
Introduction. 
 Brief Overview of the Country’s History 
 

Since the knowledge of the historical development of a country contributes much to one’s 
understanding of the present, and since the present-day territorial expanse of Courland — its 
economic, folkloric and social uniqueness, etc. — is also rooted in the past, it is necessary in a 
work such as this to sketch at least briefly the historic journey of the country under discussion. 

The earlier history of Courland up to the fall of the Order cannot be separated from that of its 
sister provinces, Livonia and Estonia, as all three states in the period before that event were 
combined under the name Old Livonia.  

Old Livonia’s entry into German history begins soon after 1163 when Lübeck merchants 
discovered the mouth of the Dvina in their ships, traveled up the lower reaches of the river, and 
established trade ties with the resident Livs. This is where the name Livonia originated, although 
this Finnish people held only the region around the lower Dvina and the coastal areas of Livonia 
and Courland.1 Living to the east of the Livs were the Letts (Latvians), whom they were 
crowding; north of the Dvina (almost to Werro [Woro] and Walk [Valka]) were the Lettgallia or 
Upper Letts, and adjoining them farther north, extending to the coast, were the Finnish 
Estonians; south of the Dvina, in the present-day Oberland [upland] (Friedrichstadt and Illuxt 
districts), lived the Latvian Selonians, and west of them, in central and western Courland, 
wherever the Livs and Cours were not holding the territory, the Semigallians or Lower Letts. 
Adjoining them to the south was a related people, the Lithuanians. 

Intending to evangelize the heathen Livs, Meinhard, a monk from the Segeberg Cloister in 
Holstein, accompanied the German merchant party in 1180. In 1184, he built the first church 
near Üxküll on the Dvina and because of his success as a missionary, he was consecrated as 
Bishop of Üxküll in 1186 by the Archbishop of Bremen. And as merchants and warriors from the 
homeland moved in, a small German settlement formed there. When Meinhard died in 1196, all 
the hard work to which he had devoted his life became endangered, for the Livs turned away 
from the faith again, and Meinhard’s successor, Berthold, forfeited his life in a crusade against 
the apostates (1198). Albert, a nephew of the Archbishop of Bremen, was the next bishop of 
Livonia (1199) and for three decades, until his death (1229), he devoted all his tireless energy to 
the expansion of Meinhard’s foundation; it was he who first gave it life, and he should be 
regarded as the actual [2] founder of the Baltic colony. His two most important accomplishments 
were the founding of Riga (1201) and the establishment of the Order of the Brothers of the 
Sword (1202); for “with the new city at the mouth of the Dvina , he won for the Livonian 
enterprise the German merchants, as well as the Order, the Church, and the knights — in other 
words, the capital, the intelligence, and the courage — the three powers that at that time, as 
today, are necessary for a newly founded colony to succeed.”2  After subduing the areas 
neighboring Riga, Albert induced numerous knights, merchants and craftsmen to immigrate, in 
order to populate Riga and the other newly founded settlements. Unfortunately, however, he 
failed to persuade German farmers to move to the area, because their aversion to the only 
possible access route, via the sea — the land route was blocked by the hostile Lithuanians — 
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proved insurmountable. While in the Prussian Order lands that were accessible by land, the 
German farmers had largely displaced or absorbed the original inhabitants, in Old Livonia, much 
to the detriment of its later development, only a thin upper stratum of German society formed, 
while the masses of people it controlled retained their Latvian or Estonian nationality. Thus Old 
Livonia’s isolated situation was critical to the direction of its further development. 

When Albert received the conquered Livonia from King Philipp as an imperial fief in April 
1207, it was an important event, which also made the bishop a prince of the German empire. In 
return for its military assistance, the Order was guaranteed to receive a third of all conquered 
territories, albeit under the feudal supremacy of the bishop. In this participatory interest, 
however, lay the spark that soon grew into a flaming dispute between the two powers. After a 
sound defeat at the hand of the Lithuanians in 1236, the Order of the Sword, weakened because 
of the great losses in its holdings, was absorbed into the Prussian Order of Teutonic Knights, and 
a branch of the latter, under a landmaster of its own, now stepped in to replace the former in 
Livonia. Since the Teutonic Order in Prussia was the supreme power in the land and the bishops 
were subject to it, no wonder it continued, to an even greater extent, the policy of the Order of 
the Sword to rid itself of the power of the bishops and ultimately claim sovereignty for itself 
alone. “This conflict,” remarks Arbusow, “characterized the history of Old Livonia until its 
collapse as an independent state.”3 

In the decades after 1237, the Order went about expanding its prior conquests and defending 
them against insurgencies of the subjugated peoples that flared up repeatedly and especially 
against the frequent attacks of the Lithuanians.  By 1290, this period ends, more or less, with the 
ultimate subjugation of Semigallia. Estonia, in contrast, was not subdued until 1346 with the 
Order’s purchase of Denmark. 

[3] Meanwhile, Old Livonia suddenly began to flourish economically. While in the rural 
areas the vassals of the Order and of the bishops, most of whom were of Westphalian stock, 
gradually consolidated into a powerful landed class that acquired property and subjugated the 
indigenous peasant population but also actively colonized, the urban towns grew into centers of 
German culture and generated a self-contained German middle class with great economic and 
cultural productivity. 

In the area of internal politics, the 14th and 15th century are characterized by a tough and 
embittered struggle for supremacy in the land, and in the focal point of this inner struggle is 
Riga, which the Order wants to tear away from the Archbishop and make subject to itself. We 
must forgo describing the individual phases of these highly variable struggles that began in 1297, 
but the final outcome was as follows: In 1491, Wolter von Plettenberg, land marshal at that time, 
managed to break Riga’s resistance, but the Order could not claim sole sovereignty over the city. 
According to a treaty made the following year, Riga had to swear allegiance to both the 
archbishop and the Order. Thus, despite the two centuries of prolonged struggle, no decisive 
conclusion to the supremacy question had been reached; instead all parties suffered from 
disastrous exhaustion at the very time when internal strength and unity had become a life-and-
death matter in face of looming threats from external foes. As Master of the Order (1494–1535), 
Wolter von Plettenberg, with his strong personality and outstanding military and political skill, 
managed to muster the eroding powers of the Order and the land for one last mighty stand 
against the threat of Russian invasion, and was able to preserve the peace in the land itself. But 
the internal disputes flared up again under his successors, and the Order was powerless to 
prevent the Russians from penetrating into Livonia in 1558, and so, in a totally devastating 25-
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year war, Old Livonia was reduced to rubble. In 1561, Gotthard Kettler, the last Master of the 
Order, also left in the lurch by the German empire, was forced to abandon the cause. Therefore 
he placed the order under Polish protection, dissolved it the following year, and, under Polish 
feudal sovereignty, made himself Duke of Courland. The land that had belonged to the Order 
was the scene of bitter struggles between Russians, Poles, Swedes, and Danes until 1582, when 
Livonia fell to Poland and Estonia to Sweden in the Peace of Sapolje. The separation of 
Courland from the rest of the Order land as a duchy was advantageous for the land, because 
while Livonia and Estonia had been terribly caught up in the war, Courland did not suffer as 
badly, not least thanks to the clever politics of Gotthard Kettler, who proved to be a capable 
ruler. 

The Peace of Sapolje did not yet mean that the Baltic question was finally settled. Sweden, 
whose politics were aimed at winning supremacy on the [4] Baltic sea, could not be content with 
Estonia and was now trying to take the remaining Order land from Poland. The conflict was 
temporarily suspended in 1629, when Livonia — except for the southeastern part, present-day 
Polish Livonia — was transferred from Poland to Sweden. But soon the war began anew, and 
even Russia, which had long been trying to advance to the Baltic sea, took sides against Sweden. 
But the latter state once again succeeded in claiming Livonia and Estonia in the peace accords of 
Oliva (1660) and Kardis (1661). 

Here we must not fail to mention Jakob, the current Duke of Courland (1642–82). He was a 
remarkably capable and far-sighted ruler, who can be compared to his brother-in-law, the great 
Prince Elector. Like the latter, he too sought to increase the prosperity of his country by bringing 
in a wide variety of industries and by establishing trade relations abroad. He created quite a 
respectable naval and commercial fleet for the small country and founded colonies in West 
Africa at the mouth of the Gambia, and in the West Indies (Island of Tobago). Jakob tried in vain 
to remain neutral in the war, but the invasion of the Swedes in 1658 annihilated his creations and 
the burgeoning prosperity of the land, and although the duke was undaunted and tackled his 
cultural work again after the peace accord, he never succeeded in bringing his exhausted land to 
the economic level that it had enjoyed before the devastating war. 

In the Nordic wars (1700–1721) Sweden’s superior position on the Baltic collapsed, and 
what had been a main goal of Russian politics for over 200 years now became fact: Livonia and 
Estonia fell to Russia in the Peace of Nystad (1721), but the German landed classes were assured 
that religion, language, and law would remain untouched. Courland, which had suffered severely 
in this war, first under the Russians and Poles, then under the Swedes, and was finally 
depopulated by the plague, remained a duchy for the time being but gradually became more and 
more dependent on Russia. Even the marriage of Duke Friedrich Wilhelm to Anna, the niece of 
Peter the Great, in 1711, can be regarded as a sign of this. Anna, whose husband died that same 
year, remained as regent in Courland until 1730, when she was elevated to the Russian imperial 
throne; and when the house of Kettler died out in 1737, she made her paramour, Biron, a Courish 
nobleman, the duke. 

The greater the progress made in the dissolution of Poland in the course of the 18th century, 
the stronger the Russian influence became in Courland; and when, as a result of the convention 
of 1783, the region around the mouth of the Aa, including Sloka, had to be ceded to Russia, 
which cut Mitau (Jelgava) off from the sea, and traders could only travel via Riga, bypassing the 
ports of Libau (Liepaja) and Windau (Ventspils), the duchy was also delivered into Russia’s 
hands economically. Now the final step was not far off, especially since Peter, the second Biron, 
had not been dealt a good hand during his reign, and had become very unpopular with the 



nobility. After the last [5] partition of Poland (1795), the Courland knights renounced the 
sovereignty of the Polish feudal lords and left the decision regarding Courland’s destiny to the 
discretion of Czarina Catherine II. Thus the last part of the Order land fell to Russia.  

If you disregard the war events of 1812, Courland and its two sister provinces enjoyed 
peaceful times until the outbreak of the Latvian revolution in 1905. It was the longest period of 
peace it its history and had great significance for the economic and cultural development of the 
province. For this, the country has the annexation by Russia to thank—that must be 
acknowledged. Another important territorial change was made in 1819: The strip of coastline 
south of the sacred Aa, including Palanga (Polangen), which had already belonged to Old 
Livonia once before, during the Order period, was again annexed to Courland, whereby the 
duchy became a direct boundary neighbor of the German empire, though only for a stretch of 6 
kilometers. 

Even on into the 1870s, the Russian government essentially adhered to the assurances they 
had once made in regard to religion, language, and law, so up to this time the national conscience 
of the German Baltics was not seriously disturbed. This happened not so much in 
acknowledgment of the ever faithful attitude of the latter but rather out of shrewdness, for the 
German intelligence and efficiency were indispensable. In the seventies, however, the Russian 
government underwent a total changed of attitude under the pressure of the poorly led national 
instincts and increasing demands from the Russian people. At any rate, Russification efforts now 
began according to plan, the principal stages of which shall only be mentioned briefly here. In 
1877, the general Russian city rules were introduced in the Baltic provinces; in 1885, the school 
reform began, and Russian became the language of instruction, even in elementary schools; in 
1888, the police system was reformed; in 1889, the judicial system was reformed and the 
German language was banned from the courts; in 1890, the Russification of the Baltic University 
of Dorpat, which, as “Jurjew University” soon fell from its former level; the German civil 
service was almost completely replaced with Russian nationals from the outside. But it was not 
just the German law, language and administrative autonomy that were repressed and abolished. 
The Protestant Church also suffered persecution. Finally the Russian colonization efforts began, 
which would force the Germans off their land and eventually deliver the death blow to the 
German presence in the Baltic. Regarded as the worst phase of this sad period, however, is the 
Latvian Revolution of 1905. The underlying cause of the revolution should probably be sought in 
an economic crisis.  Its outbreak and malicious character were due to a deliberate incitement of 
the Letts on the part of Russia and by the disgraceful behavior of the Russian government. No 
sooner had the sorely tested land recovered somewhat from the results of this revolution than the 
World War broke out. 
 


