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0 ne of the better-known landmarks in 
Washington, D.C. , is the orna te 
three-and-one-half story building at 
1125 Sixteenth Street, NW., that 

today serves as the Soviet embassy and was 
once the embassy of the tsarist and Provisional 
Russian governments. On the evening of 
November 17, 1933, less than a day after the 
United States had recognized the Soviet Union, 
Soviet Commissar of Foreign Affairs Maxim Lit
vinov was making an inspection of the building 
accompanied by two State Department officials, 
Robert F. Kelley, chief of the Division of Eastern 
European Affairs, and Clinton E. MacEachran, 
the chief clerk and administrative assistant who 
had been in charge of refurbishing the embassy 
before its takeover by the Soviets. Litvinov was 
not very satisfied with what he saw. He found 
that the building lacked furniture, the ambas~ 
sador's private quarters were too small, and the 
lobby ceiling had a hole in it . But he had other 
concerns than just the poor condition of the 
building. As his tour was about to end, he asked 
Robert Kelley where the embassy archives were. 

© 1982 by John H . Brown 
The author, who joined the Foreign Service in 1981, works 

at the U.S. embassy in London. He received the Ph.D. in 
Russian history from Princeton University in 1977. He has 
been employed as an archives specialist and historian at the 
Na tional Archives and is the author, with Steven Grant, of 
The Russian Empire and the Soviet Un ion: A Guide to Manuscripts 
and Archival Materials in the United States (1981) . This essay 
reflects the results solely of the author's personal research and 
is not an official U.S. government statement about the records 
under discussion. 

He wishes to thank Ambassadors Loy W. Henderson and 
George F. Kennan for information generously provided for 
this paper. Mrs. Caroline Bums, Mr. and Mrs. John Krynitsky, 
and Mr. Earl L. Packer were also helpful in obtaining informa
tion. Finally, many thanks to Milton 0 . Gustafson, Patricia 
Grimsted, David Langbart, R. Michael McReynolds, and 
Charles G. Palm. 

The editor wishes to thank Mark Hannan of the Washington 
Post for assistance in researching illustrations for this article. 

Kelley gave no answer but turned to Mac
Eachran for a reply. MacEachran said he had 
never seen the archives . By the time Litvinov left 
the building at 6:30 P.M., he still had not re
ceived an answer to his quesbon. 1 

But what had happened to the embassy ar
chives? Why w~re they not in the building as 
Litvinov had expected? And what did the State 
Deparhnent really know about them? 

To answer these questions, we must first go 
back to 1917, when the last Imperial Russian 
ambassador to the United Sta tes, George 
Bakhmeteff, resigned soon after the abdication 
of Nicholas II in February of that year. He was 
succeeded by the ambassador for the Russian 
Provisional government, Boris A. Bakhmeteff, 
whose blood ties with George, the latter re
marked, were as close as those of George and 
Booker T. Washington. 2 Bakhmeteff, who was 
recognized by the United States as a legitimate 
representative of Russia, though not of the 
Soviet regime, from July 1917 on, resigned in 
June 1922. His successor as the main non-Soviet 
representative in the United States was the Rus
sian_ diplomat Serge Ughet, who tihtil United 
States recognition of the USSR in 1933 enjoyed 
full diplomatic status in his capacity as financial 
attache and custodian ·of Russian government 
property in the United States. 3 

The Russian embassy building and the rec
ords stored in it were part of the property held in 
Ughet's custody between 1922 and 1933. The 

1MacEachran, memorandum, Dec. 27, 1933, Decimal File 
701.6111/774, Record Group 59, General Records of the 
Department of State, National Archives (ci ted hereinafter as 
RG __ ,NA) . 

2Ray Tucker, "Russia Moves In ," Collier's, Mar. 17, 1934, 
p. 19. 

3The question of Ughet's official position and how he ob
tained financial support to carry out his duties is a complicated 
matter which is beyond the scope of this essay. 
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records consisted of three main groups of doc
umeots: embassy in-house records; records of 
Russian consulates in the United States, some of 
which had continued to function until the late 
1920s and early 1930s; and the voluminous rec
ords of the Russian Supply Committee, an or
ganization established during World War I by 
the tsarist government to supervise the pur
chase of war materiel in the United States. The 
embassy in-house records had been left in the 
building after Boris Bakhmeteff' s resignation; 
the consular records had been shipped piece
meal to the embassy from the Russian consu
lates at Philadelphia, Seattle, San Francisco, 
Chicago, and Montreal between 1922 and 1930; 
and the Russian Supply Committee records had 
been moved to the building in 1928 from a 
warehouse in Brooklyn, where they had ac
cumulated dust since 1918.4 

Ughet had been in charge of having the rec
ords transferred to the embassy, which as a tax
exempt diplomatic building closed to the public 
and uninhabited except for a caretaker since 
1922, was ideally suited to be a records reposi
tory. By the summer of 1933, however, Ughet 
earnestly began to search for other places in 
which to store the records in his custody. The 
prospect of closer United States-Soviet ties and 
his own diminished financial resources left him 
few choices. He thus turned to the Hoover War 
Library in Palo Alto, California, which under the 
leadership of Prof. Ralph H. Lutz had been ac
tively acquiring documents concerning World 
War I and the Russian Revolution, as a possible 
repository for the embassy records. On June 27, 
1933, he wrote to Lutz offering to put the records 

•For embassy in-house records, see "Russia. Posol'stvo 
(U.S .). Records, ca. 1914-1933," Hoover Institution on War, 
Revolution, and Peace (hereinafter Posol'stvo, Hoover). The 
embassy's in-house records included correspondence before 
1917, financial accounts, 1917-22, and documents relating to 
Bakhmeteff's extraordinary mission to the Urtited States in 
1917 before he became ambassador. Some of the records kept 
in the embassy before 1922 may be in the Bakhmeteff archives 
at Columbia Urtiversity, presently closed to researchers. For 
consular records and records of Russian consulates in the 
Urtited States after 1917, see Correspondence Relating toRus
sia, 1920-1933, USSR Section, Division of Eastern European 
Affairs, RG 59, NA; Records of Russian Consulates in the 
Urtited States and Canada, Records of Former Russian Agen
cies, RG 261, NA; and boxes 67, 86A, 144, 145, 147, Posol'stvo, 
Hoover. The records of the consulates at Portland and Hawaii 
were shipped wHh those of the consulate at San Francisco; 
those of the consulate at Vancouver, with those of Montreal. It 
was not possible to deterrrtine when the records of the New 
York consulate were shipped but it was probably in the late 
1920s or early 1930s. For the Russian Supply Committee Rec
ords, see boxes L37, Ma 1, Ma 2, Ma 3, Ma 4, Records of the 
Russian Supply Committee and its Successor Offices, RG 261, 
NA; unpublished finding aid, Report on the Records of the 
Russian Supply Committee and its Successor Offices in the 
Urtited States, 1914-1922; and boxes 67 and 147, Posol'stvo, 
Hoover. 
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at the Hoover War Library's disposal on the con
dition that they would be returned to "the 
proper authorities in Russia after the restoration 
of normalcy in my country" and that the library 
would pick up the records at the building and 
"take care of their removal"; that is, arrange the 
transfer and pay for moving expenses. 5 He 
added that if his offer was accepted, he would so 
inform the State Department. On June 30, 1933, 
H. H. Fisher, the vice-chairman of directors at 
the Hoover Library, replied on behalf of Lutz, 
who was then in Chicago, that they would be 
pleased to accept the records. He noted that the 
terms "under which our Institution has as
sumed the custodianship of various records 
which were in the possession of the former rep
resentatives of the Imperial and Provisional 
Governments ... have included, among 
others, the provision for the return of such rec
ords to the proper Russian authorities in the 
event of the restoration of a national govern
ment in Russia so recognized by the former Rus
sian diplomatic representatives. " 6 

Not long after this exchange of letters, Lutz 
went from hicago to Washington where he par
leyed with the State Department and members 
of the Russian community regarding the rec
ords. All agreed that they could be sent to the 
Hoover Library, and in July some of the records 
were removed from the embassy with the least 
possible fanfare, shipped to San Francisco via 
New York, and delivered to the Hoover Library 
on August 10, 1933. They were shipped in 181 
containers, amounting to 35,860 pounds. 7 

Despite efforts to keep the move secret, re
ports appeared in several newspapers. The 
Washington Daily News noted that as the United 
States was believed to be on the eve of recogniz
ing the Soviet Union, the incident was generally 
taken as a move anticipating the arrival of the 
first Soviet ambassador to this country, who 
would occupy the building. 8 This rumor was 
promptly scotched by Acting Secretary of State 
William Phillips. 

By way of explaining the move to the press, 
Phillips claimed that the records taken from the 
embassy were Ughet's "personal effects."9 In 
his June 27letter to Lutz, Ughet had apparently 
stressed this in describing the nature of the rec-

•Ughet to Lutz, June 27, 1933 (copy), Robert F. Kelley 
Papers, Department of Special Collections, Georgetown Urti
versity Library. 

6Fisher to Ughet, June 30, 1933 (copy), ibid. 
' Charles B. Burdick, Ralph H. Lutz and the Hoover Institution 

(1974), pp. 119-120. Deputy Archivist Charles G. Palm of the 
Hoover Institution also provided information on how and 
when the institution acquired the papers. 

8July 20, 1933. 
• Washington Star, July 16, 1933. 
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ords he was offering to the Hoover Library and 
by stating that they could be "properly set aside 
on the principle [of] not being part of the gov
ernment archive." The so-called personal, 
non-governmental records included, it is now 
clear, embassy in-house records and Russian 
Supply Committee records that were not di
rectly linked with Ughet's private activities. 10 

Why Ughet chose to give these, and not other 
records in the building, to the Hoover Library is 
not certain. Ughet' s "wish to preserve for histor
ical research records that had no further legal 
value" may be the reason. 11 It is possible that he 
may have also felt certain documents could be 
more safely kept at the Hoover Library than 
elsewhere. Finally, some records may have been 
taken out of the embassy inadvertently by mov
ers in the rush to finish the job quickly. This 
would not be surprising, since the records in the 
embassy, as Ughet makes clear in his corre
spondence with the embassy caretaker, were 
not well organized or properly identified. 12 

On June 23, four days before offering the 
Hoover Library the records from the embassy, 
Ughet had written to Robert Kelley at the State 
Department requesting that in view of his short
age of funds "all" archives in the embassy build
ing "be moved to a place under the direct control 
of the United States Government where their 
safekeeping for the future might be insured . " 13 

Expenses for moving the documents out of the 
embassy, he noted, could be paid out of the 
$23,643.75 that he claimed the United States 
Shipping Board owed to the Provisional gov
ernment of Russia . 

Ughet's proposal that the United States take 
custody of the records was not opposed by the 
State Department, although it is possible, given 
his offer to Lutz four days later, that the depart
Tl.ent may have urged him to give some of the 
material to the Hoover Library. Loy Henderson, 
who was then with the Division of Eastern 
European Affairs, notes in his unpublished 
memoirs that the United States government was 
willing to accept custody of the documents: 
lest, if they were turned over to the Soviet govern
ment, the latter might obtain knowledge from them 
which would place it in a position to blackmail Russian 
nationals in the United States by threatening harm to 
their relatives in the Soviet Union or to make use of the 
power which it exercised through its foreign trade 

"'Cited from the 136-page preliminary inventory of the rec
ords, which are now stored in some four hundred containers 
at the Hoover Institution. 

" Charles G. Palm to the author, Feb. 11, 1981. 
''This correspondence is sca ttered throughout the records 

mentioned in footnote 4. 
13Ughet to Kelley, June 23, 1933, OF 701.6111m61/2, RG 59, 

NA. 
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monopoly to cause damage to United States firms 
which had cooperated with representatives of the 
Russian Provisional Government. 14 

" It was anticipated," noted Ughet in 1945, " that 
in case the archives are shipped to Russia, vari
ous data and documents to prove some of the 
claims [presumably of American companies that 
had done business in Russia before the Soviet 
takeover] may no longer be available." 15 

The scholarly value of the records might also 
have aroused the interest of Kelley, a "scholar by 
instinct and dedication," whom the diplomat 
and historian George Kennan recognizes as one 
of his mentors . 16 Kelley, who had studied Rus
sian as a Harvard undergraduate, had intended 
to do research in Russia' s archives (a project 
canceled because of the war) and had a passion 
for collecting rare materials. At the time of his 
death in 1976, he had amassed 1,155 ancient 
gold and silver coins, a collection about which he 
had never told anyone. 17 

On July 25, about a month after Ughet had 
asked the State Department to take custody of 
the records in the embassy, he accompanied Kel
ley and MacEachran on an inspection tour of the 
property. By then some of the documents had 
been shipped to Palo Alto, and Kelley asked 
Ughet for a statement on the exact number of 
record containers remaining in the building. 
Four days later, after consulting with embassy 
caretaker Aleksandr Krynitsky, Ughet informed 
Kelley that there were 572 containers left, but he 
did not provide him with any inventories of the 
records that were or had been in the building. 18 

As secretive as his friend Kelley, Ughet intended 
to keep the inventories himself, and where they 
are today remains a mystery. 19 

On November 7, 1933, more than two weeks 
after Ughet had formally notified the Sfate De
partment that he would no longer serve as fi
nancial attache, Commissar Litvinov arrived in 
the United States to begin talks with President 
Roosevelt over recognizing the Soviet govern
ment. There is no evidence that the documents 
in the embassy were discussed formally during 
these negotiations, but they were very much on 

14Page 528. I am grateful to Ambassador Henderson for 
making portions of his memoirs available. 

1SUghet, memorandum, Sept. 24, 1945, enclosed in John F. 
Sonnet! to Fisher, Oct. 15, 1945, Russian Archives/10-1545, OF 
701.6111, RG 59, NA. 

16Kennan, Memoirs, 1925-1950 (1967), p. 84. 
17Kelley, "Autobiographical Sketch of Robert F. Kelley," 

Kelley Papers; U.S., Department of State, Newsletter, April, 
1977. 

!SUghet to Kelley, July 29, 1933, OF 6111.7261/2, RG 59, NA. 
••Ughet to Krynitsky, July 26, 1933, box 61, Posol'stvo, 

Hoover. In this letter it is clear that the inventories Ughet is 
referring to are inventories for the records that had been 
stored in the embassy. 
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Its banister shrouded in newspaper and chandeliers in sheets, the dining room of th e imperial embassy went unused fo r 
some thirteen years. Washing ton Post photo. 

the mind of State Department officials as the 
talks were coming to ari end. By November 16, 
the last day of discussions between Roosevelt 
and Litvinov, the department made arrange
ments with Gen . Douglas MacArthur, the army 
chief of staff, " to remove from the premises . . . 
some 564 cases stated to contain the records of 
the Russian Supply Committee" and to trans
port them to Temporary Building F at 8th Street 
and the Mall in downtown Washington. 20 By 
6:30 that evening a moving operation, much 
larger than the one to the Hoover Library that 
had preceded it in July, had begun . Mac
Eachran, who was dispatched by Kelley to be 
present at the embassy during removal of the 
records, provides a detailed account of what 
went on: 

Promptly a t 6:30P.M. Captain Daley, U.S. A., arrived a t 
the rear entrance of the building, having come in from 
Sixteenth Street with three la rge army trucks and 
about twenty men . I met Captain Daley at the rear gate 
and we inspected the cases on the ves tibule floor of the 
building, about sixty in number . These were removed 
to the trucks in an elapsed time of about one hour . 

The difficult task of removing some five hundred 
cases from the basement of th e building commenced 
immediately, the force of m en having meanwhile in
creased to approximately sixty, and the rear alley was 
completely fill ed with trucks . Captain Daley, evi 
dently an officer of considerable experience in difficult 

moving operations, recognized a t once the enormity of 
the task ahead of him and his men a nd organized them 
into groups to work in a sort of relay shift arrangement 
so tha t one group was always resting for a few min
utes. Never in all my experience, at h ome or abroad, 
have I seen a more tedious or devas tating job to be 
accomplished by man labor alone. The cases ranged in 
weight from one hundred to twelve hundred pounds, 
an d the five hundred odd in the base ment were 
s tacked away in a small room back in almost inaccessi
ble recesses, piled in many ins tances to the ceiling, and 
covered with the dirt and dus t of yea rs. 

All of the heavier cases were without ropes, han
dles, or any means of taking hold of them and the job 
had the appearance of being well -nigh impossible. 
Nevertheless, these army men, many of whom are 
regularly assigned to office duty, carried on from half 
past six las t evening to three- thirty this morning not 
only without a murmur but with a smile . 

. . . All of these five hundred a nd sixty odd cases 
were transported to Temporary Building F at Eighth 
Stree t and the Mall to be s tored . Th e work of unload
ing the trucks at tha t point was in charge of a Mr. Ward 
from the Department of the Interior, Public Buildings 
and Parks. Mr. Ward had working for him but twenty 
civilia~ employees and these men worked steadily 
from the time of the arrival of the fir st truck at about 
7:45 last night until well after four o'clock this morning 
without complaint, yet their labors were carried on 
under exceedingly trying conditions due to the fact 

20MacEachran, memorandum, Dec. 27, 1933, DF 701.6111 / 
774, RG 59, NA. 
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that there was no hea t in the building and the te mpera
ture had dropped to sixteen degrees Fa hrenhei t. I be
lieve that Mr. Ward and his men shoul d be most highly 
commended ... I must again emphasize that the task 
was fo rmidable to a degree which is difficult to set 
dow n here.21 
MacEachran overlooked an important detail in 
his account. Th e records removed from the 
building included not only those of the Russian 
Supply Committee, but the records of Russian 
consulates in the United Sta tes as well. 

At the same time the moving opera tion at the 
embassy was g~ing on, a few blocks away at 
1600 Pennsylvarua Avenue, President Roosevelt 
was entertaining hundreds of guests at the 
White Hou se on the occasion of the annual 
cabine t dinner and musicale. Following this so
Cial event, and wh en th e moving op eration 
nearby must have been in full swing, the p resi
dent had a final meeting ~t~ the principal fig
~res mvolved m the negotia tions over recogni
tion . Present were Litvinov, Actin g Secretary of 
Sta te ~hilli~s~ Secretary of the Treasury Harry 
Woodm, Wilham C. Bullitt (future U.S. ambas
sador to the Soviet Union) , and the head of the 
Farm Credit Bureau , Henry J. Morgen thau , Jr. 
At 1:14 on the morning of November seven
teen , .1933, .the documents es tabli shing dip 
lomatic rela tions, th ough dated November six
teen, we~e finally si~ned. Th e signing session 
ended With the president in a very good m ood 
and quaffs of postprohibition beer (the newly 
legal 3 .2 beer, notes Browd er)22 

The n:oving operation taking place during this 
celebration of Amencan-Soviet friendship was 
mea~t ~o be carried o~t discreetly, bu t given its 
proxmuty to t~e White House it quickly fe ll 
under the scrutin y of rep orters. Despite efforts 
to av?id publicity, major newspap ers on the 
m ormng of the seventeenth, before recognition 
was formally announced, carried stories of what 
the Washington Daily News described as " the 
darkness and comple te secrecy" of "a mysteri
ou s movem ent of hundreds of boxes and crates 
from the old Russian Embassy." At a p ress con
ference that day, Phillips, in resp onse to a re
porter's question on "just what occurred at the 
Russian Embassy last night" gave the following 
explanation: 
As the correspondents know, Mr. Bakhmeteff was 
appointed Ambassador here in 1917 and retired from 
that position in 1922. At that time the Financial Attache 
of the Embassy, Mr. Ughet, remained on in custody of 
the property and his status was not changed . Several 

2 1MacEachran, memorandum, Nov. 17, 1933, OF 701.6111 
13126, ibid. 

22Wi lliam T. Phillips, Ventures i11 Diplomacy (priva tely 
pnnted, 1952), p. 158, and Robert Paul Browder, The Origins of 
Savret-American Diplomacy (1953), p. 141. 
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months ago Mr. Ughet found that he was unable to 
continue as custodian of the property and turned it 
over to the Government. We, therefore, became cus
todians of the Russian property . It then developed that 
there was a certain amount of the correspondence in 
the bmldmg necessary in the discussions which are to 
take place with Mr. Litvinov and it also became neces
sary to lay out the files in such a way as to enable us all 
to get at them. They have been stored in the hall of the 
Embassy in boxes but have now been taken to the 
temporary buildi ng at Sixth and C Streets where they 
are to be la1d out and made readily accessible to Mr. 
Litvinov and to our own people23 

Phillip s's d iplom ati c exp la na ti on for th e 
move, althou gh not inaccu ra te, sh ould be 
weighed against Ughet's comment of November 
25 in a personal note to Krynitsky. " Outwardly 
the pill was sugarcoa ted for the Bolsheviks," 
evidently an allusion to the fact that the Soviets 
would be able to inspect the records, " but in fac t 
the archives will remain in the custody of the 
Americans. "24 

Although it appears the records were not dis
cu ssed formally during the n egotiations over 
recognition , S tate Department sources suggest 
tha t Litvinov had been forewarned that the doc
uments would be removed from the embassy. 
Accordmg to MacEach ran , Kelley had "inti
mated" to him on the afternoon of November 16 
that "the sudden move had been ordered from 
high official quarters and that M. Litvinov had 
given his approval. " 25 Henderson's memoirs 
lend ad ditional credence to MacEachran 's tes
timon y. "The Depar tment had been careful" he 
notes, " to inform Litvinov prior to the exchange 
of letters [establishing diplomatic rela tions] that 
Ughet was turning the files over to the United 
States Government ins tead of to representatives 
of the Soviet Union. In so doing it had assured 
the Commissar tha t Sovie t rep resenta tives 
~auld be permitted from time to time to inspect 
m the presence of rep resentatives of the De
partment various d ocuments in those files in 
which they appeared to have a legitimate inter
est. "26 Elbridge Durbrow of the Sta te Depart
ment noted many years after the records had 
been removed from the embassy that Soviet offi 
cials wanted to examine them " to find evidence 

23Phillips, memorandum of press conference, Nov. 17, 
1933, OF 701.61111736, RG 59. 

24Ughet to Krynitsky, Nov. 25 [1933], box 61, Posol'stvo, 
Hoover. 

25MacEachran, memorandum, Dec. 27, 1933, OF 701.61111 
774, RG 59, NA. 

26Henderson, "Memoirs," p. 527. Henderson defi nes these 
as "the voluminous files of the Russian Embassy which in
cluded exchanges of communications subsequent to the estab
lishment of the Kerensky Government between the Embassy 
and vanous agenaes of the United States Government Amer
ican nationals (including financial and business insti~tions) 
and Russian nationals." ' 
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that the equipment purchased by the Russian 
Supply Commission was used in the civil war 
against the Soviet regime. " 27 

But if Litvinov had indeed been aware that 
documents would be taken out of the embassy, 
why had he asked Kelley, during the inspection 
on the evening of November 17, about the loca
tion of the embassy archives? It could be argued 
in posing this question that Litvinov simply 
wanted to know the address in Washington 
where the records had been stored. But if this 
was the gist of his query, then MacEachran, who 
had been an eyewitness to the moving opera
tion, would likely have told him where they 
were, in Temporary Building F. There would 
have been no reason for MacEachran not to dis
close this fact because, as Henderson' s memoirs 
suggest, the department had informed the 
Soviets that it was willing to allow them to in
spect the documents. 

Thus it seems clear that when Litvinov asked 
about the embassy archives, he was referring to 
another group of records, different from those 
removed on the night of November 16, which he 
had expected, or had hoped, to find in the build
ing. But whichever documents he may have had 
in mind, they were nowhere to be found . They 
may well have been among the records that were 
regularly sent back to the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs before the Bolshevik takeover. 28 Perhaps 
they had been removed from the embassy or 
destroyed by George or Boris Bakhmeteff in 1917 
and 1922; perhaps they had been shipped to the 
Hoover Library a few months before; or perhaps 
they had never existed. Kelley could have shed 
some light on Litvinov's question by informing 
him that certain records had been sent to the 
Hoover Library. But, taciturn as ever, h e 
thought it better to put the burden of answering 
the commissar on MacEachran 's shoulders, 
suspecting that his State Department colleague, 
who probably had not been briefed on the re
moval of the records to California, would be 
unable to provide the Soviet diplomat with a 
satisfactory answer. 

For many years afterwards, the records that 
were moved out of the embassy in the summer 
and fall of 1933 remained veiled in mystery. 29 

270urbrow, memorandum, Nov. 14, 1945, Russian 
Archives/11-1455, OF 701.6111, RG 59, NA. Henderson was 
Durbrow's source of information as to why Soviet officia ls 
wished to see the records. 

28Ughet to Leonid Ivanovich Strakhovskii, Apr. 4, [1931], 
box 61 , Posol'stvo, Hoover. Ughet mentions the regular ship
ment of embassy records back to the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs in his letter to Strakhovskii, a scholar who wished to 
examine the records at the embassy. 

2•A thorough account of what happened to the records 
between 1933 and 1948 is given in a memorandum by E. T. 

The Soviets res tored th eir 
Leu is XIV-XV. Above is a view e second floor 
staircase. Washington Post photo . 

Those that had been shipped to the Hoover Li
brary were closed to researchers until1973, and 
those that had been transferred to Temporary 
Building F, where an unexplained fire broke out 
a week later, left the impression with the select 
few who gained access to them after being 
cleared by the State Department that they were 
incomplete or that someone tampered with 
them.30 On January 30, 1934, for example, Boris 
Skvirsky, a counselor at the Soviet embassy who 
inspected the records in the temporary building, 
notified the Department of State that, according 
to the numbers on the archives boxes he had 
counted, 203 containers were missing. 31 Al
though the missing numbers may have indi
cated that some of the containers had been sent 
to the Hoover Library, Skvirsky was informed in 
a telephone conversation with Kelley tha t 
" numbers had been put on in the Brooklyn 
warehouse where the archives had been stored 
and that Mr. Ughet did not know whether there 
had been cabinets having the missing num
bers .32 Skvirsky's suspicion that records were 
missing from the temporary building was 
shared by Ughet himself, who noted after tour
ing the site in September 1934 that important 
financial files had disappeared and that security 
measures there were quite lax. 33 

Parks of May 5, 1948 (Russ. Arch./5-548, OF 701.6111, RG 59,· 
NA). It should be noted that Kelley, the most knowledgeable 
State Department official regarding the records, was trans
ferred to Anka ra in 1937. 

30Washington Post , Nov. 25, 1933. 
31Skvirsky to Kelley, Jan. 30, 1934, OF 701.6111, Russ. 

Arch ./1, RG 59, NA. 
32Kelley' s note in margi n of letter, ibid . 
' 3Ughet, memorandum, Sept. 13, 1934, box 180, Posol'stvo, 

Hoover. 
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In 1937, after the Soviets had been allowed to 
remove nine cases from the building that con
tained copies of a 1920 publication on Dekapod 
locomotives, the records were moved to a new 
warehouse on the sixth floor of a rented fire
proof building at 1333 G Street, NW. 34 Eight 
years later, in the summer of 1945, the depart
ment took preliminary steps to destroy the rec
ords, but this arrangement was overruled ap
parently after Solon Buck, archivist of the 
United States, noted that it might violate the law 
controlling the disposal of records of gov
ernmental agencies (Public Law 115, 78th Con
gress).35 On September 8, 1945, L. M. Harrison, 
echoing Buck's assumption that the records 
were the property of the United States govern
ment, argued that " to proffer at this late date to 
turn them over to the Soviet authorities might 
cause some question and result in unforseen 
complications ."36 Contending that the records 
belonged to the State Department, "by viture of 
acquisition from the former Russian Financial 
Attache, an acquisition of which the Soviet Gov
ernment had knowledge and in which it ac
quiesced," he proposed that they be turned over 
to the National Archives formally under an ap
propriate restriction Y A few days later, R. H. 
Fisher, also of the Division of Eastern European 
Affairs, agreed with Harrison that from the U.S. 
government's standpoint its legal title to the rec
ords was good. 38 On the advice of Loy Hender
son, he contacted the Justice Department, which 
had examined the records in connection with 
Russian claims cases, on what their disposition 
should be. 39 In its reply, the Justice Department, 
enclosing a September 24, 1945, memorandum 
by its consultant, Serge U ghet, which stated that 
" the archives constitute the Russian Govern
ment property and cannot be disposed of 
vithout their consent," noted that the State 

Department may have forgotten that " the Soviet 
Government, as the successor government, has 
an interest in the files. "40 Justice Department 
officials suggested that the records be shipped to 
the Hoover Library, but stressed that their main 
concern was that the files be kept for at least a 
year because they might be needed in a pending 

l•Norris B. Chipman, memorandum, Apr. 22, 1935, Russ. 
Arch. /5 OF 701.6111, RG 59, NA; R. Murphy, memorandum, 
June 28, 1937, Russ. Arch ./9, ibid . 

35R. H. Fisher, memorandum, Dec. 4, 1945, Russ . Arch ./ 
12-445, ibid. ; E. T. Parks, memorandum, May 5, 1948, Russ. 
Arch ./5-548, ibid. 

36Harrison, memorandum, Sept. 6, 1945, Russ. Arch ./9-645, 
ibid. 

37lbid. 
38Fisher, memorandum, Sept. 19, 1945, Russ. Arch ./9-1945, 

ibid . 
39fbid . 
4<>Sonnett to Fisher, Oct. 15, 1945, Russ . Arch ./10-1545, ibid . 
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law suit, United States v. Nationa l City Bank. 
On November 14, 1945, Elbridge Durbrow got in 
touch with the State Department's legal adviser 
regarding the status of the records. Durbrow 
informed him that the department wanted to 
dispose of or destroy the records if the Justice 
Department no longer needed them, but ex
pressed concern that destroying them might be 
illegal and could prove embarrassing to U.S.
Soviet relations by causing adverse publicity 
and perhaps providing an opportunity for the 
Congress to inquire into the matter. 41 In his 
reply of November 21, Legal Adviser Raymond 
T. Yingling noted that it was doubtful that the 
records were the property of the U.S. govern
ment, and argued that their destruction would 
therefore not violate Public Law 115. He 
suggested, however, that the Soviet embassy 
should be asked if it wanted the records before 

•'Durbrow, memorandum, Nov. 14, 1945, Russ . Arch./11-
1445, ibid. 
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s tep s were taken to destroy th em. 42 S till unsure 
of what to do with th e records, the department 
on December 3, 1945, decided to postpone a final 
judgment on their disposal for another year or 
"until such time as any need to consult the pa
pers by the Department of Justice has passed .43 

Discu ssion of the records resumed two years 
la ter. In January 1947, an insp ection of the 
wareh ouse at G Street disclosed that the files 
were extrem ely disorganized, tha t several boxes 
had been opened and " ra ts appear to have done 
considerable damage to som e of the contents . " 44 

After the State Department received confirma
tion from the Justice Department that it no 
longer needed the records, Paul T. Meyer of the 
Office of European Affairs, noting that his office 
and the Division of Eastern European Affairs 
had no further interest in the records, agreed in 
March 1948 with the Justice Department's sug
gestion that they be sent to the Hoover Library. 
H e argued that the National Archives, which 
had expressed interest in obtaining the records 
as early as 1945, was not the p roper rep ository 
for them because it could not "assume resp onsi
bility for them becau se it could not "assume 
resp onsibility for the files of a foreign govern
ment. "45 Meyer's views notwithstanding, the 
National Archives was eventually selected as the 
final storage place. By May 1948, the Archives 
had agreed informally to take the records "on 
condition that the Department of State will as
sert title. "46 In June 1948, Legal Adviser Fred T. 
Teal, in apparent contradiction of Yingling's 
earlier contention that it was doubtful the rec
ords were U .S. governmen t p roperty, assessed 
the legality of transferring them to the National 
Arch ives. 
While I am not able to ascertain from the material 
submitted by you the exact conditions under which 
the records were delivered to the Department, it 
would seem that the long period of time during which 
the Department has had the possession, care, control 
and use of the records would warrant a conclusion that 
the Department has acquired certain rights in connec
tion with them. It may well be that the records have 
been abandoned by the Soviet Union in such a manner 
as to divest it of title, but even in the absence of any 
such abandonment, it is our opinion that the circum
stances are such that the records may be considered 
"records belonging to the Government of the United 
States" for the purpose of referring them to the Na
tional Archives, with the understanding, of course, 

42Yingling, memorandum, Russ. Arch ./11-2145 ibid. 
43fisher, memorandum, Dec. 3, 1945, Russ. Arch ./12-345, 

ibid . 
44WJS, memorandum, Jan. 28, 1947, Russ. Arch ./1-2847, 

ibid. 
45Meyer, memorandum, Mar. 30, 1948, Russ. Arch ./3-1948, 

ibid. 
46Parks, memorandum, May 5, 1948, Russ. Arch./5-548, 

ibid. 

that they will be subject to retransfer to the Soviet 
Union in the event that such action should seem desir
able47 

Finally tra nsferred to the National Archives in 
1949, the records are now s tored at the General 
Archives Division of the Washington National 
Records Center in Suitland, Maryland . 

On January 19, 1933, DeWitt Clinton Poole, a 
former State Department official who had joined 
the School of Public and International Affairs at 
Princeton University, wrote to Robert F. Kelley 
to seek h is advice on writing a h is tory of 
Russia n-American relations since the Russian 
Revolution . Poole's le tter indicated repositories 
and collections with relevant materials but Kel
ley did not think that the list was complete. In 
the margin of the letter, he wrote in pencil "Rus
sian Embassy, Washington, D.C., " clearly refer
ring to the records that were stored there and 
which were eventually transferred to the H oover 
Ins titution and the National Archives. 48 

As Kelley's marginal comment suggests, the 
records discussed here have indeed been ne
glected by sch olars. Until recently, few persons 
knew precisely where they were, and those who 
did know could not gain access to them because 
the two institutions which had custody of them 
had restricted their u se. 49 But the records, no w 
op en to researchers, are there waiting to be ex
amined . The consular records, presently stored 
in 348 boxes in Record Group 261 (Records of 
Former Russian Agencies) at the National Ar
chives, contain data on subjects of the Russian 
Empire (Jews, Poles, Ukrainians, Lithuanians, 
Finns, and others) who came to the United 
Sta tes in the la te nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. The Russian Supply Committee rec
ords, now preserved in 1,442 boxes in Record 
Group 261 and also a t the H oover Institution 
archives as " Imperial Russian Embassy in Wash
ington" records, shed light on a complex organi
zation and on Russia 's military needs during 
World War I. Other documents formerly in the 
embassy but that are now at the H oover Institu
tion , though not yet fully inventoried, can fill 
gaps in our understanding of the embassy's ac
tivities around 1917 and of Ughet' s role as the 
main non-Soviet representative of Russia in the 
United States between 1922 and 1933. Taken as a 
wh ole the records are a useful source on United 
States-Russian rela tions at the beginning of the 
twe.ntieth century . D 

4 'Teal, memorandum, June 3, 1948, Russ. Arch. /3-1948. 
48Poole to Kelley, Jan. 19, 1933, Kelley Papers. 
49Chalrners Roberts, a Washington reporter who witnessed 

the moving operation the night of November 16, 1933, noted 
in his memoirs that the whereabouts of the records that had 
been in the embassy was still a mystery. Roberts, Firs t Rough 
Draft (1973) , p. 19. 

DISAPPEAR! G RUSSIAN ARCHIVES 13 


