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Summary

When Latvia felt endangered by the Bolsheviks they called for German help, since Germany
had assisted in clearing the country from the Bolsheviks before. However, very soon tensions
between the Latvians and their helpers became apparent and the Allies decided that the
“Baltische Landeswehr” should come under the British command.
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The Baltic Region
After the November Revolution of 1917 the Bolsheviks came to power in Russia, but were
confronted with two problems: they had to defeat the “white” counter-revolutionary forces
and repel an Allied intervention. At the same time they had strong aspirations to export their
revolution to other countries – and therefore started to deploy their forces to the West,
threatening Ukraine, Poland and the Baltic States. Since the Baltic States were occupied by
the Germans, Kārlis Ulmanis (1877-1942), head of the Provisional Government of Latvia,
asked for German help. The Germans provided war materials and foreign volunteers obtained
Latvian citizenship.

The Baltische Landeswehr (Baltic Territorial Army)
The Baltische Landeswehr (Baltic Territorial Army) was originally supposed to have eighteen
companies. However, they did not have enough local volunteers and instead filled the ranks
with Germans. The attempt to attract soldiers from the Scandinavian countries also failed.

In mid-January 1919 the Baltische Landeswehr consisted of approximately 1,200 soldiers; two
months later it had fifteen infantry companies (three of them in Libau and one Latvian
company at the disposal of the Latvian Minister of War). The Baltische Landeswehr also had a
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machine gun company, an engineer´s company and a platoon of armored cars.

Campaign in Latvia
On 1 February 1919 Major General Rüdiger von der Goltz (1865-1946) became commander of
all German troops in the region. Upon his arrival, the Bolsheviks occupied most of Latvia and

were approaching Liepaja, which was defended by remnants of the former German 8th Army,
known as the “Iron Brigade”. Although the Baltische Landeswehr existed, it was still a small
force that had not yet reached its full potential.

The Germans attacked and managed to capture Kuldiga. Von der Goltz aimed to conquer all
of Courland, as he thought this was the best way to protect Eastern Prussia against the
Bolshevik threat. On 3 March 1919 the German forces launched a major offensive, Operation
“Tauwetter” (Operation Thaw). The Baltische Landeswehr began its operation on 13 March
and proceeded to the north, where they captured Jelgava. They did not coordinate their
attack with von der Goltz, but it was still successful and the losses were not heavy (seven
officers and thirty-seven enlisted personnel).

The success in Courland, however, made the situation more complicated; after the Bolshevik
threat disappeared, the Latvians were worried about becoming a German colony. In April
1919 the Germans overthrew the Latvian government and inserted Andrevs Niedra
(1871-1942) as Prime Minister. Meanwhile Ulmanis left for Estonia. The Entente powers
became concerned about the situation.

Nevertheless, the operations continued and Riga was chosen as the next target. The attack
started on 23 May 1919, when the Baltische Landeswehr crossed the swamps and cut off the
Bolsheviks’ retreat route. Because the Red Army had concentrated most of its forces in the
southern region, leaving the Daugava line with weaker defenses, the Baltische Landeswehr
was able to capture Riga.

A short time later a fight broke out near Cesis between the Baltische Landeswehr and the
Estonians who were occupying the northern part of Latvia. The Estonians complained about
the incident at the Conference of Ambassadors in Paris. Meanwhile, the Baltische Landeswehr
lost the battle and had to retreat.

Baltische Landeswehr without Germans
On 3 July 1919 a truce was signed at Strasdenhof near Riga between the Baltische
Landeswehr and Latvia. According to the treaty, if the Baltische Landeswehr were to continue
to exist, all citizens of the German Reich would have to leave its ranks. The Landeswehr was
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transferred to the Latvian government, and a new commander was appointed, the British
Lieutenant-Colonel Harold Alexander (1891-1969). The Latvian battalion and troops formed
by Baltic-German prince Anatoly Pavlowich Lieven (1872-1937) were excluded from the
Baltische Landeswehr.

General Rüdiger von der Goltz allowed his soldiers to join the ranks of the “West-Russian
Volunteer Army”, which was commanded by Prince Pavel Bermondt-Avalov (1877-1974). The
German unit within Avalov’s force was known as the “Deutsche Legion” (“German Legion”).
In December 1919 the “Deutsche Legion” was disbanded after it was defeated by the
Latvians and was forced to withdraw into East Prussia.

The Importance of the Baltische Landeswehr
In the early phases of the Latvian war for independence German and Baltic-German support
for the Latvians was crucial. However, the Germans were more interested in building a
German zone of influence in Latvia than in helping the Latvians to gain independence. This
led to an open conflict with Ulmanis’ government, resulting in Ulmanis expelling the Germans
from Latvia. Without German support, the Baltic-Germans were unable to dominate the
Latvians, who were supported by Great Britain. The Baltische Landeswehr ultimately ended
up under British command.

Jarosław Centek, Nicolaus Copernicus’ University

Selected Bibliography
Forschungsanstalt für Kriegs-und Herresgeschichte: Der Feldzug im Baltikum bis zur
zweiten Einnahme von Riga, Januar bis Mai 1919, Berlin, 1937: E. S. Mittler & Sohn.

Goltz, Rüdiger von der: Meine Sendung in Finnland und im Baltikum, Leipzig, 1920:
K. F. Koehler.

Kriegsgeschichtliche Forschungsanstalt: Die Kämpfe im Baltikum nach der zweiten
Einnahme von Riga, Juni bis Dezember 1919, Berlin, 1938: E. S. Mittler & Sohn.

Paluszyński, Tomasz: Walka o niepodległość Łotwy 1914-1921 (The fight for
Latvia's independence 1914-1921), Warsaw, 1999: Bellona.

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/12257365x/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/124785832/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/123504678/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/independence-wars-lithuania-latvia-and-estonia/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/zvj3arkh/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/zvj3arkh/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/zvj3arkh/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/zvj3arkh/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/296x623m/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/296x623m/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/296x623m/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/296x623m/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/hk4v58wj/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/hk4v58wj/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/hk4v58wj/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/hk4v58wj/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/k5d6pxej/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/k5d6pxej/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/k5d6pxej/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/k5d6pxej/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/


Baltische Landeswehr (1.0)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 4/5 8th October 2014

Citation
Jarosław Centek: Baltische Landeswehr, in: 1914-1918-online. International Encyclopedia of
the First World War, ed. by Ute Daniel, Peter Gatrell, Oliver Janz, Heather Jones, Jennifer D.
Keene, Alan Kramer, and Bill Nasson, issued by Freie Universität Berlin, Berlin 2014-10-08.
DOI: 10.15463/ie1418.10039

External Links

Parrott, Andrew: The Baltic States from 1914 to 1923: The First World War and the Wars
of Independence, Baltic Defence Review 8/2, 2002 (Baltic Defence College) (Article)

Unknown author: Der Feldzug im Baltikum bis zur zweiten Einnahme von Riga, 1938 (Die
digitale Landesbibliothek Oberösterreich) (Article)

Von der Golz, Graf Rüdiger (in German): Meine Sendung in Finnland und im Baltikum,
1920 (Internet Archive) (Article)

Westenfelder, Frank: Die Freikorps: Kampf ums Baltikum, n.d. (Kriegsreisende) (Article)

Metadata
Regional Section(s)
Eastern Europe > Latvia

Thematic Section(s)
Violence

Subjects
Politics, law > Post-war politics > Proclamations of new states
Politics, law > Post-war politics > Territorial questions
Warfare and the military > Wars after war > Border conflicts
Warfare and the military > Wars after war > Post-war conflicts

Author Keywords
Latvian war of independence; Baltische Landeswehr; Russian Civil War

GND Subject Headings

https://dx.doi.org/10.15463/ie1418.10039
https://www.baltdefcol.org/files/docs/bdreview/bdr-2002-8-11.pdf
https://www.baltdefcol.org/files/docs/bdreview/bdr-2002-8-11.pdf
http://digi.landesbibliothek.at/viewer/image/AC04916492/1/#topDocAnchor
http://digi.landesbibliothek.at/viewer/image/AC04916492/1/#topDocAnchor
https://archive.org/details/meinesendunginfi00golt
https://archive.org/details/meinesendunginfi00golt
http://www.kriegsreisende.de/relikte/freikorps.htm
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/eastern-europe/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/latvia/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/themes/violence/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/post-war_politics
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/proclamations_of_new_states
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/post-war_politics
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/territorial_questions
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare_and_the_military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/wars_after_war
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/border_conflicts
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare_and_the_military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/wars_after_war
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/post-war_conflicts
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/


Baltische Landeswehr (1.0)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 5/5 8th October 2014

Lettland ; Unabhängigkeitskrieg

LC Subject Headings
Latvia--History--War of Independence, 1918-1920

Rameau Subject Headings
Lettonie -- 1918-1920 (Guerre d'indépendance)

Key Person(s)
Niedra, Andrievs; Alexander, Harold; Lieven, Anatoly Pavlowich; Bermondt-Avalov, Pavel;
Goltz, Rüdiger Graf von der; Ulmanis, Kārlis

Key Location(s)
Cēsis; Jelgava; Kuldiga; Libau; Liepaja

Title
Baltische Landeswehr

Author(s)
Jarosław Centek

Article Type
Encyclopedic Entry

Classification Group
Organizations

Articles That Link Here
Baltic States and Finland; Baltenregiment; Warfare 1914-1918 (East Central
Europe); Independence Wars (Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia); Historiography 1918-Today
(East Central Europe); Cēsis, Battle of; Goltz, Rüdiger Graf von der; Ulmanis,
Kārlis and Commemoration, Cult of the Fallen (East Central Europe)

http://kvk.ubka.uni-karlsruhe.de/hylib-bin/kvk/nph-kvk2.cgi?maske=kvk-last&lang=de&title=KIT-Bibliothek%3A+Karlsruher+Virtueller+Katalog+KVK+%3A+Ergebnisanzeige&head=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ubka.uni-karlsruhe.de%2Fkvk%2Fkvk%2Fkvk-kit-head-de-2010-11-08.html&header=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ubka.uni-karlsruhe.de%2Fkvk%2Fkvk%2Fkvk-kit-header-de-showEmbeddedFullTitle.html&spacer=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ubka.uni-karlsruhe.de%2Fkvk%2Fkvk%2Fkvk-kit-spacer-de-2010-11-08.html&footer=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ubka.uni-karlsruhe.de%2Fkvk%2Fkvk%2Fkvk-kit-footer-de-2010-11-08.html&css=none&input-charset=utf-8&kvk-session=RYKKTIOB&ALL=&Timeout=120&TI=&PY=&AU=&SB=&CI=&SS=&ST=lettland++unabhngigkeitskrieg+&PU=&VERBUENDE=&kataloge=SWB&kataloge=BVB&kataloge=NRW&kataloge=HEBIS&kataloge=HEBIS_RETRO&kataloge=KOBV_SOLR&kataloge=GBV&kataloge=DDB&kataloge=STABI_BERLIN
http://catalog.loc.gov/vwebv/search?searchArg=latviahistorywar+of+independence+19181920+&searchCode=SKEY%5E*&searchType=1&limitTo=none&fromYear=&toYear=&limitTo=LOCA%3Dall&limitTo=PLAC%3Dall&limitTo=TYPE%3Dall&limitTo=LANG%3Dall&recCount=25
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr//DB=2.1/SET=3/TTL=1/CMD?ACT=SRCHA&IKT=1016&SRT=RLV&TRM=lettonie++19181920+guerre+dindpendance+
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/121815919/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/12257365x/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/124785832/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/123504678/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/116765038/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/119079968/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/cesis/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/jelgava/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/kuldiga/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/libau/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/liepaja/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/contributor/jarosaw-centek/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/baltic-states-and-finland/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/baltenregiment/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/warfare-1914-1918-east-central-europe/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/warfare-1914-1918-east-central-europe/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/independence-wars-lithuania-latvia-and-estonia/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/historiography-1918-today-east-central-europe/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/historiography-1918-today-east-central-europe/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/cesis-battle-of/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/goltz-rudiger-graf-von-der/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/ulmanis-karlis/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/ulmanis-karlis/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/commemoration-cult-of-the-fallen-east-central-europe/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/

