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Introduction



“Backwardness” and Russian Strategy


It is perhaps best to begin by explaining what this book is not. It is not a comprehensive military history of Russia or an investigation of abstract Russian military theory, nor is it a study of what has been described as Russian “strategic culture.” An exhaustive treatment of Russia’s military past would have required not one volume, but an entire shelf. Russian military thought, while an important subject in its own right, is not my focus, concerned as I am with the realm of the practical. And the relationship between military theory and military practice, in tsarist Russia as in many other countries, was roughly similar to the relationship between political theory and politics. All too often a vast chasm intervened between them.


I make no claims for this book as an exposition of Russian strategic culture, either. Although this concept has acquired a certain vogue of late owing to the work of such people as Colin Grey and Jack Snyder, I do not find it appealing. To argue that there is (or was) one unitary Russian strategic culture is perforce to ignore or overlook exceptions, inconsistencies, competing traditions, and human agency—the very fabric of history. While some social scientists might find the concept of strategic culture congenial, because it can serve them as an analytic meatgrinder for reducing coarse and uneven historical reality to a smooth and homogeneous paste, historians have a duty to be wary of any technique that substitutes theoretical elegance for complex truth. The function of strategic culture analysis is also at odds with the enterprise of history, for it is supposed to be an instrument with predictive power.1 Assuming past strategic culture as a constant, social scientists can invoke it to prophesy what current Soviet leaders are likely to do in the years ahead. Although one can correctly speak of a Russian military tradition, there is not now, nor was there ever, a uniform and immutable Russian strategic culture—a fact that by itself ought to raise doubts about the value of such forecasts. Still further, while history can be properly used to illuminate the present and the possible course of the future, history is abused when invoked to justify sibylline pronouncements.


This book is an interpretative study of the ways in which tsarist statesmen and governments tried to employ force or the threat of force to achieve their political objectives over the roughly three hundred years from the founding of the Romanov dynasty in the early seventeenth century to the outbreak of World War I in 1914. It is therefore a study of high strategy as the great Prussian theorist Clausewitz defined it—that is, as the connection between military means and political ends.2 As such, it limns the Russian strategic tradition, discussing the ways in which that tradition adapted (and failed to adapt) to the challenges of geography, demographics, poverty, and technological change.


Why is this subject important? In the first place, the centrality of military power in the making and unmaking of the tsarist empire is beyond dispute. The empire was built through warfare and conquest; the military imperative left an indelible imprint upon Russian society, economy, and government. But equally, the Russian Empire collapsed as a direct result of military catastrophe. Russian defeat in the Crimea (1854–56) and Manchuria (1904–5) foreshadowed the debacle of World War I, which in turn was directly instrumental to the Russian Revolution. How and why was the Russian regime so successful in translating its military resources into power in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and so unsuccessful in the very same undertaking thereafter? The answer to these questions is essential to any understanding of the course of Russian history. And even to pose these questions is to embark upon an investigation of the strategic history of Russia. Neither the rise nor the fall of the Russian Empire was inevitable; both were dependent on the results of wars. Neither Russian victories nor Russian defeats can be written off as the ineluctable consequences of macrohistorical forces or economics, for human choice played a great role in both. This brings us to the realm of strategy, because the history of strategy is quintessentially the history of choice, of options selected and options rejected. It is impossible adequately to understand the outcomes of the wars that Russia waged during this period without examining the strategic choices that its statesmen made both prior to their outbreak and during the fighting.


Another reason to study the history of imperial Russian strategy seriously is that it can cast light on more modern concerns. Many of the strategic problems that faced the Soviet government throughout its existence were strikingly similar to those with which the tsarist regime wrestled in the past. Since the October Revolution, Soviet debates—between Easterners and Westerners, between technologists and magicians, between advocates of the defense and proponents of the offense—paralleled many of the tsarist disputes this book will examine.


Then, too, during the 1970s and 1980s much misleading nonsense about the Russian military past was committed to paper by analysts eager to account for the military policies of the Soviet Union. Some attempted to explain away the huge Soviet defense effort by invoking the concept of traditional Russian “paranoia”—a deranged condition supposedly the result of centuries of invasion. Others, perhaps interested in awakening the West to the threat from the U.S.S.R., portrayed Soviet behavior as the continuation of typical, unceasing Russian aggressiveness and expansionism. Yet both schools were wrong. Paranoia is a medical diagnosis of an individual psyche. Since there is no such thing as a national psyche, it is meaningless to describe the mental processes of an entire country in terms of a psychosis. As we shall see later on in this book, at various points Russian strategists were acutely fearful. But those fears, although at times extreme, were scarcely insane. They were, rather, rational responses to an uncertain and threatening environment. It would be equally incorrect (as well as ahistorical), however, to depict Russia as eternally aggressive. At some times the Russian Empire was expansionist, at other times not. Even when Russia did expand, it usually did so in the pursuit of tangible strategic benefits, not as the result of an incontinent and mindless lust for territory. Further, although there were always some statesmen in the Imperial government who nourished secret, long-term aims of conquest, the military posture of the Russian Empire for most of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was chiefly defensive. This, of course, has interesting implications for our own time. The attempt by the Soviet leadership to revise its military doctrine in 1987, to translate the idea of “defensive defense” into operational terms, was by no means the radical break with the Russian military tradition it was often represented as being.


The interrelationship between military failure and political change in the Russian past is also relevant to the origins of political reform in the Soviet Union. Under tsarism the greatest stimulus for reform was military defeat. Military fiascoes in the Crimea and Manchuria were followed by periods of strenuous reforms designed to remake not only the army but the society as well in the interests of efficient warfighting. Perestroika’s initial military constituents included those who argued that wide-ranging reforms were essential if the Soviet Union was to remain technologically and consequently militarily competitive in the twenty-first century. Only social and economic renewal could ensure that the Soviet Union could participate in what the Soviet General Staff liked to term the third scientific-technological revolution in war—that is, the advent of new generations of highly precise and destructive conventional weapons. Anxiety about a presumptive future military inferiority, in addition to the very real defeat suffered in Afghanistan, may well have been instrumental in mobilizing support for Gorbachev in the early stages of perestroika.


Finally, the history of Russian strategy will help us to think about the future. The failed coup of August 1991 destroyed the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. Confronted as it is by political uncertainty at home, a potentially unstable Europe, and the need totally to overhaul its armed forces, on what elements of old Russian military tradition might the central government (or what remains of it) potentially draw in the years ahead? This question can be asked with even more justice about the government of the Russian Republic. It is highly likely that we will soon witness the recreation of an authentically Russian army. We can confidently expect this new force to evince the keenest interest in the successes and failures of its tsarist predecessor.3 A knowledge of imperial military history is more pertinent than ever to an understanding of the impending transformation of Russia and its military.


Strategy cannot, of course, be studied in a vacuum. Since strategy is about the marriage of capabilities and objectives, we must not ignore the environment in which it is made and the constraints on its implementation. A strategy can be brilliant yet worthless notwithstanding, without the resources necessary to execute it. For this reason this book will examine Russian strategy in its historical context. Operations and tactics obviously have a bearing on the effectiveness of strategy. But so, too, do the strengths and weaknesses of the economy and the society overall. All of these things circumscribed Russia’s strategic choices and options. Where appropriate I shall therefore discuss the interconnections among economics, social structure, diplomacy, and the armed forces, both to explain why Russia adopted the particular strategies that it did and to account for their successes and failures.


A central theme of this book is the impact of “backwardness”—in its several senses—upon Russian military policies and practices. Frequently from 1600 to 1914 Russia found itself confronted by potential adversaries whose governments, societies and economies were relatively more modern than its own. Charles XII’s Sweden, Frederick the Great’s Prussia, Napoleon’s France, Palmerston’s Britain, and Wilhelm II’s Germany can all serve as examples of states that surpassed the Russian Empire in per capita riches, in political organization, and in social development. Russia clung to serfdom until 1861, years after it had been abolished in Western and even Central Europe. And Russia remained an unbridled autocracy until the early twentieth century, a time when constitutionalism of some sort or another had supplanted monarchical absolutism in almost all other important countries.


Even when Russia fought inferior opponents, such as the Ottoman Turks throughout the eighteenth century, it had to worry lest its very military success induce a coalition of its wealthier and more powerful neighbors to intervene against it. Thus Russia could not prudently wage war against a weaker enemy without planning for the possibility that the war would widen to include adversaries stronger than itself. Russia’s relative backwardness had several concrete manifestations and changed in character over time. In the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries Russia’s backwardness inhered in three areas: the material; the administrative; and the intellectual. The material dimension of backwardness was state poverty. The administrative was inadequate sociopolitical organization, and the intellectual was the inferior training and skills of the population. There were backward and forward linkages binding each of these phenomena to the others; each was potentially a source of peril to the tsarist state. The poverty of the government interfered with Russia’s ability to mount and sustain a war effort against wealthier opponents. Poverty, along with geography, also helped to explain why Russia in this period was undergoverned, and consequently found it difficult to mobilize the human and material resources necessary for war. But undergovernment equally played an important part in perpetuating state poverty. At the same time, poor organization and poverty both contributed to and were in part the consequences of the relatively low diffusion of bureaucratic and military skills among the peoples that Russia ruled. Seventeenth-century Muscovy possessed some very capable bureaucrats indeed; the problem was that it had too few of them.4 This, of course, was a serious impediment to establishing the comprehensive administrative control throughout the country necessary for a large expansion in tax revenues. Yet state poverty was itself a check on improvements in the education and training of Muscovy’s bureaucrats and troops as well. In view of the barrenness of the treasury, just how large and effective a bureaucracy could Russia afford? Still further, how could Russia permanently support large numbers of foreign mercenaries or even domestic forces devoted exclusively to the mastery of the art of war?


These three dimensions of backwardness were to some extent ameliorated in the later eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. They were not, however, eliminated. The Russian state grew relatively wealthier, but many of its potential enemies remained still richer. Administrative organization improved, as did education and skills; in key respects Russia remained inferior when measured against the standards achieved in Western and Central Europe.


After the mid-nineteenth century a new species of backwardness became increasingly important; this, of course, was the technological. Although Russia still had to fret about the other three elements of backwardness, it had additionally to worry about the military technological superiority of its opponents. During the Crimean war, the British possessed rifled naval ordnance and Minié rifles; the Russians had neither. The steel breechloading cannon used by the Turks in 1877 and 1878 were more accurate over longer ranges than Russian artillery. The Austrian and German military railway nets consistently outclassed Russia’s between the mid-1870s and 1914. And when Russia did take to the field in World War I, it was inferior to Germany in its supply of such crucial weapons as machine guns, high-explosive shells, and heavy artillery; inferior, as well, in the industrial capacity to manufacture these armaments once initial stocks had been exhausted. Throughout the history of the Russian Empire the problem of backwardness conditioned the Russian approach to strategy and to warfare in general. It had to.


During the entire period it was the task of the Russian government, like all other governments everywhere, to find strategies that both supported its external objectives and yet could be implemented with available resources. From roughly 1700 to the mid-nineteenth century Russia overall performed this task brilliantly. It is a central argument of Chapters 2 through 6 that it did so by crafting strategies and an entire military system to support them that exploited what I would like to call the advantages of backwardness. Russian successes in warfare and imperial expansion under Peter the Great and his successors were heavily dependent on Russia’s ability to employ such ostensibly “backward” institutions as autocracy and serfdom to generate military power. It is in fact likely that in the absence of autocracy and serfdom, Russia’s great eighteenth-century expansion might very well not have occurred. Whereas many other explanations of the rise of the Russian Empire ascribe it to “Westernization” and “modernization,” I argue that Russia became a great power not so much by emulating the West as by inventing a new style of fighting that capitalized on its existing premodern political and social organization.


Until the middle of the nineteenth century, then, Russia could more than cope with backwardness, and could even derive military advantages from it. But thereafter circumstances changed. The Crimean War taught Russia an unforgettable lesson. Industrialization and dramatic changes in communication and transportation technologies had revolutionized warfare. Russian backwardness had now become not an asset but a liability, for it simultaneously enhanced the country’s vulnerability and limited its capability for self-defense. Improvements in naval engineering and design left Russia’s extensive coasts more open than ever to maritime attack. On land the German wars of unification appeared to demonstrate the enormous benefits that effective exploitation of railroads could confer on the offense. Thereafter, Petersburg had to live with the fear that the Teutonic powers’ superiority in speed of mobilization and concentration might allow them to win a rapid and cheap victory before Russia was fully prepared to resist them. Russia’s various attempts to overcome or transcend the military implications of its backwardness is a principle theme of Chapters 7 through 10. Russian strategists in this period were further confronted with underfunding, an intractable internal nationality problem, and the need to defend vast frontiers both in Europe and in Asia. As we shall see, Russia’s chronic insecurity after 1855 had several important consequences. It led the empire’s military elite reluctantly to adopt “magical” strategies, that is, strategies in which the élan and morale supposedly produced by Russian backwardness had to compensate for inferiority in mobilization, concentration, and munitions. For civilian officials, insecurity resulted in imprudent, reactive, and opportunistic imperialism, exemplified by Russia’s advance into Manchuria, which both overtaxed the empire’s resources and put it on a collision course with Japan. Finally, for both civil and military leaders alike, insecurity gave rise to a peculiar strategic pessimism, which conditioned the decisions that were made, often disastrously. Ironically enough, owing to bad policy decisions and misguided strategic choices, Russia entered World War I with a strategy that was still anchored to the premodern elements in its military tradition. Late Imperial Russia was consequently victimized by a history that it had proved unable to discard.
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Russian Military Weakness in the Seventeenth Century


It has often been said that prior to the accession of Peter the Great, Russia was in a condition of military weakness. Indeed, to Peter himself has gone the credit for transforming Russia into a first-class military power in the course of his twenty-one-year war with the Swedes. Yet what exactly is military weakness? And how, in particular, was Muscovite Russia militarily weak? Was it chiefly a question of technological backwardness? Inadequate numbers of troops? Poor training? A social structure that could not support the army? We shall attempt to answer these and some ancillary questions by examining the history of two of seventeenth-century Muscovy’s most resounding military catastrophes: the Smolensk War (1632–34) and the Crimean Campaigns (1687 and 1689).


The Smolensk War


After the death of Tsar Boris Godunov in 1605, Russia was plunged into crisis. The extinction of the original dynasty meant that there was no universally recognized claimant to the throne. The Smuta, a period of anarchy, civil war, and peasant rebellions, ensued. Eventually the disorder in Muscovy caught the attention of neighboring states: both the Swedes and the Poles intervened in force. Although the election of Michael Romanov as tsar in 1613 nominally resolved the domestic unrest, war with Sweden dragged on until 1617, and the conflict with Poland until 1618. Muscovy had to pay dearly for peace. Under the Stolbovo treaty Moscow ceded to Stockholm a huge swath of territory curving around the northern and western shores of Lake Ladoga. Russia was now cut off completely from the Gulf of Finland. For their part the Poles, in return for the fourteen-year Deulino armistice, exacted important lands along the western border of the state, including the strategic city of Smolensk. For the rest of the seventeenth century the government of Muscovy saw as one of its most pressing tasks the recovery of those alienated possessions. Muscovy had to choose which of its two adversaries to confront first. In the 1620s and 1630s the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was viewed as the principal enemy.


There were several reasons behind Moscow’s preference for a Polish war: personal, dynastic, religious, historical, and pragmatic. First, the most powerful man in the Muscovite state—the tsar’s father, Patriarch Filaret—was profoundly antagonistic toward Poland, and with good reason. Arrested by the Poles in 1611, he had languished almost ten years in captivity before the Deulino armistice had resulted in his release.1 Second, there was an important dynastic consideration. During the time of the troubles King Zygmunt III of Poland had proposed his son Wladyslaw as candidate for the Muscovite throne. Many of the most prominent boyars in the realm (including Michael Romanov) had in fact sworn fealty to Wladyslaw. On that basis the Poles refused to the recognize Michael’s claim and throughout the 1620s routinely denied his title in diplomatic correspondence. From the standpoint of the Muscovite ruling elite this behavior was more than a discourtesy; it represented a clear danger to the state. The Smuta had been the result of contention over the right to rule, after all, and had come to an end only when all of the main political factions had agreed to respect Michael’s somewhat dubious title. For a foreign power to dispute Michael’s claim was a direct attack on the political compact that held the Muscovite state together and an open invitation to internal subversion and disloyalty.


Another factor in the targeting of Poland was a profound religious antipathy. To be sure, the Orthodox hierarchy of Moscow had no fondness for the Lutherans of Sweden or the Muslims of the Ottoman Empire. But Catholicism was perceived as more threatening to Orthodoxy than either Protestantism or Islam. Muscovites were particularly alarmed at the proselytizing efforts the Catholic and Uniate clergy had been making among the Orthodox Christians of the Ukraine ever since the late sixteenth century. That missionary effort was simultaneous with an increasingly onerous domination by Polish landlords in the Ukraine and carried a heavy risk for Warsaw. In the 1620s Orthodox Ukrainians began to petition Muscovy for aid against the Polish Catholics.2 The rebellion of the Ukrainian Cossacks under Khmel’nitskyi against Poland (1648) cannot be explained without reference to the religious issue. And, in 1654, Muscovite intervention on the Cossack side (the Thirteen Years War) had the religious controversy as its backdrop.


Yet another reason for discord between Moscow and Warsaw was the very existence of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, which frustrated Muscovy’s own imperial ambitions. One of the tsar’s honorifics, after all, was samoderzhets vseia Rusi, or autocrat of all Rus’. Its implication was that Muscovy alone was the true successor to the old Kievan state of the ninth through the twelfth century. Some of the lands and cities of Kievan Rus’, however, including the city of Kiev itself, lay under the sway of Poland. As Polish peace commissioners were to point out to their Muscovite counterparts in 1634, “the tsar should most properly style himself autocrat of his own Rus’ since Rus’ is located both in the Muscovite and in the Polish state.”3


If all those considerations militated in favor of a war with Poland, there were eminently pragmatic motivations as well. As we shall see somewhat later, given the composition and logistics of the Muscovite army in the first half of the seventeenth century, a foray into Polish white Russia, where food and forage were readily available, had a greater chance of success than a war against Sweden, which would, perforce, be fought in the barren wastes of Karelia, Finland, or Ingria.


In any case, for Muscovy to undertake a full-blown war with any other state was hardly an easy matter in the first quarter of the seventeenth century. There was, of course, a financial problem: the time of the troubles had emptied the tsarist treasury, and many years would be required to achieve that solvency and those fiscal surpluses without which war would be unthinkable. The difficulty here was compounded by the fact that in the 1620s and 1630s Muscovy received more than three-fourths of its revenues from import duties and a tax on the sale of alcohol in the taverns.4 It was obviously hard to squeeze more money from those sources than they already provided. Throughout the seventeenth century the Muscovite administration therefore continuously tried to find new ways of raising revenue, usually by imposing higher and (theoretically at least) more collectable new direct taxes.


Another impediment to war was the perceived inadequacy of Muscovy’s indigenous military system. The Livonian wars of the late sixteenth century plus the Smuta itself had aroused doubts about the training, equipment, and tactics of the traditional cavalry army.5 That army, consisting of members of the petty nobility (dvoriane and deti boiarskie) along with their armed dependents, was not a standing force. In exchange for service (and years sometimes went by between musters) these nobles received estates in usufruct or sometimes modest cash payments from the crown. Augmenting the horsemen were the so-called strel’tsy or musketeers, who, when not campaigning or serving in a garrison, engaged in petty trading and small-scale agriculture in the principal towns of the country. Although the Muscovite army had an artillery branch, there were few arsenals. Master gunners were in short supply. Such an army had its advantages: it was both relatively mobile and relatively inexpensive, at least by Western standards. It also had its uses in pitched battle against other cavalry formations. Indeed, this military system, which had been created for fighting Tatars, was to some extent modeled on similar Tatar military institutions.6 Yet by the early seventeenth century this army had ceased to be an army of aggressive conquest: it did not have the power to occupy any territory permanently, nor was it of significant use in siege warfare.


A final check on Muscovite belligerence was the geopolitical position of the Muscovite state itself. To the northwest, west, and southwest, Muscovy shared borders with three powerful potential enemies: Sweden, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, and the Khanate of the Crimea. Those states were so embroiled in rivalry with Muscovy and with each other that Muscovy did not dare to go to war against one of them without an alliance with, or at least a promise of neutrality from, the other two. As the Smuta had demonstrated, Muscovy simply could not afford a two-front, let alone a three-front war. And there were many reasons for it to fear the power and intentions of each of those three states.


Muscovy had been at peace with Sweden since the Stolbovo treaty. The Swedish monarchy was satisfied with its terms and for the moment entertained no more territorial designs on Russia. But the Kremlin could not be certain that matters would stay that way. There was an anti-Muscovite party active at the Swedish court, and Sweden manifested a suspicious interest in monopolizing the proceeds of Muscovy’s transit trade with the rest of Northern Europe.7 Swedish military might, founded on its vastly profitable iron industry, its effective system of conscription, and the military reforms of the great Gustaphus Adolphus, could not be taken lightly.


For the reasons already cited, relations between Moscow and Warsaw were tense. There was growing evidence of the political decomposition of the Commonwealth, beginning in the early seventeenth century, which for the Muscovites could only be a cause for satisfaction. The monarchy, elective since 1572, was becoming progressively weaker vis-à-vis the powerful noble clans. Soon the Polish-Lithuanian state would recognize the right of Liberum veto, which permitted any noble delegate to the Diet (or parliament) to “explode” it, thereby paralyzing the government. The state was further afflicted with poisonous feuds between the great magnates, to say nothing of religious, ethnic, and national tensions. All this notwithstanding, with a population of more than 8 million and a land area of almost 400,000 square miles, Poland was one of the largest of European states. Then, too, although the Polish army was small (fielding no more than 60,000 men in wartime) it was formidable beyond its numbers. The Polish light cavalry was the terror of Eastern and Southern Europe: between the late sixteenth and mid-seventeenth centuries it fought outnumbered and often prevailed against Turks, Tatars, Cossacks, Swedes, Prussians, and Russians. In the early decades of the seventeenth century King Zygmunt had embarked on a series of Western-style military reforms of his own.8


The territory of the last great security threat to the Muscovite state, the Crimean Khanate, lay roughly 600 miles south of the city of Moscow proper. The Girei dynasty, which ruled the Khanate, was one of the last in the Muslim world that could trace itself back to Genghis Khan. Although they were nominally tributaries of the Turkish Sultan, the Gireis reserved to themselves considerable freedom of military and diplomatic action. The danger of raids upon Muscovy by the Crimean Tatars and their Nogai allies was in theory averted by the annual tribute that the tsar delivered to the Khan. Yet those bribes did not buy total protection. There were always free spirits and outlaws among the Tatars—men who mounted their own attacks on Polish, Ukrainian, or Russian territories in defiance of the Khan’s orders. And given the economic problems of the Khanate (including inadequate stocks of food and overpopulation), the Khan at times yielded to the temptation to break his word and go on raids in search of plunder, slaves, and prisoners to ransom. As the Khan was able to put from 40,000 to 100,000 warriors in the saddle for a single campaign, this was no small worry. Muscovy had endured more than thirty major Tatar attacks during the sixteenth century; from 1611 through 1617 southern Russia had annually been ravaged by them. Muscovy was concerned with the Tatar danger throughout the seventeenth century and experimented with a variety of means (settlement of permanent garrisons, enlistment of the Don Cossacks, construction of fortified lines) in order to contain it.9


Despite all of these problems—financial, military, geopolitical—Patriarch Filaret and the people around him were bent on war with Poland. In preparing for it they took steps to overcome each difficulty. In the mid-1620s Filaret decreed a new system of direct taxation (the dvorovaia chef), which enabled the government to compute taxes on the basis of the number of households in a region rather than their productivity. This fiscal measure and others permitted Filaret to restore financial stability while building up a substantial war chest.10


The war fund was particularly important to Filaret’s plan to stockpile in advance the resources he would need for his war. Between 1630 and 1632 the Muscovite state imported more than a million pounds of iron and lead for the casting of cannon and forging of bullets.11 Special purchasing commissions visited all the principal courts of Northern Europe in search of cannon, muskets, pistols, and rapiers.12 Personnel were no less important. Muscovy tried to hire foreign military specialists—experts in the Western way of war—and simultaneously tried to enroll entire regiments abroad. Although the Thirty Years War was raging and it was a sellers’ market for mercenaries, Muscovy’s two Scottish agents, Lesly and Sanderson, were eventually able to dispatch some 3,800 troops from Germany and England to Muscovy. Their frenetic and expensive recruitment resulted in a doubling of the number of foreigners in the tsar’s service.13


Yet Russia could not afford enough foreign mercenaries to bear the brunt of its Polish war. The “German” soldiers (as all foreigners were called, regardless of nationality) typically demanded fat salaries and substantial fringe benefits, such as lifetime pensions for their heirs in the event of serious wounds or death.14 With a view to economy the tsarist government decided to try to train Russians to fight in the Western manner. This was the origin of the voiska inozemnogo stroia (troops of foreign formation). Enlisting landless deti boiarskie, Tatar converts, some peasants, and some Cossacks, these units began to drill under the supervision of their foreign officers in 1630. At the beginning of the war the government had eight infantry regiments (9,000 troops) of the “foreign” type on hand.15


Diplomatic maneuvering in Stockholm and the Crimea completed Russia’s war preparations. Gustaphus Adolphus had recently intervened in the Thirty Years War as an ally of the Protestant princes and consequently welcomed Russia’s proposed attack on Poland, hoping that it would secure his Livonian flank.16 Negotiations with the Tatars, although less smooth, finally resulted in the Khanate’s promise of neutrality.17


Confident that Russia was ready, Filaret made his final choice for war when he learned of the sudden death of King Zygmunt III in April 1632. A Poland distracted by the quarrels and intrigues of an interregnum, Filaret reasoned, would be more vulnerable than ever. Accordingly Moscow ordered the concentration of the troops of foreign formation and commanded the cavalry troops to “ready themselves for service, assemble supplies, and feed their horses.”18 Voevody (district military leaders) and namestniki (provincial viceroys) were ordered to cooperate with the recruiting officers who would shortly arrive to verify the musters of the local nobility. All those processes required time. At last, by August the Muscovite state had at its disposal 29,000 troops and 158 guns.19 Overall command rested with the aged boyar Mikhail Borisovich Shein. Shein’s qualifications for his post were his close association with Filaret (the two men hand endured Polish captivity together), his prestige as a hero of the Smuta and his intimate knowledge of the fortress of Smolensk (as commandant of the garrison there during the Polish siege of 1609–11).


A nakaz, an instruction issued in the name of the tsar, spelled out for Shein the general objectives of the war and the overall strategy he was to follow in their pursuit. Russia’s goals were in fact modestly limited to the reconquest of the territories that had been lost to Poland in 1618. Russia’s forces were supposed to capture Dorogobuzh and as many other frontier outposts as they could, as quickly as possible. Simultaneously, they were to issue proclamations calling on the Orthodox subjects of the Poles to rise in rebellion. Then they were to move briskly to invest and take the important town of Smolensk, some 45 miles southwest of Dorogobuzh.20 Possession of Smolensk was critical to Muscovy’s plan for the entire campaign. The lands Russia wanted to reacquire lay roughly within the oval described by the Dniepr river to the west and Desna to the east. Smolensk was located on the Dniepr at the northern end of the oval, less than 30 miles from the headwaters of the Desna.


The war began splendidly for the Muscovites. By mid-October 1632, Dorogobuzh and twenty other frontier forts were in Russian hands. On October 18, Shein and the main army arrived at the outskirts of Smolensk and prepared to besiege it.


To seize Smolensk was, however, no easy matter, for the town was protected by series of daunting natural and man-made obstacles. The core of the city was ringed by a wall almost 50 feet high and 15 feet thick. Thirty-eight bastions furthered strengthened this defense. Although those fortifications had been considerably damaged during the 1609–11 siege, the Poles had recently devoted great attention to their repair. They had augmented them by erecting a five-bastion outwork to the west of the city (known as King Zygmunt’s fort), which was furnished with its own artillery and subterranean secret passages to facilitate sorties and countermining. To the north the city was defended by the Dniepr and to the east by a flooded marsh. The southern side of the city consequently offered the most promising approach for an assault, but here the Poles had build a strong, palisaded earthen rampart. The garrison, under the Polish voevod Stanislaw, was also relatively strong, comprising 600 regular infantry, 600 regular cavalry, and 250 town Cossacks. Stanislaw could rely on the townspeople to man the walls in a pinch and could also enlist the services of several hundred nobles of the local levy, who, armed and mounted, had taken refuge within the town of Smolensk at the news of the Muscovite advance.21


Smolensk thus confronted Shein with formidable military problems: a resolute garrison, strong fortifications, and natural obstacles. Shein’s troop dispositions were commendable for prudence, economy, and foresight. He recognized that the same natural obstacles (the Dniepr, the flooded marsh) that protected the Poles to the north and east also hemmed them in, serving as natural siege works. That made a complete set of lines of countervallation unnecessary. Shein therefore deployed his troops to achieve three purposes: the possession of all tactically significant positions, such as patches of high ground around the city; the protection of his own lines of communication, supply, and retreat; and defense against potential relief columns. He ordered Colonel Mattison to occupy the Pokrowska Hill due north of the town of Smolensk on the opposite side of the Dniepr. The site was clearly the one most suitable for the emplacement of artillery batteries. Due west of the city Shein stationed the formations of Prince Prozorovskii. Prozorovskii, whose back was to the Dniepr, enclosed the rest of his camp with an enormous half-circle of earthworks (the wall alone was over 30 feet high). His purpose was both to menace the Polish ramparts on his right flank and to serve as the first line of defense against any Polish army of relief coming from the west. Between Prozorovskii and the walls of Smolensk, Shein placed van Damm’s infantry and d’Ebert’s heavy cavalry. Colonel Alexander Lesly, Colonel Thomas Sanderson, and Colonel Tobias Unzen, in command of the main body of Russian forces (almost nine thousand men) positioned themselves along the perimeter of the enemy’s palisades to the south. To the east Karl Jacob and one thousand Russian infantry of new formation formed a screen behind the flooded marsh. Two and a half miles farther east, in a pocket formed by the bend in the Dniepr, was Shein’s own fortified camp. Shein’s camp protected not only the army’s wagon trains and magazines, but also two pontoon bridges the Muscovites had erected across the Dniepr to secure communications with Dorogobuzh, where the reserves of food were stockpiled.
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Those arrangements were certainly intelligent, yet Shein from the beginning was incommoded by a lack of artillery. Heavy rains in the late spring and early summer of 1632 had turned the roads to mud. In the interests of surprise, Shein had decided to advance on Dorogobuzh, leaving most of his heavier guns behind. Thus the Muscovites had only seventy mostly light artillery pieces on hand in October. The rest of the field artillery was not delivered to Shein until the end of the year. It took until March of 1633 (five months into the siege) for the Russians to drag the nineteen heavy siege guns from their arsenal in Moscow to Shein’s camp on the Dniepr. Part of the delay resulted from the massive size and weight of the siege pieces: more than 450 wagons were required to carry the guns, the shot, and the powder to the theater of war; the two largest guns fired projectiles weighing about 200 pounds.22


Without heavy guns, and siege pieces in particular, Shein was unable to effect a close blockade of Smolensk. The Poles profited hugely from this. News of the siege of Smolensk reached Warsaw by early November. Within two weeks the Diet appropriated money to put a 23,000-man crown army into the field. In the meantime the Grand Hetman of Lithuania, Prince Krzysztof Radziwill, mustered elements of the separate Lithuanian army and advanced on Smolensk himself.23 Although Radziwill did not have enough troops to raise the siege unaided, he was able to bring Smolensk some succor. By means of two night operations in March of 1633 he broke through Shein’s lines and delivered food, munitions, and more than a thousand reinforcements to the beleaguered town. That, however, was the limit of Radziwill’s capability. Thereafter he withdrew from the city and engaged in guerrilla attacks on the Muscovite camps. Those attacks were more annoyances than serious threats.


By April the Russians had demolished the earthen ramparts the Poles had constructed south of the city. Shein now trained his guns on the walls of Smolensk itself in the hope of achieving a breach. Simultaneously he ordered that two mines be dug: one west from the camp of Jacob; and one northwest from Lesly’s position to the Malaclowski gate. By mid-July, Muscovite gunners had reduced one section of wall almost 100 feet broad to rubble, while Lesly’s sappers, under the direction of chief engineer David Nichol, had succeeded in implacing in another section a gigantic bomb of twenty-four powder kegs. On the appointed day the mine went off with such concussive force that tons of rock and timber were catapulted into the ranks of the Muscovite soldiers, who had been assembled too close to the wall for safety. In addition to the hundreds of casualties inflicted on the infantry, the blast also took the lives of thirty miners, who had been unable to scramble out of the tunnel in time. Still worse, Shein was not even able to exploit the 400-foot breach the mine had created, because the Polish defenders improvised hasty (but nonetheless substantial) barricades from the debris.24 The Russians consequently had no choice but to break off their attack.


They never got a chance at a second assault. In part as a response to the gravity of the military emergency, the Polish and Lithuanian magnates in Warsaw had composed their differences and had chosen the son of the deceased monarch as Poland’s new king. On August 23, 1633, King Wladyslaw IV arrived at Smolensk at the head of 23,000 men. From that point on the campaign was an unbroken litany of Muscovite military disasters.


On September 7 Wladyslaw launched diversionary attacks against both Mattison and Prozorovskii that made possible the conveyance of still more men and supplies into Smolensk. On September 21, despite Russian countermeasures, the Poles succeeded in smashing Mattison’s defensive works to the north and west. Believing that the Pokrowska hill was now untenable, Shein ordered it evacuated.


The siege of Smolensk had effectively been lifted. The Muscovite army was now split in two; almost 10 miles separated Shein from the isolated detachments still holding positions west of Smolensk. The destruction of van Damm, d’Ebert, and Prozorvoskii was now Wladyslaw’s top priority. On the night of September 27 the Poles began a series of nonstop assaults. Powerless to resist the pressure and aware that certain of his foreign troops had already deserted to the enemy, in early October Shein ordered Prozorovskii to abandon his enormous fort and retire to the main Russian camp downriver. This retreat entailed leaving tons of guns, powder, and supplies behind. Prozorovskii tried to blow up this military equipment prior to his departure, but a sudden downpour unfortunately extinguished the fuses and delivered his arsenal to the Polish king intact.25


Shein’s only comfort was the knowledge that he had at least reconcentrated his forces in defensible positions. He was, however, utterly surprised by the Poles’ next move. A Polish column suddenly fell on Dorogobuzh, drove off the Russian garrison, and put all of the Russians’ reserve stocks of food to the torch. Simultaneously, Wladyslaw marched northeast, seizing the Bogdanov dunes and the wooded hills of Skovronkovie in the rear of Shein’s camp. Since the Poles had also deployed their cavalry to Shein’s south, the Muscovites themselves were now surrounded and besieged. Shein made a series of unsuccessful attempts to break out of the Polish trap during October 1633. Bereft of communication with Moscow and running short of food and water, the Russian army was also tormented by the murderous bombardment of the Polish guns implaced at Skovronkovie. Shein had no way of silencing the Polish artillery, because his own guns could not be elevated high enough to fire on the Polish batteries with any accuracy. Morale in the Russian camp deteriorated, particularly among the foreigners. At one point in December Colonel Lesly assassinated Thomas Sanderson in a rage. With no army of relief in sight, Shein finally sued for peace in January 1634. The Poles were in an ungenerous mood and set harsh conditions. The Russians were to hand over all prisoners and deserters at once. They were to abandon their camp and surrender their heavy cannon and stocks of food. Foreigners in Russian service were to renounce their allegiance to the tsar and give their parole never again to make war on Poland, while Muscovites were to promise to abstain from war against the Commonwealth for four months. Shein initially balked at those terms but at last capitulated. On February 19 Shein and his fellow voevody led the defeated Russian army out from behind the palisades of the camp in grim procession. As they passed the royal entourage, each Muscovite regiment was stripped of its military banners, and Shein himself and the other Russian leaders were forced to dismount and make obeisance at the feet of the Polish king. Only eight thousand Russian troops followed Shein in his march back to Moscow. Some two thousand sick or wounded men remained behind, along with the 123 guns that Shein had had to surrender to the Poles. As for Muscovy’s foreign hirelings, they either took service with Wladyslaw or prudently disbanded and made for home.


Even before the news of Shein’s humiliation reached Moscow, the ruling circles in the Kremlin had reason to be upset with the progress of the war. Since the spring of 1633 Zaporozhan Cossacks and Crimean Tatars on the Polish payroll had been conducting massive raids onto Russian territory. Partly for that reason Muscovy had found itself unable to send Shein relief or reinforcements. The finances of the state were themselves precarious. Finally, Filaret, the greatest proponent of the war, had died in October 1633. When the Kremlin finally learned of Shein’s surrender, it was already obvious that Muscovy had no reasonable chance of continuing the fight. The real anxiety was that the Poles might take advantage of Muscovite defenselessness to launch a full-blown invasion of the Russian heartland. The Poles did in fact have such a plan but opted to negotiate instead, influenced by rumors that the Ottoman Sultan was contemplating a war against the Commonwealth. The peace treaty of Polianovka (May 1634), while requiring Muscovite cession of a few additional towns to Poland, essentially reconfirmed the territorial lines established by the Deulino armistice. The Russians did, however, also have to pay a substantial war indemnity to Warsaw. The only positive gain from the Russian standpoint was that in the Polianovka peace Wladyslaw did at least recognize Michael’s title as legitimate ruler of Muscovy. Of course, this had less to do with shrewd bargaining than with the Polish fear of the outbreak of a major war with Turkey before peace with Moscow had been formally concluded. As for the hapless Shein, he and his lieutenants were made the scapegoats. Muscovite judges convicted Shein on the spurious charge of having been a Polish agent since 1611. He was beheaded, his property was confiscated, and his family was tortured and exiled to Siberia.


The Smolensk war had obviously been a military catastrophe for Muscovy. Yet before we turn to the reasons for the defeat it is useful to compare this botched war with two equally unsuccessful campaigns that occurred fifty years later.


Golitsyn’s Crimean Campaigns


In the 1680s Muscovy’s chief enemies were still Sweden, Poland, and the Crimean Khanate. Yet the relative balance of power was now different, since Muscovy was relatively stronger vis-à-vis each of those states than it had been fifty years previously. The dynastic instability and military exhaustion of Muscovy’s adversaries helped to account for the shift, but so too did Moscow’s patience, prudence, and guile.26 In the period after 1634 Muscovite statesmen had tried to avoid war or defer war to the most advantageous of times. For example, when in 1637 a band of free Don Cossacks captured Azov from the Turks and offered it to the tsar, he immediately rejected the gift and apologized to the Sultan.27 This meek behavior did not, however, mean that the Muscovites had abandoned their dreams of conquest in the south, north, or west. To the contrary, as one of Russia’s greatest seventeenth century diplomats, Afanasii Ordin-Nashchokin once observed, the fundamental purpose of Muscovy’s diplomatic establishment was “the expansion of the state” (rasshirenie gosudarstva).28 The issue was timing. If Muscovy could wait until its enemies were enfeebled by internal struggles or foreign wars, it might be able to extract territorial concessions from them by offering an alliance or issuing threats. Alternatively, if the tsar went to war he should do so when his target was already engaged in hard fighting with someone else. Thus Muscovy made its next attack on Poland in 1654, presenting itself as the protector of the Cossacks, whose military uprising had already shaken that state to its foundations. The eventual outcome—the truce of Andrusovo in 1667—left Moscow in temporary possession of Kiev and the entire eastern (or left-bank) Ukraine.


Successful expansion brought new risks. Moscow now for the first time had a common frontier with the Ottoman Empire. The Turks were themselves emerging newly strengthened from a lengthy period of internal dissension and were looking covetously on Eastern and Central Europe. Ottoman interest in the Ukraine in particular led to a series of wars with the Poles and then to the outbreak of the first Russo-Turkish conflict (1677–81). This Chigirin war ended with the recognition of the status quo ante, for the Ottomans did not prosecute it very vigorously, preoccupied as they were with preparing for a major Central European campaign against the Hapsburg Empire.


In the summer of 1683 the Turkish Vizier, at the head of an enormous Ottoman army, marched to the walls of Vienna and invested that city. The siege, however, was raised in September when King Jan III Pobieski arrived with a Polish army of relief. As the Turks retreated east, the Hapsburgs plotted a counterattack to drive the Ottomans from Europe and break their power once and for all. Only a great western confederation, however, could accomplish that. In March 1684 Hapsburg, Polish, and Venetian diplomats signed the Holy Alliance, binding themselves to conduct a crusade against the Turks.29 By its terms, other powers were to be encouraged to enroll as well; both Vienna and Venice were particularly eager to enlist the support of the Muscovites.


Since 1682 the titular heads of the Muscovite state had been the two boy tsars Peter and Ivan Alekseevich. Actual power, however, was in the hands of their older sister, the regent Sophia. And with regard to foreign affairs she tended to rely chiefly on the counsel of her friend and confidant, the urbane Moscow aristocrat V. V. Golitsyn. A gifted diplomatist and shrewd negotiator, Golitsyn saw no value for Russia in the Holy Alliance unless Poland could be induced to make the territorial concessions of 1667 permanent. In other words, prior to any Muscovite participation in the Turkish war, Golitsyn demanded that the Poles recognize Russian annexation of Kiev and the left-bank Ukraine. Warsaw initially balked, until military reverses and allied pressure forced it to cave in. In May 1686 Russia and Poland signed a “perpetual peace” in which Golitsyn got everything he wanted.30 In return Russia entered the Holy Alliance and prepared for war the following year.


Although some commentators have criticized Golitsyn for having joined the Holy Alliance to serve the interests of foreign powers and to gratify his own vanity, the fact is that the signing of the 1686 peace made war with the Tatars inevitable.31 Neither the Turks nor the Tatars were likely to accept the change in the balance of power represented by Russian annexation of the eastern Ukraine. Sooner or later Russia would have to fight, and from Golitsyn’s point of view it made more sense for Russia to go war as part of a powerful coalition than on its own.


The fact of coalition had implications for Russia’s war plans; it was expected to act in concert with its allies. While the Poles campaigned against the Turks in the right-bank Ukraine, while Venice attacked them in Dalmatia and Greece, and while the Holy Roman Empire dispatched its forces to the Danubian basin, Russia was supposed to assault the Khanate of the Crimea with its entire army so as to divert the Crimean Tatars from offering any succor to their Turkish overlords.32


Russia provoked war by means of an outrageous ultimatum to Constantinople and Bakchisarai: It demanded the total resettlement of all Crimean Tatars in Anatolia; the cession of the Crimean peninsula; and a payment of 2 million pieces of gold.33 Those were obviously not Moscow’s true war aims. Rather, Russia was going to war to secure its possession of the eastern Ukraine, to avenge insults visited on its ambassadors, and to punish the Tatars for their ongoing raids. The proclamation announcing the campaign, issued in the fall of 1686, stated that its purpose was to free the Russian lands from “unbearable insults and humiliation.”34


The inflammatory words notwithstanding, preparations for the campaign were disappointingly slow, in particular owing to the high number of noble servitors who failed to appear at their appointed musters. Nonetheless it was an index of Russia’s growing military power that the forces Moscow now assembled far exceeded those that it had been able to raise for war against Poland some fifty years previously. V. V. Golitsyn, who took personal command, had an army of more than 100,000 troops. Forty thousand of them were either strel’tsy or Western-style infantry. Twenty thousand others were either pikemen or Western-style cavalry.


By May 2, 1687, Golitsyn had assembled his forces on the banks of the Merlo river, not far from present-day Khar’kov. This site was to serve as the base camp for the entire expedition. Golitsyn’s plan was to march southwest, crossing over into the lands of the Zaporozhan Cossacks. From here, after a rendezvous with Samoilovich’s Zaporozhan army, Golitsyn proposed to move due south into the steppe and invest the fortress of Perekop, which lay athwart the narrow strip of territory connecting the Crimean peninsula to the mainland. Once Perekop was in Russian hands, Golitsyn would invade the Crimean homeland. Simultaneously the Don Cossacks were to make raids and incursions into the Khanate east of the sea of Azov while, as a further diversion, another force of Zaporozhans was to attack the Turkish forts that guarded the lower reaches of the Dniepr.35


The army set out on March 8. The infantry marched within the confines of an enormous moving rectangle composed of 20,000 wagons. On the right and left of the 18 million square feet enclosed by the rectangle, Golitsyn posted his cavalry.36 The early stages of the march passed without incident; despite a couple of false alarms, there were no Tatars in the vicinity. Samoilovich’s Cossacks were waiting for the Muscovites at the appointed place. Yet the rate of advance was very slow—no more than 6 miles a day. It took thirty-six days for the Russian army to cover the 180 miles that separated the base camp at Merlo from the Konskaia voda (Horse Water) River, which marked the beginning of the steppe. Perekop lay a mere 90 miles to the south. Yet it was at Konskaia voda that Khan Selim Girei unveiled his own brutally effective campaign plan. Knowing of the approach of Russian forces, the Khan had ordered his men to set fire to all of the steppe grass between Konskaia voda and the Isthmus of Perekop. On June 13 the Russians crossed over the river on pontoon bridges and entered the burned and smoldering steppe. Clouds of dust and smoke hung motionless above, befouling the air for miles around.


Within two days the effects of a march through such an inhospitable environment were making themselves felt, as men fell ill by the hundreds. The army experienced some relief on June 16, when a heavy rain settled the dust and allowed the soldiers to draw breath more freely. But by the next day Golitsyn was forced to recognize that any further advance would be folly. The burning of the steppe had eliminated the plentiful supply of fodder on which progress depended. Having had nothing to eat since June 13, the horses had become so enfeebled that they were scarcely capable of drawing the wagons. Golitsyn called a council of war, which agreed on a retreat. However, in order to mask the fact of retreat and in order to salvage something from the operation, 40,000 troops were detached to reinforce the Zaporozhan attack on the Turkish Dniepr forts.37 Having traveled no more than 71/2 miles from Horse Water, Golitsyn and the main body of the army turned tail and made for home. It was a march of hunger, thirst, and death. Possibly as many as 30,000 Muscovites perished. Golitsyn’s first campaign had been an unvarnished fiasco.


Golitsyn decided to try again. This time, however, he was determined to profit by his earlier mistakes. He recognized, for example, that he had begun his campaign too late in the year. When the army had finally reached within striking distance of Perekop in June, heat and drought had turned the steppe into a vast tinderbox, which a single spark could turn into flames. Golitsyn decided to launch his attack earlier in the spring and with that in view commanded that the muster of the army be completed by February 1689.38


Another of Golitsyn’s problems in 1687 had been a lack of bases where the sick could be left on the army’s outward march and where supplies could be stockpiled against the army’s return. On the advice of General Patrick Gordon, a Scottish military expert in the Russian service, it was decided to detach small bodies of men from the army every few days en route to the Crimea. Those troops were to construct camps fortified by palisades, dig wells, and gather hay. If all went as expected, the presumably victorious army would find adequate stocks of water and fodder on its journey back to Muscovy.39


Two final precautions taken by Golitsyn in 1689 concerned the order of march and defense against steppe fires. In 1687 the army had marched together within the protective carapace of one huge wagon barricade. In the later campaign Golitsyn used a different deployment. An advance guard led by Gordon and A. S. Shein (a descendent of the unfortunate Shein of 1633) preceded the main Russian forces, which marched behind in six separate columns. Although such an arrangement posed the risk that the Tatars might cut off and ambush one or more columns, it had advantages as well, since the advance guard could be used to screen the position of the rest of the army and to deceive the enemy about Golitsyn’s intentions.40 Finally, to safeguard against steppe fires Golitsyn sent agents far out ahead of the army in April 1689. They were to set fires of their own in the hope that when the army caught up with them the replenished steppe grass would be abundant enough to serve as forage but not so abundant (or so dry) as to make the Tatar trick of 1687 possible.


Golitsyn’s army of 112,000 men and 700 guns began its advance early in March 1689. Almost at once there were problems with the weather. Golitsyn’s troops were unused to winter campaigning and suffered greatly from the cold and the snow. But a huge premature thaw at the end of March brought even greater calamity. The snow turned to slush and mud, while the rivers, swollen by melting ice, overflowed their banks and swept bridges away. The flooding put a halt to the army’s progress. Gordon, for instance, spent more than a week attempting to cross the Vorskla river.41 A further complication derived from the fact that the army had taken to the field before the funds necessary for its support could be collected and delivered. At the beginning of April Golitsyn was still waiting for the cashboxes to catch up with him.42


Despite those trials, Golitsyn’s luck seemed to have turned in mid-April. The Russians linked up with their Zaporozhan allies under Hetman Mazeppa at the Samara River. The army made good progress marching southeast on a course paralleling the Dniepr. By May 12 the army was so deep in Tatar country that it was necessary to march in battle order. Two days later a captured Tatar confirmed that this had been a useful precaution: the Khan himself had encamped a powerful army at a place called the Black Ravine (Chernaia Dolina) not 6 miles away.


It was obvious that the Khan would not permit the Russians to reach Perekop without a fight. On May 15 the Tatars attacked the advance guard on its right flank. When artillery dispersed the Muslims, the Russian cavalry set off in pursuit. That, however, was exactly what the Tatars had been hoping for; a larger body of Tatar horsemen suddenly fell on the Russian wagons from the rear. In the hand-to-hand fighting that ensued serious casualties were inflicted on both sides. Eventually, however, the Russians won the upper hand by training their falconets and other light artillery pieces on the enemy. But the Muscovites were unable to exploit their victory, as the more mobile Tatar forces outdistanced their pursuers and vanished south into the steppe.


Golitsyn spent the next five days marching the 40 miles to Perekop. During this advance he had the uncomfortable sensation of being completely encircled by enemies, for large bands of Tatar horsemen were constantly in view (although out of cannon range) before, behind, and on both flanks. On May 20 the Russian army at last arrived at Perekop. Golitsyn was appalled by what he found there. The Tatars had strengthened the fortifications of Perekop by digging a fosse that ran across the entire isthmus. The Russians would have to fight their way over this trench before they could even get close enough to the fort proper to put it under siege.


That seems to have been the final discouragement for Golitsyn. His men and draft animals were already exhausted by almost eighty days of nonstop marching; there was a critical shortage of water; and now the barriers to further advance were unexpectedly strong. Golitsyn knew he would have to withdraw. To save face he opened negotiations with Selim Girei and threatened to raze the fort of Perekop unless the Khan pledged never to raid Muscovy again. The Khan knew the threat was hollow. Russia’s forces, suffering gravely from thirst and hunger, now began their retreat. The Tatars harried them on all sides, lighting steppe fires, picking off stragglers, and capturing artillery pieces in sudden attacks.43 Upon Golitsyn’s return to Moscow in June the government staged various demonstrations and services of thanksgiving in honor of his “triumph,” but few were fooled. The second Crimean campaign had been almost as inglorious as the first.44


What Went Wrong?


One could of course assert that the campaigns just recounted are vivid proof of Russia’s seventeenth-century military weakness, for Russia was unsuccessful in each of them, but such a tautological observation does not get us very far. Why specifically did Russia lose the war with Poland, and why specifically were Golitsyn’s assaults on the Crimea failures? How do we distribute emphasis among the various possible causes, ranging from those that were accidental (poor weather) or situation-specific (errors in command) to those which were systemic, e.g. constituent elements of the the Muscovite military system? A good method of doing so is to examine the spectrum of potential explanations for defeat sequentially. We shall look at generalship, technology, tactics, operations, and finally endurance (including logistics, training, reinforcement, and finance).


Generalship


It is fashionable today to account for one country’s victory over another in war in terms of the superiority of its military potential. A sort of relative economic, social, and institutional calculus can presumably make the detailed study of individual battles and campaigns unnecessary.45 Material determinist analyses of this kind can be traced all the way back to Engels if not earlier.46 Such an approach is clearly of value when applied to the history of European wars in the industrial era. It is most particularly useful in understanding the great mechanized wars of the twentieth century, although it does not have universal explanatory power even there. In the preindustrial period, however, the material determinist theory of war is often beside the point. There are too many examples of successful war waged by poor countries against richer ones. Without falling into the alternate trap of idealizing great captains and seeing military history as merely the record of their achievements, we must nonetheless note that generals can and do (and could and did) lose battles, campaigns, and wars.


There can be no doubt that decisions made by generals on both sides had an effect on the outcome of the Smolensk war and the Crimean campaigns. Simply put, Wladyslaw outmaneuvered Shein, and Selim Girei outwitted Golitsyn. Wladyslaw’s great accomplishment was his surprise raid on Dorogobuzh and his simultaneous strategic envelopment of the entire Russian army, while Selim Girei was able to ruin Golitsyn’s first campaign by simply converting the burning steppe itself into a weapon.


However, although beaten, neither Shein nor Golitsyn was an egregiously bad or incompetent commander. We have already had occasion to commend Shein’s troop deployments at Smolensk. As we shall see shortly, he also directed the siege of that town in a modern and European fashion. As for Golitsyn, he planned his campaigns and routes of march with precision, making heavy use of the intelligence that Russian envoys had collected on diplomatic missions to the Crimea in 1680–81.47 Golitsyn consequently possessed excellent information about where wood, water, and forage were to be found (under normal conditions) and issued each day’s marching orders on that basis. The arrangements for the second expedition show Golitsyn’s determination to profit from the mistakes of the first, in particular through his practice of leaving fortified outposts in the wake of his advance. It might be objected that Golitsyn’s failure to develop any sound plan for the employment of his army prior to arriving at Perekop demonstrated his military incompetence, yet the objective of his campaign—a full-blown assault on the Crimean peninsula—was in a sense dictated to Golitsyn by his coalition partners. In fact, from the standpoint of the other members of the Holy Alliance Golitsyn’s campaigns were successful: they did tie down the Crimean Tatars, thus preventing the Khan from offering the Sultan any support.


Shein and Golitsyn were defeated no so much through their own errors as by the novelty of the operations conducted by their opponents. Wladyslaw’s deep envelopment of October 1633 was not original; such maneuvers had been conducted in Western Europe before. The Poles had never previously attempted it in their military history, however, and consequently Shein was caught off guard.48 The Crimean campaigns presented similar innovations. To be sure, Muscovite troops had waged war against Tatars for generations. Yet typically the Muscovite army had confined itself to interdicting potential Tatar invasion routes or, if that failed, to repulsing bands of raiders already engaged in plunder. Muscovy’s military posture toward the Crimea had therefore been chiefly defensive. By contrast, Golitsyn’s campaigns represented a first effort at waging offensive war by conducting hostilities deep within the Tatar’s own country. Never before had a Muscovite army marched so far south; never before had Muscovites campaigned in a steppe that was a virtual desert. Golitsyn was accordingly unprepared for Selim’s burning of the steppe in 1687 and just as unprepared for his strategic withdrawal in the face of the Russian advance two years later. Both Shein and Golitsyn were consequently the victims of tactical and operational surprise. Neither displayed much flexibility when the enemy did not behave as expected.


It would nonetheless be simplistic to argue that Russia’s military weakness was chiefly the function of the ineptitude of its commanders. The decisions made by Shein and Golitsyn have to be understood in the context of the resources available to them and the conditions under which they were required to operate.


Military Technology


Can part of the reason for Muscovite defeat then be found in inadequate military technology? For those who would like to portray Russia (and the Soviet Union for that matter) as the constant underdog in a series of Western-launched arms races, such an explanation has its attractions. The seventeenth century was in fact a time of considerable military-technical innovation. Improvements in gunnery had already led military engineers to redesign the fortress. The medieval style of high, thin walls was abandoned in favor of the low, thick, bastioned trace italienne style of fortification, which made fortress walls virtually impervious to shot. That innovation in military architecture apparently originated in northern Italy during the Hapsburg—Valois wars, was further refined during the eighty years of the Dutch revolt against Spain, and had become almost universally adopted throughout Northern, Western, and Southern Europe by the early seventeenth century. The growing importance of the fortress logically enhanced the firepower, significance, specialization, and numbers of the infantry, since infantrymen were the only troops capable of undertaking siege operations.49 Then, too, there were improvements in infantry weapons: more and more foot soldiers were armed with firearms rather than pikes; firearms themselves became more reliable as matchlocks (cumbrous and useless in wet weather) gave way to flintlocks.50 Those innovations stimulated the invention of counter-innovations, as European armies introduced new specialized weapons designed to respond to the changes in war. An example would be the hand grenade, which became especially important in modern siege warfare, because it allowed the attackers to clear the covered way of defenders before exploiting a breach or attempting an escalade. Gustaphus Adolphus was apparently the first monarch to employ special hand grenade troops—grenadiers—who made their debut at the siege of Ratisbon in 1632.51


It must be admitted that Muscovy did have difficulties in the seventeenth century in acquiring such military technologies. In particular the core of the Muscovite army remained the old levy of cavalry servitors—men who were expected to arm and equip themselves. The firearms which those part-time soldiers brought with them into the field were likely to be neither standardized nor in particularly good condition. Partly for that reason, beginning at the end of the Smuta the Muscovite state redoubled its efforts to produce or purchase the latest weapons for its own stockpiles. Many of its efforts were successful; throughout the seventeenth century Russia rapidly modernized its arsenal. Especially promising results were achieved with artillery. More than sixteen iron works and cannon foundries were established in Muscovy between the 1630s and 1670s. By mid-century Russia had amassed an arsenal of some five thousand guns.52 In the same period Russia made strides toward self-sufficiency in gunpowder, while its armories became capable of an annual output of two thousand muskets a year.53 By the end of the reign of Aleksei Mikhailovich, even hand grenades had come into general use, and Muscovy had already formed its own unit of grenadiers (granatchiki).54


These military achievements may seem modest indeed when compared with those of the most advanced West European countries. For example, as early as 1639 the Gunmaker’s Company of London could by itself turn out almost 1,200 muskets a month.55 Yet seventeenth-century Muscovy was not in military competition with either Cromwell or Louis XIV. When we compare Muscovy’s military technology to that of its neighbors and rivals, we discover that it was equal or superior in all cases except Sweden’s. Indeed technological parity, if not superiority, was a striking feature of the campaigns that this chapter has already examined.


Consider the Smolensk war. The matchlock, wheelock, and snaphance muskets that Russian troops carried into battle were in no way inferior to Polish models. Further, the Russian army assembled under the gates of Smolensk possessed approximately the same number of firearms as the Polish army of relief. Shein had almost 12,000 new-style infantrymen, organized into companies in which one-third of the men bore pikes and the rest muskets. Wladyslaw IV had roughly 13,000 infantrymen carrying muskets and pikes in identical proportions.56 As for ordnance, the Russians enjoyed superiority in numbers of field pieces throughout the entire war. As late as 1650 there were no more than four hundred field cannon in the entire royal army of Poland.57 To be sure, at certain crucial junctures Shein was incommoded precisely owing to the quantity and bulk of his guns (all together his artillery park apparently weighed more than 800,000 pounds), but the only general in Europe at the time who possessed truly mobile regimental guns was the King of Sweden.58 What about Russian engineering and mining? On the whole Russian exploitation of those methods of war was up to the standards prevailing in Europe; mishaps such as the explosion of July 17, 1633, were in fact common whenever armies undertook a siege.59


If Muscovy was on the same technological plane as the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in the 1630s, it was in all respects technologically superior to the Crimean Tatars against whom it fought in the 1680s. Golitsyn’s forces ranged in size from 100,000 in the first campaign to 120,000 in the second. On both occasions over 60 percent of the men were equipped and trained in the Western fashion.60 In addition Golitsyn had an impressive complement of artillery, in excess of seven hundred pieces in 1689. The Crimean Tatars were by contrast chronically short of firearms. The expense of purchasing them was often beyond the means of Tatar warriors. Manufacturing such weapons was also very difficult. Since there were no veins of ore locally available, the Crimean Tatars had to import most of their lead and all of their iron. Artillery was almost unknown.61 That explains why Tatar chroniclers hailed Selim Girei’s capture of thirty Russian cannon in 1689 as one of his finest martial accomplishments.62 Clearly Russian military failures in 1634, 1687, and 1689 cannot be ascribed to technological backwardness.


Tactics and Operations


Perhaps the Muscovites went down to defeat because of defects in their tactical or operational skills. In testing this proposition, it is helpful to place it in the context of Western European military developments.


With the revolution in fortifications in Europe, the taking of strongpoints became the central objective of entire campaigns, even wars. New techniques of siege warfare were devised, involving the exploitation of increasingly sophisticated science and technology. Advances in mining and countermining, gunnery, and entrenchment were founded upon knowledge of geometry, physics, and geological stratigraphy. Such battles as did occur were fought between a besieging army and an army of relief, more often than not. Meanwhile, the character of field engagements themselves changed.


Although the firepower and reliability of infantry firearms increased throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the speed with which those weapons could be loaded and fired remained low. For example, it might take anywhere from two to five minutes to reload a musket or an arquebus.63 Military commanders consequently sought to maximize the firepower of the infantry while improving the protection afforded them during the vulnerable process of reloading. Firepower was increased in part by teaching the troops ever more complex varieties of drill, such as countermarching, which made continuous volleys possible.64 As for protecting the arquebusiers, an initial approach was to encircle them in a forest of pikemen. Because that meant deploying the men in massive columns or squares (thus reducing firepower), however, armies gradually turned to a different expedient: field fortifications. Throughout Western Europe in the late sixteenth century, commanders shielded their musketeers in trenches, in redoubts, or behind palisades or wagons chained together. Some field fortifications grew so elaborate as to mimic the floor plans of fortresses themselves. Thus even battles took on the features of sieges, since a battle became an attempt by one combatant to storm the field fortifications of the other. Although there were a few exceptions, such as Breitenfeld, almost all the important battles of the Thirty Years War conformed to this pattern.65


It will be immediately obvious from the foregoing that the Smolensk war itself is a good illustration of such innovations. The goal of the entire campaign was the capture of a city that had been fortified in the Italian (or Dutch) manner. It is also fair to say that the tactics employed by the Muscovites were virtually identical to those used by Tilly, Wallenstein, or Gustaphus Adolphus. Once an investing army had encamped before a town, there were really only four practical ways of taking it. All were risky. A general could closely blockade it and hope that he could starve it into surrender before his provisions gave out or a relief army came. He could subject the town to a merciless bombardment in order to shatter the morale of the defenders and compel capitulation. Those, however, were slow methods. If a general needed to win his siege more quickly he would have to hazard using still more force. He would order a series of zigzag trenches dug in the direction of the city. When the trench system had reached a point almost within the shadow of the walls, infantry, with artillery support, could rush from the trenches and attempt to take the town by escalade (that is, using ladders). As soldiers encumbered by ladders 40 or 50 feet long had little chance of survival (let alone success) this method was seldom chosen. Finally, a general could attempt to make a breach in one of two ways. The first was to concentrate artillery fire against one or two specific points in the wall. The difficulty here was that the walls—composed of stone, masonry, timber, and earth—had been built thick precisely to make them proof against ordnance. Thus generals in the first half of the seventeenth century typically preferred to breach the walls by exploding mines under them. The dramatist John Webster was expressing the common military judgment of the age when in 1613 he put the following words into the mouth of one his characters: “We see that undermining more prevails than doth the cannon”.66


Either on his own or at the prompting of his foreign mercenaries, Shein followed all the formal procedures of siegecraft to the letter. Indeed, he used every method of siege warfare save escalade to good effect. His blockade of Smolensk was far from perfect. Radziwill, after all, was able twice to break through Russian lines in March 1633. Yet from the time of Radziwill’s withdrawal up to the arrival of King Wladyslaw in August, Smolensk was effectively cut off from outside supplies of food. Similarly Shein had been bombarding the Poles within Smolensk with every artillery piece he had since October of the previous year. At the same time he ordered the excavation of a comprehensive network of siege trenches to the southeast of the town so that his men might have a staging area from which to launch assaults after breaches had been effected. He finally did succeed in making breaches with both artillery and mines, even though he was not granted the time to exploit them.


After Wladyslaw appeared on the scene, the battles that ensued closely resembled those being waged simultaneously in Germany. The Poles seized the initiative and attempted to take the Russian strong places one by one: Mattison’s works on the hills north of the Dniepr, the great earthen fort of Prozorovskii due east of the city, and the lesser redoubts of van Damm. Indeed, the final outcome of the war was determined by a siege, since the Polish king besieged Shein in his camp and compelled him to surrender with a combination of blockade and bombardment. Although Shein was eventually defeated during the campaign, his army consistently employed modern, Western tactics. In fact they were the only tactics remotely feasible in the circumstances.


Perhaps Muscovite tactics, although sound in principle, were flawed in the execution. After all, the Smolensk war was a new kind of war for Moscow. Russia had just begun to appreciate the importance of siegecraft, infantry, and field fortifications; many soldiers in its army were, moreover, foreign mercenaries of dubious loyalty. There is some truth to this. During the battles at the end of the campaign, the Russian armed forces deployed themselves deliberately, inflexibly, and unimaginatively, like an actor afraid of forgetting his lines. Still, one can make too much of the impact of such tactical (and technical) deficiencies on Muscovy’s military performance, for the new style of warfare was almost as foreign to the Poles as to the Russians. Like the Muscovite forces, the traditional army of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was the gentry cavalry levy. The Poles had really only begun a comprehensive modernization of their army in the 1620s. Large-scale infantry and siege operations were therefore still a novelty for the Poles in the 1630s. The Polish infantry in the Smolensk war, just like the Muscovite, still consisted largely of hired mercenaries.67


In 1633–34, then, Muscovy fought a Western opponent with Western methods. Fifty years later it confronted a non-European opponent, the Crimean Khanate. Such a conflict obviously required a different operational approach. The goals of the campaign were not conquest, as in 1633, but rather booty and punishment. After marching south across the steppe, the Muscovites expected to besiege Perekop, force the isthmus beyond, and then ravage the Crimean peninsula. Thus the Muscovites were compelled to marry such traditional military practices as raiding and Tatar hunting to the newer modern European artillery, infantry, and siege tactics.


The dangers posed by the Tatar style of war complicated this problem. Although technologically inferior, the Tatars were true masters of steppe warfare. Their forces, entirely light cavalry, possessed a mobility that was the envy of all their enemies. In view of their speed the Khan’s forces were capable of harassing any opposing army with devastating hit-and-run raids. Strong detachments of Tatars would suddenly appear from any quarter without warning and violently assault an enemy, then would gallop away just as the enemy was overcoming his initial shock. Such repeated onslaughts could so weaken an adversary that the main body of the Tatar army might be able to crush him in a climactic cavalry duel.68


The Muscovite response to such dangers was the tabor, or fortified wagon train. Although improvising field fortifications in the midst of battle by chaining wagons together was a common phenomenon of the era—it was standard Ottoman practice and was highly recommended by the great Imperial general Raimondo Montecuccoli—the Muscovites often chose to shield an army on the march within the confines of a huge moving square or rectangle of interlocked wagons. As the wagons were usually equipped with light guns, the entire tabor really amounted to a moving fortress. Such a powerful formation was in itself a deterrent to surprise attack, but if an attack came anyway the infantry could fight from cover, while the wagons could be unchained to permit cavalry sorties. It was not an impregnable system of defense: the Tatars did break into the Muscovite tabor during the engagement of May 15, 1689. Yet it must be emphasized that the tabor was the best method of advancing outnumbered into unreconnoitered Tatar country. Nor were the Muscovites alone in using the tabor. Other warriors with great experience in fighting the Tatars, notably the Poles and Cossacks, also used it.69 There were, of course, disadvantages to the tabor. An army marching in tabor formation would obviously move slowly. Further, its general would be denied the opportunity of making his own surprise attack upon the enemy. Yet cumbrous movement with the tabor was preferable to certain annihilation without it. Muscovite tactics during the Crimean campaigns thus cannot be faulted. The only full-fledged battle of either expedition—the conflict of May 15, 1689—was won by the Muscovites precisely because of the tabor defense. We must look elsewhere for the sources of Muscovite military weakness.


Endurance


We come at last to a final set of explanations for Russia’s seventeenth-century military failures, and they can be lumped together under the rubric “endurance”: logistics and transport; training and reinforcement; and finance. It was precisely in those areas that the true military weakness of Russia inhered. While Muscovite technology and tactics were at a high level, deficiencies in factors of endurance prevented Russia from prosecuting war vigorously and from sustaining military operations effectively. And that in turn meant that Muscovite strategy was unworkable.


Logistical and transport problems, for instance, bedeviled the Russian army during its operations in both of the military campaigns considered here. Indeed, if one had to isolate the single most important factor in the debacles of the 1630s and 1680s, it would be this. The crucial element in the Russian defeat at Smolensk was neither the treason of foreign hirelings nor the unsteady generalship of Shein. Rather it was the failure of the Muscovites to organize the arrival of the heavy siege artillery until March 1633. That resulted as much from the virtual absence of roads and from poor weather as from the clumsy administration of the central artillery parks. Because of the delay Shein and his forces were condemned to five months of wasteful idleness outside the walls of Smolensk; without the protection heavy guns afforded, a close blockade, proper siege trenches, and even effective mining were impossible. Looked at from this perspective the real siege of Smolensk began not in October 1632 but in March 1633. By July Shein had breached the walls of Smolensk twice and was prevented from storming the city only by the untimely arrival of King Wladyslaw. Had Shein received his artillery earlier than he did, it is quite probable that he would have taken Smolensk before the advent of the Polish relief forces. The capture of Smolensk would probably have resulted in a different outcome to the war, for the Poles might have been willing to cede it in exchange for a peace treaty, fearing as they did the outbreak of hostilities with the Turks.


The logistical complications in the Crimean campaigns were different. We have already noted that the tabor formation, although slow, was indispensable. Another reason that the Russian tabors of 1687 and 1689 moved at a snail’s pace was their size: More than twenty thousand wagons were involved on each occasion. In Western Europe at that time an army might have one wagon (pulled by two to four horses) for each fifteen men. In the Crimean campaign the Muscovites had one for each five, a proportion three times that common in the West. Why so many horses and why so many wagons? The answer had to do with elementary facts of geography and demography. The supply trains of West European armies actually contained only an irreducible reserve supply of food and forage; Western armies, as has been recently shown, generally tried to live off the countryside. Their ability to do so, even partially, was due to the general fertility of the soil and the generally high population density of Western Europe.70 By contrast, the Muscovites often campaigned in territories so low in population density as to be considered virtually uninhabited and in which, also, agricultural yields were notoriously low. Further, Muscovite armies were often compelled to travel longer distances before arriving in the theater of combat than Western forces did. Hence the Muscovites had to bear with them into the field a great part of the food that would be consumed in the course of the campaign. Indeed, noble servitors who came to the muster were supposed to bring with them a personal stock of food sufficient to maintain themselves and their attendants for several months. Of course the Muscovites did try to acquire foodstuffs locally (special commissioners “for the requisition of grain and meat” accompanied every army), but there could be little confidence in such a procedure, especially when the army was required to march into an arid steppe, as during the Crimean campaigns.71 This system of supply subjected the Muscovite army to two serious vulnerabilities. The Tatars exploited the first in 1687 and the second in 1689.


The fantastic size of the Russian wagon train meant an equally large number of draft animals. In 1687 the Russian field army probably possessed in excess of 60,000 horses and oxen. Although the beasts could haul victuals for the troops, in no way could they at the same time transport the fodder they themselves needed. Thus although the Russians could not rely on living off the land, they had to rely (as did all other East European peoples) on locally available supplies of forage. The Tatars, of course, understood that perfectly and as a result set fire to the steppe in 1687. Hundreds of Russian soldiers perished from smoke inhalation as a consequence, but what really persuaded Golitsyn to turn back was not human but equine mortality. The destruction of almost all the steppe grass—the natural forage indispensable to the survival of the draft animals—meant that any further advance would be suicidal. Without confronting the enemy, without loosing even a single arrow, Selim Girei was automatically victorious.


The Tatars were prevented from repeating this stratagem two years later. Golitsyn had anticipated them by burning the steppe himself. Selim therefore decided to exploit the other vulnerability of Russian logistics: limited capacity. As the Russian army had to transport the bulk of its food, there was an iron limit to the amount of time the army could campaign before turning back home. The Tatars decided to stretch Russia’s supply capacity to the breaking point. They conducted a slow strategic withdrawal keeping in constant contact with the Muscovites. Fearing surprise attack, Golitsyn’s forces marched even more slowly than usual (consuming an even greater quantity of food per mile of march than had been expected). When Golitsyn reached Perekop, stocks of food and water were already depleted. Perekop proved to be so strong that it could be taken only by formal siege, and Golitsyn knew he lacked the supplies necessary for such a long operation. Retreat was the only recourse. In both campaigns, then, the Russian army was defeated as much by hunger and thirst as by anything else. Logistical and transport problems were clearly components of Russian military weakness. Attempts at overcoming those problems were to be a dominant theme in Russian military policy for the next two hundred years.


Another weakness of the Muscovite military system was reinforcement and training, or manpower policy in the largest sense. Up until the 1690s Muscovy relied on the ad hoc mobilization of its military resources for each separate campaign. Although entire classes of hereditary warriors existed in Muscovy, dependent on the state for their sustenance (of which the dvoriantsvo or service nobility was a prime example), most of them were involved in agriculture, crafts, or trading for most of the time. Thus except for a handful of palace guards, garrison troops, military settlers, and Cossacks, Muscovy’s forces, suspended in an emulsion of state privileges, were actually preoccupied with everything but the art of war. When Muscovy first began permanently to engage the services of whole companies of foreign infantry, it tried to integrate them into the preexisting military system by giving them the legal status of strel’tsy, which in practical terms obligated them to lay aside their arms and open shops.72


All of this had implications for Muscovite military power. The foreign infantry hired in the early 1630s was engaged for the duration of the Smolensk campaign only. Wladyslaw’s mercenary infantry, by contrast, comprised seasoned, salaried veterans who were a standing force paid for by the Polish crown. That they outperformed their Muscovite counterparts is hence not remarkable. The native Russian troops of foreign formation, although armed and schooled in the Western fashion, similarly lacked group cohesion and esprit de corps.


There was another problem as well. When making war the Muscovite government was given to hitting the enemy with all its available forces from the very start. That procedure, the vestige of centuries of annual expeditions against the Tatars, resulted in situations in which the loss of a campaign in effect entailed the loss of the war. Since almost all military resources had already been mobilized and since there were no training depots, it was almost impossible to reinforce troops in the field. Neither during the Smolensk war nor in the Crimean campaigns was the Russian government capable of raising appreciable quantities of additional soldiers. That disability was most critical in the Smolensk war; the effort of outfitting Shein’s army had stripped southern Russia of its garrisons and had left the country defenseless, which made the Polish stratagem of encouraging Tatar and Cossack attacks all the more grimly effective.73


A final constraint on endurance was financial. Muscovy could be defeated not only by military operations but by the length of a campaign. It did not have the money to sustain military operations indefinitely, so the state was periodically compelled to demobilize its army. Lulls in warfare, of course, were common throughout Europe; all armies, for example, went into winter quarters. Yet halts in combat were imposed on Russia not so much by the severity of the weather as by the barrenness of the treasury. Russia made war in spasms, racing to seize important military objectives before the money gave out. This, then, was the last root cause of Russian military weakness: the poverty of the state.


Seventeenth-century Muscovite Russia certainly had territorial ambitions, along with coherent strategies for their realization. What Russia did not have, however, was the military might necessary to support those strategies. Means had to be found to transcend the problems of supply and transport; manpower and training; and inadequate revenues. In short, Russia had to find the way to translate all of its resources—human, material and financial—into power. That was the problem that confronted Peter the Great. As we shall see, his unique solution was thoroughly to reinvent Russia’s military system.
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Peter the Great and the Advantages of “Backwardness”


To Peter the Great—this tall, imperious, boorish tsar—has gone credit for modernizing Russia, for dragging medieval Muscovy into the mainstream of European civilization. “Father of his country,” creator of the Russian Empire, indeed the first Russian ruler to assume the Western title “Emperor,” Peter did in fact alter the manners, mores, and institutions of his land. He forced the nobility to shave their beards, compelled them to adopt Western dress, and emancipated their women from the seclusion of the terem, thus disrupting the customary practices of boyar politics while simultaneously insisting on “European” norms for aristocratic society. The Petrine elite had no choice but publicly to adopt Western ways (or their simulacra).1 At the height of his reign, when Peter wanted to give his new capital the air of a Western city, he regularly turned all of St. Petersburg into a public theater and its population into supernumeraries. During the weeks of carnival, the highest-ranking statesmen in the land were forbidden to doff their masks or clown costumes during the performance of official duties or even when attending funerals. And when Peter wanted to enjoy the spectacle of well-dressed throngs strolling in the public park, the beating of military drums called every nobleman within earshot to the Summer Garden for compulsory merrymaking under the threat of corporal punishment.2


But Peter’s achievements far exceeded the mere enforcement of social conformity, for he was also more skilled in exploiting the human and material resources of the Russian state than any previous ruler. At his command, factories were raised, metallurgical works and mines established, canals dug, roads surveyed, schools opened. After 1714 all males of the dvorianstvo, or gentry, were in principle bound to civil or military service. Peasants of all conditions were burdened as never before. Taxes increased; tens of thousands were drafted for the military, for industry, and for forced labor on construction projects. The poll or soul tax, which Peter imposed on every male peasant, became the backbone of tsarist revenue and persisted until 1884. Even more long-lasting were other Petrine innovations: the governing Senate (with its mix of legislative and judicial functions) and the Holy Synod (which supplanted the patriarchate) survived until 1917. So too did the 1722 table of ranks, which set forth the famous equivalent hierarchy of ranks and posts for the bureaucracy, army, navy, and court and which theoretically permitted commoners to work their way up to nobiliary status by means of state service.3


This breathless list of Peter’s activities is still far from a comprehensive accounting of the results of his demonic energy during the twenty-nine years of personal rule. All of the Petrine reforms were of course accompanied if not actually driven home by acts of unspeakable cruelty, tyranny, and oppression. It should be noted that Peter imported more from the West than crafty Dutch engineers, learned Scottish mathematicians, tobacco, theories of government, and naval technology, for instruments such as the thumbscrews, Algerian hook, and wheel (previously unknown in Muscovy) were also introduced by him.4


What lay behind it all? Here many scholars agree that an important stimulus, perhaps the primum mobile, of the Petrine reforms was warfare. Indeed, Peter’s reign was a reign of ceaseless wars against both internal and external foes. Astrakhan revolted in 1705 and the Don Cossack region in 1707–8. There were wars with the Turks (1695, 1696, 1711); there was a major war with the Persians (1722–24); and, of course, dwarfing them all was the Great Northern War, a twenty-one-year struggle against the Swedes for mastery of the Baltic coast.


Some students of the period have concluded that in the main Peter was attempting through his reforms both to attain military victory and to establish a well-regulated police state, a state of rules, laws, and obligations. Others have emphasized the improvisational, even half-baked character of the reforms.5 Yet both camps concede that the unforeseen emergencies and strains of war undetermined the effectiveness of many Petrine innovations in civil life. V. O. Kliuchevskii, Imperial Russia’s greatest historian, noted: “Although the [Swedish] war had caused Peter to introduce reforms, it had an adverse influence on their development and success, because they were effected in an atmosphere of confusion, usually consequent on war.”6 Thus there were several failed reforms of town administration, provincial government, and taxation. At times those failures were explained by the noncompliance of the Russian population, for so rapacious were state demands that massive flight was often the response of the beleaguered peasantry.7 On other occasions the deportment of Peter’s bureaucrats themselves explained why governmental initiatives misfired. Peter was, it is fair to say, constantly disappointed in the quality of his servitors and confidants. Much as Peter may have tried to impose the values of the “general good” and selfless state service on his bureaucracy, even some of his most distinguished statesmen and intimates—such as Shafirov and Menshikov—were not above putting their hands in the public till. And as late as 1718, Peter found it necessary to hang his thieving governor of Siberia, Gagarin.8


However, if some of the civil reforms of Peter the Great did not work out because of inadequate planning, popular resistance, or bureaucratic corruption, Peter’s military reforms have usually been adjudged great successes. After all, Peter did win the most important of his wars, in particular his war with Sweden. Yet how exactly did Peter win the Great Northern War? How did his military system operate? How did he overcome the social, economic, even geographical features of Muscovy that contributed to the sorts of military catastrophes examined in the last chapter? To what extent were those problems overcome? In order to set the stage for an approach to those questions, let us begin with a brief look at the conventional explanation of how Peter the Great defeated Sweden.


The Great Northern War (1700–1721): A Conventional Account


Peter the Great nurtured expansionist ambitions from his earliest years. The enemy he initially selected for himself, however, was not Sweden but Turkey. In 1695 he dispatched a large army against the strong Turkish fort at Azov. The expedition failed almost as disastrously as had Golitsyn’s Crimean campaigns of the previous decade. In the following year Peter made a second attempt on Azov and this time took that strategically important site. He immediately ordered the construction of a fleet in the Sea of Azov. When completed, that fleet would be able to debouch into the Black Sea, challenge the Turkish navy for maritime control, and disrupt communications between the Ottomans and their Crimean Tatar vassals. It was the first stage in what was obviously going to be a long and complex war. During his “Great Embassy” to the West (1698–99) Peter hunted for allies who would be willing to assist him in it.9


But events caused Peter to redirect his attention to the north. In 1697 the King of Sweden died, and his fourteen-year-old son was crowned as Charles XII. Shortly thereafter Peter learned that both the King of Denmark, Frederick IV, and the newly elected Polish monarch, the Elector Augustus of Saxony, were plotting to dismember Sweden’s Baltic Empire. Then, too, by 1699 it was increasingly clear that most of Western Europe might shortly be plunged into war over the vexatious issue of the Spanish succession, which would preclude any aid to Sweden from its staunchest friend, France. Never had Sweden seemed so isolated, ill-led, and outnumbered. The conjunction of circumstances was irresistible for Russia’s young tsar. After concluding secret treaties with Frederick and Augustus, Peter declared war on Sweden on August 9, 1700, one day after he was notified that his ambassadors in Constantinople had just signed a thirty-year truce with Turkey. Within days Peter ordered his forces to march on the Swedish fort of Narva, in Ingria. Simultaneously, the Danes inaugurated naval actions, while Augustus’s Saxons made a surprise assault on Riga. Unfortunately for the northern confederates, however, Charles XII was a charismatic leader and a military genius to boot. He knocked the Danes out of the war in two weeks, maneuvered the Saxons into retiring into Germany, and then, in October, landed with an army at the port of Pernau at the apex of the Gulf of Riga. Regrouping his forces, Charles dashed 150 miles northeast to raise the siege of Narva. On November 20, 1700, the Swedish infantry made a surprise attack on the Russian forces under the cover of a sudden blizzard. Taking advantage of the extreme length of Peter’s line of circumvallation, the Swedes broke through the center and defeated the Russian forces in detail. It was a tremendous Swedish victory and an ignominious rout for Peter, for fewer than nine thousand Swedes had overwhelmed 40,000 Russian soldiers. More than eight thousand Russians had been killed, to the Swedes’ thousand. Still worse, nearly all of Russia’s stock of field artillery had fallen into Swedish hands.10
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It is usually argued that if the Narva debacle was a humbling experience for Peter, it also had the effect of a galvanic battery on him, for he immediately took steps to enhance Russian military efficiency and power. He ordered recruiting levels to raise new armies, expanded the capabilities of military industry, scoured Europe for experienced soldiers-of-fortune, and melted down hundreds of church bells to secure metals for his artillery foundries. Military administration was itself regularized and reformed, and army logistical arrangements were put on a sound footing through the establishment of an impressive network of field magazines. In short, Narva did not discourage Peter, but rather taught him to take war seriously. Some of Peter’s underlings were of faint heart, of course, and wanted to wash their hands of the entire Baltic enterprise. Prince Golitsyn, Peter’s ambassador in Vienna, wrote in August 1701 that Russia should seek just one small victory (to stifle international ridicule) before repairing at once to the negotiating table.11 By contrast, Peter busied himself with building a regular army and a regular navy capable of winning access to the Baltic even at the cost of protracted war.


Peter’s confidence was not misplaced. Between the end of 1701 and 1704, Russian forces under the direction of the cautious but able General Prince Boris Sheremet’ev chalked up important victories. Sheremet’ev defeated the Swedes at Erestfer (December 1701) and at Hummelshof (July 1702). Russia was also fortunate in its Baltic sieges: Nöteburg fell in 1702; Nienshants in May 1703; Dorpat and even Narva in the summer of 1704. By then Peter was master of Swedish Ingria, dominated the Neva River, and had laid the foundations for what would eventually become the new capital of his Empire, St. Petersburg.12


Peter owed the very fact that he had the breathing space for all of these military and administrative activities to decisions taken by his royal adversary, Charles XII. At Birsen in February 1701 Peter had renewed his alliance with the Polish King, Augustus of Saxony. Although the Swedish crown council constantly advised Charles to polish off the Russians first, his easy triumph at Narva had convinced him that Muscovy was congenitally incompetent in war.13 Charles therefore viewed Augustus as his primary enemy and spent 1701–4 chasing him and his Saxons all over Poland, while leaving Sweden’s Baltic garrisons to fend for themselves against the encroachments of Peter’s armies. In the summer of 1704, when Augustus persuaded the Polish magnates to declare war on Sweden (Poland, although the main battleground, had been technically “neutral” to that point), Charles countered by convening a dummy Sejm, which deposed Augustus and proclaimed Sweden’s puppet, Stanislas Leszcynski, as king. Determined to finish Augustus once and for all, Charles carried the war into Saxony itself in 1706 and in September compelled the defeated Elector to sign the treaty of Altranstadt.14 By its terms, Augustus repudiated both his Polish crown and his Russian alliance. Abandoned by his ally, Peter was now left to confront the might of Sweden alone.


Like Napoleon after him, Charles XII planned his Russian campaign with extraordinary care. In the spring of 1707 he crossed over from Saxony into Poland with more than 40,000 troops. By the beginning of 1708 Charles had reached Grodno, and a month later Smorgoni, where he encamped some four weeks. A pattern had been set: Charles’s rapid marches succeeded by several weeks of inactivity served to keep the Russians off balance about the main axis of his advance. Did he contemplate a drive on Moscow? Would he suddenly veer north toward the Baltic? But this technique was also a delaying tactic, for General Löwenhaupt, with 16,000 additional men and a vast wagon train of essential food and arms, was marching southeast from Kurlańd for an expected rendezvous with his king in the summer of 1708. In June Charles crossed the Berezina and shortly thereafter apparently made a radical revision in his campaign plan. Discarding his original idea (which actually had been a direct thrust at Moscow), Charles decided instead to push southeast into the Ukraine. Lowenhaupt’s progress was slow, food and supplies were short, and Charles expected to replenish his stocks through the assistance of the Ukrainian Cossack hetman Mazeppa, who had secretly agreed to defect to the Swedish cause.


At that point both Peter the Great and his newly created but robust regular army showed their mettle. While the bulk of his forces paralleled Charles’s southern march, Peter rode north to Lesnaia, virtually annihilated Löwenhaupt’s detachment, and captured all of his baggage on September 28, 1708. Meanwhile Peter had divined Mazeppa’s treachery and had sent Field Marshal Prince Menshikov on a daring and successful attack on Mazeppa’s capital, Baturin. Although Mazeppa was able to reach Charles’s camp with the remnants of his forces (as had Löwenhaupt), his conspiracy had effectively been nipped in the bud, much to the disadvantage of Sweden.


Hoping for reinforcements, Charles spent the early months of 1709 appealing to the Poles, the Ukrainians, and the Crimean Tatars. Those appeals went unanswered. Charles continued his march and by May of 1709 concentrated his army on the right bank of the Vorskla River, near the small fort of Poltava, to which he lay siege. The valorous resistance of the tiny Poltava garrison bought Peter adequate time for the deployment of his own troops. That set the stage for the famous battle of Poltava on June 27, 1709, in which Charles XII was decisively defeated. While Charles and a handful of retainers fled to the Ottoman Empire for sanctuary, Löwenhaupt and the surviving Swedes surrendered to Peter at Perevolochna.


Poltava made Peter’s military reputation just as surely as it destroyed Charles’s. Poltava also resuscitated an expanded anti-Swedish coalition, for Russia was now joined not only by its old partners Denmark and Saxony, but by Prussia as well. In 1709 and 1710 Peter once again turned his attention to the north, occupied Kurland, and captured the cities of Riga, Pernau, and Revel. Despite military reverses, despite the growing list of his enemies, and despite foreign offers of mediation, Charles refused to sue for peace. In early February 1711 he wrote the Crown Council in Stockholm that “under no circumstances ever again consider buying a disgraceful peace with the loss of even one province.”15 For his part, Charles was determined to take advantage of his involuntary residence on Ottoman territory to stir up trouble between Russia and Turkey. A Russo-Turkish war did in fact break out and nearly ended catastrophically for Peter on the banks of the Prut River (July 1711), where the Russians found themselves trapped by overwhelmingly superior numbers of Turks and Tatars. Crafty diplomacy, territorial concessions, and sizable bribes, however, resulted in a truce, which allowed Peter to lead his army home intact. Although Russo-Turkish relations would remain shaky for a couple of years, Peter’s main problem was now terminating the war with the Swedes. Peter’s campaigns after that point increasingly acquired a punitive character; the object was to hurt Sweden so badly that it would have no choice but to sign a peace renouncing its Baltic possessions. Thus Peter ordered campaigns in Swedish Pomerania and drove into Finland. This period also saw intensified maritime operations. In July 1714 Admiral Apraksin’s galleys defeated a strong Swedish naval squadron off Cape Hangö. The victory, as significant in its own right as Poltava, not only made the Swedish position in Finland untenable but also conferred on Peter the limited sea control he required to launch amphibious assaults on Sweden itself if need be. Peter and Frederick IV actually planned for a joint Russo-Danish invasion of Scania in 1716, but the expedition was aborted when Charles attacked Denmark’s Norwegian possessions. There was a limit, however, even to Charles’ obduracy. With Russia, Poland, Saxony, Prussia, Denmark, and now Britain arrayed against him, Charles acceded to a conference on Åland island in 1718, which drafted a preliminary set of peace treaties. But Charles’s death in battle the following year altered the political situation; one by one, Peter’s allies made their own deals with the new government in Stockholm, leaving Peter once again warring against Sweden in isolation. Undismayed, Peter set large raiding parties ashore in Sweden in 1719, 1720, and 1721 with specific instructions to burn and loot. This pressure proved impossible to resist; in 1721 Sweden and Russia signed the Peace of Nystadt, which finally brought the Great Northern War to a close. So, at least, goes the conventional version.


The conventional story of the Northern War is the tale of Peter’s military education. Narva taught Peter that he could not win wars without a regular army. Thereafter, he speedily applied himself to creating one. The ensuing years saw ceaseless military improvements; the regular army and navy got better and better, finally achieving such a level of excellence that they were able to prevail against Charles’s hardened veterans. In this explanation, the military prowess of Russia’s army increased over the years like an upward-surging line on a graph. It is a neat, efficient, and somewhat abstract explanation. And that, of course, is the problem with it. Reality was considerably messier and more complex.


What Peter Didn’t Do


We should begin by noting that Peter did not win the Great Northern War by creating a regular Russian army for the simple reason that he never succeeded in creating a regular Russian army at all. That may seem a quixotic statement on my part, since historians of all shades of opinion have generally hailed the regular army as one of Peter’s signal accomplishments. Writing in 1896, the tsarist historian N. P. Mikhnevich described the regular army as the foundation of Peter’s military success, a view echoed by the Soviet academician E. V. Tarle in his magisterial book on the Great Northern War. The Estonian scholar Kh. Palli declared: “From 1701 to 1704 the Russian regular army was formed and the first great successes of the Northern War were attained,” while M. D. Rabinovich has asserted that a regular army was already being developed in the years prior to the first siege of Narva.16


What, however, is a regular army? As A. L. Myshlaevskii observed almost ninety years ago, a regular army is much more than merely a standing force. Russia had, after all, experimented with various kinds of standing forces for generations.17 Rather, a regular army is a standing army that functions in accordance with rules and regulations. It possesses a rational system of recruitment, which allows it to replenish the troops in its ranks. It has received adequate training and has developed systems for imparting the rudiments of military knowledge to raw recruits. It receives pay, uniforms, food, and equipment in appropriate quantities and at the expense of the state. Perhaps as a result, it has a satisfactory level of discipline, even allowing for the general eighteenth-century laxness in this area. In short, a regular army is an institution, not an improvisation.18 Many scholars insist that it is precisely an army such as this that Peter built for himself. To cite a typical example: “Slowly . . . in spite of innumerable difficulties . . . Peter forged his new army, organized in divisions and brigades, serviceably uniformed and munitioned and gradually tempered in fighting experience.”19


Was that in fact the case? Let us examine each of the typical characteristics of the regular army and see how Peter’s forces measured up.


We shall start with recruitment. The army that Peter raised for his initial war with Sweden was composed of the traditional cavalry levy, augmented by a motley collection of volunteers and draftees (datochnye), selected by means of a confusing system that inequitably distributed the obligation for supplying recruits among differing social and occupational groups.20 The defeat at Narva, of course, dissipated those forces. Yet for a period of years after Narva, the recruiting system (or nonsystem) was virtually identical to that of 1699: volunteers were induced to enter the service with usually unkept promises of high pay, while impromptu levies of recruits were ordered most often in response to real or imagined military emergencies. To adduce merely three examples for 1703: in January 2,700 posad people (small traders) were collected and sent to the forces of Prince Repnin; in July one thousand men were hastily inducted to replenish the loses in Menshikov’s Ingria regiment; and in October a roundup of one out of every five household serfs resulted in a levy of 10,127.21 In February 1705, however, Peter’s government unveiled a new recruiting system, which, with alterations, would remain tsarist Russia’s recruiting system until 1874. By its terms, the country was subdivided into blocks of twenty households each. Each block was to supply one twenty-year-old recruit every year. If the recruit fled, died, or became incapacitated, the twenty households were to furnish a replacement for him on demand.22 This technique for securing theoretically “immortal” recruits was vaguely based on a Swedish model. Unfortunately, it didn’t work, not least because the statistical data on the number of households were more than a quarter-century old. Thus Peter was constrained to resort to additional special levies (sometimes two or more a year) to fill the ranks of his army. Indeed, so numerous and complex were the various levies that historians have ever since disagreed about just how many levies there were and about the exact number of people inducted. A document from the chancellery of the Moscow recruiting office, however, establishes the drafting of at least 205,000 men for military service from 1700 through 1711.23 We can also be reasonably confident that, once again as a bare minimum, 140,000 men were called up from 1713 to 1724. It cannot be emphasized enough that Russian recruiting methods throughout the entire reign of Peter the Great were arbitrary, unjust, and ad hoc despite the law of 1705. Additional levies would summon one person from every fifty households in one year, and one person from every ninety-five in the next. Sometimes entire social groups were specially targeted, as was the clerical estate in 1721. The forcible drafting of priests and deacons in that year depleted the Russian clergy by almost two-thirds of its numbers.24 That frantic and anarchic impressment can scarcely be confused with a regular, orderly system of recruitment.


Why did Peter need all those men? To be sure, the Russian army expanded in size throughout Peter’s reign. Peter had 40,000 soldiers under his command in 1700, in excess of 60,000 in 1705, more than 100,000 in 1709, and possibly as many as 130,000 by 1725.25 But the enlargement of the field forces was by no means the sole reason, or even principal reason, why Peter’s generals hungered for new levies. Service in the Petrine army and navy was for twenty-five years—virtually for life. For most of Peter’s reign, there were two and only two ways to leave Peter’s military service: by taking refuge in the woods or by taking refuge in the grave. Thus new recruits were not generally inducted to replace veterans who had completed their tours of duty and were being demobilized. Rather, they were replacing those lost through desertion or death. An official report of 1711 noted that almost 16,000 of the 25,000 to be called up in one levy were earmarked for replenishing regimental losses.26 To a considerable degree Peter’s policy of mass conscription was less for reinforcing the Russian army than for keeping it up to strength. Just to stay even with regard to military manpower (let alone get ahead) required the most intense and ferocious of efforts, owing to scarcely believable levels of military attrition. If Peter bequeathed Russia an army of 130,000 men upon his death in 1725, at least a quarter of a million more men had been mustered into that army in the previous twenty-five years and by then were absent from its rolls.


Attrition was the result of many things: flight, sickness, starvation, battlefield injuries. There were indeed many instances of flight before a recruit even arrived at his unit or training depot. Military service was, for self-evident reasons, unpopular in the village. Newly inducted soldiers were sometimes led away in chains (and after 1712 were branded on the hand, for ease of identification).27 Notwithstanding such precautions, the conscripts frequently attempted to escape from the clutches of their recruiting agents, and sometimes succeeded. On several occasions from 1703 through 1706, as much as 10 percent of a marching party was known to run away.28


On other occasions flight was even more substantial. In March 1705, for instance, Peter wrote to Prince Menshikov expressing astonishment at the paltry number of recruits assembled in Vilna: “There are so few of them; perhaps the other recruits have not arrived yet?” Actually, all had arrived who were going to arrive.29 The shortfall in the numbers of recruits who reached the field was augmented by the conscripts who perished en route, which occurred fairly often, because they were herded like cattle on forced marches of hundreds of miles, crammed into leaky boats to sail on frozen seas, and fed badly if at all. In October 1713, of a party of 629 conscripts dispatched by sea from Petersburg, only 342 were healthy enough to disembark in Helsingfors. The rest were incapacitated by sickness or had drowned or died of cold.30


Desertion was a problem of the utmost seriousness even after the recruits had joined their regiments. In the summer of 1704, for instance, Peter dispatched an auxiliary corps of fifteen thousand troops across Poland to Saxony to provide aid for the Elector Augustus. When the latter reviewed the Russian soldiers upon their arrival, he discovered that more than one-third of them had fled.31 Peter attempted to combat desertion by threatening military fugitives with savage and exemplary punishments. A decree of January 1705 prescribed that of every three deserters recaptured, one, chosen by lot, was to be hanged, while the other two were first to be severely flogged, then sent off to forced labor (katorga) for the rest of their lives. The law made little dent in desertion; laws stiffening the penalties for desertion were issued with banal regularity in almost every subsequent year. In 1707 Peter promised in yet another decree permanently to exile the relatives of a deserted soldier. That measure for deterring flight, based on punishing innocent but available people for crimes perpetrated by others who were prima facie beyond the reach of state power, does not seem to have been particularly effective either.32 In fact its very promulgation suggests that the Russian government was experiencing real difficulties in rounding up deserters.


Of course, Peter did introduce the rudiments of military justice into Russia. Captured deserters were supposed to receive military trials before sentences were imposed upon them. Yet at times the army could dispense with even those legal niceties. On the march back across Poland from the Prut in 1711, for example, Field Marshal Prince Sheremet’ev was able to keep his army together only by erecting a mobile gallows just as soon as the troops had encamped each night. Any attempt to flee was punishable by death without trial. (To be fair, the suffering endured by the troops during the disastrous Prut campaign could hardly have been anything other than demoralizing.)33


Peter, however, suspected his soldiers of a propensity to desert whether the campaign was going well or ill. In an order to the army of Finland issued in the summer of 1712, Peter decreed that no soldier was to be permitted to leave a marching column for the purpose of relieving himself except under the supervision of a corporal. Presumably the tsar felt that an unwatched soldier might take advantage of the opportunity to wiggle away through the underbrush.34 Even after the Northern War had virtually been won, high rates of desertion continued to trouble Peter seriously. A decree of 1715 actually softened the penalties for desertion, abolishing capital punishment for the crime. But interestingly, this decree explicitly recognized the phenomenon of repeat offenders:


If a recruit runs away . . . then for the first flight he is to be beaten with rods through the ranks of the regiment one time each on three successive days, but if he runs away another time . . . instead of death he is to be beaten with the knout, his nostrils are to be slit in front of the regiment, and he is to be sent for forced labor on the galleys for the rest of his life.35


In the exordium of justification that accompanied this law, it was explained that the death penalty for desertion, previously the norm, had been borrowed from the usages of foreign armies. But such a penalty did not suit Russian conditions, for in foreign countries “mercenaries serve, and not [those] who are taken [into the army] by decree.”36 Those words clearly imply that although it might be fair to enforce a death sentence on a deserted mercenary who had enlisted in the ranks of an army of his own free will, it was not practical to execute a conscripted Russian peasant for the same deed. And that, of course, was a virtual admission that the compulsory character of the Russian conscription system itself was one root cause of mass desertion. The death penalty was retained, however, for soldiers who fled the battlefield in the presence of the enemy. If an entire unit fled, its members were subject to decimation.37


Desertion was one powerful source of military attrition, as the Petrine government itself conceded. What of other sources? Battlefield casualties should figure here, but it is probable that combat deaths did not excessively contribute to the high levels of mortality in Peter’s army. The Soviet historical demographer B. Urlanis estimates that of the more than 120,000 Russian soldiers who became casualties from 1700 through 1725, only 40,000 or so were either killed outright or died subsequently of their wounds. That statistic may be too low, for Urlanis’s credibility is not enhanced when he proceeds to ascribe to Sweden a number of casualties in excess of the number of all men known to have served in Sweden’s armed forces throughout the entire war.38 Yet given the typical combat pattern of the Northern War—relatively few engagements separated by weeks of maneuver or months of quiescence and spread over years—and given, also, the ratio of killed and wounded to participants in some of the better-documented battles, the 40,000 figure actually may not be far from the truth.


A greater number of soldiers probably succumbed to disease. Urlanis, in fact, estimates so-called sanitary casualties on the Russian side during the Swedish war as roughly 110,000.39 Although the sources requisite to verify this statement are unavailable, there is no reason to presume that the experience of Peter’s army was vastly different from that of the other European armies of time, in which the likelihood of dying of scurvy, dysentery, or typhus was much greater than that of dying at the hands of the enemy. Indeed, instances of soldiers’ death from disease were probably more common in Peter’s army than in those of Western Europe, because Peter’s forces were chronically plagued by shortages of such essential supplies as uniforms and food.


A little later we shall have occasion to discuss the Petrine military economy: the system of tax collection, grain collection, establishment of magazines, opening of industrial plants, and all the rest. We should note here, however, that although the Petrine military economy doubtless contributed to Peter’s success, that economy did not operate like a perfectly oiled machine. Scholars have often praised Peter for making the Russian army self-sufficient or nearly self-sufficient in food and supply.40 That, however, is somewhat beside the point. The Petrine army was still campaigning in East European territories in which population density and agricultural productivity were low. As a result, living off the land was rarely an option. Food and equipment had to be brought to the army. At first, of course, there were problems of real scarcity of crucial material. But even after Peter’s factory masters, tax collectors, and grain factors had gone to work and accumulated adequate stocks of food and equipment, nearly intractable problems of distribution remained. Russia’s nominal capability of supplying the total requirements of its armed forces for gunpowder was irrelevant if the powder was in the Urals, the army was in Finland, and no timely mechanism for conveying the one to the other was available. Letters from Peter’s field commanders constantly complain of the defective logistical system: it is not merely shortages the commanders decry but often a total lack of the most common necessities. Among the items most sorely missed were uniforms and warm clothing; without them, the soldiers’s prospects of survival were low. When the Livonian nobleman Patkul took charge of the Russian auxiliary corps in Saxony in 1704, he wrote Prince Menshikov that he was appalled to find them dressed in rags. For his part, Menshikov reported to the tsar that “it was shameful for [Patkul] to command these ununiformed and almost naked men, a disgrace to the name of his Tsarist Majesty.”41
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