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We solemnly believed that freedom and the rights of men were the 
sacred things they had been declared to be in the Atlantic Charter. We 
therefore did not even consider the possibility that the Allies might not 
continue to carry on the fight until that freedom and those rights had 
been restored. 

-Lithuanian partisan leader Juozas Luksa, 19471 

Following the defeat of Nazi Germany, the Soviet Union sought to reestablish 
its control over the areas of Eastern Europe that it had occupied prior to the Russo­
German war. These areas included Western Ukraine, Byelorussia, and the Baltic 
States of Lithuanian, Latvia, and Estonia.' In these regions, the Soviets found well­
organized underground resistance movements that were determined to hold off the 
complete Sovietization of their homelands, a task the Soviets had initially begun 
in 1940 and 1941, but which had been interrupted by war. While complete victory 
over the Soviets was recognized as an unreachable goal, these resistance fighters 
fought on in the hope that either the Soviets would grow weary of waging war or, 
as the above statement by Juozas Luksa suggests, the Western powers would return 
to finish the job of liberating Europe. Therefore, the period of 1944 to 1953 in this 
region is marked by an intense conflict between Eastern European guerrillas and 
Soviet counterinsurgency forces. 

The nationalist resistance movements in Eastern Europe have been given 
significant attention since the collapse of the Soviet Union.' The majority of these 
studies keep their focus on the resistance movements themselves." A number of 
works have provided significant insight into the nature of Western "liberationist" 
policy in Eastern Europe during the early Cold War. However, these works have 
been based almost exclusively on British and American activity.' By using recently 
opened Soviet archives, this essay offers a new vantage point for' considering the 
Soviet counterinsurgency in Lithuania and a fresh perspective on the Cold War in 
Eastern Europe. 

The Lithuanian experience is representative of the anti-Soviet resistance move­
ments as a whole and also provides an intimate glimpse into the changing tactics 
of Soviet forces as they sought an effective way to pacify this region. Insurgencies 
are a reccurring phenomenon in the history of nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
imperialism and the Cold War.6 In many of these rebellions, the insurgent forces 
possessed advantages such as intimate familiarity with the terrain and locale, the 



support of the local population, and the fact that it was difficult for the opposition 
to differentiate between insurgent and innocent civilian. The histories of these in­
surgencies reveal the difficulties and many outright failures that counterinsurgency 
forces faced . Therefore, the success of Soviet counterinsurgency in Lithuania after 
World War II provides a unique lesson in the challenges and responses present in 
such situations. 

This is not to suggest that the Soviet experience in pacifying Eastern Europe 
was without its share of traps and pitfalls. Moreover, the difficulties the Soviets 
encountered in gaining control of this area did not escape the notice of Western 
intelligence agencies who, after the Anglo-American and Soviet wartime partner­
ship had collapsed into a hostile Cold War, sought measures not only to increase 
the hardships of the Soviets, but also to potentially "roll back" Soviet dominance 
in Eastern Europe. Furthermore, while the United States and Great Britain as­
sisted the resistance movements in Lithuania and the surrounding territories in an 
effort to wiggle them free of Soviet control, the Soviet Union used its successful 
counterinsurgency tactics to gain control of these resistance networks and then use 
them to entrap Western-trained agents. Therefore, an investigation into Lithuanian 
anti-Soviet resistance in the years following the war not only offers a look at Soviet 
counterinsurgency tactics, but also provides us with a lesson in the early history of 
the Cold War in Eastern Europe. 

During the first Soviet occupation of Lithuania, from 1940 to 1941, the Soviets 
introduced several of the pacification policies that they would use again, after the 
defeat ofGermany. These measures-staged elections, deportations, and preliminary 
strikes against armed resistance groups-were quickly enacted, but in the face of 
intense Lithuanian nationalist resistance from 1944 to 1947, they proved to be inef­
fective. When these and basic military tactics failed to subdue the opposition, the 
Soviets looked for a more effective means of achieving their goals. 

In short, Lithuanian postwar nationalism manifested itself in an armed resis­
tance movement, supported by a local populace unwilling to capitulate to Soviet 
demands of economic, political, and cultural assimilation. In order to eliminate this 
resistance, the Soviet authorities had to go beyond physical force and attack the very 
fabric of Lithuanian society. Such a shift in tactics on the part of the Soviet security 
forces , however, would only come after three years of struggle and difficulty. Soviet 
policies were opposedat every level by the Lithuanian resistance as NKVD-NKGB 
forces struggled to combat small, elusive, and locally supported detachments of 
Lithuanian partisans. ' 
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The years 1946 and 1947 marked a turning point. Undisciplined destruction 
battalions and frustrated Red Army soldiers had had little success in their attempts 
to pacify the resistance." Furthermore, conventional military tactics proved to be 
ineffective against the ever-changing partisan movement. In the winter of 1946-1947 
the partisans had not been hiding in the woods, but instead had begun to live semi­
legally, in small groups no larger than five people . During the day they would hide 
their weapons and work on the farms of their supporters. At night, when required, 
they would gather with their leaders, who were often living legally, in groups often 
to fifteen and conduct their attacks on Soviet troops and installations. Afterward they 
would stash their guns and again scatter to the farms of their supporters. Without 
proper intelligence, the Red Army's efforts against such bands produced few results. 
Clearly, in the eyes of Soviet leaders, counterinsurgency tactics had to change. 

Another concern of the Soviets was the increasing level ofWestern involvement. 
By 1946, according to documents from the Lithuanian archives, the MGB was aware 
of contacts between the resistance movement and Lithuanian emigre groups in the 
West. It was soon clear to the Soviets that the Lithuanian partisans were looking to 
the Soviet's Cold War antagonists, the United States and Great Britain, for help in 
their struggle. Thus, the Soviets were forced to change their tactics first, because 
they had been unsuccessful and second, in order to resist Western intrigues in the 
Baltic States. 

The Development of Soviet Intelligence Operations 

In examining Soviet secret police documents it is possible to discern a dis­
tinct shift in Soviet policy. It began with a reassessment of policing techniques in 
Lithuania by NKVD chiefs and progressed into a developmental stage where new 
tactics were devised. Thus, primarily in 1947 and 1948, new ideas were developed 
and certain measures were adapted for use in Lithuania. By 1949 Soviet activities 
begin to reflect the new tactics. 

One of the glaring weaknesses that many of the NKVD chiefs identified 
was the lack of intelligence. As early as 1943, even before Soviet forces set foot 
on Lithuanian soil, NKVD officials issued directives for readying agentura, or 
networks of informers, in the Baltic States." In his report of that year, Commissar 
of State Security Piotr Gladkov outlined a plan for sending Soviet agents into the 
forests "on the pretext of hiding from persecution by the organs of the NKGB." He 
calculated that by "infiltrating such agents into the bandit groups, the groups could 

3
 



then be "exposed and liquidated"? In late 1945 Lithuanian NKVD Major General 
Juozas Bartasiunas instructed his subordinates to use German occupation documents, 
particularly those of the Gebitskomassariat, the SS, and local police battalions, to 
identify collaborators." Following this pronouncement, NKVD commissar Kobu­
lov ordered his subordinates to conduct a review of the entire agentura network, 
to eliminate any useless contacts, and to establish qualified operatives as reliable 
resident controllers. He also ordered that operations against bandit groups "must 
be carried out carefully, [and] bandit groups should be solidly encircled so bandits 
cannot escape." He cautioned that operational plans had to remain secret, known 
only to a few operatives. Finally, following successful operations, captured enemies 
were to be interrogated to glean any and all useful information.'? 

NKVD Lieutenant General Ivan Tkachenko added to the slew of directives 
emanating from the NKVD centers in Vilnius and Moscow. In addition to the 
diminished efforts of NKVD troops, he grumbled, the use of agentura had been 
completely ignored. As well as strengthening existing networks and establishing 
new ones, Tkachenko ordered the establishment of more listening posts in bandit 
areas and areas of high traffic." The NKVD heads gave the apprehension ofpartisan 
leaders the highest priority. 14 

Perhaps the best appraisal of the NKVD's operational problems was provided 
by K. Vlasov, the chief of staff of the NKVD's 137th Riflemen's Regiment, who 
listed the shortcomings he perceived, and his proposed remedies, in a letter to the 
Soviet leadership. According to Vlasov, the battle with the partisans was ineffec­

. tive for a number of reasons. Searches for bandit groups usually turned up nothing 
because the searchers were regular army troops working without the participation 
of NVKD operatives. Operatives who did participate lacked accurate intelligence 
on bandit locations. Furthermore, Vlasov wrote, units responsible for finding and 
eliminating the bandits limited themselves to those who had recently committed 
acts against Soviet authority. They ignored partisans already arrested, their local 
supporters, relatives, and other anti-Soviet elements as sources of intelligence on 
partisan activity. Local authorities also failed to take appropriate action against those 
guilty of partisan activity or their family and friends. On the political front, Vlasov 
felt that the failure to unify political elements within the local leadership and create 
an effective farm system meant that locals were easily influenced and hence did 
not know the truth about the Soviet regime. The workers were easily scared into 
following the partisans, while the midlevel managers worked according to partisan 
directives. Finally, Vlasov reported that Soviet control only extended to the city 
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centers. In the surrounding countryside and farms (where the large majority of the 
population lived) the bandits were in control and Soviet authority was weak." 

As a means of rectifying these perceived problems Vlasov offered a number of 
suggestions to his superiors. First, in order to overcome the limited Soviet presence 
in the countryside, he proposed a tighter bureaucracy, with more command centers, 
telephone lines linking them, and a clear chain of command. With regard to opera­
tional methods, Vlasov recommended better use of intelligence: before undertaking 
any military action operational chiefs would need to have prior knowledge ofbandit 
numbers, movements, and hiding places . In addition to better organization ofmili­
tary units working closely with intelligence agents, "arm y groups should operate 
clandestinely, trying to avoid contact with locals unless absolutely necessary.' :" 

With consensus on the need for more and better agentura, the issue then became 
the recruiting of effective agents. Tkachenko issued a directive sanctioning the use 
of money and goods to facilitate the recruitment of agents, 17 but there were other 
obstacles to effective recruitment. 

Practice has shown that LSSR [Lithuanian Soviet Socialist Republic] 
NKGB operatives are not putting forth appropriate efforts to enlist 
qualified agents in order to identify anti-Soviet underground and 
foreign agents. Recruitment is hurried, is not carried out in a studious 
manner, and characterizations and compromising material s are not 
being gathered. Thus, agent enlistment and information gathering is 
being hampered. This unprepared and hasty process of recruitment is 
compromising our networks and is hurting our work. 

This analysis, by NKVD Major General Dmitri Jefimov, touched on a critical point 
regarding Soviet recruitment methods. In the early stages of the struggle against 
banditry, many NKVD sector chiefs focused more on military action than on recruit­
ment of new agents. NKVD operatives themselves undertook this task very rarely, 
regarding it as only secondarily important. In response, Jefimov ordered a change 
in recruitment procedures. 

In an effort to remedy the process of selecting qualified recruits and 
apprais ing their work, we suggest that you create lists of possible 
candidates . Recruitment lists are to be made by each operative . On this 
list should be included such data as the operative believes to be important 
in identifying qualified candidates. Regional chiefs, their deputies, and 
section chiefs must make sure to constantly supervise the recruitment 
of agents and to be fully involved in the process.18 
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Such a statement made clear the new priority ofSoviet counterinsurgency in postwar 
Lithuania. 

To execute these new plans, the Soviets brought in a counterinsurgency spe­
cialist, MVD Major A. M. Sokolov. In early 1946, Sokolov was transferred from 
his post in the West Ukraine, where he had originated the use of spetsgruppy, or 
special forces, in the disorganization, infiltration, and suppression of anti-Soviet 
rebels. Sokolov had achieved such success with his operations that he had written the 
principal spetsgruppy training manual outlining procedures for disrupting partisan 
resistance. 19The initial Soviet change in tactics involved using smaller contingents 
of shock troops to find and eliminate the partisans, rather than large detachments of 
Red Army soldiers. Sokolov, however, noticed immediate problems. "The first special 
operation group, organized from 'peoples' defenders' as bandit groups, produced poor 
results. Of the eighteen special group members, twelve were thieves, who instead 
of working would steal, cause problems, and avoid all tasks assigned." He then pro­
posed a radical alternative. "I believe it is best to organize these groups from bandits 
who have either been captured, legalized, or who have turned themselves in. We do 
not need to train such people how to be bandits. On the other hand, it has proved 
impossible to teach the 'peoples' defenders' how to act like partisans. They did not 
know the bandit jargon, did not know how to properly wear the bandit emblems, 
and were always stealing. The true bandits noticed all this and naturally suspected 
them of being soldiers. Thus we must use former bandits for these groups.t'" Us­
ing Lithuanians to fill the ranks of the Red Army or as local officials had become 
a standard practice for the Soviet leadership during its occupation. However, using 
Lithuanian partisans, the sworn enemies of the Soviet occupation regime, to combat 
the resistance movement was a radical proposal. 

Sokolov believed the most effective means of defeating the armed resistance 
movement was to "disorganize" the partisans through infiltration. Using Soviet op­
eratives to accomplish this had proved ineffective because the partisan groups were 
suspicious of any newly arrived partisans. Therefore, Sokolov proposed a number 
of deceptions: "In order to gain admittance into bandit groups, our specialists often 
have to go through the families, supporters, or leadership of these bands, people 
living legally. This group often acts as a filter for newly arrived bandits. Thus our 
specialists now have to undertake bandit activity in order to gain the trust of the 
bandit support networks. Sometimes it involves a pre-arranged theft, but sometimes 
it involves an actual gunfight with our own troops.'?' 

The first step involved gaining the trust of the partisans' supporters or, as So­
kolov termed it, "legal" residents. Only by working through the locals connected 
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