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Note on Place Names


Most of the cities mentioned in this book have gone through one if not two name changes since the Intervention. To avoid anachronism I have used the names of the period, hence Petrograd rather than St Petersburg, Reval rather than Tallinn and – reluctantly – Russian Kiev rather than Ukrainian Kyiv. Today’s names are flagged in the text. Where applicable, I have also used the anglicisations of the time – so Archangel instead of Arkhangelsk, Sebastopol instead of Sevastopol, and the Dnieper river rather than the Dnipro or Dnyepr.










Introduction


On a beach at the mouth of the river Dvina on a windless midsummer day, the sky is a great bright dome, the woods the piercing green of the Arctic’s fast-forward growing season, the sea the steely blue that tells you it was ice not long ago and will be again soon. Overhead, terns wheel and screech: the nicely onomatopoeic Russian word for them, my companion tells me, is krachki. Along a curve of sand, a tall black building – a wooden lighthouse. Behind, marram grass, a gap-toothed boardwalk and a mound topped by a pink obelisk. Close to, the monument is falling to pieces, stone facing coming away in chunks, iron railings twisted and rusting. Still in place, in bronze, are a hammer and sickle and the words: ‘Glory to the patriots, tortured by the Interventionists on the island of Mudyug, 1918–20.’


The Mudyug obelisk commemorates one of the most quixotic and, for the millions of civilians affected, tragic Western military adventures of the twentieth century: Britain, France and America’s attempt to reverse the 1917 Russian Revolution. Known as the ‘Intervention’, it started out as a sideshow to the war against Germany, its chief aim to secure Allied supplies after Russia’s extraordinary new leaders, the Bolsheviks, made peace with Berlin. After Germany’s defeat it expanded, morphing into an explicit drive to replace the Bolsheviks with one of the conservative – nicknamed ‘White’ – regimes setting themselves up around the old empire’s periphery.


The operation was substantial. Some 180,000 Allied troops from sixteen countries (Britain, France, America, Japan, Italy, Greece, Poland, Romania, Czechoslovakia and Serbia, plus colonial troops from Canada, Australia, New Zealand, India, Morocco and Senegal) took part, in half a dozen theatres ranging from the Caspian Sea to the Arctic, and from Poland to the Pacific. With them came guns, tanks, aircraft, uniforms, food and medical supplies, as well as over £100 million in loans. It ended two years later with fewer than two thousand Allied lives lost and one not insignificant gain – independence for the Latvians and Estonians. But as to overthrowing the Bolsheviks, it comprehensively failed. In port after port, as the Red Army advanced and the White ones collapsed, Allied troops destroyed equipment, filed back onto their ships and sailed away. Typically, the last they saw of Russia was smoke rising from burning warehouses, and quaysides packed with desperate, left-behind refugees.


It was a humiliation, and given all the Allied promises, a shameful one – best forgotten, or conveniently elided with the Great War. The willed forgetting persisted. Richard Nixon, delivering a Message of Friendship in Moscow in 1972, and Margaret Thatcher, receiving Mikhail Gorbachev at Chequers in 1984, both stated that their countries and Russia had never been at war. They were put right, but given its uniqueness – the only time America has sent troops to Russia, and the only time since the Crimean War that Britain and France have – it is surprising how little discussed the Intervention still is today.


 


Civil conflicts are always messy, but the Russian Civil War – more accurately Wars, with ‘Russian’ in inverted commas – was especially so. By the time the Allies arrived in force, in the summer of 1918, two dozen different so-called governments functioned on the territory of the former Russian Empire. (‘Dictators’, joked a British aide, were received ‘from 7 to 10; Supreme Rulers between 10 and 1; prime ministers could be admitted between 2 and 5.’1)Though by end the Allies concentrated their support on a spin-off from the old tsarist army, initially they were happy to partner with whatever forces came to hand. At different times and places, Intervention troops fought alongside Red Russians against White Finns; with Germans, White Russians and national Balts against Red Russians and Red Balts; with Armenian socialists against Turks and Azeris; with White Russians against national Ukrainians; and with Poles against national Ukrainians and Red Russians – and this far from exhausts the list. The fighting itself was equally confusing. All the armies involved were small and weak, so that towns changed hands with dizzying frequency. Troops deserted en masse to the enemy and back again; civilians were indistinguishable from fighters; and individuals and propaganda materials freely crossed vague, ever-changing front lines. A recurrent theme of Intervention accounts is Russia’s disconcerting formlessness. The country is variously compared to a ‘half-cooked plum pudding’, to butter and to quicksand – all easy to cut into, but hard to get free of. Propping her up was ‘like trying to get a feather-bed to stand on end’.2


Into this chaotic scene stepped an intensely conventional figure – the British regular army officer. Unmistakeable in neat moustache, jodphurs and wide-skirted belted jacket, he had been born into a middle-class family somewhere in the counties, been sent to prep and public school, to the Sandhurst or Woolwich military academies, and then to the Western Front. Institutionalised from early childhood, untravelled except with the army, ignorant of women save for his mother and sisters (and perhaps prostitutes), he was to the modern eye both extraordinarily experienced – in responsibility, discomfort, fear and death – and extraordinarily innocent. Though he had grown up in the age of Freud and Joyce, Gandhi and the Suffragettes, they touched his world-view not at all. Son of the most powerful nation of the day, his touchstones were Empire – an a priori Good Thing; country – foreigners were by definition funny; and faith – sincere, though best kept to oneself. His style – its understatement intended to convey natural superiority – was modelled on the heroes of John Buchan: decent, anti-intellectual, self-deprecating and eternally stiff of upper lip.


Responses to being sent to Russia varied. Pre Germany’s defeat, career soldiers were usually disappointed at being diverted from the main action. Non-regulars, however, were only too delighted to escape it. ‘As most people on board had come back from a considerable amount of service in France’, a subaltern remembered of the cheerful mood on his Arctic-bound troopship, ‘the Expedition was looked upon as a picnic.’3 Americans and Canadians often felt tricked. Told they were going to Europe to fight the Kaiser, they now learned that they would be restoring, as they saw it, the equally despotic Tsar. The second, post-Armistice wave of troops was officered by volunteers. Some signed up just because demobilisation left them at a loose end, but more than a few – sometimes reluctant, later, to admit it – out of genuine conviction. An Old Etonian felt himself ‘committed to a crusade’ and ‘could not wait to go’ – a stance his London friends thought ‘quite mad’.4


Disembarking from their ships, all found themselves on wildly unfamiliar ground. Around far-northern Murmansk, stony tundra – grey boulders, stunted birches, bleak little tarns – stretched as far as the eye could see. Even in midsummer it was piebald with snow, and in the twenty-four-hour winter darkness temperatures dropped to forty degrees below freezing – so cold that sentries had to be relieved every half hour, lest they die from exposure. Further south tundra gave way to the different endless sameness of the taiga. ‘Trees trees, trees’, remembered a Lambeth-bred private; ‘That’s all you saw, all day long . . . If you put your small kit down by a tree and you went twelve yards away, you’d have a hell of a time finding it again.’5 Two thousand miles away on the desert-bound Caspian, the Silk Road city of Baku backed onto dun hills, its swallowtail battlements enclosing mosques and camel-trains and all the exotic nationalities of the Caucasus and Central Asia – more Persia than Russia. To the west, on the Black Sea steppe, green-gold grasslands rippled to the horizon. ‘There was nothing to see’, a dreamily disoriented Scot wrote of a refuelling halt, ‘except grass and flowers, and an occasional partridge, and nothing to hear except the slow escape of steam over the singing of larks . . . It was the biggest place I had ever seen.’6 To cope, he and others groped for what they knew, likening bits of Siberia to ‘the Simla hill districts’, Burmese ‘scrub jungle’, Switzerland, Northumberland and the English Lakes.


As well as disorientation, Russia meant a crazy patchwork of experiences, as different as possible from the grim monotony of the trenches. Interventionists rode on sleds and steam trains, slept in log cabins and luxury hotels, improvised river gunboats and the world’s first air-dropped chemical weapons, distributed food aid, addressed striking railway workers, took tea with warlords and princesses, got swept up in epic retreats, organised several coups and at least one assassination. During not infrequent periods of downtime, they also strenuously enjoyed themselves; their private papers overflow with early morning rides (‘just like going cub hunting’), fishing (‘mosquitoes in good fighting form’), swimming (‘top-hole’), church-visiting (‘tawdry Ikons . . . no seats’), mule-racing, ice-yachting, and most of all with extraordinarily unpleasant-sounding shooting expeditions. (‘The marsh was very marshy indeed’, a midshipman wrote to his mother of a midwinter expedition after snipe.) The minimisation of suffering and violence was in the style of the times, and helped gloss over impending defeat. But much of the time the enjoyment feels genuine. In the archives, the photographs that slip from the folders are not of heaped typhus victims, but of cheerful young men, sporting comic shaggy hats, grinning into the sun from wayside railway platforms or rustic verandahs.


 


What did these men make of the Russians, and what did the Russians make of them? Characteristic of the Intervention – and another contrast with the war in France – were daily interactions between soldiers and civilians. Since Allied troops were few, they relied on the local population for transport, labour and accommodation. Billeted on village families, they squashed with them into earth-floored, bug-infested cottages of one or two rooms. Despite the language barrier, communication often flourished. Old people were taken for their first-ever rides in motor cars; crowds gathered to wonder at wind-up gramophones; children were given sweets and shown the workings of torches and binoculars. In the back of his notebook an American private wrote down the names Anna and Alexandra – girlfriends? children? – and the Russian words, phonetically spelt, for ‘pencil’, ‘shirt’, ‘face’, ‘hair’, ‘hand’, ‘baby’, ‘trouser’, ‘key’, ‘cup’, ‘pipe’, ‘chair’ and ‘hat’.7 Others sketched ingenious novelties that caught their eye: samovars, a rope-and-pulley cradle-rocking device, pole-boats and different designs of sled.


It was not, of course, an equal relationship. The first words of Russian a British supply sergeant learned were loshad and seichas – ‘Horse’ and ‘Now’. ‘We didn’t ask to stay the night, as far as I remember. We just took our gear inside and it was taken for granted that we would do. Very pleasant people.’ The words Russians most often addressed to him were Daitye tsigaret – ‘Give a cigarette’: ‘They really were a nation of scroungers. One can understand, of course – the poor folks didn’t have anything.’8 But as well as pitying their poverty, he also admired their resourcefulness and craftsmanship: it was amazing that with axes alone they could build a bridge strong enough to take a tank. And often they gave as good as they got. One woman gave a soldier a spectacular scolding when she caught him milking her cow – ‘she took the milk off him; he was trembling!’9 Another chased a naked group out of her banya, coming after them with scoopfuls of hot ash. Probably the commonest Allied–Russian interaction was ‘skolko-ing’ – from the Russian for ‘how much?’ – as soldiers bartered army-issue food and clothing for eggs, milk and souvenirs.


In the refugee-crowded provincial cities where the military missions made their headquarters, officer Interventionists enjoyed a positively hectic social life. Viewed as potential saviours – or, if the worst came to the worst, tickets out of the country – by the local middle classes, they were treated to a whirl of concerts, dances, tea-parties and amateur dramatics. ‘Such flirtations with the pretty barishnas!’ wrote the handsome heir to a Milwaukee meat-packing fortune of his time in the North; ‘Such whispered gossip and intrigue and scandal in light-hearted Archangel!’10 A Yorkshire signals sergeant was thrilled to be invited to the ballet by his unit’s telephonist, a refugee baroness: 


 


When I went into the box the whole audience stood up and shouted in Russian ‘How d’ye do! Welcome!’ And all the Russian troops that were in there, they all saluted. I didn’t know what to do – I saluted back, and knew the Russian for ‘thankyou’, and they were delighted . . . It was a marvellous show.11


 


Much trickier were relations between the Interventionists and their counterparts in the various counter-revolutionary Russian armies. Though individual friendships were made, overall the relationship was one of mutual incomprehension and exasperation – shading, as the White cause began to founder, into vituperation and dislike. ‘Our Russian allies’, a British artilleryman remembered of his time teaching gunnery in Western Siberia, were


 


generous to absurdity at times, laughter-loving frequently, devoted comrades at odd moments, delightful hosts and good talkers. [But] from a military or business point of view they were a flop . . . They could not get things done, they were lazy, untidy, pessimistic, boastful, ignorant, untruthful and dishonest. They had no patriotism, though they wept over Holy Russia. They bragged, but were incompetent and often cowardly. They were cruel. They hated the Allies for not sending enormous armies to settle their troubles, while the only people who could clean up the mess were themselves.12


 


The Etonian who ‘could not wait to go’ – Major Hudleston Williamson – was almost as disparaging about his opposite numbers in the South: an ‘extraordinary crowd’ sporting ‘epaulettes like great tea-trays’ and spurs that ‘jingled like marbles in a tin’, they were friendly enough, but ‘apart from swearing frightful oaths of revenge on the Bolsheviks’, not much use.13 French forces in the Black Sea port of Odessa were equally dismissive, reporting to Paris that White command gambled, drank and installed their mistresses in luxurious staff trains – bordels roulants – while all around starved. The more perceptive Interventionists grasped the reasons for the Russians’ disorganisation and apathy. They had lost families and friends, homes, wealth, a war and their country. They were not just stuck in the past, but in shock. Though angered by persistent black-marketeering of British supplies, Williamson turned a blind eye on the grounds that it would be ‘the worst possible form’ to criticise people who had ‘suffered so severely’ – especially since plenty of British officers were ‘doing pretty well, thank you, with the whisky.’14 The Whites’ worst psychological handicap, he thought, was the memory of the 1917 mass mutinies within the Imperial Army. ‘When one’s own men have turned against one, it can always happen again. And I have often wondered since – had I been in their shoes, would I have been any better?’ Williamson’s empathy, though, was unusual. Messing separately from their Russian colleagues, most Allied officers got to know them only superficially and saw only their failings.


The disillusion was reciprocated. Especially after Germany’s defeat, there was great bitterness amongst educated Russians in general that the Allies were not coming in overwhelming strength to Russia’s aid. Instead she was being fobbed off with token forces, sub-standard army surplus, and mid-ranking officers who thought they knew best despite never having set foot in the country before. ‘The English responded to any Russian views’, a White general remembered, with


 


back-slapping, and that typical English joviality that makes interlocutors wonder if they are dealing with a very clever and cunning person, or a complete simpleton. The outcome . . . was always the same. The English always did everything their own way, and always met with failure.


 


Things would not improve, he thought, until they stopped treating Russians like some ‘small, savage tribe’ of Indians or Malays.15 An encounter between an embedded British officer-journalist (the Daily Express’s John Hodgson) and a Prince Obolensky, attached to the Military Mission in the South, was the kind of thing he meant. Truthfully but tactlessly, Hodgson observed to Obolensky that the White government was failing because it was hopeless at administration. Obolensky – bearer of one of the grandest names in the country – retorted that an English one in the same circumstances would do no better. ‘I told him’, Hodgson relates,


 


that he was mistaken, because [in England] the sense of civic responsibility was so high . . . that at any given time the Corporation of any sizeable city could tackle without grave risk of disaster the task of governing the whole Empire.16


 


Condescension, in the circumstances, was inevitable, but it would not have been the first time that the prince had to bite his tongue.


The blackest mark against the Interventionists – some Americans honourably excepted – is their connivance in White war crimes. Militarily, the Civil War was not very bloody. The armies involved were small, and set-piece battles few. Off the battlefield, though, it was extraordinarily violent, characterised by mass executions of civilians and prisoners of war, rape, torture, hostage-taking, village-burning and looting. The single group who suffered most were Jews. All sides, including the Red Army, committed pogroms. (The word derives from the Russian verb gromit: to smash or destroy.) But the Whites, in the South in the second half of 1919, were amongst the worst. Britain, by then the Whites’ last remaining active backer, could have threatened to withdraw support if the massacres did not cease – and done so. Instead, she turned a blind eye. In Westminster and on the ground, reports of White violence against Jews were denied or downplayed, and protests and petitions brushed aside. The various British military missions also used the Whites’ ‘Jew-equals-Bolshevik’ smear in their own Russian-language propaganda, many if not most mission members believing it themselves. One of the most jolting aspects of researching this book, even taking into account the prejudices of the day, was discovering how even the most likeable officer diarists – in other respects fair-minded, commonsensical men – littered their private writing with witless antisemitic jibes.


 


The Intervention was a pointer to the future. Overlapping with the close of the Great War proper, it was the victors’ response to state failure in their own backyard and to a fanatical, fast-spreading new ideology. It was where Britain began to lose her imperialist swagger, and America her foreign-policy idealism. In France and Germany it fractured and radicalised, pushing Europe down the road towards another world war. The dilemmas it raised – when to step into other countries’ civil conflicts; how to deal with regimes that reject international norms; how to counter radicalism; whether to ignore allies’ human-rights abuses – echo down the decades. The political noise of the time is familiar too: the mixture of good intentions and self-delusion, the flag-waving and empty promises, the cover-ups, exaggerations and downright lies. And afterwards, when the soldiers have skedaddled and the lies been exposed, the shame, the shiftiness, the calls to move on.


At the time of writing (spring 2023) Intervention place-names – Kyiv, Kharkiv, Odesa, Kherson – are in the news again, as Putin’s Russia attempts to reconquer its thirty-years independent neighbour, Ukraine. Hideous telescoper of time are the pictures from the ground: burned-out buildings, railway stations packed with refugee women and children, civilians lying dead on the streets where murderous soldiers have been through. Appalled, the West is sending Ukraine money and arms, which have allowed her to start pushing Russia back. Ukrainians hope for a quick victory, and for NATO membership to make them safe in the future. The Kremlin hopes that the West will lose interest, and cut Ukraine loose. Likeliest perhaps, unless Putin falls from power, is a battlefield stalemate followed by a frozen conflict – better than today’s daily carnage, but still grim for Ukraine and destabilising for the rest of the world.


There is no simple read-across from the Intervention. Today’s war is not a civil one, and the impressive and staunchly democratic Ukrainians are not the inept, revanchist Whites. The lazy lesson from 1918–20 – that Western meddling in the region failed then, and will again now – is completely mistaken. If the Intervention does have something to teach, it is that Putin will fail for the same reason that the Whites did: because he underestimates the desire for freedom of the non-Russian nations, and because for his own people, he has no programme beyond the empty assertion of Russia’s greatness and right to rule. A century ago, the West pulled out after barely two years and should have done so sooner, since all it was doing was prolonging the Civil War. This time, the cause is both good and viable, and pace America’s Republicans, resolve seems set to stay strong. Perhaps history’s most useful reminder is that outsiders, and indeed Russians themselves, often get Russia spectacularly wrong. Hope that conventional wisdom is wrong again now – that Ukraine wins quickly and decisively, that Putin goes, and that Russia recovers her sanity and intervention a good name.










PART I


After the Revolution, February 1917–August 1918










1


Unerhört!


In the years before the Revolution, Russians had a favourite story about their ambassador to Washington, a ‘grand seigneur of the old school’ called Yuriy Bakhmetev. Called to the Secretary of State’s office, he was surprised when the American, having greeted him politely, lounged back in his chair and crossed his feet on his desk. Sitting on the other side of the desk, Bakhmetev followed suit. The Secretary of State removed one foot; Bakhmetev did the same. And after a slight pause, the American removed the other.1


It was symptomatic. European in culture but Asian in size, Russia had always been difficult. For Western liberals in general, she was Europe’s last, bloodstained autocracy – especially so after the original 1905 ‘Bloody Sunday’, when Tsar Nicholas shot down peaceful protestors outside the Winter Palace. For Britain, she was also an imperial competitor, jostling for influence in the Near East. Naturally scratchy relations with Pacific neighbour America were made worse by her panoply of legal restrictions on Jews. The roller-coaster of events that upended Russia policy and led to the Intervention got underway with the outbreak of the First World War. Abruptly, Britain as well as Russia’s established ally France found herself on Russia’s side. Great hopes were placed on the Russian ‘steamroller’, which cartoonists drew puffing – ‘Toot tootsky!’ – over rows of pointy German helmets, with a bearded muzhik at the wheel. Disappointment followed almost immediately, with a stunning defeat at Tannenberg, in East Prussia. More ground, including Warsaw, was lost the following summer, and a 1916 offensive into Austrian-ruled western Ukraine, though successful, was horribly costly. Far from squashing the enemy, the steamroller had proved antiquated, expensive and liable to go into reverse. The Russian public too had had enough, and in early 1917 anger boiled over in the mass demonstrations and naval mutinies known as the February Revolution. Nicholas abdicated, and power went to a coalition Provisional Government, which promised to revive the war effort and create an elected assembly to draw up a new constitution.


Thrilled at the prospect of democracy and a rebooted Eastern Front, the Allies greeted the transition with overwhelming enthusiasm. From London Lloyd George sent a sonorous telegram, expressing Britain’s ‘profound satisfaction’ that Russia now practised ‘responsible government’. From Paris, prime minister Clemenceau welcomed her to the family of republics. The end of tsarism was especially welcome in Washington, where President Woodrow Wilson was about to break election promises by entering the war. Secretary of State Robert Lansing immediately sent the Provisional Government a letter of recognition, getting it off a few hours before Paris and London did the same, and in a speech to Congress Wilson was able to talk of ‘wonderful and heartening events’, and of how the ‘great, generous Russian people’ had always been ‘democratic at heart’.2 No-one was sorry when Bakhmetev refused to represent the Provisional Government and resigned. Underneath his courtly manners, thought Lansing, there had always been ‘something barbaric about him’ – his indifference to the slaughter on the battlefield ‘heartless and savage’, and his devotion to the ruling family ‘medieval’.3


The congratulations, though, were to a government that barely deserved the name. From the outset the Provisional Government had little authority, running in parallel with a network of radical, informally elected grass-roots committees known as soviets. These soon permeated every workplace, most pertinently the Petrograd and Moscow garrisons. In the resulting confusion, Russia’s state apparatus began to fall apart. In the cities, police stood aside as a crime wave broke. In the countryside peasants drove out their landowners, and the railways, increasingly, swarmed with deserters. The general breakdown was egged on by the obscure revolutionary Vladimir Lenin, a small balding man in a three-piece suit who had returned from exile in April, his slogans ‘Power to the Soviets’ and ‘Loot the looters’.


Focused heart and soul on the great struggle with Germany, the Allies refused to see what was happening. Prime example of the British government’s blindness was its failure to give asylum to the Russian royal family. A week after Nicholas abdicated, Lloyd George proposed, and the War Cabinet approved, an asylum offer, duly passed on by the British ambassador to Petrograd. But before Nicholas had time to reply, the government withdrew it again – under pressure, it was revealed over sixty years later, from King George V. The Tsar and the King were first cousins and uncannily similar in appearance: in pre-war photographs of royal visits to Osborne or Balmoral they look like twins. By 1917, however, George no longer wanted to be associated with ‘Nicky’ – still a bogeyman to the British public – and even less so with his neurotic German wife. He was in the process of dropping his own triple-barrelled German surname in favour of penny-plain Windsor, and did not want the rebranding undone by unpopular, has-been relatives, especially ones that would need to be expensively put up. Over the next few weeks a barrage of letters from his private secretary persuaded Cabinet to change its mind, amidst vague talk of the Romanovs moving instead to the south of France.


After a Bolshevik firing squad murdered the whole Romanov family the following year, the episode was hushed up. When the British ambassador concerned wrote his memoirs in the early 1920s, the Foreign Office threatened prosecution and withdrawal of his pension if he did not pretend that the asylum offer had always stood. When Lloyd George later wrote his own memoirs he was also induced to self-censor, crossly rewriting a chapter titled ‘Czar’s Future Residence’. Ironically, the consensus amongst historians is that the Romanovs could not have taken up the offer anyway, since the soviets, who controlled their guard, would never have let them leave the country.4


Washington’s brand of willful blindness was exemplified by the Root Mission, sent to Russia in July 1917 to fact-find and encourage renewed prosecution of the war. Headed by retired senator and foreign-policy sage Elihu Root, its membership was distinguished and imaginatively chosen, including the vice-president of the American Federation of Labor, the president of the Harvester Company (a big exporter), the campaigning journalist Charles Edward Russell and the evangelical YMCA founder John Mott, as well as the Army Chief of Staff and various Russia experts. How it nonetheless utterly misjudged things and rubbed Russians up the wrong way is related by Dmitri Fyedotov, a twenty-five-year-old naval lieutenant tasked with accompanying Admiral James Glennon on a tour of naval bases. Fyedotov knew America well, having spent two years in an arms-purchasing job in Washington. Playing host with Russia in disarray was nonetheless agonising. Embarrassed, at a welcoming reception, by the Provisional Government’s scruffiness (‘never a well-shined pair of shoes between them’), he vented in his diary. Root and Glennon, he wrote, were useless old men, and the other Mission members ignorant and patronising, assuming that a modern arms factory they were shown was foreign-run, and that every society woman had slept with Rasputin. Their general attitude was that of missionaries ‘descending upon a tribe of benighted savages’, and time and again he had to remind himself that they were his country’s guests, and that he must keep his temper.5


The first stop on Glennon’s naval tour was Sebastopol, headquarters of the Black Sea Fleet. On arrival, Fyedotov was appalled to find it in the throes of a bloodless but large-scale mutiny, the sailors on strike and the flagship’s officers disarmed. Faced with a foreign visitor, however, the sailors’ soviet itself put on a show, treating Glennon to ‘turret drill’ on the Fleet’s newest battleship and to lunch at the officers’ club. In the afternoon Glennon gamely addressed a mass meeting – the sailors should return to their duties and start building democracy. And in the evening – having made frantic arrangements for the Mission carriage to be attached to the next train out – Fyedotov was able to take away the Fleet commander, Admiral Aleksandr Kolchak, later to lead the White armies in Siberia. Though Glennon was oblivious, it was a close shave – as Fyedotov knew from personal experience, mutinies could easily turn violent. Back in Petrograd, waving the Americans off, he felt acute envy. They would ‘sail in their ships, serve in their regiments, work in their offices, respected and honoured’, while he and his colleagues faced an ‘utterly uncertain future’.6


He had done his work too well, for on its return to Washington the Mission reported that the Provisional Government was firmly in control, and the general situation stabilising. Lansing told Wilson that he was ‘astounded at their optimism . . . I hope that they are right, and I presume they know more about it than I do.’ His own instinct was that the Russian Revolution would be like the French one, getting ‘worse and worse until some dominant personality arises to end it all.’7 But while the Provisional Government had a chance, it should be supported, and American aid duly kept flowing, to the tune of $188 million ($3.4 billion in today’s money) by the end of the year.


The money, though, was beside the point. What fatally undermined the Provisional Government was the Allies’ insistence that Russia keep fighting. A summer offensive, launched in mid-June and aimed at pushing the German and Austrian armies out of Ukraine, flopped disastrously, and when the Germans counter-attacked nearly two hundred thousand Russian troops were killed or wounded. In September a right-wing general attempted a coup. It failed, but from then on it was obvious that the government’s days were numbered, and on 7 November 1917 it was put out of its misery when Bolshevik militias took over the Winter Palace and declared Soviet rule.


The Provisional Government’s fall was not unexpected: even Washington, by November, could see it was doomed. But that it was Lenin and Leon Trotsky who took over was. Exiled pamphleteers and café-haunters for years, they had been back in Russia for only a few months and led one of a swarm of ever-mutating small revolutionary parties. Though Lenin drew crowds with his dry but oddly compelling speeches, he and his sidekick were hardly known in the West, and the diplomats in Petrograd had had no contact with them at all. In the resulting ferment of rumour, sorting fact from fiction was extremely difficult. ‘Committees are formed’, wrote young French attaché Louis de Robien, ‘and so are committee Councils, and council Committees: they all claim to be saving the country and the world . . . it is impossible to make head or tail of it.’8 The one thing everyone agreed on was that the extraordinary new regime could not last for long – the American ambassador cabling, on the morning after the takeover, that it would ‘collapse within a few days’.9


In the capitals, the politicians wondered how to respond. Lansing canvassed mutiple views but emerged none the wiser, admitting to the President that he couldn’t hazard ‘even a guess’ as to how things might develop. Definitely, America should not recognise the Bolsheviks – it would only make them ‘more insolent and impossible’. But otherwise, his advice was to ‘sit tight and wait and see.’10 In London – shaking to Zeppelin raids – foreign affairs were in the hands of a very different figure, Arthur Balfour. A Tory former prime minister and grandee of the high Victorian old school, he was one of the largest landowners in Scotland and resembled a dishevelled stork. Brainy and idle, he was also the opposite of a conviction politician, his most-quoted saying, ‘Few things matter very much, and most things don’t matter at all.’ Lansing – sixteen years younger and a neat-featured, precisely dressed ex-lawyer – found him exasperating: hopeless on detail and prone to windy philosophising. But Balfour agreed with Lansing’s ‘wait and see’ policy, summing up his own position in a presentation to the War Cabinet. The vital thing was not to push Russia into the arms of Germany, and to that end the government should neither give in to pressure from the right to denounce the Bolsheviks, nor rise to Trotsky’s anti-imperial goading. Given that Trotsky was already calling for a general peace – albeit with ‘no annexations, no indemnities’ – it was probably too late to prevent the westward transfer of German divisions. But if Britain could avoid an open breach it might be possible to stop Germany accessing Russian coal, oil and wheat. Accusations of indecisiveness should be ignored: ‘If this be drifting, then I am a drifter by deliberate policy.’11


Bad signs, however, were already piling up. First, it was becoming obvious that the Bolsheviks were at least as authoritarian as the tsars. One of Lenin’s first acts after he took power was to close down opposition newspapers, including those on the left. Another, hidden in a flurry of legislative cant on freedom of religion and rights for women, was a decree creating an internal security agency, the Extraordinary Commission for Combating Counter-Revolution, the initials of which – Ch K or Cheka – quickly became the most frightening word in the language. In early December, elections were held to a Constituent Assembly, as promised by the Provisional Government. But there would be no transition to democracy. Most votes having gone to the Bolsheviks’ rivals the Socialist Revolutionaries (SRs), the Assembly was closed down by militiamen on its opening day. Second, the new regime was as radical as promised on the economy. Land and most businesses, it was announced, would be nationalised, and private homes made subject to confiscation. Tsarist-era government debt would be repudiated – a serious blow to France, millions of whose small savers had invested in Russian bonds.


Third – and worst by far – were the Bolsheviks’ moves towards peace with Germany. Peace was central to their propaganda message – ‘Peace, Land, Bread’ a key slogan – and Lenin knew that to escape the fate of the Provisional Government he had to make the promise real. But since Germany occupied a large slice of the country, the price would be painful territorial concessions. Three weeks after taking power he took the first step, applying to German High Command for an armistice, and on 1 December 1917 talks began at German headquarters in Brest-Litovsk, a war-torn town on today’s border between Poland and Belarus.


Proceedings opened with one of history’s great bad dinner-parties. General Max Hoffman, German commander in the east, was seated opposite a long-haired peasant who the Bolshevik delegation, feeling themselves too bourgeois, had picked up off the street on the way to the station. A Prince Ernst von Hohenlohe-Langenburg, there to lend presence, was placed next to Madame Bichkova, a celebrated Socialist Revolutionary terrorist just home from eleven years in a Siberian prison. The peasant, asked whether he would prefer white wine or red, enquired which was stronger and lost no time in getting extremely drunk.


Lenin’s plan was to drag out the talks for as long as possible, in hope of revolution in Germany and the country’s military collapse. Champion talker Trotsky was sent to lead them, and three weeks in, having treated the Germans to a short course on Marxism, asked for an adjournment so that he could return to Petrograd and consult. In exchange for a formal peace settlement, he reported, Germany demanded all the territory it currently occupied – Poland, western Ukraine, and the southern Baltics. The offer rent the Party’s Central Committee, with Lenin passionately in favour of acceptance, and most other members furiously against. With no mandate either way, Trotsky returned to the negotiating table with a novel formula: ‘No peace no war.’ It would delay things a little longer, and if Germany went on the offensive, demonstrate that Russia was not the aggressor. But the German side now laid down an ultimatum: unless Russia accepted its terms by 9 February, they would resume their advance. The deadline passed, and again Trotsky bafflingly declared that Russia was not making peace, but also leaving the war. At the end of the meeting Hoffman leapt from his chair with a spluttered ‘Unerhört!’ – Unheard of! – and a week later the German armies started moving east again, virtually unopposed.


With the panicked public fleeing the capital, Lenin was at last able to force the issue through the Central Committee. Politically it was one of his finest moments. Germany’s demands were now even more punitive: the whole of Ukraine and the Baltics, and heavy indemnities, payable in gold. Opposition was furious and personal. At one point it looked as though the party must split and the government fall. At another Lenin threatened to resign. He won the climactic midnight vote by only seven to five, after Trotsky swopped sides, and at the subsequent meeting of soviet representatives there were shouts of ‘Traitor!’ and ‘Judas!’ But by risking his regime Lenin had saved it; grasping the nettle – the need for peace no matter how high the cost – that neither Nicholas nor the Provisional Government had had the guts to tackle. On 23 February he sent an acceptance telegram to Berlin, and a formal treaty was signed in Brest-Litovsk on 3 March. Over the previous two years, the Allies had been surprised and disappointed by Russia several times over: when the ‘steamroller’ failed; when the Provisional Government crumbled; when outré revolutionaries took over; and now, by her outrageous deal with the Kaiser. At each swerve they had hoped for the best, and each time, the country had taken another dive. There were plenty more to come.
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‘A lot of impossible folks’


Brest-Litovsk was a turning-point. For the next several months, the Bolsheviks tried to keep the Allies dangling, hinting that they might renege on the treaty and reopen the Eastern Front. It was nonetheless the point at which the Allied governments began to convince themselves that something had to be tried in Russia. What that ought to be was not yet clear, but ‘wait and see’ no longer sufficed.


The treaty came at a critical moment in the war. Eighteen days later, on 21 March 1918, a massive German artillery bombardment heralded the first of the ‘Ludendorff’ offensives, designed to knock out France before the Americans arrived. Under-manned and under-supplied, the opposing British Fifth Army fell to pieces, retreating four miles on the assault’s opening day. Shells hit Paris for the first time, one destroying a church full of Good Friday worshippers. Fear and anger fastened on Russia: Brest-Litovsk was a heinous betrayal and the Bolsheviks traitors in German pay. And what about Germany’s extraordinary territorial gains? She had already transferred thirty-five divisions west. With her new eastern empire how many more would she be able raise? Would her warehouses fill with Ukrainian coal and grain, Baltic flax and timber?


The Allies’ first military reaction to Brest-Litovsk was to secure two Russian ports: Murmansk, 650 miles north of Petrograd on the Barents Sea, and Vladivostok, 6,000 miles to the east on the Pacific. Though in retrospect the move was the Intervention’s first step, its immediate aim was limited and practical – to prevent stocks of Allied war material, originally meant for the tsarist armies, from falling via the Bolsheviks into German hands. Of the two ports, the easier by far to dominate was Murmansk; a tiny place, halfway up a barely inhabited fjord, built at the start of the war to receive British supplies. PoWs had been used to construct a single-track line connecting it to the railway network, an estimated twenty-five thousand of them dying of starvation and privation in the process. Present in harbour, in uneasy co-habitation, were the HMS Glory, under Rear Admiral Thomas Kemp, and two Russian battleships, the Chesma and the Askold, both of which had thrown out their officers and declared for the Revolution. Ashore, power was in the hands of a soviet, headed by a three-man group consisting, unusually, of a revolutionary but non-Bolshevik ship’s stoker called Aleksei Yuryev, a naval adjutant, and a former officer in the Imperial Guards. In mid-February Kemp asked them if he could land marines to help keep order, and they telegraphed to Trotsky for instructions. The British being for the moment a lesser danger than the Germans, Trotsky told them to cooperate. The Glory and the Red Flag-flying Chesma exchanged salutes, and for the next few months Kemp and the soviet worked together quite amicably.


Vladivostok – ‘Lord of the East’ – was a much bigger challenge. A colonial city of over one hundred thousand people, the majority Chinese or Korean, it had sprung up in the past twenty years, its architecture as assertively incongruous as that of Calcutta or Hong Kong. Terminus of the Trans-Siberian Railway – the great engineering feat of Nicholas’s reign – it had been the main disembarkation point for American wartime aid, and several hundred thousand tons’ worth – munitions, metals, cotton, rubber, food and vehicles – still waited there for onward transportation. In January 1918 London announced that the HMS Suffolk was being despatched from Hong Kong to keep an eye on the situation. Japan immediately sent two ships of her own – so quickly that they arrived a day earlier than the Suffolk – and America followed suit in February, with the USS Brooklyn.


As in Murmansk, the decision to put troops ashore was taken by a naval man on the spot, Japan’s Admiral Kato. The city was becoming increasingly lawless, and his pretext came on 4 April, when robbers burst into a Japanese-owned shop and shot three staff. Overnight Kato informed his British and American counterparts that he was about to land 500 marines to protect Japanese nationals and property. The Suffolk’s captain was enthusiastic, chipping in with another fifty to guard the British consulate. The American, however, stood pat, sensing that landings were diplomatically premature. He was right: the subsequent rumpus forced Japan’s foreign minister to resign, and at the end of April the Japanese and British marines were withdrawn and the Vladivostok soviet declared workers’ rule.


 


While on the peripheries the navies itched for action, at the centre, responsibility for maintaining relations with the Russian government had switched from the diplomatic corps to a new set of semi-official representatives. Barred by their governments’ non-recognition of the new regime from direct contact with the Bolsheviks, the Allied ambassadors had been more or less irrelevant since November. In February 1918, fearing German occupation of Petrograd, they decamped with their staff 350 miles east to Vologda, a postcard-pretty country town that possessed no restive urban proletariat and sat handily on the railway line north to the White Sea port of Archangel, where British warships sat reassuringly in the offing. The doyen of the corps was David Francis, a sixty-eight-year-old six-times gov-ernor of Missouri who loved women, whisky and poker, and went everywhere with a pedal-operated travelling spittoon. (‘When he wished to emphasise a point’, wrote a Brit, ‘bang would go the pedal, followed by a well-aimed expectoration.’1)Equally fat and jovial was French ambassador Joseph Noulens, a centre-left former minister who had been in post for less than a year. The Americans complained that he talked too much, and the Russians thought that he looked like a prosperous grocer. There was no British ambassador – he had retired and not been replaced.


Installed in buildings allocated to them by Vologda’s welcoming town council – the Americans in the local Nobles’ Club, the French in a girls’ school – the diplomats settled down to provincial life. Francis played cards and golf; Noulens kept busy meeting the trains full of Allied nationals – English governesses, French and Belgian coal-miners – passing through on their way to Archangel and home. The social highlight of each week was Francis’s Saturday afternoon tea-party, to which he shrewdly invited not only the whole diplomatic corps – Italian, Belgian, Portuguese, Romanian, Serb, Japanese, Chinese, Siamese and Brazilian – but also the local station master and mayor. (The latter blushing with pride every time Francis referred to Vologda as Russia’s ‘diplomatic capital’.) French attaché de Robien spent his evenings with a pair of scholarly and mildly eccentric grand dukes, distant Romanov cousins who had until recently bicycled along the corridors of their palace, and now lodged in two rooms at the back of a yard. On 1 May, which happened to fall on Orthodoxy’s Maundy Thursday, he was pleased to see communicants at the cathedral outnumbering attendees at a May Day rally.


While the ambassadors rusticated, in the capital the job of maintaining relations with the Russian government passed to four diplomatically inexperienced and, it turned out, impressionable men. France’s liaison with the Bolsheviks – by far the most left-wing of the four – was thirty-seven-year-old Jacques Sadoul. A leading member of the French section of the Workers’ International, he was a protégé of the Socialist minister for armaments, Albert Thomas, who had sent him to join France’s military mission to Petrograd the previous October. America’s representative was a family connection of Francis, thirty-three-year-old DeWitt Clinton Poole. Like Sadoul, he had been posted to Russia only the year before, and been promoted to consul after his boss died of a stroke. (Brought on, Poole thought, by the ‘laments and demands’ of his Russian wife’s many relations.) In competition with Poole on the American side was Raymond Robins, a flamboyant figure who had made money in the Klondike gold rush before turning evangelical campaigner. A member of the rose-tinted Root Mission, he was now with a notionally ‘Red Cross’ delegation, funded by a Montana copper magnate, that had supported the Provisional Government’s pro-war propaganda effort, and since switched to information-gathering.


Britain’s point man with the Bolsheviks, in Russia much the longest of the four and the only one who spoke the language, was thirty-year-old Robert Bruce Lockhart. Vice-consul in Moscow since 1912, he had established himself as a ‘cheerful young man’ and a ‘good mixer’, with a professionally useful taste for gypsy bands and dancing. When the Bolsheviks took over in November 1917 he was at home in Scotland, despatched there to ‘rest’ after failing to break off an affair with a married Russian aristocrat. It was a piece of luck, because when Russia hit the news he was called in for emergency briefings by half the War Cabinet – most of whom turned out to be almost entirely ignorant of the country’s geography. Just before Christmas the summons came from Downing Street. Charmingly pretending amazement at Lockhart’s youth – ‘The Mr Lockhart?’ – Lloyd George questioned him closely, then told him to go back to Russia, get in touch with Lenin and Trotsky, and if rapprochement with Germany threatened, put as many spokes into its wheels as possible.


 


In this limbo period before the Allies landed in Russia in force, both sides were playing a double game. As well as keeping a line open to the new regime, the Allied governments also wanted to look at the alternatives. Though the Bolshevik regime had defied predictions that it would die at birth, it was still extremely fragile, its hold on Petrograd and Moscow dependent on the loyalty of their garrisons, and particularly on revolutionary Latvian regiments known as the Latvian Riflemen. And outside central Russia, round the old empire’s peripheries, rival governments were declaring themselves and forming their own militias. In the first months of 1918, French and British military intelligence made tentative contact with two of the largest – the centre-left Ukrainian Rada government, based in Kiev, and the Don Cossack ‘Host’, headquartered in the southern steppe town of Novocherkassk. Novocherkassk also hosted the Volunteer Army, a small force, long on officers and short on soldiers, created by the cabal of tsarist generals who had tried to overthrow the Provisional Government the previous September. Allied contacts with these organisations did not, at this stage, go anywhere, the judgement being that they were not as strong as they pretended to be and too close to Berlin.


The Bolsheviks, for their part, on the one hand feared Germany, whose occupation of the Baltics put it only a stone’s throw from Petrograd, and, on the other, Allied invasions from Vladivostok or Murmansk. Their tactic was to butter up both sides, giving Allied representatives as well as German ones full diplomatic privileges and quantities of leadership face-time. When the government moved from Petrograd to Moscow in March 1918, Trotsky personally escorted the Allied missions to their new quarters, and flattering requests were made for more American railway engineers, to add to a corps already sent to help the Provisional Government. The buttering-up failed to work on DeWitt Poole, but did the trick with Sadoul, Robins and Lockhart. Committed to the Revolution from the start, Sadoul quickly became Trotsky’s close confidant, dropping in to his rooms almost every evening for late-night chats. In his reports to Thomas he argued passionately that France should recognise the Bolshevik government and work for an alliance. ‘In twenty-four hours an agreement would be reached. Thus we would save Russia. Thus we save the Revolution.’2 Later in the year he went completely over to the cause, leaving French government service to work for the regime as a propagandist. Robins was strung along with promises of a Russian–American trade deal, and in May – declaring Trotsky ‘a four kind son of a bitch, but the greatest Jew since Christ’ – took a draft agreement to Washington. He also took with him a hyper-romantic pamphlet, The Truth About Russia, written by his friend the British newspaper correspondent Arthur Ransome (who in carefree defiance of journalistic ethics had not only moved in with the vice-commissar for foreign affairs, Karl Radek, but fallen in love with Trotsky’s private secretary). Writing to his daughter around the same time, Ransome added a comic drawing. One man grips another by the shoulder and points at the word sense, written in giant letters on the side of a building: ‘This is meant to be as much like a barn door as possible. But the Imperialists won’t see it . . . Politics is what keeps Dor dor in Russia and makes him sick.’3


Lockhart, though no socialist, was seduced too. Meeting Trotsky for the first time – for a whole two hours – he was star-struck. With his ‘wonderfully quick mind and a rich deep voice . . . his broad chest, his huge forehead, his strong fierce eyes’, Trotsky was ‘the very incarnation of the revolutionary.’ And his ‘belligerent fury’ against Germany seemed entirely genuine: ‘If the Bosche bought Trotsky, they bought a lemon.’4 Two days before the signing ceremony at Brest-Litovsk, Lockhart had his first meeting with Lenin, who assured him that the treaty was a temporary expedient – ‘a robber peace’ – and that ‘passive resistance’ would force Germany to maintain more, not fewer, troops in the east.5 If only Britain could dissuade Japan from invading the Russian Pacific, the Soviet government might invite her to land her own troops, in a new joint effort against their common enemy. Along with Sadoul and Robins, Lockhart lapped up this line, advising the Foreign Office that the Bolsheviks were there to stay, and could and should be done business with.


 


‘What a shame’, Sadoul wrote to Thomas on 31 May 1918, ‘that Clemenceau, Lloyd George and Wilson . . . have not been able, in six months, to spend eight days in Petrograd! Without a doubt, a few conversations with Lenin and Trotsky would have opened their eyes.’6


It was an intriguing thought. Though not without faults, all three Allied chiefs were remarkable men, amongst their countries’ great twentieth-century leaders. Most strongly in favour of overthrowing the Bolsheviks was ‘the Tiger’ – French premier Georges Clemenceau. Seventy-seven years old, he was a pugnacious veteran of the left, coming to the end of a career in the course of which he had practised as a doctor, done time in gaol for organising anti-government protests, taught riding at a Connecticut girls’ school, fought two duels and, most of all, campaigned for social justice, writing countless articles, founding five censor-defying newspapers and helping publish Zola’s J’accuse. His loathing of the Bolsheviks stemmed from a hatred of violent radicalism, the bloody results of which he had witnessed during the 1871 Paris Commune. Elected prime minister in November 1917, a time of dangerous discontent in the army, he was also the Frenchman doing the most to win the war. Visiting the front with him on the eve of the first Ludendorff offensive, British junior minister Winston Churchill found him a man after his own heart. ‘In the highest spirits and as irresponsible as schoolboys on holiday’,7 they went right up to the firing line, standing on a hillock to watch the flash of guns hidden in a nearby wood. On the drive back a shell-burst panicked a string of horses on the road ahead and Clemenceau leapt out of the car and caught one by the bridle. The old man, Churchill thought, was wonderful, the embodiment of France.


Least in favour of getting involved in Russia was President Wilson. Tall and thin, with a narrow, cleanshaven face – the kind of man who looks good in a top hat – he was inclined against militarism by both personality and experience. The clever, devout son of a Presbyterian minister, he had grown up in the South, amid painful memories of the Civil War. His first career was in academia, as a professor of government and history, and his first presidency that of Princeton, where he might have stayed had it not been for a row with the university’s trustees. Instead he had plunged with stunning success into politics, entering the White House two years after his first election to public office. Distracting from a landmark programme of trust-busting and tax reform, foreign policy immediately became a bugbear. During his first term military incursions into revolutionary Mexico ended in embarrassment, and he had stayed out of the European war for as long as possible, trying to broker peace talks and resisting pressure to retaliate after German submarines started sinking passenger ships with Americans aboard.


Somewhere between Clemenceau and Wilson on the Russia question was Britain’s consummate persuader, David Lloyd George. From a genuinely humble background – in a remote part of Wales, his schooling paid for by a cobbler uncle – brains, charm, energy and good looks had taken him from a firm of country solicitors to the House of Commons and thence to the chancellorship, where like Wilson he had pushed through landmark social and economic reforms. Since 1916 he had deftly held together a three-party National Government, not to mention a marriage and a long-term, semi-public relationship with his private secretary. A sceptic by nature and no big-picture imperialist (he had condemned the Boer War), for him Russia was an irritation. Urged to caution by most of his Cabinet, but to action by the War Office (and not helped either way by serenely detached Foreign Secretary Balfour), he tended to take the line of least resistance, changing his mind as events swayed this way and that.


Even ‘Tiger’ Clemenceau, though, accepted that no large-scale intervention in Russia was possible without American agreement. The first official suggestion that more be done than just discreetly funding anti-Bolshevik groups came on 7 January 1918, when the French ambassador to Washington submitted a proposal for a joint expedition from Manchuria, aimed at taking control of the Far Eastern section of the Trans-Siberian Railway. His timing was bad – the day before Wilson made his visionary ‘Fourteen Points’ speech to Congress sketching out a new world order. When the war was won, the President declared, the map should be redrawn according to the principle of ‘self-determination’ – in other words according to the wishes of the peoples concerned, expressed where necessary in plebiscites. Peace would be guaranteed by a League of Nations, to which members would refer disputes, and back militarily if adjudication broke down. Russia had the whole of Point VI to herself – promised ‘unhampered and unembarrassed opportunity’ to take her own political path.8


‘Unembarrassed opportunity’ did not, however, preclude a finger on the scales. Secretary of State Lansing had quickly abandoned his initial ‘wait and see’ stance and was now ardently anti-Bolshevik – a cold warrior before his time. Though the Secretary of War, Newton Baker, was sceptical, Wilson allowed Lansing to start sending money to the Volunteer Army, via a tortuous route that avoided the need for Congressional approvals. He also ignored Raymond Robins’s draft trade deal with Moscow, correctly judging that Robins was being played. But this did not mean that Wilson wanted to send troops. Russia was still a mess – ‘a lot of impossible folks’. And as he had learned in Mexico, trying to reverse a revolution by force was like ‘using a broom to sweep back the sea.’ He was also worried about the Japanese. No Siberian intervention, Tokyo had made it clear, was going to happen without them, and it was obvious that they had eyes on northern Manchuria and the southern branch of the Trans-Siberian. A Japanese landing also risked backlash, since Russians still smarted from their defeat in the 1905 Russo-Japanese War.


Wilson accordingly turned the French proposal down. It was not, however, the end of the matter. From January to April, as the Brest-Litovsk Treaty was sealed and the German armies rolled into Ukraine and the Baltics, London and Paris continued to push him on Russia, the issue looping between the capitals in a tangle of notes, declarations and memoranda. Refusing, despite Lansing’s urgings, even to make a clear anti-Bolshevik public statement, Wilson turned down six separate diplomatic appeals for military action in the period. It was a missed chance, for as the Intervention’s military men were soon to put it, Allied forces could at that stage have marched on Moscow ‘like a knife through butter’ – though what they would have done when they got there was another question. Instead the debate went nowhere, stumbling about in a fog of misapprehension (Russia is sending PoWs to reinforce the German army!), wishful thinking (Japan will march across the Urals!) and war-porn rumour (Chinese torturers are teaching their unspeakable arts to the Cheka!). In Washington, reports of growing warlordism failed to discourage airy talk of humanitarian missions and trade initiatives. In London, reports of those same warlords’ brutalities failed to discourage quiet funding of them. Angry Russian émigrés gave their views; so did businessmen back from forays into the chaos to find out what was happening to their mines and factories. Nothing was made any clearer by Paris’s despatch to Washington of the philosopher Henri Bergson.


 


Entirely against the trend of Russia policy in the Allied capitals – though in line with the approach being pushed by Lockhart, Sadoul and Robins – was the situation in Murmansk. Here, the British navy had not only reached an amicable agreement with the settlement’s soviet, but was actually fighting on its behalf. Behind the paradox was Finland. A Russian possession since the beginning of the nineteenth century, its national movement had long simmered. But it was split between right and left, and after the Bolshevik coup both sides separately declared Finnish independence. Each formed its own army, and they clashed for the first time in January 1918. The conflict then turned into a proxy war, Moscow backing the Finnish Socialist Workers’ Republic, Berlin the Government of White Finland. In March and April Germany landed divisions, and within six weeks controlled the whole country. Hence a German-Finnish threat to Murmansk.


Swept up in the action – and completely unbothered by the political contortions involved – was twenty-one-year-old Charles Drage, a lieutenant on the HMS Cochrane. Since arriving in Murmansk in early March, he had been combining fun – billiards (‘riotous’), debagging (‘left most of my pyjamas in the mess’), shooting and eating a gull (‘quite good’) – with drilling his sailors, setting up a rifle range and creating observation posts on nearby hills. There was a brief flurry of excitement on May Day, when he was ordered to ready a landing party in case of trouble. ‘Immense jubilation on the part of my company, coupled with complete indifference as to whether they were going to fight Red Guards or White Guards, Huns or Finns or Bolsheviks.’9 Things stayed quiet, and they handed back their weapons in a grump.


They got their action soon after, at the tundra-bound inlet of Pechenga, seventy-five miles to Murmansk’s northwest. Responding to rumours of a Finnish expedition, the Cochrane entered the inlet on 3 May 1918, butting her way through sea ice until she could move no further. Met by Saami fur-traders on reindeer-sleds, the landing party – a mixture of British marines and sailors, British-officered Red Guards and Russian sailors from the revolutionary Askold – loaded their gear onto the Saamis’ sleds and marched further on up the inlet. Drage’s company set up camp in the visitors’ hostel of a monastery; further on the Askold sailors occupied the monastery itself; and the marines and Red Guards stationed themselves on the road to the nearest town, just over the Russo-Finnish border. In Drage’s unflaggingly can-do diary, nervousness shows through. It was his first command ashore. Would his sailors, many even younger than him, remember their orders? Would their boots – ‘the shoddiest purser’s crabs’ – hold together, and would their rifles work in the cold? The tundra – an endless, flattish, backdropless vista of snow and leafless knee-high bushes – was disconcerting. Though apparently clear and open, it was astonishingly easy to get lost in it, even with one’s men spaced only ten paces apart. ‘However’, Drage wrote, ‘the great thing is that we are ashore, and ought to see some fun.’10


It began on 10 May, when the outpost on the road was attacked and almost encircled by about two hundred Finns on skis. Gathered at the main camp, the little force strengthened its defences. A field gun was taken to pieces and reassembled on top of an overlooking hill. Permafrost foiled attempts to dig a gun-pit, but Drage was intrigued to come across a broken sundial, marked for the whole twenty-four hours. ‘Of course in these latitudes it would be, but somehow one can never get used to the idea of the sun going round in a circle above the horizon.’ The following morning a breathless messenger arrived from a nearby fishing settlement: soldiers had arrived half an hour ago, and claimed it for the White Government of Finland. The ensuing Anglo-Soviet counter-attack was a near-disaster. Positioned on a low ridge above a frozen river, Drage’s company mistook attacking Red Guards for Finns and fired on them, and the gun on the hill loosed one round and fell over. Presently the whole force retired to


a very convenient ravine, from which a further advance did not look promising . . . The country in front was bare of cover (and nothing looks quite as bare as snow), we were running short of ammunition and at the same time firing began to be heard in our rear, in the direction of the camp.


 


The officer of marines tried to ‘stalk’ one of the Finnish machine-guns, but was ‘shot through the shoulder for his pains.’ At this last-redoubt moment the Finns’ fire slackened and it became clear that they were moving off. To thank, it later turned out, was an unseen shell from the Cochrane, which hit the road behind them. ‘This finished the scrap and we spent the rest of the day trying to dig ourselves in, in four feet of snow and with two stoker’s shovels to a company.’11


As Drage said, it was only a scrap. (Though Finnish snipers lurked, the main force did not return.) But it also pointed to the future. Sent back to the Cochrane to recuperate from snow-blindness, Drage shared its sickbay with a small Saami girl who had lost a hand after picking up a discarded detonator. She was the Intervention’s first recorded civilian casualty. There were other omens too. One day the twenty sailors from the Askold, supposed to be stationed at the monastery, left their post and walked without warning into camp, drinking and shooting up telegraph poles on the way. It was good riddance, Drage wrote on seeing them sent under guard to Murmansk: they were useless and had been ‘behaving like brutes to the monks.’ His next diary entry notes without comment that a captured Finn has been ‘killed by the Russians’. Civilian suffering, desertions, a prisoner-killing: in topsy-turvy form – Britain fighting with Reds against Whites – the Intervention was beginning to take shape.
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