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 Russian Revolution timeline

1917

February:
After several days of demonstrations in the capital Petrograd
(formally Saint Petersburg) the government orders troops to open
fire. The next day those troops mutiny.

2 March: Tsar
Nicholas abdicates. The royal family is placed under virtual house
arrest.

12 March:
Abolition of the death penalty.

3 April:
Vladimir Lenin, leader of the ‘Bolshevik’ faction of the Russian
Social Democratic Workers’ Party, returns to Russia from
Switzerland.

20–21 April:
The April Days. Opposition to the Foreign Minister Pavel Miliukov
boils over due to his continuing support for the war against
Germany and Austria-Hungary. There are mass demonstrations and
clashes on the streets of Petrograd.

May: Miliukov
resigns. Members of the Mensheviks (non-Leninist socialists) and
the Socialist Revolutionaries (socialists who believe that the
peasantry is the revolutionary class, not urban workers) join the
government.

3 June: First
All-Russia Congress of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Soviets opens in
Petrograd.

1 July: Start
of the Kerensky Offensive. The offensive soon stalls.

3–4 July: The
July Days. Workers and soldiers in Petrograd demand that the
Petrograd Soviet takes power. Leading Bolshevik Leon Trotsky is
arrested. Lenin goes into hiding. A new provisional government is
set up with the socialist Alexander Kerensky as its head.

12 July: Death
penalty reintroduced at the front.

August: The
Kornilov Coup. Attempt by General Lavr Kornilov, Commander-in-Chief
of the Russian Imperial Army, to establish a right-wing
dictatorship fails.

September: The
Bolsheviks win control of the Petrograd Soviet. Leon Trotsky is
appointed its chairman.

24 October:
Armed workers, Bolshevik Red Guards and sailors from the Kronstadt
naval base occupy key buildings in Petrograd.

25 October:
The Bolsheviks led by Lenin overthrow the Provisional
Government.

26–27 October:
Lenin issues the Decree on Land, calling for the abolition of
private ownership. He also issues the Decree on Peace, urging an
immediate ceasefire and peace treaty with Germany and
Austria-Hungary. Death penalty abolished once again.

3 November:
Red Guards win control of Moscow after a week of bitter
fighting.

7 November:
Ukraine proclaimed an independent country by its Central Rada.

10 November:
The Bolsheviks abolish all tsarist ranks, titles and
privileges.

6 December:
Lenin creates the Cheka, the Bolshevik secret police.






1918

28 January:
Trotsky denounces the German peace terms as unacceptable and walks
out of the peace negotiations at Brest-Litovsk.

18 February:
The Germans invade Russia, which is all but defenceless because
virtually the entire army has deserted.

23 February:
Trotsky forms the Red Army composed of workers and peasants.

3 March: The
Bolsheviks accept the dictated peace of Brest-Litovsk. Lenin
changes the name of the Bolshevik Party to Russian Communist Party.
The Russian capital is moved from Petrograd to Moscow.

March: Trotsky
is appointed head of the Red Army.


 


 Chapter
1

The heat of summer had
been oppressive but it was pleasant enough in the forest, the tree
canopy acting as a shield against the burning rays of the sun. But
the whole village was rejoicing in the fact that the high
temperatures were rapidly ripening the rye in the fields. No one
would starve this winter at least. Mikhail Petrov slung the brace
of rabbits over his shoulder and walked out of the trees to amble
along the dirt track leading to his home, the village of
Andreevskoe, a settlement of two hundred souls approximately a
hundred miles from the city of Moscow. It could have been two
thousand miles because few if any of the villagers ventured beyond
its confines. The business of surviving from year to year consumed
too much time to think about what lay beyond Andreevskoe’s borders,
though a few did leave, most to take a chance on finding work in
Moscow. Others, the unlucky ones, were taken by the army to fight
the Tsar’s foreign wars. But for the majority life revolved around
growing crops and raising families, practices that had been
followed for time immemorial.

Mikhail’s father
remembered a time when the villagers had been serfs, akin to slaves
who worked the land for the local lord. But the tsar of the time
had freed the serfs and a new age had begun, or at least that is
what the tsar’s officials and the clergy had told them. The reality
was the peasants were still tied to the land to eke out an
existence and the lords became even wealthier. The serfs had indeed
been freed and granted a portion of the nobles’ estates, for which
the government compensated the nobles handsomely. The peasants in
turn paid the government for the land, the annual sums heavier than
the rents they had formerly paid to the nobles. In addition, the
lands the villagers were given were often infertile because the
nobles kept the best parts of their estates for themselves.

‘I hope you have not
poached those rabbits.’

Mikhail rolling his
eyes, turned to smile at the fat man on the horse.

‘I found them lying on
the road. I would not dare poach on your father’s land.’

Timothy Cookovski
edged the brown mare nearer to Mikhail, his piggy eyes darting from
the strapping man on foot before him to the animals slung over his
shoulder.

‘Quite right,’ spat
Cookovski, ‘theft is a serious offence. What are you doing here
anyway?’

Mikhail smiled at the
ridiculous fat man on his horse and held up a dog-eared book.

‘Reading.’

It was not only a
declaration of fact but also of triumph, one that Mikhail knew
would annoy Cookovski intensely. The pompous oaf sniffed in
contempt.

‘I’m surprised you
have the time for such useless pursuits. Keep off our land, Petrov,
or face the consequences.’

He turned his horse,
dug his spurs into its side and galloped off. Mikhail spat on the
ground.

‘Try not to fall off
your horse and break your neck, little tsar.’

The ‘little tsars’
were the land captains, the central agents of the real tsar who
carried out his wishes in the countryside. Drawn mainly from the
gentry they had the right to adjudicate in village affairs and
dismiss elected peasant officials. They were hated and feared in
equal measure. Cookovski, the son of a minor noble, lived in what
he called ‘the big house’, a stone building five miles from
Andreevskoe set amid undulating terrain blanketed in forest, which
he owned. The forest was full of game that villagers such as
Mikhail availed themselves of whenever possible to supplement their
meagre rations.

He threw the rabbits
on the stove inside his family’s home.

‘Something for the
pot, mother.’

Agrafena Petrov gave
him a faint smile and rubbed his cheek.

‘You are a good
son.’

The mother of six
children she looked much older than her forty-five years, her face
etched with worry lines, her hands calloused, her expression one of
permanent tiredness.

‘I ran into “the
little tsar” on my way back,’ he informed her. ‘I swear he gets
fatter by the month.’

She began skinning one
of the rabbits.

‘Fat off the backs of
our labour, Mikhail. May God forgive him.’

She turned and bowed
her head at the icon in the alcove in the corner of the hut. A
deeply religious woman, she thanked God for the three sons and
three daughters she had been blessed with, even though each birth
had taken its toll on her slight body.

The interior of the
hut was exactly the same as the other dwellings in the village: a
cooking corner, a corner for icons and a sleeping corner. The walls
were made of weathered, unpainted logs and the roof was wooden
boards. The plentiful supply of wood meant dwellings could
accommodate large families easily, along with the cockroaches, lice
and bed bugs that infested every home.

‘Been reading
again?’

Mikhail smelt his
father before he saw him, a toxic mixture of alcohol fumes and the
stench of an unwashed body. He sighed and turned.

‘Father.’

Bogdan Petrov had
turned to the bottle years ago, though of late his consumption of
alcohol had increased markedly. It was fortunate that he had six
children to work in the fields because he was almost incapable of
undertaking manual labour, his body damaged beyond repair from
drinking vodka. He gave his son a sneer and held his stomach as he
coughed, spitting out black phlegm on the boards.

‘Get your lazy arse to
the fields where your brothers and sisters are.’

‘Mikhail has brought
us some rabbits to cook,’ said his mother.

His father looked at
the animals. ‘They won’t feed eight.’

‘I will see you later,
mother.’

Mikhail kissed his
mother on the cheek, brushed past his father without saying
anything and went outside into the street, though dirt strip would
be a better description. Like the vast majority of Russian
villages, the houses of Andreevskoe were set in parallel lines next
to a water source, a lake in Andreevskoe’s case. As the population
increased new structures were added running parallel to the
original lines. Like a peasant’s life there was no deviation from
the drab norm and routine.

The dirt felt warm
under the heels of his feet, the air heavy with the scent of
ripening rye in the fields surrounding the village.

‘Mikhail, wait a
moment.’

He smiled when he
heard the gruff voice of his friend and mentor. Sergei Semenov was
in his mid-forties and was as far removed from men such as
Mikhail’s father as could be imagined. He was a reformer, a man who
could read and write and who wanted to transform the lives of
Russia’s peasants. Indeed, he had taught himself to read and write
in between working in factories in Moscow and Saint Petersburg,
Russia’s capital. It was his great fortune to encounter the
legendary writer Leo Tolstoy who, taking an interest in Semenov’s
writings took him under his wing. This was most fortuitous because
Sergei’s reforming zeal brought him into conflict with the
authorities. His ideas had earned him the animosity of
traditionalists and the church, and had resulted in him receiving a
six-month prison sentence for sorcery. In the great revolutionary
period that had swept Russia ten years before he and others had
organised peasant reading clubs, cooperatives and unions. For his
efforts he had been sent into exile abroad for two years. But every
cloud has a silver lining and with Tolstoy’s financial help he had
spent those years travelling through Britain and France, studying
their agricultural methods. When he returned to Russia he set about
making peasant practices more efficient and profitable.

‘You will come to the
meeting tonight?’

‘Of course,’ said
Mikhail, ‘though I think it is a waste of time. The village elders
will never agree to your proposal.’

Sergei gave him a
wink. ‘You underestimate my powers of persuasion.’

He saw the
well-thumbed book sticking out of one of the pockets of Mikhail’s
tunic.

‘I would have thought
you had read it all by now.’

‘Many times,’ smiled
Mikhail, ‘but I like to read it again when I can.’

It had been Sergei who
had taught him to read and write, along with a few other boys in
the village. He had even established a village library, though in
truth it was a wooden hut to the rear of the Semenov home. It
contained tomes that had been donated by Tolstoy himself: some
works by Lermontov, Gogol, Goncharov, Turgenev, Dostoevsky and the
great man himself. But Mikhail’s favourite work was by a French
author: The Three Musketeers by Alexandre Dumas. Semenov had
given him a translation and it was his prize possession. His only
possession. Being able to read was an escape, albeit temporarily,
from the drudgery and pain of everyday life. He loved to read about
the exploits of d’Artagnan and his comrades in seventeenth-century
Paris. He may have been poor but the gift of literacy was a
priceless one.

The meeting was worse
than Mikhail could have imagined. It was held in the open by the
lake as the sun began to go down. Many of the men were inebriated
by vodka supplied by the village elders. Like thousands of other
villages Andreevskoe was administered by its mir – a
community of peasant households. The mir was run by the
village assembly, made up of the heads of individual families,
which invariably meant old men. These ‘elders’ elected one of their
own to represent the village, in Andreevskoe’s case a heavily built
man who was also a heavy drinker and who had a white beard and a
red-blistered face – Grigorii Maliutin.

Maliutin despised
Semenov. He had had him arrested, beaten up and denounced to the
church as an ‘agent of Satan’. Like the vast majority of peasants
Maliutin was illiterate and viewed any attempts at educating his
fellow villagers as dangerously subversive. He had poured scorn on
the idea of a village library and was appalled when Mikhail and a
few other young men in the settlement took advantage of Semenov’s
offer to teach them to read. He threatened and ridiculed the young
men, denouncing them as women and stating they should wear skirts
instead of tunics and leggings.

Maliutin, seated on
the porch of his home, held up a hand to still the commotion, the
air thick with the smell of tobacco smoke.

‘What do you want,
Semenov?’

The peasant writer,
flanked by his family and friends, removed his cap and stepped
forward.

‘I thank the elders
for agreeing to this meeting…’

‘Get on with it,’
snapped Yefim Stepanov, Maliutin’s closest ally, rumoured to be the
most miserly man in all Russia. He possessed one coat, one tunic
and hoarded what little money he had, to the detriment of his
family who went barefoot and threadbare most of the year. Hoots and
cheers from his inebriated followers greeted Stepanov’s demand.

Semenov held his nerve
and waited for the din to die down.

‘It is quite simple. I
request funds to purchase fertiliser for next year’s crops.’

Uproarious laughter
greeted his request and Mikhail shook his head. The men of the
village, most of whom were now drunk, roared with laughter. Even
the ugly face of Maliutin cracked a smile.

‘Silence!’ he barked.
He jabbed a finger at Semenov.

‘Even an idiot knows
that comes out of the arse of a cow and horse. Why should we pay
for something the Lord provides for free?’

‘Idiot,’ repeated
Stepanov.

Semenov smiled.
‘Because the fertiliser I wish to purchase is far more effective
than animal dung. I have seen for myself what the results are when
it is used.’

‘When you were in
exile?’ sneered Maliutin.

‘That is correct,’
replied Semenov.

‘We are about to
harvest the crops, we don’t need any foreign fertiliser polluting
our land,’ stated Maliutin loudly, to even louder cheers.

‘This year’s crop has
been abundant, I agree,’ said Semenov, ‘but next year’s might not
be. It would be prudent to insure against a poor harvest.’

‘Whether the harvest
is good or bad is in God’s hands,’ shouted Maliutin, ‘your request
is denied.’

Stepanov and the other
five elders nodded their heads in agreement and Maliutin waved
Semenov away. The reformer replaced his cap, turned and walked off.
At that moment one of Stepanov’s sons, a gangly youth with a lazy
eye, dashed forward and grabbed Semenov’s cap, tossing it into the
air. Mikhail stepped forward and punched the youth in the jaw,
knocking him to the ground and rendering him unconscious. Stepanov
himself stepped down from the porch to confront Mikhail but was
promptly punched in the stomach by the young man. He instantly
crumpled into a pathetic heap at Mikhail’s feet. Cue
pandemonium.

Mikhail’s friends –
Dmitri and Pasha – sprang to his defence as the meeting degenerated
into a fist fight. Men started brawling with each other for no
other reason than violence had erupted, stoked by liberal
quantities of alcohol.

Dmitri Burgov was a
giant with a gentle soul and thoughtful mind, but when his anger
was roused woe betide anyone who got in his way. He swung his fists
with abandon, knocking two men to the ground. They did not get
up.

Pasha Suvorov was
physically very different: lithe and tall. But what he lacked in
physical attributes he made up for in cunning and foresight. He
ducked and weaved as drunken men stumbled towards him, taking
ill-aimed swings at him with their fists. He stood with his friends
and battled the followers of Maliutin, their brothers and allies
lending a hand.

Mikhail was thumped
hard just above his right eye. He went down but retrieved his
footing to punch his opponent hard on the nose, breaking it and
causing blood to flow. He roared in triumph but then fell silent as
a gunshot sounded. It was an old musket that Maliutin had inherited
from his father, and his father before him. It was rumoured to have
been first used when Napoleon had invaded Russia, though that was
probably an invented story.

‘I will have order,’
commanded the village spokesman.

Men dusted themselves
down and examined their jaws, Mikhail, his eye rapidly swelling,
grinned at his friends. Sergei Semenov was mortified.

‘This meeting is over,
go back to your homes,’ said Maliutin, ‘apart from you, Mikhail
Petrov.’

Pasha and Dmitri stood
beside their friend but he told them it was fine. They slapped him
on the arm and sauntered away. His father, too drunk to have taken
part in the brawl, gave his son a murderous look and his brothers
grinned admiringly before being cuffed by their father. Yefim
Stepanov’s two sons, the gangly one, wobbly on his feet, assisted
their winded father away, as Maliutin squared up to the oldest
Petrov boy.

‘You are an insolent,
ill-mannered waster, Mikhail Petrov,’ he fumed. ‘I should have you
flogged for your behaviour here today. I have already had the son
of the land captain roasting my ear about your insolence and
thieving.’

Mikhail said nothing
but just stared at the blustering elder, his cheeks reddened with
rage and alcohol, his breath strong enough to down a bear at fifty
paces.

‘You carry on like
this and you will end up the same as Semenov, except you do not
have a rich backer to support you. You will end up in Moscow
starving to death on a street corner.’

At that moment a
street corner in the big city was very appealing to Mikhail.

The older man saw the
book poking out of his pocket and pointed at it.

‘You think because you
can read you are better than the rest of us, don’t you?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Let me tell you about
your life, Petrov,’ said Maliutin smugly. ‘You are a peasant; you
will always be a peasant. Your destiny is to work this land until
you drop, or drink yourself to death like your father is doing. You
will never leave this place, you will never rise above your present
position and no one will mourn you when you are dead.’

‘You honour me,
sir.’

Maliutin continued to
point at the book. ‘You would do well to burn that, along with the
others you store in Semenov’s woodshed.’

‘Is that all?’

Maliutin struck
Mikhail violently across the face with the back of his hand.
Mikhail was gripped with rage and clenched his fists, ready to beat
the old man into a pulp.

‘You kill me and your
family’s home will be burned to the ground and they will be exiled
from the village,’ threatened Maliutin.

Exile was akin to a
living death and would certainly hasten the deaths of his mother
and father. His arms fell to his sides. Mikhail cast his head down
and slouched off, scuffing the ground with the soles of his feet.
He found his friends waiting for him, together with an irate Sergei
Semenov.

‘That was a mistake,
Mikhail,’ the reformer told him. ‘When you resort to violence you
lose the argument.’

‘But win the fight!’
grinned Dmitri.

Semenov shook his
head. ‘My young friends, for centuries Russia has relied on
ignorance and violence to govern the people. You may have cracked a
few skulls but this evening backwardness has triumphed once more.
Men like Maliutin are more than happy to see bloodshed break out if
it means they can preserve the old ways.’

‘Then what is to be
done?’ asked Pasha.

‘Use the power of
speech and the written word to achieve your goals,’ Semenov told
them. ‘Persuasion is a powerful weapon. What did Maliutin
want?’

Mikhail shrugged. ‘To
remind me what a worthless worm I am.’

Pasha slapped him on
the back. ‘Even a worm is more useful than Grigorii Maliutin.’

When he returned home
Mikhail’s father was already in a drunken stupor, snoring loudly in
the corner. His sisters and brothers grinned at him as they settled
down for the night around their father, pulling old, moth-eaten
blankets around them although the night was far from cold. His
mother was finishing cleaning the stove by the pale light of a
candle.

‘I will finish that,
mother.’

She looked at him with
pain-filled eyes, a woman broken under the blows of crushing
poverty.

‘Thank you,
Mikhail.’

Her face registered
anguish when she saw his swollen eye.

‘You are hurt.’

He brushed aside her
concern and kissed her on the cheek. ‘It is nothing. Get some
sleep.’

He finished cleaning
the stove, sat on the floor beside it and pulled out his copy of
The Three Musketeers, placing the candle beside him to allow
him to read the words. His parents and siblings sleeping, he
eagerly began to read the pages and travelled to the world of
d’Artagnan, Aramis, Porthos and Athos and the magical landscape of
seventeenth-century Paris.

This was his escape
from the reality of his life: hours snatched here and there reading
the book that inspired him to… To what? He knew he would never
escape his life as a peasant and so did Grigorii Maliutin and his
cronies. But at least his mind could be free when he read the pages
of his book. He had read others, of course, those that were
deposited in the village library, but it was the tale of the
musketeers that fired his soul. He would always be grateful to
Sergei Semenov for teaching him to read, showing him a window into
another world, a world filled with honour, fine buildings,
beautiful women and heroic deeds. He was young, strong and full of
vim but his best years would be wasted toiling on the land to feed
his family.

The peasants might not
have been serfs any more but they were certainly slaves to the
land. In theory each family owned their own land but in reality
that land was divided into long, narrow strips scattered all around
the village. The dozens of strips, most no wider than three or four
feet, formed part of a land commune controlled collectively by the
village, though the elders of each settlement maintained rigid
control over property rights and tax obligations.

Semenov had told
Mikhail of machines that ploughed the land and threshed the crops
in Britain and France, but in Russia the peasants cleared, ploughed
and sowed the land by hand, without the benefits of machinery,
beasts of burden or the fertiliser Semenov had asked for. Like they
had done for centuries the peasants operated a three-field form of
the open-field system, in which the winter field was planted with
rye or wheat, the spring field with oats or millet and the third
field left to lay fallow. Semenov’s sterling efforts to improve
things were fighting not only the village elders but also seven
hundred years of tradition.

Mikhail rubbed his
eyes.

It was two days after
the mass brawl but only now was the swelling on his eye subsiding.
He blew out the candle and lay down, but then sat up when he saw
more flickering lights through the cracks of the window shutter.
Not a candle burning but something far bigger. He jumped up and
opened the shutter, to see the library behind Semenov’s house
alight.

‘Fire!’ he shouted,
running to the door and racing into the street.

He ran down the dry
dirt track fronting the row of houses until he came to Semenov’s,
the occupants already awake and shouting for assistance. He dashed
along the side of his mentor’s home to come across the shed cum
library now ablaze; roaring flames engulfing the structure and
everything inside. Semenov was sitting forlornly on the ground with
his head in his hands, his children vainly running back and forth
from the lake to fill buckets with water in a forlorn attempt to
douse the flames. Mikhail felt despair well up inside him, which
turned to rage when he spotted shapes disappearing into the trees
behind the row of houses. He caught sight of a horse and a fat
figure in the saddle.

‘Cookovski.’

He ran past the
inferno consuming the shed and on into the trees, the light of the
raging fire casting the foliage in a pale-yellow glow. He saw
figures scattering before him, but he ignored them to concentrate
on the son of the land captain. He sprinted after him and vaulted
on to the back of his horse, before dragging him off the beast.
They both crashed to the ground, Cookovski desperately trying to
get up and retrieve his horse, which was bolting away into the
woods. But Mikhail was on him in an instant, raining punches on his
head and face in a frenzy of hate. Cookovski went down again and
did not get up. Mikhail continued to beat him, the fat man using
his arms in a futile effort to shield his face from the peasant’s
fists. He screamed for mercy but Mikhail had none, his knuckles
turning red as he bloodied his enemy’s features. He suddenly
stopped when a stave struck his back, before sinking into
unconsciousness when another blow struck his head.

He regained
consciousness when a bucket of water was thrown over him. It was
light when he was dragged out of the cabin and hauled into the
street in front of Maliutin’s house. Mikhail’s head was throbbing
and the bright sunlight made his suffering worse. He squinted in
the brilliance and tried to collect himself, becoming aware that
the entire village was around him. Men, women and children stood in
silence as they beheld the sorry sight of Mikhail Petrov on all
fours in front of them.

‘For too long this
village has tolerated the crimes and insolence of Mikhail
Petrov.’

He could not see him
but there was no mistaking the booming voice of Grigorii Maliutin,
thundering with anger as he denounced Mikhail. The latter was
hauled to his feet by men armed with wooden clubs to stand before
his accuser.

‘Last night this
wretch assaulted the son of the land captain,’ stated Maliutin to
loud gasps from the villagers. ‘Only days after he struck Yefim
Stepanov.’

‘He and others burnt
down our library,’ said Mikhail.

Maliutin stepped down
from his porch and slapped him around the face, to polite applause
from the majority of the peasants.

‘We all regret the
burning down of Sergei Semenov’s wood shed,’ said Maliutin, ‘but
that had nothing to do with the son of the land captain.’

‘That is a matter of
opinion,’ shouted Pasha, earning him a verbal battering from his
father.

Mikhail looked at his
accuser, a smug expression on his blistered face, and then smiled
with satisfaction when he saw the bruised and bloodied fat face of
Cookovski standing beside him. Even though his son had been
assaulted the land captain himself was not present. He was a
recluse who kept himself to the ‘big house’, content to let his son
administer his estate and financial interests.

‘Mikhail Petrov will
be publicly flogged to show that acts of lawlessness will not be
tolerated in Andreevskoe,’ announced Maliutin.

Mikhail felt his legs
weaken beneath him and there were gasps from the onlookers and
howls of protest from his mother, which were waved away by the
village elder.

‘No, Agrafena Petrov,’
said Maliutin coldly, ‘we will show no mercy because for too long
your son has challenged the established order of things, encouraged
by the seditious beliefs of Sergei Semenov.’

The peasant reformer
now stepped forward and pointed an accusing finger at his
nemesis.

‘Mikhail Petrov was
defending my property, which was being subjected to an arson
attack.’

Cookovski stepped
forward. ‘That is a serious accusation which requires proof.’

‘The proof is the pile
of ash behind my home,’ replied Semenov dryly, ‘which you of course
would have seen as I saw you on your horse near my home on the
night in question.’

‘A coincidence,’ said
Cookovski dismissively. ‘I was taking the night air when I was
assaulted by him.’

He shot a finger in
Mikhail’s direction, anger in his eyes.

‘Mikhail was trying to
apprehend those who had set fire to the library.’

Cookovski walked over
to the peasant. ‘I hope you are not accusing me of burning
down your shed.’

‘Someone did,’ said
Semenov to murmurs of agreement from the villagers.

Cookovski shrugged. ‘I
assume it was one of your enemies. I have heard you have many and a
man who has enemies puts himself, his family and his property in
danger.’

‘As a sign of
goodwill,’ said Maliutin loudly, ‘we will rebuild your wood
shed.’

But Semenov was far
from satisfied. ‘Will you also replace its contents?’

‘Firewood?’ smirked
Maliutin. ‘Certainly.’

There were sniggers
from his supporters but Yefim Stepanov, still nursing a bruised
belly, was in no mood for levity.

‘We have wasted enough
time discussing the contents of Sergei Semenov’s shed. Mikhail
Petrov must be punished.’

Two of his henchmen
grabbed Mikhail’s’ arms and began to frogmarch him towards a post
that had been sunk in the middle of the street. Maliutin licked his
lips with relish, knowing that every stroke of the lash that would
cut Mikhail’s back would also wound Sergei Semenov, the real target
of his wrath. Andreevskoe had been a much happier place when the
troublemaker was in exile. His broad smile began to fade when he
spied horsemen at the far end of the street, three of whom were
carrying lances. All chatter stopped when others noticed them and
turned to watch the cavalrymen approach. They were all wearing
light grey tunics and caps, blue leggings and black boots. The
rider at the head, an officer with elaborate shoulder boards,
carried no lance but like the others had a sabre in a scabbard at
his left hip.

An ominous silence
descended on the village as the officer raised a hand to halt his
men. He scanned the assembled villagers, his eyes resting on the
figure of Mikhail still being restrained.

‘Who is in charge
here?’

Grigorii Maliutin
stepped down from his porch.

‘I am, sir.’

‘I am here for two
reasons,’ said the officer, still looking at Mikhail, ‘first to
tell you all that Mother Russia is now at war with Germany and
Austria-Hungary.’

The villagers looked
at each other with blank faces. The vast majority had never been
beyond the confines of Andreevskoe’s fields. What was a foreign war
to them? The officer smiled when he recognised the ignorance of the
peasants, which he had encountered on countless occasions.

‘Secondly,’ he
continued, ‘I am here to impress four men for service in the
army.’

Blank faces turned
into worried expressions at the idea of the village losing some of
its menfolk, especially on the eve of the harvest when every pair
of hands was needed.

The officer tilted his
head at Mikhail. ‘Is this man under arrest?’

‘He is a notorious
troublemaker, sir, who was about to be flogged.’

‘I will take him off
your hands, then,’ said the officer, ‘him and three others.’

‘No, please.’

Mikhail’s mother ran
forward and clutched her hands to her breast. Agrafena Petrov may
have been a poor peasant woman but she knew the law.

‘Lord, my son is only
twenty and cannot be conscripted until he reaches his twenty-first
year.’

The officer laughed.
‘Your knowledge of military customs is to be commended, mother, but
these are exceptional circumstances. The tsar needs all his sons to
flock to the colours. Your son is young and strong; his place is in
the army.’

Yefim Stepanov stepped
forward, doffed his cap and assumed a deferent stance.

‘Captain, sir, you
should also take Dmitri Burgov and Pasha Suvorov. They are also
troublemakers who are quick to resort to violence.

‘Just the sort of men
you need in the army,’ added Maliutin.

The captain averted
his eyes from Mikhail.

‘These men will step
forward.’

There was a collective
groan from the villagers when the two shuffled forward with heads
down. The captain examined them briefly.

‘They will do. Stand
over there with him,’ he commanded, pointing at Mikhail.

The mothers of Dmitri
and Pasha were weeping but their fathers and siblings stood in
stony faced silence. Being drafted by the army was one of the
things a male peasant could not avoid, not unless he hid in the
woods and lived like an animal. It was unfortunate to lose a son on
the eve of the harvest but then again, come the winter it was one
less mouth to feed.

‘I need one more,’
said the captain.

Mikhail seized his
chance. Sergei Semenov had once told him that he had an enquiring
mind but he could also be scheming and so it was now.

‘Viktor Stepanov
should be the fourth recruit, captain,’ he urged. ‘He is not afraid
to fight.’

‘Who is this Viktor
Stepanov?’ asked the captain.

The elder Stepanov
blanched. ‘He is my son, sir.’

‘Let him step
forward,’ demanded the officer.

Viktor Stepanov,
swarthy, duplicitous, took two steps forward, shock etched on his
face.

‘He’ll do,’ said the
captain. ‘All of you have five minutes to say your goodbyes.’

Mikhail tried hard not
to laugh. It was a kind of victory to know that the son of
Maliutin’s chief lackey would suffer the same fate as him. He did
not hate Viktor Stepanov; indeed, he hardly even considered him.
Despised would be a more accurate description. But he both loathed
and despised Yefim Stepanov and Grigorii Maliutin, who did
everything in their power to thwart the reforms of his friend
Sergei Semenov.

Yefim Stepanov looked
pleadingly at Grigorii Maliutin.

‘Viktor Stepanov is
needed for the harvest, captain.’

‘Mother Russia’s need
is greater,’ replied the captain. ‘If you have any objections to
any of these men being taken for the army I suggest you write to
the governor to seek redress.’

Mikhail chuckled to
himself. That would be difficult seeing that neither could read nor
write. His farewell to his mother was emotional, the two embracing
tenderly and weeping together. It was at that moment that Mikhail
realised that he might never see her again, might never see any of
his siblings again. They all wrapped their arms around the two and
said their goodbyes. His father, already reeking of alcohol, merely
nodded his head and wiped his nose on his tunic. Mikhail had lost
respect for the husk of a man long ago and would not miss him.

‘Time,’ called the
captain.

His troopers
surrounded the new recruits and levelled their lances menacingly to
urge the men to break contact with their families. They did so
reluctantly, all four with tears in their eyes and apprehension on
their faces. Sergei Semenov ran forward to embrace Mikhail.

‘Keep you head down,
keep your tongue in check and keep yourself alive,’ were his words
of advice before a lance point was placed between them and Mikhail
and the others trudged from Andreevskoe. At that moment he would
have gladly taken a severe flogging to remain in the village where
he had grown up.


 


 Chapter
2

They tramped along
dusty dirt tracks for the rest of the day, stopping when they
reached a tented camp by the side of a large forest, where at least
fifty horses being watered were standing at the edge of a lake. No
one had said anything during the journey, the enormity of what had
happened dawning on the four young men who had been plucked from
Andreevskoe. The cavalrymen also said nothing so the tiny column
trudged along with a sense of doom hanging over the newest recruits
to the Imperial Russian Army.

When they reached the
camp they were told to join a queue of young men waiting to be fed.
Mikhail looked at his two friends and tried to smile but managed
only a grimace. For his part Viktor Stepanov appeared close to
despair. Unlike the others he was truly alone, and among enemies.
The bravado and sneering attitude that had characterised his
demeanour in Andreevskoe had disappeared completely. Mikhail almost
felt sorry for him.

‘Get in line,’ barked
a grizzled cavalryman who had a single yellow stripe around each
cuff.

They joined the end of
the queue of around thirty recruits as he strode to the middle of
the line to face them. His voice was crisp and loud as he addressed
them.

‘You are not yet in
the army but if any of you try to escape you will be shot for
desertion. You have left your homes and families to join another,
greater home and family: the tsar’s army. You will find that the
army takes care of its sons and in return it expects its sons to
protect Mother Russia. Soon you will begin your training to turn
you into soldiers. But for now fill your bellies and get some
sleep. There is a long march ahead of you tomorrow.’

Mikhail looked around
the camp and saw that soldiers armed with rifles facing inwards had
been posted at its edges. If they were not yet in the army how
could they be shot for desertion? He had no answer but was certain
the old cavalryman’s words were no idle threat. So he shuffled
along with his head down, like all the others, as the field kitchen
began serving food. As he neared a long trestle table where wooden
bowls were stacked the aroma of freshly cooked soup greeted his
nostrils. It smelled splendid and there was a tingle of eager
anticipation among those ahead as the cooks began to ladle large
amounts of rich cabbage soup into bowls, others handing out
generous portions of rye bread.

‘Tuck in. boys,’
grinned a fat cook, his belly straining the buttons of his
tunic.

Mikhail took a bowl
and held it out, his eyes lighting up as it was filled with soup
containing chunks of meat as well as cabbage. He walked along the
line and another cook, rosy cheeked and also rotund, handed him
half a loaf of rye bread. He left the table with his friends to sit
on the ground a short distance away. Dmitri was already shovelling
soup into his mouth. He beamed with delight.

‘Better than I’ve
tasted in a long time.

Mikhail had to agree
with him as he too devoured the fare, wiping the bowl with the last
chunk of bread before shoving it into his mouth. His belly felt
full, which eased his sense of apprehension. It disappeared
completely when the cook called to the recruits.

‘If you want seconds
come and get it.’

For peasants who were
used to living on the edge of starvation and well accustomed to
empty bellies, especially during the winter months, such an offer
was irresistible. There was a mad rush to get in line and a babble
of excited chatter as once more they held out their bowls to be
filled and took another half loaf of rye bread. Perhaps army life
was not so bad after all. The grizzled trooper, a sergeant, smiled
with satisfaction when he saw the formerly subdued villagers now in
a much happier frame of mind. Peasants, how like little children
they were.

It was late by the
time they had finished eating, the sun beginning to wane in the
western sky, though it would stay light for a few hours yet. The
new recruits were shown to their sleeping quarters: a row of tents
near to the lake but away from the trees, a line of carts between
them and the forest. The atmosphere was relaxed as the sergeant
again lined them up and explained how many would sleep in each
tent.

‘In the army six sleep
to a tent so we will divide you up now and you can get to know your
new comrades. Try to get along with those you are quartered with.
You may be together for a long time.’

He used a riding crop
to divide up the recruits, though Viktor Stepanov managed to ensure
he did not share a tent with his fellow residents of Andreevskoe,
which cheered Mikhail, Pasha and Dmitri enormously. The day was
ending far better than it had begun. The three other occupants of
the tent were very similar in appearance and clothing to Mikhail
and his two friends, apart from a slightly diminutive individual
who introduced himself as Klim. A good six inches shorter the
others, he was slight of frame with small hands. Mikhail wondered
how he would fare in the army. The other two were named Luka and
Taras and seemed agreeable enough.

After walking for most
of the day and being well fed at the end of it the recruits quickly
slipped into a deep sleep, only to be woken by a harsh bugle call
early the next morning. After the bugle had ceased sounding the air
was filled with the loud barks of the sergeant, who went to each
tent and struck the tent poles with his riding crop.

‘Up, up, you lazy
dogs.’

Mikhail rubbed his
eyes and half asleep, half awake, scrambled outside with the
rest.

‘Form line,’ shouted
the sergeant, going up and down the hastily formed line, jabbing
some in the belly and tapping the elbows of others.

‘Eyes ahead, don’t
talk, make sure you are level with the men next to you.’

The sergeant struck
one man across the face.

‘No talking.’

They were instructed
to strip off and wash in the lake, after which they took down the
tents and stowed them on one of the carts. The rest of the camp was
also being dismantled, though Mikhail noticed that the officer who
had come to his village was seated on a chair being served tea and
was taking not the slightest bit of interest in what was going on
around him. The field kitchen had prepared breakfast, which was
exactly the same as the meal the day before. But at least it was
plentiful and appetising. Afterwards the stoves, benches and trays
were stowed on a cart and then the soldiers and new recruits began
their day’s march, though the soldiers were all in the saddle.

The next three days
were the same and by the time the column reached the town of
Mozhaisk his feet were throbbing. The now ragged recruits, their
faces unshaved, their clothes covered in dust due to tramping along
bone-dry tracks, were relieved when told by the sergeant that they
would no longer be marching on foot.

‘A train will take you
rest of the way to the army’s base.’

They picked up the
pace as they were led through the streets of Mozhaisk, a small town
to the west of Moscow that was of some strategic importance due to
the railway line running through it from east to west. The town was
thronged with carts, riders on horseback and soldiers in uniform,
plus a few motor vehicles that the recruits stared in wonder at,
before being shaken out of their amazement by a sharp blow from on
high by the sergeant’s riding crop. He marshalled the recruits like
a mother hen, directing his horse from the rear of the column to
the sides and front before returning to the rear once more.

Mikhail tried to take
in the sights: the drab two-storey buildings fronting the town’s
streets, the animated faces of the inhabitants, all of whom
appeared well dressed and well fed, the women in tidy dresses and
the men all wearing shoes or boots. There was a bustle about the
place that he had never seen before, even on the few occasions when
he had visited a small market town to sell the paltry surplus
produced after a good harvest. Rising above the town and dominating
its dwellings was the mighty St Nicholas’ Cathedral, painted white
and terracotta to look like a fairy tale castle.

The barracks in which
the recruits were quartered for their one and only night in
Mozhaisk were in stark contrast to such beauty. Dilapidated, aged
and draughty, the wooden floors they slept on were dirty and
covered in cockroaches. They were situated adjacent to railway
sidings where lines of cattle cars stood. That night Mikhail, along
with dozens of others, sat on the ground outside the wooden sheds
and stared at the boxcars.

‘They will be our
transport to our destination,’ said Klim.

‘Where is our
destination?’ asked Mikhail.

Klim shrugged. ‘Who
knows?’

‘Who cares?’ grinned
Dmitri. ‘We have been well fed so far and with any luck we will be
issued with a uniform and boots when we get there.’

Mikhail also smiled.
He looked at his bare, dirty feet, the soles hardened like old
leather. He had never owned a pair of leather shoes, let alone
boots. In the winter he and the others wore bast shoes, made from
birch bark, but in the summer he and they went barefoot. When the
sergeant ordered everyone inside the barracks to sleep he lay down
on the sack stuffed with straw a happy man. That night he dreamed
of owning a pair of boots.

The next morning,
having lined up at the mess hall to sit at benches and eat a large
breakfast of piping-hot cabbage soup and seemingly endless amounts
of rye bread, he and the others were herded into the cattle wagons.
There were thirty of them pulled by a black locomotive with red
wheels and a tender attached. Soldiers armed with rifles stood
either side of the line of wagons to ensure no one took the
opportunity to make a dash for freedom. None did. Their bellies
were full, the day was warm and sunny and the allure of fresh
uniforms and leather footwear was intoxicating.

Twenty men were
allocated to each wagon, the large wooden doors being slammed shut
and locked before the journey began. The interior smelled of straw
and wood shavings and it took Mikhail a few moments to adjust to
the dull interior. There were no windows, the only light being
slivers of sunlight coming through gaps in the wooden walls. There
was a single hole cut in the floor that served as a toilet and a
row of wooden bunks along the two side walls piled three levels
high. There was nothing to do but occupy a bunk and take the
opportunity to grab some additional sleep.

Mikhail felt a jolt
and heard a groan and then the train pulled out of the sidings. A
few squinted through the gaps to peek at what was happening outside
but gave up when Mozhaisk disappeared from view to be replaced by
endless fields of rye and green forest. Mikhail settled down and
pulled out his book, tilting the pages to catch the thin rays of
light entering the wagon next to his cot. But after a while the
gentle rocking of the wagon and the warm interior made his eyelids
heavy and he fell asleep.

‘Out, out!’

He and the others were
woken from their slumbers by a gruff voice at the open door to the
wagon. Mikhail shook his head, pocketed his book, jumped from the
bunk and alighted from the wagon. The train had stopped at a
station adjacent to the military camp, which was surrounded by a
wooden wall. Inside were wooden barracks, storerooms, stables and
rows of white tents. The soldier who had ordered them out of the
wagon did a head count, others counting the occupants of the other
boxcars.

‘Excuse me, sir,’ said
Mikhail, ‘where are we?’

The soldier spun and
struck him violently in the face, knocking him to the station
platform.

‘Silence, peasant. Get
up.’

Pasha went to assist
his friend but was also struck in the face.

‘I did not give you
permission to move.’

Mikhail, feeling
queasy and tasting blood in his mouth, exhaled and slowly got to
his feet. The soldier turned, marched to an officer standing at the
far end of the platform, saluted and made his report, as did the
others who had been conducting head counts. This routine continued
for the next five days, the recruits transported to staging camps
as they headed west to. To where? No one knew and no one was
inclined to ask following the experience of Mikhail and others
among the six hundred or so young men being transported on the
train.

On the sixth day a
red-faced officer with a nasty scar on his right cheek made the
recruits stand in the driving rain, soldiers armed with rifles
surrounding them, as he spat fury in their direction.

‘During the journey
ten men have deserted. Deserted! These scum had loosened the boards
in the wagon they were travelling in. In case of you were thinking
of doing the same, I can promise that those men will be hunted down
and executed for their cowardice. The army does not tolerate
desertion.

‘As a punishment the
rest of you will not eat tonight.’

There was a collective
groan, immediately after which the soldiers levelled their rifles
menacingly. The scarred officer grinned maliciously.

‘That is correct. You
are all responsible for each other, so the next time you suspect
someone is considering desertion remember that you too will be
punished. Dismissed.’

The soldiers used
their rifle butts to herd the recruits to the barracks where they
shivered and huddled together to try to get warm and dry. There
were stoves in the huts but the officer had ordered the firewood to
be taken away and so their occupants stayed wet. It was fortunate
that it was the height of summer; had it been winter many would
have caught hypothermia. But their mood was melancholic, mostly due
to the threats of the officer but also because they were tiring of
being treated like cattle during a journey that seemingly had no
end.

‘Do you really think
they will find the men who deserted?’ asked Mikhail, flicking
through the pages of his book to ensure they were not wet.

‘They will find them,’
said Klim, ‘they will send Cossacks to hunt them down.’

It was well known that
the authorities used Cossacks to do their dirty work, everything
from suppressing strikes in towns and cities to enforcing the
collection of taxes when times were hard. Most had little time for
the fierce riders from southern Russia.

Dmitri looked at
Viktor Stepanov.

‘We will have to keep
an eye on those who might try to run. I have no desire to get wet
and hungry a second time.’

‘I have no reason to
desert,’ sneered Stepanov, ‘when we get to our destination I will
go to the commander and inform him I was wrongly selected. I will
be back at Andreevskoe before the harvest is gathered.’

‘You are fool,’
Mikhail told him, ‘wherever we are going we will not be returning
to our homes for a long time.’

‘How do you know
that?’ demanded one of the recruits.

‘My father fought
against the Japanese in the war in the east twelve years ago,’
replied Mikhail, ‘it took him weeks to return home after the war
had ended.’

‘That is true,’ said
another man, ‘my father was also in that war and he told me that
the journey there and back lasted longer than the war itself.’

What Mikhail did not
tell them was his father’s experience in the war had turned him
into an alcoholic. It had been a slow process but one that had
turned his father into a useless drunk. He prayed the same would
not happen to him after he returned to his village. If he
returned to his village.

The mood of the
recruits improved the next day when they were at least fed
breakfast, the usual fare of cabbage soup and bread, and boarded
the train once more for the ongoing journey west. This time guards
were posted inside each cattle wagon, though there was little
opportunity for would-be escapees as the train pulled into a
station after just two hours, to arrive at the city of Dubno.

The headquarters of
the Russian Third Army was encompassed by an ancient stone wall,
its size limited by the requirement that all civil and military
buildings should be inside the defences. The strongest of the
latter was the Taranovskiy Fort in the centre of the city, a huge
brick and concrete structure with over a hundred casemates for
defence. The fort had been constructed primarily to protect the
strategically important railway line running east to west and
contained residential buildings, barracks, arsenal, hospital and
warehouses. The garrison was only a skeleton one, however, as the
headquarters staff and the majority of the regulars had left for
the front. Not that Dubno had been denuded of troops: hundreds
remained to staff the camps ringing the city where new recruits
were being turned into soldiers.

The camps were a
mixture of wooden huts and tents surrounding great squares of hard,
dry earth used for drill and parades. When they had been marched
from the railway station through the town to their camp the
recruits were addressed by a one-armed officer on a white charger
dressed in an olive-green tunic, crimson breeches and black boots.
He walked his horse up and down in front of the recruits.

‘I welcome you all to
Dubno, the headquarters of the Third Army currently marching west
against the Austrians. This will be your home for the next three
months, during which you will be turned into soldiers to serve his
Most Gracious Tsar Nicholas and the fatherland, the home of your
families, against foreign and internal enemies.

‘It will be my honour
and privilege to be your commanding officer while you are here and
I wish you all good fortune in the weeks and months to come.’

He saluted the
recruits with his remaining arm, turned his horse and walked it
away. The sergeants and corporals who had escorted them to the camp
shouted at the draftees to turn to the left and march to where a
group of priests with white beards in black cassocks waited before
a makeshift altar. When the recruits had been halted and faced the
altar they were instructed to take the military oath, the head
priest, his voice loud and deep, uttering the words that every
draftee repeated.

Mikhail experienced a
mixture of elation and pride as he took the oath that turned him
into a soldier of the tsar.

‘I, Mikhail Petrov,
promise and swear by Almighty God, and before His Holy Gospel, that
I both desire and am obliged to loyally and unhypocritically serve
His Imperial Majesty, my genuine and rightful Most Gracious
Sovereign Emperor Nicholas, Autocrat of All the Russias, and
likewise His Imperial Highness, the Heir to the All-Russian Throne,
not sparing my life, to the last drop of my blood; and, according
to my utmost understanding, strength and ability, to fulfil all the
rights and privileges pertaining, by power and authority, to His
Imperial Majesty’s Autocracy, which have been ordained by law or
shall be ordained hereafter. To bravely and forcefully oppose the
enemies of His Imperial Majesty’s state and land, with my body and
blood, in the field or fortress, on land or sea, in battles and
engagements, in sieges and stormings, and in such like military
encounters; and in every way strive to further promote what may
pertain to the loyal service of His Imperial Majesty and the
benefit of the state in all circumstances whatsoever. Concerning
any harm, injury or loss to His Majesty’s interests, not only to
declare in a timely manner as soon as I learn of them, but by all
means to avert them, striving not even to permit them. I will
closely keep any secrets entrusted to me, and, in all things
pertaining to the benefit and service of the state, I will show
proper obedience to the commanders set over me and set aright all
things according to my conscience; and not act against my service
or oath out of concern for my personal advantage, relations,
friendship or animosity. I will never absent myself from the
command or standard to which I belong, whether in the field, the
baggage train, or garrison, but will follow them as long as I live,
and in all things will conduct myself and act as befits an
honourable, loyal, obedient, brave and perceptive soldier. In
which, may the Lord, God Almighty, be my aid. In concluding my
oath, I kiss the Word and Cross of my Saviour. Amen.’

Boots!

Mikhail was grinning
from ear to ear when he was issued his new uniform from stores. The
tunic, or gymnastiorka, was a light olive-green whereas the
breeches were dark green. His cap had no chinstrap and his leather
belt was brown. But all he could look at was the pair of boots
piled on top of the bundle. The sergeant who had marched them to
the stores marched them back to their barracks – a large wooden
shed with windows and two wood-burning stoves, which would be
totally inadequate in the depth of winter. He and the rest of the
company – two hundred men – immediately disrobed and tried on their
new clothes. Like children in a toyshop they talked excitedly as
they pulled on their breeches and boots. The sergeant smiled when
he saw their enthusiasm and left them to their delights.

Mikhail stroked the
soft leather and grinned.

‘Can you believe it,
Mikhail?’ exclaimed Pasha. ‘We are in paradise.’

Dmitri pulled on his
boots and stood to attention in front of them. He looked taller and
stronger than previously, like a giant among men.

‘I feel like I could
defeat the German Army all on my own.’

‘Leave some alive for
the rest of us, big man,’ called one of the recruits.

Those around Dmitri
cheered and slapped him on the back. Mikhail could not stop smiling
as he pulled on his own boots and walked up and down the
floorboards, like dozens of others. In one fell stroke they had
been transformed from poor, downtrodden peasants into warriors of
the tsar. But before they crushed the Kaiser’s army they had to be
turned into soldiers.

The man responsible
for doing so was a lean, hard-faced individual whose eyes missed
nothing. When he addressed the company later that day Mikhail felt
that he was addressing him personally, as did every other man drawn
up on the parade square.

‘My name is First
Sergeant Kozlov and my task is to transform you from peasants into
soldiers. You have already taken the first step by taking your
oaths. You are soldiers but you know nothing. Over the next few
weeks you will learn how to march, how to shoot a rifle and how to
attack the enemy. You can draw strength from the fact that you are
members of the finest fighting force in the world, equipped with
the best equipment and weapons. If you are lucky you will get a
chance to use those weapons against the enemy before the war is
over. If not, then you will return to your homes after your
enlistment service in the knowledge that you had the privilege of
serving the tsar and Russia.’

Behind stood the other
nineteen non-commissioned officers who would be their mentors
during the next few weeks, all veterans of Russia’s wars against
the Turks and Japanese. The company was divided into four platoons
of fifty men, which were then broken down into twelve- and
thirteen-man sections. A corporal was placed in charge of each
section and the training began.

It mostly involved
drill, endless hours of marching on the parade ground along with
other sections, a kaleidoscope of bodies of men marching in step,
turning left, turning right and about-turning.

For men used to
back-breaking work in the fields in all weathers it was like a
holiday, admittedly one that ran the risk of being hit in the face
if one incurred a corporal’s wrath. The draftees learned quickly
that officers were best avoided if at all possible. They rarely
communicated with the lower ranks, though they did take delight in
using their fists on recruits if the fancy took them. The
non-commissioned officers were fairer, only striking individuals if
they deserved it, but mostly they were content to drill and teach
their new charges. And Mikhail agreed with the bloody nose given to
Viktor Stepanov for daring to suggest to Sergeant Kozlov that he
had been wrongly impressed.

Mikhail found the
experience of military life generally to his liking. The daily
routine was hardly taxing: a bugle call at five-thirty in the
morning announced reveille, followed by an hour for fatigues and
tidying up and then physical training for an hour, after which they
were served breakfast of bread and tea with sugar. Four hours of
drill followed breakfast before a midday lunch of a bowl of rich
cabbage soup, a piece of meat and a plate of barley, washed down
with tea. More drill followed lunch before the recruits were
subjected to lectures that preceded a supper of a thick and
nutritious porridge of buckwheat groats. For individuals who had
experienced hunger on a regular basis and the threat of starvation
never far away, it was almost heaven.

Almost.

Mikhail and almost all
the other draftees found the interminable lectures tedious in the
extreme. The corporals used coloured charts to explain the minutiae
of the rank system: the shoulders boards of all ranks from field
marshal to lieutenant, the piping used to designate the guard
infantry regiments, the insignia that denoted the branches of the
artillery and even the insignia for overcoats. Lastly, they were
shown replicas of the various command flags for infantry divisions,
cavalry divisions and Cossack divisions. Everyone was glad when
lectures had finished and supper was served.

The dining hall was a
huge wooden shed with rows of tables and benches at which hundreds
of men chatted and ate. Food was plentiful, the army taking the
view that fighting cocks should be well fed if they were to perform
well on the battlefield. And it was the allure of the battlefield
that was the topic of almost every conversation at meal times.

Klim guzzled down a
large cup of tea that had been filled with a large amount of
sugar.

‘I have heard a rumour
that we will be sent to the front soon.’

‘We have not even shot
a rifle yet,’ said Pasha.

‘Why do you take so
much sugar in your tea?’ asked Mikhail.

‘Because he wishes to
grow taller,’ said Luka.

They all laughed.
Mikhail liked Klim, the small peasant from a village near Borodino,
but unfortunately his short stature had attracted the attention of
the non-commissioned officers, and not in a kind way. They
nicknamed him ‘the dwarf’, which made Klim try harder on the parade
ground in an effort to convinced his instructors that he was just
as good as the other men in the section. But because he was
different he was singled out and picked on. That all changed when
the recruits were first introduced to the Mosin Nagant rifle.

The day was warm but
overcast, a light easterly breeze blowing into the section’s faces
when Sergeant Kozlov held up the gleaming firearm in front of
them.

‘In the weeks and
months ahead this will be your best friend. The men to your right
and left are your comrades but they might fall and leave you.’

He gripped the rifle
tightly. ‘But this will never leave you. It will be your faithful
companion through thick and thin. If maintained and cared for it
will not let you down. It will work in the heat of summer and the
cold of winter. It will work when the rain is driving into your
faces and the wind is cutting through you.

‘This is the finest
rifle in the world, battle tested and in service with the imperial
army for over twenty years. Over the coming weeks you will learn to
shoot and care for this rifle, and when you leave this camp each of
you will be taking one with you.’

Mikhail tingled with
excitement when he got the chance to handle it, to feel the smooth
stock and the cool metal of the bolt and barrel. When each man in
the section had handled the rifle Kozlov took it back and explained
how it worked, showing how bullets were fed into the five-round box
magazine via a stripper clip. It was a long rifle – over four feet
– and exceeded six and a half feet when the bayonet was attached.
From that day onwards the recruits learned to march with and shoot
the Mosin Nagant.

Shooting on the range
became a daily event and was eagerly anticipated by all. The
section queued up to be issued with rifles from the armoury under
the watchful eyes of the armourers and NCOs. The ammunition in
boxes was handed over to Sergeant Kozlov who ordered the section to
carry it to the range where paper targets in front of high banks of
earth stood a hundred yards from the firing positions.

At first shots were
taken from a prone position, Kozlov walking up and down the section
issuing commands.

‘Ensure the stock is
nicely tucked into your shoulder. The Mosin kicks like a mule. Do
not snatch at the trigger, caress it like you would your
lover.’

Most closed their eyes
when they took their first shot, others yanked at the trigger in
the belief that if they pulled hard the bullet would go faster. A
few did not nestle the stock in their shoulders correctly and
received a sharp and brutal smack on the cheek when they fired
their rifles. Mikhail held his breath as he squeezed the trigger,
but his timing was all wrong and he was forced to gasp for air at
the moment he shot the round, which hit the earth bank above the
square white target. Kozlov and his NCOs shook their heads. They
had witnessed the first time peasants had fired a rifle a hundred
times and knew it would take time to turn them into adequate shots.
At this stage all were useless. All save one.

The ‘dwarf’ hit the
target with his first five rounds and when the others had been
instructed to stop shooting Kozlov gave Klim another five-round
clip. He and the corporals stood around him as he loaded the Mosin,
took aim and shot another five rounds. All hit the target, Kozlov
looking where each round hit through his field binoculars.

‘Good grouping,
dwarf,’ he said gruffly.

From that day on the
attitude of the NCOs towards Klim changed. They still called him
‘dwarf’, still clipped him and others round the ear when they make
mistakes during drill, and still treated him like an illiterate
peasant, which is what he was. But at every session at the shooting
range they gave him extra ammunition and personal tuition. They
recognised that he was a natural rifleman who took to shooting a
rifle like a duck to water. And, more importantly for him, they did
not pick on him during the long route marches that became an
occurrence at least twice a week.

Mikhail loved tramping
through the countryside. With the heat of August passed, the onset
of autumn made marching in full kit less exhausting. The ample diet
had turned him and the others into stronger individuals with large
reserves of stamina. Their rugged, durable footwear and well-made
clothing made long marches relatively easy, and they relished
shouldering their rifles. Imperial army regulations stated that at
the front bayonets were to be attached to rifles at all times and
though they were far from the fighting, Kozlov allowed them to fix
their bayonets during route marches. The sight of several companies
marching in column along a road with bristling bayonets was a
stirring sight and made the men
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