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‘Our mission is to set the East ablaze’
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Prologue


‘There is a dry wind blowing through the East, and the parched grasses wait the spark. And the wind is blowing towards the Indian frontier . . . I have reports from agents everywhere.’ So Sir Walter Bullivant, head of British Intelligence, tells Richard Hannay, the hero of Greenmantle, before sending him off to try to prevent the coming conflagration.


But truth, once again, was to prove stranger than fiction. Within three years of John Buchan writing that in 1916, the missionaries of Bolshevism had sworn to set the East ablaze, using the heady new gospel of Marxism as their torch. Their aim was to liberate the whole of Asia. But their starting point was British India, richest of all imperial possessions. For Britain, then still the foremost imperial power, was seen by Lenin as the principal obstacle to his dream of world revolution. ‘England’, he declared in 1920, ‘is our greatest enemy. It is in India that we must strike them hardest.’


If India could be torn by insurrection from Britain’s grasp, then no longer would she be able to buy off her workers – unwitting shareholders in imperialism – with the sweated labour and cheap raw materials of the East. Economic collapse, and revolution, would follow at home. If similar uprisings could be fomented throughout the colonial world, then the long-awaited revolution would blaze its way across Europe. ‘The East’, Lenin proclaimed, ‘will help us to conquer the West.’


But the British, although exhausted by war, were not a people to take such a challenge lying down. Their secret service was still the world’s most formidable, with its tentacles everywhere. A clandestine struggle for India and the East followed, the story of which is told here. It is set largely in Central Asia, where three great empires – those of Britain, Russia and China – met. It is a tale of intrigue and treachery, barbarism and fear, and occasionally pure farce.


Wherever possible I have told it through the adventures and misadventures of those, on either side, who took part in this undeclared war. From remote listening-posts far beyond India’s frontiers, British Indian intelligence officers monitored every Bolshevik move against India and reported these back to their chiefs in Delhi and London. Their names are now long forgotten, buried deep in the secret archives of the day, but it is from their reports and memoirs that I have pieced together much of this tale. Often their stories read like vintage Buchan – and none more so than the amazing adventures behind Bolshevik lines of Colonel F.M. Bailey.


For sixteen months this deceptively mild-looking officer played a lonely and dangerous game of hide-and-seek against the ‘Bolos’ (as the British called the Bolsheviks), even being hired at one stage by the dreaded Cheka, the Soviet secret police, to track himself down. He is still remembered there, some sixty years later, with a mixture of awe and animosity, as I found when retracing his footsteps across Soviet Central Asia. Lucky to escape with his life (thanks to a remarkable skill at disguise), he died only in 1967, at the age of eighty-five, in quiet retirement in Norfolk.


Another formidable player in this shadowy war was the veteran intelligence officer Sir Wilfrid Malleson. Not a lovable man, this early master of dirty tricks ran a vast network of spies and secret agents from Meshed, in north-eastern Persia. His greatest satisfaction was to set Bolshevik and Afghan at one another’s throats by judicious leaking of the other’s double-dealing (invented, if necessary).


A third British officer whom the Soviets had no reason to love was Colonel Percy Etherton. He fought a ruthless, almost personal war against them from his lonely outpost at Kashgar, in Chinese Turkestan, close to the Russian frontier. So effective were his anti-Bolshevik operations that a price was put on his head by the Soviet authorities in Tashkent, the ancient caravan town which they used as the principal base for their clandestine operations against British India.


The Bolsheviks, too, had their heroes in this secret war. They included the professional Indian revolutionary and Marxist theoretician M.N. Roy, who was high on the British security service’s list of wanted men, and the extremely able (and likeable) Mikhail Borodin. Both were dedicated to the liberation of ‘the toilers of the East’ by violent insurrection.


This new struggle for ascendancy in Asia had its roots in that earlier contest between the British and the Russians, the Great Game. So christened by one of its players, and immortalised by Kipling in Kim, this had officially ended only ten years before, with the signing of a treaty apportioning out the spheres of influence of these two great powers. It had begun in the middle of the nineteenth century when Britain and Russia found themselves confronting one another across the great deserts and mountain ranges lying between their expanding empires.


As the Russians had advanced ever closer to India’s thinly guarded northern frontiers, war had seemed inevitable. For it was no secret that some of the Tsar’s most brilliant strategists had drawn up plans for an invasion of India. Central Asia was rarely out of the headlines, and each week brought news of the hard-riding Cossacks getting nearer. The vast political no-man’s-land, stretching from Persia in the west to Tibet in the east, became for young officers and explorers of either side an adventure playground. Ostensibly they were on shooting trips or (as the Russians preferred to call theirs) scientific expeditions. Some chose to travel in disguise as native traders, though one wonders how convincingly. Ever in danger from murderous tribesmen, both British and Russians sought out and mapped the secret passes and strategic approaches to northern India.


Then, as the century drew to a close, the threat – if there ever really was one – began to recede. In their headlong race eastwards towards the Pacific coast the Russians had unexpectedly met their match. For in 1905 they suffered a devastating defeat at the hands of a rising new power in Asia, the Japanese. Within two years a chastened Russia and a relieved Britain had signed the Anglo-Russian Convention, a treaty which officially brought the Great Game to an end. The Russian bogy, and with it the threat to India, was over at last, or so it seemed. Any remaining doubts appeared to vanish when the two great rival powers found themselves fighting side by side in 1914 against the Central Powers.


All such hopes, however, were swiftly dashed when, in October 1917 (November by our calendar), the Bolsheviks seized power in Russia. One of their first moves was to tear up all treaties signed by their predecessors. Overnight the Anglo-Russian Convention became a worthless scrap of paper. Far from being over, the Great Game was about to begin again with a vengeance. Once more, as the war dragged on in Europe, the storm clouds began to gather over Central Asia. Only this time they were a distinct shade of red.


But before Russia’s new masters could carry the banner of Marxism across Asia they had first to reconquer the Tsar’s former territories there. It was to be a time of appalling bloodshed and famine, an unending nightmare for everyone living there. Barbaric deeds were performed by both sides. Some of those carried out in the name of Bolshevism would have dismayed Lenin. But he himself was fighting desperately for survival against a fanatical White Russian resistance and the Allied intervention of 1918–20.


Only when he was at last in control, and Russian Central Asia firmly in the Bolshevik grip, was Lenin able to turn his thoughts to the liberation of the East. The revolutionary he chose to lead his ideological crusade into British India was Roy, the Indian ‘Greenmantle’. Just how successful he was (and other Comintern agents were elsewhere in Asia) we shall see.


Lenin, however, was not the only one then dreaming of an empire in the East. During those turbulent years which followed the Revolution, three other would-be Genghis Khans were to arise in Central Asia, the battlefield of the new Great Game. The most notorious by far was a psychopathic White Russian general named Ungern-Sternberg, ‘the Mad Baron’, whose dreadful atrocities are still remembered with a shudder in Mongolia.


The next to try his luck was Enver Pasha, Turkey’s flamboyant but defeated wartime leader, then in exile in Central Asia. After double-crossing his host Lenin, he tried to foment a holy war against the godless Bolsheviks by rallying the Muslim masses of Soviet Asia. But outgunned and outnumbered by the Red Army, the handsome Turk was to meet his end with ferocious courage in the Pamir foothills. There, it is said, pilgrims from his homeland still secretly visit their hero’s lonely grave.


The last of these dreamers of empire was a young but charismatic warlord called Ma Chung-yin, known sometimes as ‘Big Horse’. A Chinese Muslim visionary barely out of his teens, he was to leave a trail of blood across the Gobi desert before fleeing westwards along the Silk Road in a stolen lorry, pursued by Soviet bombers.


It is from all these strands that I have pieced together the little-known story of what happened in Central Asia during that violent era. Its echoes are being heard today in Afghanistan and elsewhere. For there the Great Game still goes on. Only the players are different.


Like my two earlier books, this is primarily a story about people. Of the powerful forces at work at that time I have merely sketched in the essentials for an understanding of the narrative. It is thus neither a history of the Civil War, nor of Anglo-Soviet relations – nor for that matter of India’s struggle for independence. These are vast subjects in themselves, and anyone wishing to pursue them further – as I hope this narrative will encourage some to do – must turn to the heavily-laden shelves of the specialist libraries.


But now we must return to the beginning, to the middle of 1918, some nine months after the Bolsheviks’ seizure of power in Russia. The European nations were still at war – a war whose outcome was then very far from certain. For Russia’s sudden withdrawal from the battlefield had tilted the balance momentarily in favour of the Central Powers. In British India, moreover, it raised the alarming spectre of a combined German-Turkish attack through Central Asia. Such then is the setting for the story which follows.





1 ‘An Absolutely First-Class Man . . .’


In the summer of 1918, a small party on ponies could be observed winding its way upwards through the silent passes of the T’ien Shan mountains, in Chinese Central Asia, heading for the Russian frontier. The travellers, who were armed, advanced cautiously, as if expecting trouble. Four of them were Europeans, including one woman, and the other twelve Asiatics. They had left Kashgar a week earlier and hoped to reach the Russian frontier-post at Irkeshtan the following day. It was a curious direction for anyone to be travelling in. Most people, in those troubled times, were getting out of Russia. But then this was a very unusual party.


Its leader was a British officer – Lieut-Colonel Frederick Bailey of the Indian Political and Secret Department – who before the war had earned himself a considerable reputation as a Central Asian explorer. In 1904, as a Tibetan-speaking subaltern, he had ridden into the holy city of Lhasa with Sir Francis Younghusband. Later, his hazardous journeys through lawless regions of Tibet and China had won him the coveted gold medal of the Royal Geographical Society. From one of these pre-war expeditions he had brought back the tall blue Himalayan poppy which today bears his name.


Twice wounded in the war – a German bullet in the arm in Flanders, and a Turkish one through both legs at Gallipoli – he had been posted, after coming out of hospital, to Persia for intelligence duties. There, enemy agents led by Wassmuss, the German ‘T.E. Lawrence’, were enjoying considerable success stirring up the tribes against the hard-pressed British. But the adventure which he was now about to be pitched into would prove to be more bizarre and dangerous than anything he had hitherto experienced.


Besides himself, the party included a second British officer – a monacled major named Stewart Blacker, seconded from the Indian Army’s élite Corps of Guides. Like Bailey, he was an experienced Central Asian traveller, and before the war he had visited Tashkent, the Bolshevik stronghold they were now hoping to reach. He too had been wounded in France. Subsequently he had enrolled in the newly formed Royal Flying Corps, but a near-fatal nose-dive had brought his career as a pilot to an abrupt end.


The two other Europeans in this oddly-assorted group were both Russians, a Mr and Mrs Stephanovich from the Consulate-General in Kashgar, of which he was temporarily in charge. The remaining dozen members of the party were hand-picked NCOs from the Indian Army, pony-men and servants, most of whom would return to Kashgar on reaching the frontier. For the rest it would be a step into the unknown.


The Bolshevik Revolution was now some nine months old. But with civil war raging from one end of Russia to the other, little reliable intelligence was reaching London or Delhi. As to what was going on in the Tsar’s former Central Asian territories, even Lenin himself had only the haziest idea. Particularly anxious to discover who was gaining the upper hand in Central Asia were those responsible for the defence of India. At one remote spot, only a narrow corridor of Afghanistan just a few miles wide separated British and Russian territory. After endless exchanges of secret telegrams between London and Delhi, it was decided that there was only one thing to do. And that was to send someone to Tashkent to find out. So it was that two British officers now found themselves approaching the Russian frontier, uncertain of what lay in store for them.


The idea of sending officers into Central Asia to find out what was happening there was nothing new. In the days of the Great Game, a succession of Indian Army officers – ‘Bokhara’ Burnes, Henry Pottinger and Francis Younghusband, to name only three – had done just that. But in December 1917, on the assumption that the Russian Empire was about to break up, a bold plan had been put forward for reviving the idea. It had come, surprisingly perhaps, from a Liberal Member of Parliament, although hardly a typical one. Commander Josiah Wedgwood had served with distinction in both the Boer War and the one now in progress. He had won a DSO at Gallipoli and twice been mentioned in despatches.


Wedgwood put his proposal to John Shuckburgh, then Secretary to the Political Department of the India Office in London, who summarised it thus for his chiefs: ‘His idea is to send a number of energetic and determined officers (not necessarily military officers) from India, and to give them a kind of roving commission to work for British interests in Central Asia. They would travel under whatever “cover” might be thought best. They would, of course, have no official status, and must be prepared to be disowned by the British Government if things went wrong.’


Wedgwood still saw the Germans, not the Bolsheviks, as the threat, and his plan was intended to keep them out of Central Asia, from where they could menace India. The officers would have orders to spoil the Germans’ game by every possible means (‘They mustn’t hesitate to shoot, if necessary’), and to organise resistance among the local population by appealing to their patriotism. They would also gather intelligence. Shuckburgh’s summary continued: ‘By this means, Commander Wedgwood thinks that an effective pro-British buffer could be established along the whole of the northern frontier of Persia, Afghanistan, etc., and enemy expansion to the East might definitely be held in check.’


Shuckburgh passed the idea to his immediate superior, Sir Arthur Hirtzel, commenting: ‘the suggestion is somewhat of a counsel of desperation, but there are times that call for desperate expedients.’ He recommended that at least Delhi should be consulted, though it might be wise to try it ‘privately’ on the Foreign Office first. Hirtzel took it personally round to the Foreign Office, pencilling on it afterwards: ‘This appeared to me preposterous, and I took it into the F.O. who thought the same.’ To this another hand, less identifiable, had added: ‘I don’t see why this office should be called upon to promote the views of private Members of Parliament as to the policy to be pursued by HMG in different parts of the Russian Empire.’ (Commander Wedgwood had already put forward a similar idea for Siberia.)


So much for the civil servants’ views. The document, complete with annotations, was next passed to the Parliamentary Under-Secretary for India, Lord Islington, a former Guards subaltern and Boer War DSO. While (in a two-page memorandum) condemning the idea as ‘irresponsible’, he conceded that ‘the conception that underlies it’ was not in fact so preposterous, adding: ‘We are now receiving information that Russian Central Asia is becoming affected, and if the process is left to develop undisturbed we may anticipate a dangerous fomentation all along the border of Afghanistan and India. As to what can be done to stem this tide it is difficult to suggest. A few officers sent in an irresponsible way into this vast country, as proposed by Commander Wedgwood, would undoubtedly be of but slender avail, and would be exposed to dangers beyond any results they could hope to achieve.’


All this, it should be said, was before the unorthodox activities of T.E. Lawrence and other British officers behind Turkish lines had become generally known, and a quarter of a century before the founding of the SAS in World War II. Needless to say, Wedgwood’s plan was officially rejected. But it is clear from the secret correspondence of the time that he had set people thinking. Indeed, very shortly afterwards he was given the rank of colonel and, thinly disguised as a newspaper correspondent, despatched to Siberia to try to stiffen anti-German resistance. At the same time, the India Office archives reveal a sudden flurry of secret inter-departmental telegrams and minutes on what should be done about the growing crisis in Central Asia, following the collapse of the Eastern Front. Within a matter of weeks, a number of officers of ‘initiative and enterprise’ found themselves short-listed for special duty there (though quite what would be expected of them remained extremely vague).


On February 4, Shuckburgh signalled the British Political Resident in the Persian Gulf urgently requesting the services of Bailey, and another officer named Marshall, for a mission ‘which HMG have decided to send to Turkestan’. The reply came next day: ‘If Bailey is medically fit I can spare him.’ Marshall, however, could not be spared. He was at Nejef, on the Euphrates, ‘where situation urgently needs an officer on whom I can rely’. The refusal to part with him cost Marshall his life. On the file copy of the telegram, against the name Nejef, a neat hand has pencilled in the words ‘. . . where he has unfortunately been assassinated’. A number of Arabs were later hanged publicly by the British for his murder after a German-inspired plot to liquidate him and all his colleagues, including Bailey, was uncovered.


Bailey’s superiors seem to have been in no hurry to let him go, despite London’s plea for urgency. For a full month passed before the proposition was put to him by wire at Shushtar, where he was the sole European living. Had he recovered sufficiently from his wounds, he was asked, to undertake a long and arduous journey? Just where to, the telegram did not specify. Bailey at once signalled his readiness to go, and by return was ordered to proceed to the Indian hill-station of Simla. There he would receive further instructions regarding a secret mission to Kashgar, in Chinese Turkestan.


He had no regrets about leaving Shushtar. Indeed, it was with some relief that he did so. Only a few days before the telegram’s arrival he had been warned that three assassins had entered town with orders to dispose of him. ‘The narrow streets’, he observed afterwards, ‘made murder very easy.’ The sudden prospect, moreover, of leading a secret mission to Kashgar, where he had never been, was an alluring one to a man born with a strong sense of adventure. Also it meant immediate promotion to Lieutenant-Colonel. ‘An absolutely first-class man,’ the Viceroy, Lord Chelmsford, noted on Bailey’s file.


Bailey, Blacker and another Indian Army officer, Major Percy Etherton, reached Kashgar on June 7 after a six-week trek over the Pamir from northern India. Etherton was being sent to take over from Sir George Macartney, due to retire as British Consul-General there after twenty-eight years. There now arose the question of the mission’s next move. London and Delhi were still locked in telegraphic debate over whether or not Bailey and Blacker should try to reach Tashkent and make contact with the Bolsheviks, whose blood-stained authority the British Government did not recognise.


On April 22, the day the mission had left India, Shuckburgh had advised Lord Chelmsford: ‘The situation in Central Asia is exceedingly obscure . . . I do not know what the general policy of HMG is towards the Bolshevists.’ He added anxiously: ‘I do venture to urge that, before furnishing our officers with instructions, we should make up our minds quite clearly what our policy really is.’ The Viceroy himself had already signalled London with his own reservations about the mission. Its object, he feared, seemed ‘hopelessly vague’, while its chances of success were ‘extremely problematical’. Now, as Bailey and Blacker tapped their heels impatiently in Kashgar, both London and Delhi appeared as much in the dark as ever about what was happening in Russian Central Asia.


What little intelligence was reaching them emanated either from Kashgar, which had now resumed its role of Great Game days as a British listening-post, or from Meshed, which lay close to the Russian frontier in north-eastern Persia. From the former, Sir George Macartney had maintained a steady flow of intelligence obtained from travellers and refugees coming out of Russia and from other contacts built up over many years. In this, Bailey, Blacker and Etherton were able to give him a hand while London kept them waiting. But for all Macartney’s experience of Central Asian politics, Bolshevism was an entirely new game, in which none of the old rules applied. The situation, moreover, was constantly changing and information fragmentary and more often than not conflicting.


From Meshed, nearly a thousand miles to the west, a similar flow of intelligence had been emanating since the arrival there of Lieut-Colonel Ernest Redl, an old hand at the game, who spoke fluent Russian and knew the region intimately. He also, unlike Macartney, had a powerful radio transmitter. Not only did this enable him to signal his chiefs directly (messages from Kashgar took at least three weeks to reach India by runner), but he was able to use it to eavesdrop secret communications between Tashkent and Moscow, the Bolsheviks’ newly proclaimed capital.


In addition to gathering intelligence, Redl was entrusted with a further task – for which he had been liberally supplied with high-explosives. The collapse of Russian resistance left India wide open to an unexpected new threat, that of a combined German-Turkish invasion from Central Asia. It was Redl’s job to cross the frontier into Russia and destroy the strategically crucial Transcaspian Railway in the event of its falling into German or Turkish hands. Were they to get control of it, they could use it to transport troops and munitions eastwards across the great Central Asian deserts to bases from which they could menace northern India. In the words of one senior British intelligence officer: ‘It needed the appearance of but a detachment of German or Turkish troops on the northern frontiers of Afghanistan to precipitate a jihad against us.’


Although the Russian collapse had caught the British badly by surprise, Redl had not been left entirely single-handedly to hold back the enemy from the approaches to India. Ever since 1915, a joint British-Russian force – known as the East Persian Cordon – had been positioned along the Afghan-Persian frontier to deny German and Turkish agents access to Afghanistan. On Russia’s withdrawal from the war, its sector of the cordon had been taken over by British troops under the command of Major-General Sir Wilfrid Malleson who set up his new headquarters in Meshed, from where Redl had already been operating for two months.


Fears of a joint German-Turkish assault on India had been intensified by the presence in Russian Central Asia of forty thousand former prisoners of war who had originally been transported there by the Tsarist government after capture on the Eastern Front. About three thousand of them were Germans, and the rest Austrians and Hungarians. In theory now free, they were mostly living in their old camps, often in appalling conditions, while they hopefully awaited repatriation. Others had found lodgings, and even jobs, in the surrounding towns and villages. A number had set up small cottage industries, including a shoe factory which was said to employ a hundred men. Some, in exchange for food and warm clothing, had gone over to the Bolsheviks who, without their support, would probably never have held on to Tashkent.


Reports reaching Delhi warned that German agents, as well as their own officers, were actively at work among the prisoners trying to organise them into fighting units. It was a prospect which caused India’s defence chiefs to lose much sleep. With so many of their own units serving away from home, they were only too aware how ill-guarded their vast frontiers were. Here was an army of forty thousand trained men which might, if properly organised and armed, join forces with a combined German-Turkish assault on northern India. The only good news from Tashkent was that the Bolsheviks were equally anxious to woo more of these troops into the Red Army to help them maintain their own precarious position there.


But this was not the only Allied worry to emanate from Russian Central Asia in the summer of 1918. Stockpiled there were some 200,000 tons of raw cotton, desperately needed by both sides for the manufacture of explosives. British hopes of acquiring it had been abandoned when it was worked out that to shift it all to India would require around seven hundred and fifty thousand pack-animals and cost several million pounds on top of the purchase price. But that did not lessen the War Cabinet’s fears of its falling into German hands, for it was no secret that their agents had orders to buy the entire stock and export it by camel caravan, the rail link with Europe having been cut.


These, however, were short-term fears which would end with the war. More far-sighted minds were already beginning to ponder the question of what the Bolsheviks’ own long-term intentions might be towards British India and the rest of Asia. They had, in fact, received a clue, although in the turmoil of more momentous and pressing events this had passed almost unnoticed. On December 7, 1917, exactly a month after his overthrow of the Provisional Government, Lenin had issued a clarion call to Asia’s millions to follow the triumphant example of the Bolsheviks and overthrow their own oppressors.


To Sir George Buchanan, the British ambassador to Petrograd, Lenin’s revolutionary call had seemed to be aimed directly at British India. The following day he had called a press conference (for the British Government did not recognise the new government) and vigorously denounced the Bolshevik leader for inciting Indians to rebellion. Describing Lenin’s exhortation as ‘scurrilous’, he had added: ‘Mr Lenin spoke of us as rapacious extortioners and plunderers, while he incited our Indian subjects to rebellion . . . It is an unheard-of thing for a man who claims to direct Russian policy to use such language to a friendly and allied country.’


Eighteen days later had come another warning which should have removed any remaining doubts about Bolshevik intentions. The Council of People’s Commissars had unanimously agreed to set aside two million gold roubles to be spent on fomenting revolution ‘in all countries, regardless of whether they are at war with Russia, in alliance with Russia, or neutral’. This, too, seems to have passed largely unnoticed at the time, which was not entirely surprising. In the winter of 1917, when Allied fortunes were at a low ebb, there was a great deal more for the British and Indian Governments to worry about than the revolutionary rhetoric of a few hotheads in Petrograd whose own future looked anything but promising.


Back in Kashgar, Bailey and Blacker now received the long-awaited go-ahead to proceed to Tashkent to try to find answers to these various questions and, if possible, to influence events in Britain’s and her allies’ favour. On July 12, 1918, under strong pressure from London, the Viceroy had finally signalled his agreement. There was only one slight change of plan. Sir George Macartney, due to leave Kashgar for London, had decided to try to reach home via Tashkent, a route he had used more than once in pre-Revolutionary days. He was to follow in the footsteps of Bailey and Blacker after he had formally handed over as Consul-General to Etherton.


Also to accompany the mission were Mr Stephanovich, the Acting Russian Consul-General in Kashgar, and his wife, who were as anxious as anyone to discover at first hand what was going on in their troubled country. Courageously, if perhaps naïvely, they had offered their services to Bailey and Blacker. Officially anyway, Stephanovich was still his country’s diplomatic representative, and he hoped to be able to smooth the way of the mission both at the frontier and in its dealings with his fellow-countrymen in Tashkent. Indeed, such was the general state of ignorance about the Bolsheviks, that Bailey had gratefully fallen in with the idea, although he was aware that Stephanovich had done little to endear himself to the new regime. When ordered by Moscow to place himself under the authority of the Commissar for Foreign Affairs at Tashkent, he had refused, just as he had when instructed to haul down the old Imperial Russian flag on the consulate building and run up the new, blood-red one of the Revolution.


So it was that against this confused and turbulent backcloth, and not without foreboding, the four Europeans cautiously approached the frontier-post at Irkeshtan. For Colonel Bailey it was to be the last he would see of friendly soil for well over a year.





2 The Strange Adventures of a Butterfly Collector


In the three months which had passed since Bailey and Blacker left India, relations between the Bolsheviks and Russia’s former allies had deteriorated rapidly. Even after Russia’s withdrawal from the war, which many regarded as an act of treachery at a time when a German victory still seemed on the cards, some felt that it was too early to judge the new regime. It was far from certain anyway that it would remain in power for very much longer. No other country had so far followed the Bolsheviks’ revolutionary example, and at home they were locked in a desperate struggle against forces more powerful and more numerous than themselves. At that time their rule scarcely extended beyond Petrograd and a few other cities.


But on July 16, 1918, just as Bailey and his party were preparing to leave Kashgar, something momentous had happened in the small mining town of Ekaterinburg which was to cause worldwide revulsion against the Bolsheviks. Originally it had been planned to put the Tsar and Tsarina on public trial in Moscow, with Trotsky as prosecutor. In the meantime, together with their children, they were being held prisoner at Ekaterinburg, in Siberia. A sudden thrust by anti-Bolshevik forces, however, brought them within three days’ march of the town, and a dramatic rescue of the Russian royal family seemed more than likely.


At midnight, therefore, on July 16, Tsar Nicholas and the Empress Alexandra, their four daughters and invalid son, were taken down into the cellar of the house where they were being held and executed in cold blood. To prevent their bones from being used as holy relics by White Russian troops or superstitious peasants, their bodies were taken by lorry to a nearby mine and burnt. The remains were then tossed down a disused mineshaft, to be found later by White Russian soldiers.


As Bailey and his party approached the frontier, they knew none of this, nor of the sudden worsening of relations between Britain and the new Bolshevik regime. With hindsight it is easy to see that they should never have been allowed to leave Kashgar. Already theirs was a lost cause, and worse was to follow. But there was no way now they could be recalled.


Despite this, they encountered no difficulties at the frontier. Bolshevism, it appeared, had not yet reached the remote border post, and the handful of officials and soldiers manning it showed little sympathy for their new masters in Tashkent. They took the word of Stephanovich that this was an important British Government mission, and made their unexpected guests welcome for the night. The travellers spent the evening playing cards with their hosts and dancing to the clarinet of a young cadet. But despite the party atmosphere, it was obvious to them that the Russians were deeply anxious about their future. Fearing an attack, they had fortified the post, which stood at 10,000 feet, with a stockade built from heavy bales of cotton. While they waited they passed the days growing roses in their tiny garden and shooting game in the surrounding mountains. Bailey, who himself had served on the frontier, warmed to these friendly and hospitable men with their uncomplicated lifestyle. ‘Many a British subaltern’, he wrote in his memoirs, ‘would have enjoyed this isolated but sporting post.’ Later Bailey heard that these men had themselves joined the forlorn stream of refugees fleeing into China.


Next day Bailey and his party rode on towards Tashkent, still ten days’ march away. As they travelled Bailey, an ardent and skilled naturalist, sometimes stopped to catch rare butterfly specimens, including Parnassius and Coleas. During their long journey from northern India he managed to collect no fewer than thirty-nine different varieties, some of them at 14,000 feet. Today, besides the blue poppy, there are at least four species of butterfly and two mammals named after him. Even when, much later, he was on the run for his life, Bailey still found time to pursue butterflies.


Not long after they had crossed the frontier they learned of an embarrassing rumour which appeared to be preceding them. They were, it was whispered, the advance guard of a twelve-thousand-strong (sixty thousand, some said) British invasion force being sent from India to deliver Russian Central Asia from Bolshevism. It was a rumour, Blacker recalled afterwards, ‘which was to cause some unease to our adversaries’. But it was also one which was likely to prove highly dangerous to themselves, and wherever they encountered it Stephanovich did his best to scotch it.


It was at the village of Sufi Kurgan, some thirty miles inside the frontier, that they encountered their first Bolsheviks, a small detachment of the newly formed Red Army. Only two of the soldiers were actually Russians, the rest being former prisoners of war. But they were too busy taking over the military post there to bother with Bailey’s party which continued on its way towards Osh, the first town of any size. It was here that they decided to make official contact with the Bolshevik authorities. To attempt to bypass them and press on towards Tashkent would have been to invite trouble, particularly in view of the wild rumours circulating about them. These, it transpired, had already reached the ears of the local Soviet. Fortunately Stephanovich was known and well respected in Osh, and his denials of the rumours and explanation of the mission’s peaceful purpose were finally accepted, after he had been closely questioned by the local Commissar for War. It was agreed that, provided clearance could be obtained by telegraph from the authorities in Tashkent, Bailey and his party would be allowed to proceed.


All seemed well, for two days later they were permitted to continue by horse-drawn tarantas to the railhead at Andijan, thirty miles further on, where they could board a train for Tashkent. But on arrival there they discovered that because of fuel shortages, and heavy fighting further down the line, all civilian traffic had been halted for the past fortnight. Three days later, however, the trains began running again. Seats were found for the small party (their pony-men and others having now left for home) on the first one to leave for Tashkent.


So far, much to their surprise, they had encountered no serious problems. The local Bolsheviks had more urgent matters to contend with, including their own survival. But by now it was becoming clear that it was no longer safe for Stephanovich to come with them. At any moment it would dawn on the Soviet authorities where his sympathies really lay, with unpleasant consequences for both himself and the two British officers. For very likely they would conclude that Bailey and Blacker were also sympathetic to the counter-revolutionaries, who were still a considerable threat, and that they were perhaps actively hand-in-glove with them. And at that very moment men, and even women, were being shot for less.


Beyond knowing that the Bolsheviks were in control of Tashkent, however precariously, the two officers had little idea what was really going on there, or what kind of a reception they could expect. Not that they were particularly worried. Both were extremely resourceful men, which was why they had been chosen, and anyway these were the very things they had been sent to find out.


A great deal had, in fact, happened in Tashkent in the ten months between the Bolsheviks’ seizure of power there and the arrival of the British mission. For a vivid account of these momentous events we have the valuable, if unexpected, testimony of a Danish officer. Early in December 1917, when the Revolution was still only a month old, Captain A.H. Brun had been sent by his government, officially neutral, to try to ease the sufferings of the thousands of Austrian and Hungarian ex-prisoners trapped in Central Asia by the Revolution. Although Brun’s humanitarian mission had been sanctioned at highest level by the revolutionary leaders in Petrograd, he quickly learned that, when it was inconvenient, their authority counted for very little in Tashkent. His experiences in the course of the next fifteen months were often to prove harrowing, and at times hair-raising. But at least he was to escape with his life, which was more than could be said for his Swedish opposite number, sent to look after the interests of the German prisoners.


The violent events leading to the Bolshevik seizure of power in Tashkent, including four days of bloody and bitter fighting, are to this day extremely confused. No two accounts appear to agree, and everything depends upon whose version one chooses to accept. Fortunately we are only concerned with what happened after the Bolsheviks came to power, and here we have Brun as an eye-witness, for after his escape from his nightmarish adventure he published an account of it, Troublous Times, now long out of print and difficult to find.


The train which brought him to Tashkent from Petrograd was among the last to get through before the line was cut by White Russian forces, and took ten days to reach its destination. A Russian on the train to whom he showed the letters of introduction he had been given warned him that every one of those to whom they were addressed had been arrested by the local Cheka, or secret police. Brun was strongly advised by his fellow-passenger to destroy the letters. Even his neutral status, he was told, would not protect him from the unpleasant consequences of being found with them in his possession. It was hardly an auspicious beginning to his peaceful mission.


Yet Brun’s first impressions as he drove into town from the station were not unfavourable. Everything appeared orderly enough in the still dawn of Central Asia. Turtle-doves fluttered over the low roof-tops. Neat rows of silver-limbed poplars lined the wide streets of the model, colonial-built capital. There was little sign here of the revolutionary turmoil and destruction which Brun had witnessed in Petrograd. But it was still very early, and in their respective quarters both natives and Europeans slumbered uneasily.


Through a contact made on the train, Brun managed to find lodgings at the home of a former judge who, although he had been dismissed by the Bolsheviks, still enjoyed his freedom. In this he was more fortunate than many of his colleagues who had either been executed or killed in the fighting. The Governor, a retired Tsarist general, had been murdered in his official residence by the revolutionary mob and his corpse thrown from an upstairs window onto the pavement. It had lain there for several days before his widow had been allowed to remove it for burial. Many other former officers and officials, Brun learned from his landlord, were languishing in the city’s jail while their fate was being decided.


Tashkent’s new rulers made a poor impression on the Dane during the first of his many meetings with them. To be fair, the commissars were mostly ordinary working men who lacked the organisational genius of Lenin and Trotsky or the other Petrograd revolutionaries. They were ill-educated, without experience of government or administration. Before the Revolution many had been drivers or oilers on the railway. Now they suddenly found themselves trying to run a city with a population of nearly half a million people, many of them extremely hostile towards Bolshevism or actively plotting against their new rulers. Nor did they even enjoy the support of those whose interests they professed to represent, the huge Muslim population, who outnumbered Russians of European origin by more than ten to one. The very reverse, in fact.


The trouble stemmed largely from the neo-colonial attitude of the Tashkent Bolsheviks, Europeans to a man, towards the native populace. On seizing power, Lenin had led the different ethnic communities making up the former Tsarist empire to believe that they would be granted self-determination. But it soon became clear that whatever Petrograd might be promising, the Tashkent Bolsheviks were little different from their predecessors. The Revolution, one of the Tashkent commissars had argued, had been carried out in Central Asia by Russians of European origin. ‘It is only fair’, he added, ‘that its direction should be theirs.’ This was not a view shared by fifteen million disillusioned Muslims.


An uprising by the native population was expected at any time, Brun had been warned on his arrival. It took place on Boxing Day, 1917. Early that morning huge crowds of Muslims – Brun estimated some two hundred thousand in all – had begun to gather on the streets, in their white turbans, long multi-coloured silk coats and high leather boots. Many had ridden in from the surrounding countryside and were still on horseback, while others bore aloft religious banners. Although the demonstration began in an orderly way, the heavily outnumbered Europeans, both Bolsheviks and those opposed to them, had good reason for fear. What they most dreaded was a jihad, or Holy War, declared against the infidel minority. As Brun wrote afterwards: ‘All knew what a revolt amongst the Mahommedans of the country would signify. It would mean the . . . death of every European on whom they could lay hands. . . . If religious fanaticism got the better of reason, it would be mere child’s play for 15,000,000 natives to root out 1,500,000 Russians.’


The crowds, still peaceful, began to converge on the enormous square in front of the former Governor-General’s palace, now the Bolshevik headquarters. A deputation of Muslim elders was allowed to enter the building and present its demands. The Bolsheviks, who had no intention of conceding anything, deliberately dragged out the negotiations, hoping to weary both the emissaries and the waiting crowds. But the strategy backfired, for the demonstrators lost patience and marched angrily on the jail where the Bolsheviks held their political prisoners, many of whom were awaiting execution.


The mob – for that is what it had now turned into – broke down the heavy gates and freed all the prisoners, some of whom they carried shoulder-high through the streets. Determined to arm themselves, they next marched on the citadel containing the arsenal. But here they were met by canon and machine-gun fire which broke up the ill-organised attack, leaving many dead.


During the night, however, they were reinforced by sixty thousand Kirghiz tribesmen from the surrounding hills, and the following day they again pressed home their attack on the Bolshevik positions. But the Turkic peoples of Central Asia are no longer a warrior race, and they were beaten off, leaving them with no further stomach for the fight. The uprising, without leaders and modern weapons, had been easily crushed. The blood-letting was not yet over though. Convinced that the prisoners liberated by the mob were really behind the insurrection, the Bolsheviks ruthlessly executed many of those unfortunate enough to be recaptured.
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