the other hand he employed bad manners, invective, rudeness (his description of 
the Western negotiators as 'simpletons' and 'fools') and calculated delays, although 
not at this time walking out of meetings. These were tactics skilfully employed to 
wear down the opposition. He left a legacy of what has been described as 'grim 
professionalism';162 he was an 'iron civil servant' rather than a revolutionary hero.163 

Molotov's conduct of the negotiations does not support the contentions of one 
authority that he was 'one of the most inexorably stupid men to hold the foreign 
ministership of any major power this century'. If to some he seemed 'ignorant, stupid, 
greedy and grasping, incurably suspicious and immovably obstinate','64 Kennan 
observed that his imperturbability, stubbornness and lack of histrionics, the 'master 
chess player who never missed a move, who let nothing escape him', often made him 
the ideal negotiator.165 The Triple Alliance negotiations showed that he was logical 
and precise, working almost to a mathematical precision, dispensing with rhetoric.166 
He showed very little personal initiative, implementing Stalin's orders and, when 
there were problems, saying that he would have to consult his 'government'.167 

Molotov recognised Strang when he came to London in 1942, greeting him with 
the words: 'I am glad to see an old friend. We did our best in 1939, but we failed: 
we were both at fault'.168 But if the negotiations had served as an apprenticeship for 
Molotov they ended Seeds's career. Despite the bluster when he accused Molotov of 
'bad faith', he left Moscow in January 1940, having served as ambassador for only 
a year, and retired from public life.169 On being consulted in September 1939 on 
whether Great Britain should declare war on the USSR as well as Germany he 
advised: 

I do not myself see what advantage war with the Soviet Union would do to us, though it 
would please me personally to declare it on M. Molotov.170 
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