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ABSTRACT
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Internal collapse and a succession of varying Russian governments in 1917 necessitated the need for British policy makers to re-evaluate their attitudes toward Russia. It is well-known that this ultimately evolved into hostility towards Bolshevism. What is not so evident is how this decision was arrived at. Nor was it as clear-cut as one might believe. 

This cognate essay makes use of both primary sources and primary sources contained within secondary ones to argue that Britain's policy towards Russia at this time cannot be understood without first exploring the "missing dimension" that intelligence played in shaping the policy makers' final decisions. Unfortunately, at precisely this time, when valid and verifiable information was required from intelligence gathering agencies, these same agencies were suffering from severe handicaps. Official diplomatic relations with the Bolsheviks had been cut off, unofficial representatives did not adequately replace the official presence, covert intelligence operated with little or no accountability to policy, and the system of independent analysis of intelligence designed to provide checks and balances in the decision-making process were inoperative during the First World War. 

The study is not balanced. It concentrates much more carefully on the British than the Russian side, although Russian policy is explored where it illustrates the ineptitude of British intelligence. As such, it uses the Gregorian rather than the Julian calendar then in use in Russia.

By looking at intelligence and analysis related to the March and November Revolutions, Allied intervention, and the decline of British representatives from diplomat to spy the cognate essay confirms Professor Keith Neilson's thesis. Rather than looking at British questions during World War One through the two classic views of civil-military relations or easterners versus westerners, the alternative approach of exploring Britain's relations within its alliance system should be given more attention. As part of an alliance system, British decisions had to be made in light of those alliances. In the case of Russia, intelligence was vital in ascertaining the best possible approach to be taken in the fluid and teetering Russian internal situation. Intelligence thus took on a role even more important than it normally might.
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INTRODUCTION
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A distinguished diplomat once described intelligence as the "missing dimension of most diplomatic history."​[1] By "intelligence" he meant the process whereby information is collected, processed, analyzed and used to make decisions. This can take the form of two separate streams: overt sources and covert ones. Overt sources are those which are openly and legally available to intelligence gatherers. This includes the reporting of diplomatic and military observers, the media, government publications, scholarly work, and simple observation. Covert information is that which is obtained through illegal means. It may be obtained by infiltrating an intelligence gatherer into a restricted area, paying or otherwise inducing informants to pass on classified information, or intercepting reports. At its most extreme, covert intelligence can involve the use of covert action in an attempt to bring about policy illegally. Overt intelligence is much more readily and accessible than covert to the scholar for obvious reasons. In general, it is also much more reliable, but since both are used in the formation of policy, both must be examined in an attempt to see how and if they influence policy. 

This paper will make use of both forms of intelligence. Such an approach makes implicit sense when examining British intelligence in Russia for the time period 1917-1918. As one traces the distinct streams independently one is faced with the inescapable conclusion that the two streams increasingly came closer and closer together. At times, the fine line between diplomacy and espionage became very blurred indeed. The most explicit example of this is Sir Robert Bruce Lockhart, the unofficial diplomatic agent sent to Russia to maintain ties with the Bolsheviks after the cessation of diplomatic relations. The ambiguous title of his memoirs, British Agent, unintentionally illustrates how illusory the distinction was in his case. 

The question this paper will address is whether the approach of seeing intelligence as the "missing dimension" holds true in the case of forming a British policy towards Soviet Russia in the formative years 1917-18. Put more simply, it will address the question of whether intelligence helped shape the British policy towards Russia. The position it will take is that it did. Intelligence gatherers, both overt and covert, helped shape Britain's policy towards Russia more than one might suspect. In this sense, intelligence is indeed the "missing dimension." 

Unfortunately, intelligence performed this function badly. In that sense, intelligence was simply "missing." By "missing" I do not mean that there was a lack of information coming from Russia to British policy makers. At times there was all too much contradictory information arriving. What was missing was reliable information. Even more lacking was the accurate analysis of information. This was due not only to the quality of the people involved in the British intelligence mission, but deficient organization in the intelligence agencies and internal conflict within the British command.

This is not a popular conception. Nurtured on spy tales in the Le Queux, Fleming, and Le Carre tradition, British intelligence holds a popular reputation as being among the world's finest. Its reputation in the 1920's was legendary. It was even said that "six institutions rule the world: Buckingham Palace, the White House, the Bank of England, the Federal Reserve Bank, the Vatican and the British Secret Service."​[2] Major-General F.S.G. Piggott wrote: "Few will contradict the statement that the British Intelligence Service reached its apotheosis in 1918."​[3] Sir Paul Dukes, a British secret operative in Russia throughout this period, lauded British Intelligences as:


a symbol throughout the world of thoroughness, accuracy and reliability in political and every other kind of reconnaissance, the best of allies and an object of oft-expressed admiration to our friends, a source of constant fear and apprehension to our adversaries and to all foreign intriguers?​[4]



Nowadays, in light of well-known scandals and Soviet penetration, this myth has burst. In addition, it has prompted historians to question the old myth. Although a few contemporaries such as Lord Fisher lamented after World War One "how utterly our spies and our Intelligence Departments failed us"​[5] they were a distinct minority. Today, that very conception is gaining acceptance. Intelligence historian Christopher Andrew, examining the early Soviet period, has stated his belief that British Intelligence failed to "perform its primary function . . . 'Adventure and Romance in Red Russia' were no substitute for intelligence."​[6] Malcolm Muggeridge, a disgruntled ex-World War Two operative, contended that "The Secret Service is itself a fantasy. The fantasy lies in taking it seriously and imagining it to be capable of achieving worthwhile results."​[7]

And yet the old conception of British intelligence lingers on. As historian Thomas G. Fergusson wrote in 1984:


the notion persists that, at least until 1945 and probably well beyond, to include even the present, British Intelligence, particularly the secret services, has known no equal among the world's intelligence services.​[8]



Fergusson goes on to perpetuate many of the standard myths. Other historian/journalists such as Geoffrey Bailey, Richard Deacon (Donald McCormick), Nigel West (Rupert Allason), Chapman Pincher, Peter Deriabin, Michael Kettle, Phillip Knightley, Lauran Paine, Edward Van Der Rhoer, and Lockhart's son, Robin Bruce Lockhart, have combined with the fiction of Somerset Maugham to muddy the picture and reinforce the old conception.​[9]

This prompts the question whether the scholarly pursuit of intelligence matters is possible. Harry Howe Ransom has stated that "one simply cannot apply to this subject the usual rigorous standards of data gathering and documentation."​[10] Likewise, speaking of the secret service, Peter Calvocoressi noted: 


Its history has never been written, there is no statutory provision for the opening of its archives even after the passing of a hundred years, and so there is no way of telling whether its achievements have matched its reputation.​[11]



The statement is not quite true. An official history of MI6, or the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), has been completed by a senior officer. Neil Blair's work is considered far too sensitive for any but internal circulation.​[12] The same is true of Professor Michael Howard's official history of the role played by deception in British intelligence operations during the Second World War.​[13]

Still, it has become almost obligatory among authors to cite the difficulties in dealing with the subject matter. The problems of undertaking an enquiry into the area are endemic. First is the stigma intelligence scholars risk by delving into this too often sensationalistic or lurid subject. Then there is the limited availability of official records and the "bowdlerization" of those which are released. David R. Jones, for instance, cautions that his collection of documents on British relations with Russia reveals only "official" positions. British agents were engaged in a variety of intelligence activities which were never mentioned in the Eastern Reports. The result is that they "illustrate what the War Cabinet believed was 'fit to print.'"​[14] It is here where the use of covert intelligence sources help clarify the picture and reveal what was going on behind the scenes. This is more than just helpful. If one is to arrive at a complete picture it is necessary. 

Even with regard to long-past events, the British Government has scrupulously maintained outmoded standards of secrecy. In response to questions over why German intercepts of the 1940's could be released, but peacetime Soviet intercepts of the 1920's could not, Secretary of the Cabinet Sir Robert Armstrong explained to a Commons committee in February 1983 that: "peacetime intelligence records are still considered much more secret than wartime records."​[15] Finally, there is the veracity with which memoirs and diaries can be trusted in light of censorship and attempts to justify one's actions. The media is hampered by restrictive censorship laws and those journalists who have explored the intelligence world are often guilty of sensationalism or polemics. Recounting the history of the D-Notice Committee, the self-regulating censorship agency of the British Press, Alasdair Palmer has written: 


The traditional attitude of the British governing class to the dissemination of information has had a lot in common with the ancient public-school attitude to sex. Ideally, it does not happen. If it turns out to be unavoidable, it should be carefully controlled and regulated, like some form of disease. How it is in fact done should never be mentioned in public; and if anyone goes too far and breaks the gentleman's code of practice, he should be expelled immediately.​[16]



This does not mean that intelligence must (or should) remain the "missing dimension." There are many reasons why scholarly investigation should be undertaken. Primary among these are that leaving the discipline in the hands of the "old boy network" and those with an axe to grind is more dangerous than building cases on available evidence. As a Cabinet Defence Committee report from the Ministry of Supply warned of in 1947: 


If too many documents or equipments are classified as Top Secret, the results are i) that administration is impeded and ii) that the security safeguards are weakened by being spread too widely.​[17]



Lord Acton similarly warned that "To keep one's archives barred from historians is tantamount to leaving one's history to one's enemies."​[18] 

It is also inducement for historians to study these documents. As Andrew and Dilks argue in The Missing Dimension, to leave intelligence as a "missing dimension" in diplomatic, political, or military history may, in turn, "distort our understanding of other, accessible dimensions."​[19] As more documents become available, historians will inevitably strive to round out the existing picture of diplomatic history with the "missing dimension." Works by Andrew, Dilks, and others are inspiring such an attitude. Of the eleven different contributions in The Missing Dimension, ten rest directly on documentary sources. All stress the historical importance of their subject and the academic respectability of their enquiries. Dilks even cites a rare example of a SIS document suggesting high policy subsequently accepted by the Foreign Office.​[20]

Thus, statements made by people like Sidney Aster that despite "clever conclusions based on insufficient evidence . . . the field will remain problematic until the relevant material is released, if ever"​[21] are no longer necessarily true. Speaking of The Missing Dimension, Zara Steiner noted:


The fact is that despite official policy there is a mass of material available . . . there are works written by both academic and non-academic historians based on archival sources. The contributions in The Missing Dimension confirm the editors' claims that there is sufficient documentary evidence to 'fill in the general outlines of the missing intelligence dimension and much of its operational detail.'​[22]



The Economist's reviewer has called Andrew's history of the British secret services a "minor miracle" for the documentary evidence it culls from sources other than the official archives of MI5 or MI6.​[23] Steiner, while noting that a lack of archival access results in uneven coverage and bases reliability on luck as much as industry, concludes that it overcomes these to exist as an "extraordinary and authoritative portrait."​[24]

K.G. Robertson, in his collection of essays written for the Royal United Services Institute, stresses that the academic study of intelligence has progressed "both conceptually and empirically" so rapidly that it is no longer the "Missing Dimension:"


Rather we are now in a position to raise detailed questions concerning the role of intelligence and begin to assess its significance. Too often, exaggerated claims have been made as to what intelligence services can achieve and too often intelligence has been seen as the key to solving the problems which arise from the intercourse of nations. Intelligence is a much more modest affair than that image would suggest . . . it is also an activity which has been characterized by inadequate resources, errors of judgement, misunderstandings and inadequate controls.​[25]



Another reason for both relaxed governmental control of archives and subsequent scholarly perusal, is that in a free society government should be accountable for their actions and historical research can play a role in ascertaining that. As unlikely as it may seem, scholarly research does seem to have prompted a review of the secrecy policy. Increasingly, government has been recognizing that there can be such a thing as too much secrecy. A 1972 British government-appointed committee concluded that the Official Secrets Act had "failed to distinguish between information that was vital to national security and information that would merely embarrass the government if it were made public."​[26] 

A 1981 incident further highlighted this trend. British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, alarmed by growing industrial disputes at the ultra-secret Government Communications Headquarters (GCHQ), concluded that those operations were too vital to allow them union membership. Yet, she was so reluctant to publicly admit that GCHQ had an intelligence function that she did not act on this belief for three years. During this time some GCHQ members openly challenged Thatcher in court and undertook public demonstrations with the full backing of the Trades Union Congress:


Incredibly, the government thus sacrificed what it judged to be the requirements of national security in order to preserve an official secret which it knew to be no longer secret.​[27]



In order to highlight the absurdity of the situation, the News on Sunday illegally published the menu from the staff cafeteria of the British Ministry of Defence on 26 April 1987. Showing that some relaxation has occurred, no charges were laid.​[28] 

More recently, maverick Tory MP Richard Shepherd put forward a private member's bill on 15 January 1988. It was designed to reduce the amount of material classified as secret. Given almost no chance of succeeding and despite the fact that Tory party whips cracked down on members, ninety rebelled. Twenty Tory members opposed their own government and another seventy (including ex-prime minister Heath) abstained from the vote. Although Thatcher defeated the bill, it was a serious embarrassment, and may signal a trend towards freedom of information. Home Secretary Douglas Hurd promised to overhaul the Official Secrets Act, striking a balance between freedom to publish and the security of the nation, since it was obvious that "the House of Commons feels it is time to reform the Official Secrets Act."​[29]

Our question, then, is whether intelligence was a missing dimension in regards to the formulation of British foreign policy towards the new Soviet state. This is made all the more important since the revolution led to a cessation of official relations between the two countries, presumably making intelligence all the more important in replacing the traditional forms of intelligence available to the policy makers.
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Before we can attempt to judge the efficacy of British intelligence in Soviet Russia, we must first define the setting in which it operated. All too often case studies are conducted without attempting to put the study in question into the larger picture. In this time and milieu that could only be the successful prosecution of the First World War, despite the fact that in Russia the War had ceased to be important long before the Versailles peace. Thus, British intelligence began with an assumption that distorted the picture from the very beginning. Intelligence was not gathered, analysed and then used to form policy. Rather, policy was decided on beforehand and only that intelligence which supported the decision given credence. The rest was conveniently explained away or ignored. This fundamental organizational error coloured British intelligence in Russia from the very beginning.

Decisions on key questions such as the war capabilities of all three forms of Russian government in the period, the problems of a possible revolution, the viability of the Provisional Government (PG), Bolshevik strength, the second revolution, the possibility of a separate Russian peace, support for either Bolsheviks or counter-revolutionaries, and intervention were arrived at according to what British policy makers believed would best help them conduct the War and not according to the realities of the situation. Not even some of the most capable and unbiased intelligence gatherers were able to avoid this deficiency. British Ambassador to Russia Sir George Buchanan had been presumptuous enough to inform Tsar Nicholas at his last audience with him on 12 January 1917 that all the Russian people wanted from him was a government which would bring a successful conclusion to the war.​[30] 

Certainly, intelligence did not have to be deficient in respect to the possibility of a Russian revolution. There was no lack of reliable intelligence available pertaining to the instability of the internal Russian situation. Buchanan had repeatedly warned Tsar Nicholas of Russian weakness.​[31] As early as 1915 he was warning the Foreign Office that Russian feeling was against France and Britain, since it was perceived that they were not holding up their end of the war effort. The transfer of German troops from the Western to Eastern Front was cited as evidence of this claim.​[32] Conservative MP Sir Ian Malcolm, although he did not believe the revolution would come until after the War, wrote British Prime Minister Lloyd George after a 1915 visit:


And when the Revolution—that is what it is openly called—comes, I am told that at least half the Army is so enraged at the massacre of their fellows, consequent on the lack of munitions, that they will side with the rebellion.​[33]



Buchanan warned in January of 1917 that revolution was in the air and it was only a "moot point" whether it would come from above or below.​[34] The military attaché, Colonel (later General Sir) Alfred Knox, ominously noted Nicholas' transfer of two crack regiments from the Eastern Front to Moscow in an attempt to restore order.​[35]

The Allied
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