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Introduction

Revolutions and their aftermath are, by their very nature, chaotic. It is tempting to assign particular dates to events and to point in retrospect to certain moments as having particular significance. The reality for the people involved was often perceived very differently. The Russian Civil War, which followed the Russian Revolution of 1917, formed part of a particularly turbulent period. There is no agreement between participants even on when it began and ended or how many lives it cost. What we do know is that opposition by the so-called White faction to the Red Bolshevik assumption of power began immediately after the revolution in 1917, and the first White military units were created in November 1917. However, actual combat between White and Red forces did not take place until early January 1918, and that is now generally accepted as marking the true beginning of the civil war.

It is more difficult to say precisely when this war ended. Many people take the evacuation of White forces from Crimea in late 1920 to mark the end of the war. Others look to 1922—the year in which the final large uprisings were crushed by the Bolsheviks and the last foreign troops finally left Russia—as the end. Yet there was still fighting between White and Red military forces in 1923, and sporadic resistance to Red rule in Ukraine, the Caucasus, and elsewhere continued virtually throughout the 1920s. Some might even argue that the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 is a continuation of the same conflict.

This is not a war with a clear-cut beginning and end, nor is it a war that followed conventional military doctrine or approach. The Bolshevik revolution was something entirely new, and its leaders were struggling to understand what a Communist state (and a revolutionary army) might look like. The civil war that ensued was also a war driven not by national interests but by ideology and using new and old weapons in very different ways. This is not a neat or simple story, but understanding the Russian Civil War is critical to any understanding of modern Europe and the world.


Chapter One

Revolution

“They transported Lenin in a sealed truck like a plague bacillus into Russia.”

—Winston Churchill

At the outbreak of World War I in the summer of 1914, Russia appeared to be one of the most powerful nations on Earth. The Russian army was huge, and the country could conscript vast numbers of additional troops from its population of over 150 million. The rule of the tsar seemed secure; the autocratic Romanovs had ruled the country for more than 300 years. However, under the surface, all was not as stable as it appeared.

Russia had been wracked by growing and increasingly violent protests against inequality. Assassinations of even senior members of the government led to violent and brutal repression that increased hostility towards the tsar. Food shortages, famines, and industrial unrest led to further protests. This was briefly reduced when Russia entered World War I as an ally of Great Britain and France, fighting against Imperial Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Tsar Nicholas II and others believed that the surge of patriotism that would come from war might reduce the unrest. Initially, they were right.

The tsar led Russia’s armed forces, though he had little enthusiasm for the task. Russia had an army of almost 1.4 million men, but its supply and manufacturing infrastructure were archaic and overstretched. It has been estimated that up to 50% of Russian soldiers in service at the beginning of the war lacked essential equipment, including rifles. Fighting better-equipped German troops, the Russians suffered terrible casualties, and by the end of 1914, Russia had lost over one million men killed, wounded, or captured. The supply of ammunition was almost exhausted, and factories were unable to keep pace with demand. The lack of rifles became moot for units that had no bullets.

In 1915 and 1916, Russian troops continued to be pushed back by a combined German/Austro-Hungarian advance. Refugees streamed east to avoid the fighting and swamped Russian cities. Food and fuel shortages became endemic, made even worse by the severe winter of 1916/1917. Finally, in early March 1917, women began marching in the streets of Petrograd (present-day Saint Petersburg) to protest the lack of bread. The response in the Russian Duma (government) was typified by conservative politician Vasily Shulgin who announced that “Only hot lead could drive this terrible beast, that somehow had burst free, back into its den.”

The Duma and the tsar agreed. Fortunately, there were more than 180,000 troops in barracks in and around the city, so there was a ready source of hot lead. The troops were sent out, but then something completely unexpected happened: the troops not only refused to fire on the protesting women (the first time in Russian history that this had happened), but large numbers of them actually joined in protests against the tsar. As the protests grew out of control, Tsar Nicholas II was forced to abdicate. A provisional government was hastily created to control Russia until elections could be held to determine what might come next. This caught almost everyone by surprise, including those opposed to the existing regime.

One of the most notable of these was Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov (better known as Lenin). Lenin was a staunch supporter of revolution and the ideas of Karl Marx. His angry writings had seen him exiled to Siberia before he left Russia to take up residence in Switzerland. By early 1917, he was the leader of the Bolshevik Party, though still living in Switzerland. Germany, sensing that Russia was tottering on the brink of collapse, connived with the Swiss authorities to allow Lenin to take a sealed train that crossed Germany and Finland before arriving in Petrograd on Easter Sunday, 1917. The Bolshevik leader immediately began speaking against the Provisional Government and in favor of revolution.

The Bolsheviks, with the support of many more socialist and anarchist groups, finally succeeded in overthrowing the Provisional Government and taking control of the city of Petrograd on November 8. As news of this spread, there were Red uprisings in many other Russian cities, and by November 15, Moscow was also within control of the Red forces. Lenin triumphantly announced that a revolution had taken place and that Russia was now controlled by the Bolsheviks. The truth was less simple.

Russia was still at war with Germany and Austria-Hungary, though Russian troops were increasingly unwilling to fight. Large numbers began to desert and stream to the east. Some wanted to join the revolution; others wanted to oppose it. Many simply wanted to go home. When they got home, they would discover that industrial and agricultural production had virtually ended. It was clear that food shortages would turn into famine when winter came. The situation became even more complicated when areas that had previously been controlled by Russia seized the opportunity presented by the revolution to declare independence. These included Ukraine, Finland, Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia.

Most threatening of all, groups were beginning to form in different areas to oppose the Red takeover of Russia. These so-called Whites had no single leader or ideology other than their opposition to the Bolsheviks. The revolution may have been over, but the civil war was about to begin.


Chapter Two

Red, White, Black, and Green: The Colors of Civil War

“We must put an end once and for all to the papist-Quaker babble about the sanctity of human life.”

—Leon Trotsky

With the success of the Bolshevik revolution in many Russian cities, Russians found themselves facing a stark choice: they could support the Reds, or they could align themselves with the Whites who stood against them. However, while the Reds had a clear ideology and vision centered on Lenin and the ideas of Karl Marx, the Whites were a much more disparate group. Some were monarchists who wanted to see the return of the tsar. Some were from wealthy families and were instinctively opposed to Bolshevism. Others favored the creation of some form of democratic government. A few were simply adventurers who saw opportunity in the chaos that was engulfing Russia. Most Whites, though, coalesced into military units created by men who had served as senior officers in the armed forces of the tsar.

Three men would become the main leaders of the anti-revolutionary movement. Generals Anton Denikin and Pyotr Wrangel led large armies in southern Russia, while Admiral Alexander Kolchak led a sizeable force in Siberia. In addition, Generals Nikolai Yudenich and Yevgeny Miller led smaller armies in the north. All these White leaders were united by their opposition to Lenin and the Bolsheviks, but by little else.

One critical area in which the Whites failed to develop a coherent approach was that of land reform. This was one of the central issues that had led to the uprising against the tsar. The Church, nobility, and wealthy landlords had owned virtually all the agricultural land in Russia prior to the revolution. The people who worked the land were little more than indentured slaves with no hope of improvement or of ever owning their own land. Revolutionary leaders had seized land and property and promised to re-distribute these to the people, a promise which was overwhelmingly popular. White leaders lacked a single approach to this issue. In many instances, when territory was occupied by White forces, former owners reappeared to claim back their land.

The vast majority of ordinary people in Russia had been worse off before the revolution, which seemed to promise real change for the better. Many saw White victory as inevitably leading to a return to pre-revolutionary suffering. White leaders never seemed to grasp this, but it was a major factor in ensuring that Whites consistently lacked the broad support of the people that the Reds received.

Although on the surface, they seemed more aligned, the Reds themselves were also lacking in cohesion. Although the Bolsheviks led by Lenin were the largest and most powerful single group, there were also substantial numbers of Mensheviks, Left Socialist Revolutionaries, and Right Socialist Revolutionaries who were only loosely affiliated. While factional differences between nominally Red groups did cause problems, on the key issue of land reform all were broadly aligned.

To further complicated the situation, there were smaller groupings known as the Greens. These included members of nationalist groups seeking independence as well as simple bandits hoping to make a profit from the collapse of the tsarist regime. These Greens might








  Bibliography

Allworth, Edward (1967). Central Asia: A Century of Russian Rule.




Bullock, David (2008). The Russian Civil War 1918–22.




Daniels, Robert V. (1993). A Documentary History of Communism in Russia: From Lenin to Gorbachev.




Kenez, Peter (1977). Civil War in South Russia, 1919–1920: The Defeat of the Whites.




Mawdsley, Evan (2007). The Russian Civil War.




Smele, Jon (2015). The "Russian" Civil Wars, 1916-1926: Ten Years That Shook the World. 




Stewart, George (2009). The White Armies of Russia: A Chronicle of Counter-Revolution and Allied Intervention. 

