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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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Paris and Shenkursk

While Ironside tried to bring order to Archangel, in Paris the Allied leaders were about to reorder the world. Two days after the Nevsky barracks executions, Woodrow Wilson arrived in France for a whistle-stop tour of the Allied capitals prior to the opening of the Peace Conference. His welcome was unprecedented, cheering crowds packing the streets of Brest, all the stations he passed through on the way to Paris, and the capital itself. Riding with Clemenceau in an open landau he looked elated but stunned, half-drowned by the noise and waterfalls of fluttering Stars and Stripes. The crowds were as overwhelming in Rome, and again in London.

But as so often happens, the President was more popular abroad than at home, and had recently lost both Congress and Senate to the Republicans in mid-term elections. Britain’s post-war election, held under its new expanded franchise, similarly heralded a swing to the right. It was a personal triumph for Lloyd George, returning him as head of a Liberal-Conservative coalition with an extraordinary majority of 333. But it also filled the Commons with a new intake of right-wing Conservatives – ‘Hard-faced men’, in Stanley Baldwin’s pungent phrase, ‘who looked as though they had done well out of the war.’ For Lloyd George as for Wilson, the legislature was no longer his to command. The strongest at home of the three was Clemenceau, though he too faced parliamentary elections in a few months’ time.

In photographs they contrast nicely, like leads in a movie: Wilson lanky and long-nosed, a nervy greyhound; Lloyd George bouncy and twinkling, an eager terrier; Clemenceau white-haired and shaggy, a cunning old sheepdog. Rounding them up in Paris was already a win for the French premier – Lloyd George had wanted somewhere quiet and neutral – and for the next six months the city would be the capital of the world, the fates of nations decided at meetings, hearings, dinners, dances, bar-room confabulations, fancy-dress parties and outings for tennis to the Trianon or for the races to St Cloud. Everyone who was anyone was there or passed through: Sarah Bernhardt, Marcel Proust, the Wall Street titan Bernard Baruch, Queen Marie of Romania, T. E. Lawrence, the bright young men John Maynard Keynes, Harold Nicolson, Arnold Toynbee and Lewis Namier, Elinor Glyn of the tiger skin, the painters William Orpen and Augustus John. The gathering had a family flavour too. Lloyd George brought along his mistress and teenage daughters, Wilson his new wife and two closest friends.

The leaders’ first meeting took place on 12 January 1919, in a tapestry-hung salon in the Quai d’Orsay. The seating had been arranged to give Clemenceau an advantage: the host in front of a grand fireplace, the others facing him, like pupils in front of their teacher. An American aide retaliated by unilaterally opening one of the floor-to-ceiling windows; Lloyd George quipped that it was the room’s first breath of fresh air since Louis XIV. The little power-play was indicative. France had suffered by far the most in the war. Nearly 1.5 million of her young men had been killed, and hundreds of her towns and villages ruined. Above all she wanted revenge and security, which to Clemenceau meant reparations, disarmament and surrender of the Rhineland as well as of Alsace-Lorraine. America strode into the Conference as the world’s new super-power. Britain and France owed her nearly $8 billion between them, and American food aid was saving swathes of Europe from starvation. To Wilson, it was the New World’s chance to bring peace to the Old, meaning national self-determination and a settlement that was not so harsh on Germany that it would push her into revolution or another war. Britain – less battered than France but no fan of self-determination – stood somewhere in between, so that in the months to come Lloyd George often found himself in the role of mediator. Related to the Germany issue was the question of what to do with the remains of the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian empires. This was not entirely in the victors’ gift, since new national armies were forming, and new borders beginning to be fought out on the ground. But the Conference still had to decide which governments to recognise, where to peace-keep and hold plebiscites, and where to establish mandates – the new euphemism for colonies.

Russia policy in particular was influenced by the post-war lifting of censorship. The semi-secrecy of the military expeditions could no longer be maintained, and the press was free to argue that if Russia wanted to turn Bolshevik, that was her business. ‘We are sorry for the Russians’, ran a leader in Max Beaverbrook’s Daily Express,

 

but they must fight it out amongst themselves. Great Britain is already the policeman of half the world. It will not and cannot be the policeman of all Europe . . . We want to see our sons home again . . . The frozen plains of Eastern Europe are not worth the bones of a single British grenadier.1 

 

Douglas Young, former British consul in Archangel, threw away a promising diplomatic career to write an excoriating anti-Intervention article for the left-wing Herald, and in the House of Commons, a trio of Liberal MPs – two of them with distinguished war records – started asking awkward questions and became known as the ‘Three Musketeers’. On the left, a new ‘Hands Off Russia’ movement pulled in Sylvia Pankhurst, H. G. Wells and E. M. Forster, and held mass meetings in the Albert Hall.

A similar campaign got underway across the Atlantic. In Wisconsin and Michigan – home states of the Americans in the North – protestors gathered, and newspapers ran anti-war cartoons. In one, a lone figure faces a giant Bolshevik bear; in another, a snowbound pair of soldiers blow on their fingers, one asking the other ‘Say, when did we declare war on Russia?’ The Intervention was even less popular in Canada, as demonstrated when it was time for the two battalions waiting at Victoria to sail for Vladivostok. Marching through the city to the docks, a group of French-Canadian soldiers came to a halt at a downtown street corner. The colonel in charge ordered them to get moving, but their leader – a Québécois farmer called Onil Boisvert, who had earlier petitioned for demobilisation in time for harvest – refused. The colonel fired his revolver at Boisvert’s feet; Boisvert shouted back ‘On y vas pas, à Sibérie!’ Two other companies – English-speakers from Toronto and Kingston – were then ordered to take off their belts and whip the recalcitrants into motion. As a lieutenant wrote home, ‘They did it with a will, and we proceeded, [the protestors] more closely guarded than any group of Germans I ever saw.’ The troopship sailed with Boisvert and twelve others handcuffed in the hold.2

At the same time, a figure of unmatched energy and eloquence on the other side of the argument joined Lloyd George’s Cabinet: Winston Churchill. Forced to resign as First Lord of the Admiralty after the Dardanelles disaster of 1915, Churchill had been brought back into the government as Minister of Munitions, in which role he streamlined arms production and partially mended the government’s relations with the army. Promoting him to Secretary of State for War, Lloyd George hoped he would fix a badly designed demobilisation programme, and generally inject his tired Cabinet with some of his own bounce and optimism.

Churchill’s own priority was to retrieve his military reputation and with the war proper over, the remaining field for achieving this was Russia. During the December 1918 election campaign, therefore, he had played the anti-Bolshevik card to the hilt. ‘Hopping and capering’ about ‘the ruins of cities and the corpses of their victims’ like ‘troops of ferocious baboons’, he told the voters of Dundee, Lenin and Trotsky had reduced the country to ‘an animal form of Barbarism’. He continued in zoological vein in a memorandum ahead of his second Cabinet meeting, on 31 December. Russia, he informed his colleagues, was ‘a very large country, a very old country, a very disagreeable country, inhabited by immense numbers of ignorant people.’ She was also ‘a long way off’. Britain, on the other hand, had just finished an ‘important and expensive’ war, and now wished to cut taxes and bring her soldiers home. This was understandable, but Russia could not be fobbed off:

 

The bear is padding on bloody paws across the snows to the Peace Conference. By the time the delegates arrive she will be waiting outside the door . . . ‘I bled for you . . . But for my sufferings you would have perished. Are you really going to leave me to stew in my own juice?’3*

 

In the subsequent discussion Churchill expanded his ‘honour bound’ argument with the airy proposal that if the various Russian factions could not be brought together for talks as the prime minister hoped, the Allies should ‘use force to restore the situation and set up a democratic Government.’ Bolshevism, he assured Cabinet, was supported by ‘a mere fraction’ of the Russian public, and would be ‘swept away by a General Election held under Allied auspices.’ If, on the other hand, nothing was done, revolution would roll across the continent and Britain would ‘come away from the Peace Conference rejoicing in a victory which was no victory, and a peace which was no peace.’4

Lloyd George was not convinced. To plunge into Russia would be ‘a tremendously serious undertaking’. Germany had entered the country with a million men and occupied a large part of it, but had never managed to capture Petrograd. The Allies had far fewer, and they were scattered round the country’s fringes. And meanwhile Lenin and Trotsky were building a proper army. More generally, trying to suppress Bolshevism by force might only strengthen it, at home as well as in Russia, and it was better to let it fail of its own accord. All in all, the Russian situation was perilously tangled and unpredictable: ‘a jungle, in which no one could say what was within a few yards.’5 But as was to happen again and again, Lloyd George did not follow through on his well-justified scepticism by insisting that the Intervention be wound up. Instead he prevaricated, refusing to commit large numbers of new troops, but also agreeing that the existing ones stay and be relieved or reinforced where necessary. For waverers like him it was a sensible compromise, but for the committed on either side of the argument, no policy at all.

 

On Christmas Eve 1918, Private Scheu organised a little party for his hosts in the Dvina village where he was quartered. The day before he had cut down a small pine tree and hidden it in bushes with the intention of bringing it secretly indoors after dark. A child spilled the beans on his surprise, he wrote that evening:

 

however we gather together a few candles, bully beef tins, stew tins, hardtack, cigarettes, a few canteen goods – salt, sugar and tea – wrapped in small packages, and decorate tree. We loaned an accordion, invited the peasants and made merry until the wee small hours. During height of entertainment seven or eight Russians approached us and swore fidelity to the Americans present, and boy how they can swear. We reciprocated likewise and passed the cigarettes, stripped the tree to the children, bid all ‘da da’, and turned in a tired but happy lot.6

 

Festivities were equally convivial in the genteel Vaga town of Shenkursk. ‘Private Tomlin put on his famous cheese dance’, wrote medical orderly Anderson of a ‘singfest’ in the school-turned-hospital, ‘and Eddie Kramer sang his cootie song to the tune of Over There.’7 The headmaster brought some of his pupils to perform more songs, and a Russian nurse and her friends danced with the Americans to a balalaika orchestra. The YMCA also laid on a concert, the programme including ‘Duet by American soldier violinist and Russian lady pianist’ and ‘Down in Texas Town by Russian teacher’. The convent hosted a special Christmas service in its chapel, for which chairs were provided and the icons covered. (Americans crossly noting that at the end ‘God Save the King’ was sung, but not ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’.)

In Archangel, in contrast, the atmosphere was distinctly louche. It is captured in the diary of Zoya Mikhailova, a pretty seventeen-year-old who had moved there from Petrograd with her wealthy parents. Early in the Allied occupation she had been invited to a dance on board the aptly named Attentive, and been surprised to find herself one of only six women, three of them ‘Night Butterflies’. When its Captain Altham asked her to waltz he held her much too tight, rubbed his legs against hers and kept trying to kiss her on the lips. She should have protested but had been too embarrassed; next time she would show him that he should not treat her as though she were ‘a promiscuous girl’.8 There was more sexual harassment from American ambassador Francis, to whom her parents had rented out part of their house. She didn’t know what to make of his patting, hand-holding and squeezing until her eyes were opened by her governess. ‘He keeps disturbing her with dirty proposals. Every night he knocks on her door and once, when she forgot to lock the door, he came into her room and started hugging her, [saying] he wanted French language lessons.’9 After Francis departed Russia (on a stretcher), Zoya became a general pet, falling innocently in love with every man in uniform she met. It was 

 

dancing at 5 o’clock tea; dancing in the evening at the English club; dancing at the American Mission . . . I feel as if I were twirling, twirling through life . . . I have already twirled myself beyond my limit, but don’t have the strength to stop and don’t want to either.10

 

In a photo she is enchanting: leaning back laughing, pearls at her neck, fingers inexpertly flourishing a racy cigarette.

Notably absent from the partying was workaholic Ironside. He disliked the sexual licence (even his soldier-servant had managed to catch venereal disease), but accepted that in a town filled with refugees it was inevitable. He also disliked the many odd characters washing up in Archangel, amongst them a French journalist with a ‘nasty artistic look about him’ who ‘walked about fingering a rosary all day’, and the ‘terrifying-looking’ Latvian mistress of the French intelligence chief, said to have earned the St George’s Cross she wore on her ‘ample bosom’ by poisoning eight German officers at a dinner-party in Riga.11 A genuinely remarkable visitor was twenty-nine-year-old ‘Madame’ Mariya Bochkaryova. Born into a dirt-poor Siberian peasant family, she had had a grim life – domestic abuse, homelessness – until war broke out and she persuaded the commander of the local garrison to take her on as a soldier. At the front she was twice wounded and won a medal for gallantry, and in 1917 was allowed to form a much-publicised ‘Women’s Battalion of Death’, which fought briefly but bravely in western Ukraine and was guarding the Winter Palace at the time of the Bolshevik coup. With the help of the activist Florence Harriman, she later left the country and went on a publicity tour of America, giving interviews and meeting President Wilson. In London she had an audience with the King, and the War Office asked that she go to Archangel to spur recruitment to the Russian Army. It was an imaginative idea but stillborn, because neither Ironside nor Marushevsky was having any of it. Ironside describes Bochkaryova in his diary as ‘a great ugly prostitute’ with ‘legs like an elephant’, and Marushevsky publicly ordered her into civvies, because women in uniform were ‘a disgraceful stain on the whole population of the Northern Region.’12 She ended up returning to Siberia, where she was arrested and executed the following year.

Less easy to get rid of was the polar explorer Ernest Shackleton. Before the expeditionary force set out, he had been asked to specify its winter kit, which had proved excellent except for the lethally slippery ‘Shackleton boot’. Invited to Russia by General Maynard, he turned out to be promoting a private business venture, involving coal-mining on Spitzbergen, on the side. Having been strict on similar side-dealing by others, Ironside was put in an embarrassing position.

 

It does disgust one when one’s own show is not clean . . . He comes over here dressed up as a Major . . . I cannot be hard on the man, and yet I cannot let him disgrace the British uniform.13 

 

Much more welcome was the reappearance of Ironside’s old sled-driver Kostya, who turned up one day at headquarters with his long-bearded peasant father in tow. A permanent job was quickly offered, the father sent away happy with a packet of tobacco, and Kostya washed, reclothed and fed: ‘The amount he eats is simply colossal, and he sleeps like a log.’

Two British blunders in the same period had far-reaching consequences. The first was the botching of a new paper currency – the notes, on arrival from the printers in London, turning out to feature the imperial crown and double-headed eagle. Though individually ink-stamped over, they looked a mess and never caught on. The second – a major blot on the British record – was Mudyug, an island prison camp forty miles north of Archangel on the Dvina estuary. It had been set up in the early days by Chaplin and Thornhill, to hold high-risk political arrestees, and by the time Ironside took over contained several hundred people. In his voluminous diary Ironside mentions it only twice, the first time on 25 October 1918. Inspecting Archangel’s gaol, he had been angry to find incarcerated many obviously harmless people – children, elderly peasants and a ‘crippled schoolmaster reading a book in Hebrew’ – and had ordered that they be released. ‘The real Bolsheviks’ were ‘kept down at Moudjoug [sic] Island. I have never been down to see them, but must get Needham [his chief of staff] to go.’ Whether Needham actually went is not recorded, but in practice Mudyug was left to rot. According to a Soviet-inflected but plausible survivor memoir, the lieutenant and sergeant in charge, both French, were drunks and thieves, using the prison flour ration to barter with local peasants for extra food for themselves.14 Sadistic guards dealt out frequent beatings, and unheated, cripplingly small dugout punishment cells equated to a death sentence. As in the town gaol, many inmates should not have been there at all. Socialists had been scooped up alongside genuine Bolsheviks, and in some cases it appeared that the English had confused the word Bolshevik with bolshak, local dialect for the eldest son in a fatherless family.

Around New Year, rumours of mistreatment began to reach Archangel. ‘Scurvy seems to be beginning amongst the Russian prisoners on Moudjoug Island’, Ironside wrote on 6 January: ‘I have sent down McDermott [head doctor at the military hospital] to see if something can be done. We cannot have a scandalous camp.’ Not allowed to visit, despite repeated applications to gatekeeper Thornhill, was the Northern Government’s interior minister, Vladimir Ignatyev. When he finally made it there, accompanied by a doctor and a lawyer, in early spring 1919, he found seventy-eight fresh graves – an enormous number given that the camp only held between two hundred and three hundred people. Emaciated and covered in scurvy ulcers, the survivors resembled ‘living corpses, waiting their turn’.15 Historians estimate that about a thousand prisoners were held at Mudyug during the camp’s twelve months of operation, and that of those up to three hundred died. Later, the Soviets turned it into a cartoonishly propagandistic but essentially fact-based museum – toured, like Baku’s eternal flame-equipped memorial to the Twenty-Six Commissars, by generations of Russian schoolchildren.

 

To escape Archangel’s gamey whiff and his unease over the Nevsky barracks executions, Ironside took two long midwinter trips to the fronts. Conditions for the troops were now extremely harsh. It was not dark round the clock, as in Murmansk, but the four hours of pearly half-light per day – from ten in the morning to two in the afternoon – hardly counted, and temperatures sat at minus twenty or below. Spotter ’planes could not fly, frozen bogs and rivers no longer gave protection from attack, and the workhorse Vickers machine-guns were liable to pack up without warning, especially if their alcohol-laced coolant had been drained off and replaced by water. (Scheu preferred his newly issued Colt: ‘peppy and spits fire when you want it to . . . no caressing, wrapping in warm blankets.’) Frostbite was a constant danger, and despite Ironside’s nagging about preventative measures, claimed many victims, especially amongst the Russians and French. In a photograph taken for the medical record, hospital orderlies hold up a white sheet, against which an emaciated, shaven-headed teenager obediently displays black fingerless hands, and lopped-off stumps where his feet ought to be. Looking sideways at the camera, his expression is one of bleakest despair.

In human ways too the war was brutal. On the Red side, mutilation of corpses was common, and on the White, killing of prisoners. Writing up his diary while on guard duty, an American private had only to look up to

 

meet the eyes of one of the wretched half-animals that were captured by a patrol today. There were four. One has already been executed by the Russians. We do no executing although God knows they deserve no mercy the way they mutilate and torture our men.16 

 

Though Allied involvement usually consisted, as here, of turning a blind eye to Russian colleagues’ actions, Allied soldiers also sometimes killed prisoners themselves. On one of his early visits to Dyer’s Battalion, Ironside heard an ‘unsavoury story’ about the shooting of a captured Armenian doctor – in the standard formula, ‘while attempting to escape’. Ironside gave Dyer a telling-off: if he wanted to make his battalion a success, there could be ‘no kind of play of that sort.’ But he nonetheless thought Dyer ‘a fine type of youngster’, deserving of his recent promotion. Thornhill – co-creator of Mudyug and on the scene for the Kem killings – was ‘jubilant’, he remarked, at the doctor’s demise.17

For the civilian population, perhaps harshest of the winter’s brutalities was the burning of front-line villages. Both sides did it, but rattled, out-of-their-depth Allied troops – ready to see a collaborator in every uncommunicative local – especially so. In early January a false alarm panicked American units into completely destroying the Vaga village of Kitsa, and Scheu describes putting part of disputed Tulgas to the torch:

 

We throw a cordon of troops around village to prevent interference, notify natives, and set fire to village at 9 p.m. It ignites rapidly, lighting up surrounding country. Have difficulty with natives; we gave them 3 hours notice to pack and vacate. ’Twas a sad sight. 

 

The next day the cottages were still smoking, ‘a big black smudge upon the snow.’18

That Ironside could not push his luck was forcibly brought home to him at the end of the year, when a small offensive on the railway, designed to test and motivate the troops, flopped dismally. (To blame, an alcoholic British lieutenant colonel: ‘on the verge of DTs’ according to a subordinate.) After this ‘thoroughly abortive damned show’,19 large-scale winter operations were obviously out, and on 10 January Ironside set off on another inspection of the river front – to Shenkursk, the furthest south and most exposed of his bases. Overnighting at a village on the way, he was surprised when Piskov and Kostya – the latter now picking up English at a great rate – slept across his door. Asking Piskov why, he ‘couldn’t get much out of him except that there was great unrest round Shenkursk and he thought there was going to be fighting. Most curious.’20 At Shenkursk itself, Intelligence had heard nothing, but that did not mean much, and Ironside told the American colonel in command that if pressure became severe he should withdraw in good time, because there was no relief force to send if the town got cut off. In public, however, Ironside put on a show of confidence, and when the convent’s abbess – a ‘fine old lady of the upper class’ – invited him to tea and prayed him to keep the Bolsheviks away he assured her that he would – making him feel ‘a bit of a slippery customer.’21

On the same day that Ironside set off back to Archangel the Bolsheviks did indeed attack, their target Ust-Padenga, a straggling village fifteen miles on from Shenkursk up the Vaga. Its northernmost cluster of cottages, ‘High Hill’, housed 1st Battalion, A Company’s headquarters and field hospital; and its southernmost and closest to the enemy, ‘Low Hill’, a forty-seven-man platoon. In the pitch-black of 6.15 a.m. on 19 January, Bolshevik guns opened up on Low Hill from the forest fringe on the Vaga’s opposite bank, and as the sun came up four hours later the platoon found itself surrounded, enemy soldiers having crossed the river in the dark and lain hidden in dips and thickets. The platoon’s mile-long retreat to High Hill was a desperate, each-for-himself scramble. Only seven out of the forty-seven made it through unwounded, six were killed within sight of their comrades, and nineteen went missing. Of the missing, two men reappeared in the night, having been hidden by an old woman in her farmhouse, but the rest were never seen again. On High Hill, A Company endured another two days of high-explosive bombardment, until on 22 January the Bolshevik infantry came on again, slowed by newly arrived Canadian gunners. The same afternoon a shrapnel shell hit the field hospital, killing five including the company doctor, and when night fell the whole force began a fighting withdrawal to Shenkursk.

The town, meanwhile, held its breath, the barrage rumbling like distant thunder. In Anderson’s description, the columns of smoke from its chimneys seemed to stand on tiptoe, and the green aurora borealis overhead at night to writhe in agony. On 24 January came news that Ust-Padenga had fallen, and orders were given to prepare for evacuation. Soldiers were told to pack only what they could carry, and at the hospital – ‘a bedlam of confusion’ – Anderson and his colleagues dosed their hundred-odd patients with rum, got them into sleeping-bags – the insufficiently sedated screaming, the shell-shocked struggling – and loaded them onto ambulance sleds. Surplus equipment was dumped in the front courtyard, for anyone who wanted it to pick up. By midnight the streets were jammed: soldiers dozing, mounted officers shouting, children wailing, calves skittering at the end of ropes, the convent bell clanging on and on. Gradually, a column formed up and moved off. Russian cavalry took the lead, followed by Canadian guns, fifty-odd ambulance sleds and about one thousand Allied and Russian infantry. Last came several thousand townspeople, their sleds top-heavy with household belongings.

It was a hard march, initially on a lightless track through woods because the enemy had already cut the road along the river. Guns got stuck, sleds tipped, men stumbled in the snow-holes made by horses’ hooves. Kit was abandoned, including the slippery Shackleton boots, so that some men marched in their socks. The night’s saving graces were that there was no wind and no fighting – either because the Bolsheviks missed the column’s departure or because they deliberately let it go. Towards the evening of the following day the straggling procession reached the large village of Shegovary, where the sick and wounded were unloaded into a barn. Only one patient, Anderson was surprised to find, had not survived the journey: the school head – a ‘sensitive, lovable sort of person’ and a consumptive – who had brought his pupils to the Christmas concert. Next morning, having set fire to Shegovary’s principal buildings, the column set off again, and another twenty-four-hour march brought it to a settlement not far from the Vaga’s confluence with the Dvina, where orders came to dig in. ‘Notify people in village’, a private wrote in his diary,

 

that they will have to leave. People we are billeted with are crying and in great distress . . . They start out in morning, leaving behind cow and several sheep. Give them one of my blankets to help keep baby warm, as it is snowing and very cold. Someone kills sheep for food.22

 

Shenkursk’s loss made Ironside angry – with intelligence head Thornhill for not having got wind of the attack, with the ‘pig-headed’ American colonel at Shenkursk for not having evacuated earlier, and with Poole for having occupied the town in the first place. ‘To add to my troubles’, he wrote in his diary on 25 January,

 

they tried to assassinate me today. I was walking down to the office with Kostia [sic] following me when a man ran out of a side-street and [fired] an automatic pistol. As usual I couldn’t get at my own pistol, if I actually had it. I ran on and dodged a bit and really didn’t know what to do . . . Luckily Kostia kept his head and actually shot the man before he had let off five shots. Really providential as he is only a boy and only had a revolver . . . I shall stick to him now and take him away from Russia when I go. A damnable experience.

 

The Nevsky barracks mutiny; the midnight flit from Shenkursk; and now an assassination attempt so nearly successful that it tore his clothes – it was Ironside’s third close shave in two months. Even troop-filled, carefree Archangel was not safe, and there were another three months of winter to go before the sea ice broke and reinforcements could arrive.

 

 

* Churchill liked his animal metaphors. At various points the Bolsheviks were also mangy hyenas, blood-sucking vampires, plague-bearing rats, ‘mastermind crocodiles’ and tame cobras.
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Prinkipo and Siberia

While fighting raged in the North, in Paris Lloyd George was winning Clemenceau round to an idea originally floated by Borden: that all parties to the Russian Civil War – the Bolsheviks as well as the various White and national governments – be brought together for peace talks. The venue settled on was Prinkipo, largest of the Princes’ Islands, not far from Constantinople in the Sea of Marmara. Drafted by Wilson, a general invitation was issued on 23 January 1919, not via the usual diplomatic channels but publicly, by means of a press release and a shortwave radio announcement transmitted from the top of the Eiffel Tower.

The responses were immediate and decisive. Moscow’s reply, also broadcast, was ostensibly ‘Yes’, but couched in such insulting terms that it might as well have been ‘No’. The White governments rejected the idea outright. The new leader of the Northern Government, General Yevgeniy Miller, declared he would not treat with ‘robbers and murderers’, and was echoed by Chaikovsky, who had stepped down to join émigré representatives in Paris. In Omsk, Kolchak issued an order making it treason even to discuss the possibility of negotiations, and from the Don steppe, the Volunteer Army’s General Denikin sent a personal protest to Marshal Foch.

The keenest Interventionists were equally appalled, regarding the offer of talks as tantamount to diplomatic recognition. From Vladivostok, General Knox sent a ‘really fuming’ telegram – the proposal put ‘brave men . . . fighting for civilisation’ on a par with ‘the blood-stained, Jew-led Bolsheviks’1 – and in Archangel, American consul DeWitt Poole threatened to resign. Happening to be in Paris, Churchill burst in on Lloyd George while he was shaving, and thundered that if one were going to recognise the regime, ‘one might as well legalise sodomy.’2 Churchill and Foch both also privately assured White contacts that even if they rejected talks, military aid would keep flowing. The Prinkipo proposal thus died at birth.

In the middle of February the Peace Conference’s main proceedings paused, while Wilson returned to Washington to present the League of Nations Covenant to Congress, and Lloyd George to London to deal with a wave of strikes. Briefly but dramatically, Clemenceau too was put out of action, after a lone-wolf French anarchist leapt from behind a pissoir and fired at his car. No bullet hit a vital organ, but one lodged in his ribs (and stayed there for the rest of his days). While the Tiger traded quips with his nurses, a second, more discreet approach to the Bolsheviks got underway. At the beginning of the year an idealistic young State Department man in Paris, twenty-eight-year-old, Yale-educated William Bullitt, had suggested that a small mission, with himself as ‘general bootblack’, should go to Moscow ‘to see what the Bolsheviki are about.’3 Before leaving for home Wilson had approved the idea, and in early March Bullitt set out, accompanied by the original Progressive Era muckracker, journalist and campaigner Lincoln Steffens.

In Russia for a week, the pair were given the full works: rooms in a requisitioned mansion, long meetings with Chicherin and Lenin, ‘piles’ of caviar. Like Raymond Robins before them, they were also made an apparently generous diplomatic offer: in return for an end to the Intervention, the Soviet government would cede all claims to territories held by the Whites at the time of the Armistice. They returned to Paris converted, Steffens declaring to waiting reporters that he had ‘been over into the future, and it works.’4 During their absence, however, the mood had changed. While on his trip to Washington President Wilson had been bruised by Republican opposition to the League, and made aware of voters’ impatience to get peace in Europe done. His priority now was to get the League over the line, even if it meant concessions to France on Russia as well as on Germany. When Bullitt reappeared in Paris excitedly claiming a diplomatic breakthrough, therefore, neither he nor similarly impatient Lloyd George thought taking him seriously worth the price of antagonising the still violently anti-Bolshevik French. Their caution was reinforced by the fact that while courting Bullitt, Lenin had also launched the Communist International, and pulled off a revolution in Hungary (where Bela Kun seized power on 21 March). Adding to their difficulties, on 3 April strained and overworked Wilson had what was probably a small stroke. Though soon back at work, thereafter he was not quite the same man: anxious, unpredictable and absent-minded.

The end result was that Bullitt was thrown over. Wilson cancelled a meeting with him, pleading a headache. Lloyd George asked him for a breakfast briefing, but then denied all knowledge of him in the House of Commons. They were right to be sceptical, since Lenin was indeed only playing for time. They were also under pressure from their legislatures and press. But it was hard on Bullitt, who resigned from the State Department – off to the Riviera, as he told reporters, to ‘lie in the sand and watch the world go to hell.’5

 

While the diplomatic dance proceeded in Paris, in Siberia events took a course of their own. By New Year 1919 Vladivostok was full of foreign troops – Japanese, American, Canadian, Czech, British, French, Serb and Italian. Unlike in the North, they were under separate commands. Least effectual was that of newly arrived French general Maurice Janin, appointed the Czech Legion’s new C-in-C under an Allied agreement with Masaryk. The Czech regiments themselves had other ideas, and since Kolchak’s coup had been dropping out of the war, refusing orders to go into action and withdrawing from the front. The exception was the Legion’s Colonel – now General – Gajda, who had accepted command of Kolchak’s army in the Urals. As disengaged as the Czechs were Vladivostok’s 4,192 Canadians. Barred from anything more than garrison duty by Borden, they killed time exercising their magnificent horses and having sex. Their newsletter, The Siberian Sapper, records ice-hockey games and comedy nights, but also an Aquarium nightclub and its hostesses Temp’ramental Betsy, Moora, Husky Babe, Douska, Leena and Meena. A poor quarter, ‘Kopek Hill’, sprouted brothels, and more than one in four Canadian hospital cases were for venereal disease.

Keenest of the Allied generals in Siberia, as ever, was Knox. With only token troops at his disposal – the invalidish Middlesexes and a newly arrived battalion of Hampshires – he made up for lack of heft with busyness, shuttling back and forth between Omsk and Vladivostok – a distance of 2,700 miles – in a comfortable train nicknamed the Express. Life at mission headquarters is described by one of his aides, Captain Victor ‘Teenie’ Cazalet, a twenty-one-year-old high society sprig who had been given the posting in part so that he could try to salvage his family’s Russian investments. In between legal bulletins – recoverable, maybe, a cargo of tallow languishing in Vladivostok port – his letters home are a feast of period camp. Siberia is ‘a terrible place; one can’t imagine why anyone lives here.’ And he hates it that he’s missing the post-war London parties. What did his mother – ‘Angel’ or ‘Beloved’ – wear? ‘I want to know all.’ For a Christmas dance, he organises the ‘old man who comes up whenever we have a dinner party’ to spend five days making sugar baskets: ‘I fear it is rather a scandal when sugar costs £1000 a ton.’6 On the Intervention, he took his views straight from Knox, violently disagreeing with anyone who questioned its wisdom, or that Kolchak was anything less than ‘a really good, honest, determined man.’ Though he got to know everyone of importance in Vladivostok, frustratingly for the historian his invariable comment on all and sundry is that they are ‘very nice’.

As kindly as he was feather-brained, Cazalet took various refugee aristocrats under his wing, amongst them Baroness Buxhoeveden, the former lady-in-waiting disconcerted by Czech outspokenness on a train to Omsk. Given an onward lift to Vladivostok on the Express, she was surprised to find that its carriages were those of a Court train in which she used to travel with the Tsarina. Painted with Union Jacks, they were now filled with the click-clack of typewriters and all things British, down to the dining-car’s jars of jam and pickle. Needing ‘constant hard work’ to ‘keep level’, she threw herself into copying and translating, feeling pleased as a schoolgirl every time a Major Campbell gave her an approving nod. At each halt the Tommies of the guard kicked a cocoa tin around – an odd compulsion – and each evening the officers changed into their regimentals for dinner and bridge. Buxhoeveden had only the dress she was wearing, but smartened it up with a white collar and cuffs, and sang for her supper with stories of life at court – made more poignant by the presence aboard of Tsarevich Aleksei’s pet spaniel, found near the Romanovs’ last house in Yekaterinburg. Angel Mother, Cazalet was sure, would be delighted to have her to stay: ‘You will love the Baroness . . . She is quite one of us.’

More strenuously engaged in the White cause was Captain Maurice Howgrave-Graham of the Hampshires. Having been in India through the war and thus missed out on ‘real soldiering’, he was excited to be in Russia, and had spent the first half of the winter barracked in an empty girls’ school, getting his men fit and taking Russian lessons from his interpreter, a former colonel in the Imperial Guards. Progress was slow – the grammar ‘too ghastly for words’ – and the colonel was a bit of a puzzle too: ‘We like him, but there is a shifty sort of look in his eyes . . . He has lost his home, his income, his livelihood and everything, but does not seem to worry very much about it.’7

Linguistic torture was suspended at end of January, when Howgrave-Graham was ordered to pick twenty Hampshires for a morale-boosting expedition to the Orenburg Cossacks, militarised settler-farmers who controlled the Russo-Kazakh borderlands, and whose capital had just fallen to the Bolsheviks. On the train out the expedition’s leader, Knox’s chief of staff Lieutenant Colonel John Neilson, gave a briefing. ‘We are going to “stick out our chests” and convince the down-hearted, dispirited Cossacks that the English really are taking an interest in them, and at least thinking about giving them armed assistance.’ A ‘don’t-care-a-damn-for-anybody type’ with a ‘cheery, racy way of talking’, Neilson also handed out copies of one of White propaganda’s old chestnuts, the ‘nationalisation of women’ decree. Titillatingly ordering that unmarried women be made state property and allotted partners by committee, it was an obvious fake, but to judge by the number of copies Interventionists brought home with them, widely believed, or at least fantasised over. (Howgrave-Graham copied the whole icky thing out by hand.8)

The group detrained at Troitsk, a simple, wood-built, one-storey place – ‘rather attractive in an indefinable way’ – with the usual big frozen river, straight criss-cross streets and clutch of verdigris domes. Setting out again on sleds across the steppe – a treeless, gently rolling plain covered in wave-shaped snowdrifts – felt like putting to sea. Their destination was Verkhnye Uralsk, a garrison town 160 miles to the west, and at the villages on the way they were greeted warmly – eggs, milk, best rooms – and anxiously asked when the British were going to send reinforcements. Howgrave-Graham was touched but embarrassed:

 

One can’t help feeling awfully sorry for these poor people. They clutch at the possibility of help from the Allies as a drowning man clutches at a straw. ‘How many men can you send us and how soon?’ they ask, and it is rather pathetic that we can promise nothing beyond rifles and ammunition.9

 

At Verkhnye Uralsk there were three days of welcoming ceremonies: bread and salt, ‘God Save the King’ so many times over that Howgrave-Graham’s saluting arm ached, and a punishing series of banquets (‘English captain blotto’). Against a backdrop of glittering Ural peaks the Cossacks gave a demonstration cavalry charge, and the Hampshires reciprocated with a drill – not very successful since the parade ground was deep in snow. A welcome interlude, on a still, pearly-pink evening, was a visit to a convent. An elderly nun with the ‘gentlest, saintliest face’ handed round honey-cakes while a choir sang softly in the next room, and when the English party made their goodbyes, blessed them and presented them with hand-knitted gloves and socks. The visit culminated with Neilson and Howgrave-Graham being awarded Cossack ranks, which involved being kissed by every man in the room and tossed to the ceiling in a chair – ‘a giddy operation which was repeated time after time amidst yells.’ By the end of it all Howgrave-Graham’s heart was won. Physically, he wrote in his diary, the Orenburg Cossacks were an ‘extraordinarily fine type . . . straight, fearless [and] manly’. And though they had a reputation for savagery they could also exhibit ‘most engaging tenderness’, tucking one into one’s sled in a ‘delightfully motherly way’. Hardy and industrious, not adaptable to new ideas but ‘quite solid and sensible’, they closely resembled ‘our English South-country farmer’.10

On 24 February, after more ceremonial back in Troitsk and a meeting with the Orenburg Cossack leader Ataman Aleksandr Dutov (‘a bit of a tiger’), the Hampshires set off on a second trip, this time southwards towards the fighting. Arriving in a village in a blizzard, they found the main street littered with abandoned military stores, and all the accommodation taken by civilian refugees. Howgrave-Graham talked to a headmistress stranded with sixty of her pupils. ‘She got as far as this three weeks ago, and can’t get sledges to take her any further. Many of the children have lost their parents – murdered by Bolsheviks when Orenburg fell.’ The British party scraped together fresh sleds for itself – uncomfortable flat ones, meant for baggage – and pushed on in a white-out to the next settlement. There Howgrave-Graham was forced to acknowledge that for all their cavalry-charging and chair-tossing, the Cossacks were not putting up much resistance:

 

One sees lots of able-bodied men sitting about and doing nothing in particular, and so far we have come across practically no wounded . . . They seem to think that we are going to march out, and by some miraculous means stem the oncoming tide while they stand by and clap. Much as I like and admire the Cossack, I cannot help seeing that he has much of the Russian about him . . . He gives up, says it’s hopeless and waits patiently for the end, drinking if he is male and weeping if he is female . . . If this were a British village, people would be out making defences, sticking up barricades, fortifying their houses and so on, so that at least they could sell their lives dearly.11

 

What the British did on this occasion, however, was join in the rout – part, for the next ten days, of a ‘long, crawling procession’ of fleeing soldiers and peasants. One night they put up in a smoke-filled Kirghiz mud hut. (‘Funny little creatures . . . a kind of Tartar . . . very kindly treated by them.’) Another they slept in a byre, cut through by a knife-edge wind. Just in time – on 6 March – they reached a railhead and caught a train back to Omsk. The expedition, Howgrave-Graham admitted to himself, had been nothing but ‘a damned nuisance’, using transport and consuming food desperately needed by others, and raising false hopes:

 

The simple-minded peasant, beholding our arrival, thought that at the eleventh hour the Allies had come to his rescue, and that he was saved. The next thing they saw was their village sacked by the Bolsheviks, and the same heroic allies joining in the general stampede. Of course it could not possibly be otherwise . . . But it is unfortunate that events worked out as they did.12

 

It could have been the epitaph for the whole Intervention.

 

Polar opposite to the British mission’s performative activity was the stance taken by America’s General Graves, who despite pressure from the pro-Intervention State Department steadily refused to visit Kolchak in Omsk, or to move his troops west to fight. To bolster his position he asked the War Department for confirmation that he was correct in treating ‘the Bolshevik trouble in Siberia’ as ‘an internal trouble, in which I should take no part.’ After some bluster from State he received it, plus a private letter of support from army chief of staff General March. (‘Keep a stiff upper lip; I am going to stand by you until hell freezes over.’)13

Graves’s stand infuriated Knox, who fulminated to Cazalet that he and ‘that **** [President] Wilson’ had ‘not the faintest understanding of the situation out here . . . They talk rot about a free Russia and democracy – you might as well talk about social reform to a cannibal.’14 The clash of world-views was underlined at a lunch aboard the USS Brooklyn. Present were the Brooklyn’s Admiral Rogers, Cazalet (who was seeing off Buxhoeveden), the American ambassador to Japan and the engineer John Stevens, builder of the Panama Canal. Cazalet proceeded to lecture the three distinguished, much older men on how the only way to deal with Bolsheviks was to put them up against a wall:

 

I said that . . . there was only one remedy – ‘shooting’. They said – if you shoot a Bolshevik you’ve made ten others, [and that] Bolshevism is only what Russia deserves for the awfulness of the old regime . . . Such are the American theories!15 

 

Presumably they humoured Cazalet because they hoped via him to influence Knox. They may also have known that he was a family friend of Churchill’s and writing him regular letters. If so the tactic failed, Cazalet coming away more convinced than ever that the Americans had ‘big idealistic views, quite honest’, but ‘simply [didn’t] understand the Russian character in the least.’16

Graves had good reason to keep his distance from Kolchak, because the Supreme Ruler was off to a bad start. Highly strung, and without any previous experience of politics or administration, he found his position overwhelming. In
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At home, I was privileged to be given access to several privately held Intervention diaries. Christopher and Rossana Howgrave-Graham and Charles and Katrina Ironside were extremely kind hosts, plying me with refreshments as I worked through their forebears’ papers. Han Dunsterville and Sir Richard Onslow generously passed on precious transcripts. Lord and Lady Ironside have since donated the important Ironside diary, covering the whole of the Field Marshal’s long career, to the Liddell Hart Centre for Military Archives at King’s College London. For sharing their research and/or giving detailed advice on sources, special thanks to Lieutenant Colonel Colin Bulleid of the Royal Hampshire Regiment Trust, Professors Todd Endelman and Jeffrey Veidlinger of the University of Michigan, Thomas McCall, Tamara Polyakova of the University of Wisconsin-Madison, and Professor David Rechter of Oxford. In the archives, particularly helpful were Katrina DiMuro of KCL’s Liddell Hart Centre, Dr Lucy Gwynn of Eton College Library, John Wells of Cambridge University Library, and Stuart Wheeler and Katie Thompson of Bovington’s Tank Museum. Ekaterina Aleynikova filleted the Russian-language memoirs, and contributed her own shrewd insights into the writers’ motivations and personalities.

Other busy people who gave tips, made introductions or responded to out-of-the-blue emails are Edward Amory, Lucy Ash, Dr Justin Basquille, Anthony and Sarah Becvar, Camilla Beresford, Professor Kate Brown, Professor Andy Bruno, Rohan Collier, Peter Collins, Kevan Darby, Vladislav Davidzon, Salamander Davoudi, Robert Denis, Frank Donald, John and Jane Dunsterville, Louise Fergusson and Sara Lady Fergusson, Jonathan Ford, Archie Fraser, Professor Krista Goff, Dr Altay Goyushov, Professor Jamil Hasanli, Nikolai Holmov, Dr Tanya Howgrave-Graham, Professor Véronique Jobert, Orysia Lutsevych, Dr Nigar Maxwell, Lieutenant Colonel Stephen May, Giles Milton, Anna Morgan, Catriona Oliphant, Dan Orteu, James Peill, Marina Pesenti, Dr Jane Plotke, Victor Sebestyen, Dr Lyuba Vinogradova, Dr Tatiana Voronina, Tom de Waal, Damien Wright and Yuliya Zaika.

Last but not least, love and gratitude as always to my husband Charles and our sons Ed and Bertie. This book is dedicated to my father Alex, lender together with my stepmother Sian of the perfect writer’s cottage up a hill, and a never-failing source of support and ideas.
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