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Note on Place Names

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





Introduction

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

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

 

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

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

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





PART I

After the Revolution, February 1917–August 1918





1

Unerhört!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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