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Introduction

In 1913 Nicholas II celebrated the Romanov dynasty’s tercentenary with no expense spared. Solemn services of praise and thanks were held. Banquets and military parades took place at which ‘God Save the Tsar’ was sung. The emperor and his wife Alexandra visited religious shrines deep in the provinces where they drew sustenance from the welcoming local peasantry. Industry was buoyant and the agricultural export trade flourished. There was peace on the empire’s frontiers and Nicholas believed Russia could defend itself against any hostile foreign power. His diary showed no sign of concern about what might lie ahead for him and his family. His complacency was ill-founded, and within a mere four years he was to fall from the throne and the empire in its old form would be no more.

Why did the Russian Imperial monarchy collapse in the February 1917 Revolution? What explains the Provisional Government’s failure to manage the volatile situation it inherited? And how did the communists storm to power in October that year and go on to enforce their dominance after years of civil war? These questions have vigorously exercised the minds of later generations because the October 1917 Revolution in Petrograd transformed the course of world history. The communist leadership imposed a form of despotism that came to be known as totalitarianism. The Soviet state spread its tentacles and antennae into every zone of public and private existence. Communism assumed governmental control over the economy. The secret police stamped out overt political opposition. The mass media became an official monopoly. The Communist International was created in Moscow to spread communism throughout the world. The USSR became an economic and military power that made the decisive contribution to the defeat of the Third Reich. The expansion of communism’s influence continued. By the 1950s a third of the world’s earth surface was ruled by communist administrations. The Soviet Union, armed with nuclear weaponry, waged the Cold War against the United States and its NATO allies.

This book examines the seething cauldron of developments between 1914 and 1924. The outbreak of the Great War gave rise to profound disruptions in Imperial government, administration, politics, economy and society. Nicholas II felt compelled to abdicate in February 1917. A few months later, the Bolshevik party, which at the very beginning of the year had only a few thousand members and little political following, overturned the Provisional Government of Alexander Kerensky in the Russian capital Petrograd. It was an outcome that stunned contemporaries. Questions about the events and situations that produced it continue to perplex us today, questions which prodded me into writing the chapters that follow. There are many fine works on Russia in war and revolution and civil war and there are almost as many angles of approach as there are works. But widely missing from them is one of the main things I explore, which is a sense of how ‘ordinary’ people coped – or failed to cope – with the shattering dislocation of Russian and global affairs that occurred from the start of the Great War through to the mid-1920s.

Misery and disappointment, of course, were far from being the whole story. The February Revolution was greeted with near universal jubilation, and the October Revolution initially brought joy to its supporters. Fresh social initiatives proliferated. Liberation was proclaimed. But the wheels of change were soon rolling mostly in the opposite direction. Dictatorship, maladministration, terror, ethnic cleansing, social persecution and famine darkened the life of society.

The traditional focus for writers has, understandably, been on the leading figures. But the result is that the experiences of the vast mass of the people – the hopes, achievements, disillusionments and sufferings – frequently fall out of the picture. Outstanding memoirs have come down to us which can fill many, but not all, of the gaps. Luckily there exist some exceptional, as yet neglected diaries such as those of NCO Alexei Shtukaturov, peasant farmer Alexander Zamaraev and accounts administrator Nikita Okunev that offer a vibrant record of their times which no memoirist has matched. They help to correct the widely held assumption that ‘the masses’ lacked the ability to think for themselves and simply accepted the explanation of events flung down on them by rulers or revolutionaries. Diarists of a higher social status such as Lev Tikhomirov, Shloyme Rappaport-Ansky, Rachel Khin-Goldovskaya and Alexander Blok, moreover, are an antidote to the notion that all those with money shared the self-satisfied mindset that fatally captivated the upper classes. Untouched by material hardship early in the Great War, they were hit by a deluge of troubles after 1917.

Diaries cannot automatically be believed, but they do convincingly show that the subjects of Emperor Nicholas II and the citizens of Soviet Russia were not just passive victims of history. Most of them were victims in one way or another, and millions met with a gruesome fate. Many others, both before and after 1917, were victimizers – and their commands, rifles and ideological intolerance put society through torment. In offering a multifaceted picture, I make use of all kinds of primary source to establish how people coped with and survived the troubles that besieged them.

The Russian Empire and the USSR, its successor state, covered a sixth of the globe’s earth surface and a multiplicity of national and social groups. Diversity of faith, ethnicity, opinion and ambition was remarkable under both tsars and commissars. The churn of events in war and revolution sorely tested everyone’s capacity to work out what was happening. Leaders themselves were often muddled in their analysis. This was just as true of Nicholas II, Alexander Kerensky or Vladimir Lenin and Lev Trotsky as it was for those who were standing on lower rungs of power or on none at all. Each in his own way made misjudgements of the circumstances that faced him. In any case, the measure of effectiveness of leadership depended on the resilience of the institutions and personnel through which the leaders governed. Emperor Nicholas had at best a patchy record over several decades. Kerensky did as well as anyone could have fairly expected. Lenin and Trotsky oversaw the construction of a state order that proved stronger than their domestic and foreign enemies had thought possible. Kerensky was the only one among them with a reluctance to use violence against those whom they ruled. Even those who favoured campaigns of suppression found themselves compelled to make accommodations to popular demands. Ruling Russia, despite appearances, has never been easy.

The book sidesteps the pitfalls of an exclusively political or military narrative and includes the whole social, economic, cultural and religious landscape in its compass. All swathes of society are considered in both the Russian Empire and the Soviet state that succeeded it. The landscape is deliberately handled as a unity and the entanglements of politics and daily life are a primary concern. The focal points alternate between society as a whole and selected individuals. An Orthodox believer could also be a trader as well as a volunteer for war service – and consequently he or she had a multiplicity of needs and wishes, and the chapters highlight the complexities of personal choice over many years. Space is given to the remarkable variety of circumstances amongst the nations, regions and religions.

Constant warfare, moreover, was the bloody backdrop to the years under consideration. The Great War and the Civil War had an impact upon everyone’s daily existence even when the military fronts were hundreds of miles away. Political strife after 1917 was settled by lethal weapons. The country was also shaken by the shocks of regional and social uprisings from the Muslim rebels in central Asia in 1916 through to the Green insurgents of the Russian and Ukrainian countryside in 1920–22. Uprisings alone, however, were not the whole story. There were millions of people who stayed out of all the fighting – indeed they were the majority of the population. They tried to get through their days in safety and with enough food in their stomachs. Politics were a minority interest. This is true of most countries in most eras. In Russia it remained the case despite the resolute efforts in official propaganda under successive administrations. The longing for peace was widespread and deeply felt.

The big events stand as milestones along this historical pathway. Each of them involved turbulence and surprise: the Great War, the fall of the Romanov monarchy in the February Revolution, the Provisional Government’s accession to power, the Kornilov military putsch, the communist seizure of power in the October Revolution, the initial Soviet decrees, the Brest-Litovsk peace, the plethora of civil and interstate wars, the Polish–Soviet War, the introduction of the New Economic Policy and the consolidation of the communist one-party state.

There were sharp bends and rough potholes on the road, and I start the account by probing the Great War’s importance in shaping what happened next. Quite apart from the military operations, the conditions in the vast war zone behind the front lines call for investigation. The disruption of civilian affairs by the empire’s own armed forces must have massively contributed by the end of 1916 to a combustible political environment. The following year gave rise to two revolutions, in February and October according to the Julian calendar. The pivotal months of the Provisional Government’s rule warrant greater notice than they have recently received and I therefore devote the second third of the book to the period when Emperor Nicholas II became citizen Nicholas Romanov and it seemed highly improbable that the Bolsheviks could emerge as realistic contenders for supreme power. As regards the early Soviet years, I emphasize the narrowness of the Reds’ military victory over their enemies. The later chapters show how near the Bolsheviks came to disaster even after the Civil War. Usually the communist reforms of 1921 are depicted as Lenin’s masterstroke of timely compromise. I show, I hope convincingly, that Lenin had to be dragged flailing and groaning into making the changes and that his party was infuriated by them both at that moment and later.

The book also traces why the governments in power in the decade from mid-1914 – the Imperial Council of Ministers, the Provisional Government and Sovnarkom (and the Party Politburo and Central Committee) – acted as they did even when their decisions threatened their own effectiveness or survival. What were the constraints and opportunities as they saw them? What ideas motivated the ministers and commissars? To answer these questions, I read as many of the extant official records as possible. As far as I know, it is the first time anyone has done this, and the deliberations in ministries and people’s commissariats have led me down many unreconnoitred routes.

Emphasis is given, too, to the connections between high politics and the pressures that emanated from institutions at lower levels as well as from large social groups. But it is one thing to assert this and another to explain the chain of interaction. The protests by industrial workers against both Nicholas II and the 1917 Provisional Government were of decisive importance. But what has tended to fall out of the picture was the ease with which the communists suppressed the labour movement as early as 1918, and I account for how the communist leadership turned upon the very social class in whose name it took power. The peasantry put up a sterner resistance. Peasants played no direct role in bringing down the Romanov monarchy and conducted no insurrection against the Provisional Government. But they influenced events by obstructing official wartime policy on agricultural commerce and by carrying out illegal land seizures in 1917. They subsequently also withheld cooperation from the Soviet government. The questions of land ownership and peasant commercial rights were the most acute internal ones for administrations from Nicholas II to the Soviets. Peasants had the capacity to undermine everything that successive authorities sought to impose – at least until the full might of the Red Army was deployed in 1921–22. The peasantry’s impact merits reassessment.

To make sense of all this, a light has to be shone on the degree of administrative, political, economic and cultural integration in the old Russian Empire and the young Soviet state. Although the state ruled harshly when it was able to assemble the necessary armed strength against its enemies in the decade after 1914, it always depended on at least a minimum of rural consent. I investigate the paradox of Russia being in many ways under-policed while also being over-governed, in order to gauge the effectiveness of communists in founding an administrative core in town and countryside that did as it was told.

Another aim is to investigate the unlikely triumph by communists over so many formidable political and military enemies. They invented a new kind of state, one which was terrifying in its oppressiveness and extravagant in its claims of benevolence. The USSR at its birth was unique. The customary story of early Soviet statehood, as told by historians across the range of political opinion from right to left in the early decades after the Second World War, was that the Bolsheviks made their revolution in accordance with their long-held plans and practices. I shall probe the many other important factors, including both improvised reactions and sheer luck as well as the swirling geo-political situation, which affected how everything turned out. The desire is to lay bare how much the communists advanced in a premeditated formation and how much they worked out the route as they moved along. It was a complex process, and a possibility to be tested is that even if the communists were often stumbling in the direction of the one-party dictatorship, they – especially the communist leadership – were always inspired by a set of attitudes that made them likely to choose that destination rather than the other available ones.

All this requires an appraisal of how far the party’s policies were set by the central communist leadership or were conditioned by the pressure of opinion among communist veterans at lower levels of the political hierarchy. Lenin, Trotsky, Kamenev, Zinoviev and Stalin were not alone in setting the agenda of Bolshevism. Whilst they had a towering influence, it must be recognized that a broad consensus about many policies tied the Bolshevik party together in thought and practice.

After the Great War, the world was never the same again. Russia and its empire was shattered and transformed. Continuity existed, but change was the cardinal feature at the political level. Obscure revolutionary wordmongers like Lenin and Trotsky suddenly emerged as global political figures. They proved themselves able to manage chaos as well as their counterparts in the capitalist countries. In Europe and North America the communists gained a substantial following among a minority of socialist organizations. Although European fascism was not exclusively a reaction to the October Revolution, communism was certainly a weighty factor in provoking the furious emergence of the political extreme right. This brings everything back to my prime purpose, which is to tell how Russia plunged into an elemental crisis of state and society in 1914–16, succumbed to a tumult of freedom in 1917 before being overpowered by the kind of political and social order that no one had ever predicted or imagined possible. Despotic administrations had been formed in all shapes and sizes in past centuries and millennia but nothing quite like the USSR had ever existed. It was unprecedented in organizational structure and ideological ambition and introduced a formidable new piece to the chessboard of geopolitics.

Above all, this is a book of exploration. In writing it I have modified or replaced many ideas about Russia’s fate in years when the shedding of blood of innocent civilians was normalized. Many communists – probably nearly all of them to some degree – were surprised by the scale of oppression that acquired permanence in their own Soviet communist order, but by the mid-1920s they had grown used to living and working within its walls. Their complacency was ill-judged. Within a few years, hardly more than a decade, most of them would pay with their lives for failing to prevent the consolidation of a totalitarian despotism. There are few episodes in modern world history that so usefully repay attention.
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1. NO RETURN TICKET: THE RUSSIAN DECLARATION OF WAR

If ever a Russian ruler had to make an existential choice for his domains, it was Nicholas II, emperor of all Russia, in the hot summer of 1914. European diplomacy had staggered into crisis after the assassination in June of Austria’s Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the throne of the Habsburgs, in Sarajevo. The young Bosnian Serb Gavrilo Princip who had fired the fatal shots was quickly arrested together with his mainly Serb associates. Austria–Hungary blamed the Serbian authorities for having connived in the killing. There was discussion in St Petersburg about what to do if Serbia was attacked. To Vienna it appeared that the Serbian authorities had yet again tried to subvert the loyalties of Emperor Franz Joseph’s South Slav subjects.

The murder in the Balkans tripped the electrical circuit of diplomacy in Europe. Europe has been described as a house of darkness whose owners sleepwalked to disaster. They had had years to consider the dangers of a pan-continental conflict. Russia had often been provoked, only for Nicholas to pull back at the last moment. Other rulers shared his dread of all-out warfare. The problem was that their fears were only intermittently experienced, and after so many diplomatic confrontations they assumed that any crisis could eventually be resolved. Thus the Austrians, Germans and Russians were doing things that were bound to be seen as provocative by their rivals. Rather than sleepwalkers they were like tired gamblers whose capacity for steady judgement had been eroded. Some of them trusted that if war could not be avoided, it could be confined to the Balkans. All thought that if it spilled over into a wider conflict among the great powers, the period of combat would be short. No one in power imagined the likelihood of drawn-out military confrontation. While the roulette wheels spun in Vienna, Berlin and St Petersburg those holding the chips had few worries about the chances of losing them.

Diplomats were used to dealing with limited regional conflicts. Suddenly they faced the possibility of a much bigger war than any that had happened since Napoleon’s armies rampaged across the continent. The Austrians were acting recklessly but knew that behind them stood Imperial Germany. Berlin, discovering that Serbia was unlikely to yield to Vienna’s terms, was concerned that the Russians would be sucked into the imbroglio. In German ruling circles there was already nervousness about the rise of Russian military and economic power. Some of Kaiser Wilhelm II’s advisers pressed him to fight Russia before such power might become irresistible. Wilhelm was influenced by such thoughts, and German diplomacy encouraged the Austrian authorities to take the fateful step they had already decided upon: the invasion of Serbia. Germany’s military leaders re-examined their contingency plans for a future war in Europe. Their idea had long been to crush France by a lightning campaign across neutral Belgium. The latest Balkans crisis increased the tensions among Europe’s great powers. The French leadership played a delicate game, stiffening the Russian will to take a firm stand against Habsburg aggression while assuring the British that they did not want war. Great Britain, whose treaties with France and Russia entailed provisions for mutual defence, was yet to announce what it would do if the Russians chose to attack Austria–Hungary.

France’s President Raymond Poincaré started a long-arranged state visit to St Petersburg on 7 July as the international crisis sharpened. Days of military parades, dinners and boat trips followed. Poincaré encouraged Nicholas to stand firm on the Serbian question.1 On Poincaré’s last day on Russian soil, the Austrians sent an ultimatum to Serbia demanding the liquidation of terrorist groups and their own participation in the criminal inquiry. If the Serbians flouted its terms, there would be war. Nicholas received a copy of the ultimatum on 12 July and immediately understood that its terms were ‘unacceptable for an independent state’.2

Neither Nicholas nor his diplomats as yet knew about the hardening of German resolve against compromise. Nicholas was on holiday with his wife Alexandra and their four children in Peterhof on the Gulf of Finland. They were staying at the summer residence, Alexandria – or the Farm as they called it. Some twenty-five miles west of St Petersburg, it afforded them an annual respite from the daily public hubbub. The Imperial family took tea together in the afternoons and Nicholas played tennis when the sun was out. In the evenings he was fond of a game of dice or dominoes. He and Alexandra lived in the shadow of their son and heir Alexei’s haemophilia. Born in 1904, Alexei was frequently severely ill. Alexandra was gnawed by guilt, knowing that he had inherited the gene from her. That the disease was incurable was a state secret, in the hope that there would be no question of Alexei’s physical fitness to succeed to the throne. While they hoped and prayed for a treatment to alleviate the condition, husband and wife made the best of things. They had a lasting physical passion for each other and theirs was a happy, devoted family.3

But the Russian emperor could not ignore the Balkans crisis and it was his duty to decide how Russia should react. If Austria–Hungary refused to withdraw its ultimatum, was he merely to issue a rebuke and express sympathy for Serbia’s plight or was he to announce a state of war between the two largest empires in Europe? Before ordering his forces into war, he had to consider the likelihood – almost the certainty – that Germany would join the conflict on the Habsburg side. And it was far from clear that Russia could count on having Great Britain or even France as allies, although the whole of Europe would almost certainly be pulled into the fighting. Who would emerge as the victors and at what terrible price would victory be achieved? Peace, though, was almost as thorny an option as war. If he avoided military action without a guarantee of Serbian independence, how would he cope with the inevitable criticism from Russian parliamentarians, the conservative and liberal press and a wide stratum of public opinion? And would the other great powers continue to treat Russia as one of their number when the next serious dispute arose in Europe or Asia?

Like his cousins Wilhelm II and George V, Nicholas was no great thinker and had made negligible efforts to escape the intellectual limits of his upbringing. Although he diligently read the reports of ministers, he lacked curiosity and was both deeply conservative and complacent. He made political concessions only under intense pressure.

A proud but inadequate dynast, Nicholas was conscious of his descent from emperors who had expanded the Russian Empire in the previous two centuries. He felt the need to prove himself a worthy successor. His father Alexander III had endlessly celebrated Russia’s defeat of the all-conquering Napoleon in 1812. Nicholas had been taught to see martial success as the keystone of the dynasty’s claim to legitimacy. As heir to the throne Nicholas had undergone training in a guards regiment and he always felt able to relax in the officers’ mess, taking every chance he had to wear uniform. As recently as June 1914 he had gone down to the Black Sea, where he inspected ‘the wonderful forces of the Odessa military district’.4 He always liked to keep abreast of the naval vessels and artillery pieces being produced in Russian factories. Personal, dynastic and imperial honour were entwined in his calculations about foreign policy in a world that was dangerously in flux.

He knew Russia could not compete with the other great powers unless it matched them in industrial and cultural modernity. His ministers had his permission, within limits, to pursue changes in education and agrarian affairs. But his instincts tugged him in a different direction. He felt that Russia had lost some of its soul when Peter the Great forced it onto a path of Westernization. He often wore a costume similar to that worn by his seventeenth-century ancestor Tsar Alexei as a way of distinguishing himself from Peter’s orientation, and he frequently visited provincial shrines held in reverence by Russian peasants.

Russia’s humiliation after he ordered his armed forces into war against Japan in 1904 was a personal shame. The reckless underestimation of Japanese industrial progress had led to a crushing defeat. On 9 January 1905 a peaceful procession of the capital’s workers and other residents petitioning for political and civil reforms was fired upon by troops outside the Winter Palace. Hundreds were killed or wounded and their blood stained the snow in front of the building. Nicholas had not ordered the action – he was not even in the capital at the time – but public opinion blamed him for the massacre. All the cities of the empire were enveloped by tumult and industrial workers elected their own soviets (or councils) to struggle for their interests. The Petersburg Soviet went so far as to challenge the entire basis of monarchical power before its leaders were arrested. The Moscow Soviet attempted an armed uprising and was bloodily suppressed. Disturbances spread to the villages as peasants seized the land and other property of estate holders. The gentry proved powerless to defend its possessions. Nicholas kept his throne despite mutinies in the Imperial armed forces, because he retained sufficient loyalty in key army regiments to mount a successful campaign against the rebels, and the revolutionary tide began to ebb.

Even so, the rebellions constrained him, a proud autocrat, to sanction the unprecedented election of a parliament – or State Duma – which could block the introduction of laws that earned its disapproval. Civil rights were announced. Trade unions were legalized, albeit with the provision that they should operate on a local basis. Political parties received permission to campaign in the open. Pre-publication censorship was abolished. A semi-constitutional order was in the making and optimists believed that modernity was coming to the Russian Empire.

Nicholas nevertheless resented the reformed political order that he had conceded. He had sworn an oath when succeeding his father to rule as an autocrat. He distrusted the Duma, which met in 1906 and had a troublesome radical majority, and he closed it after ten weeks. His suspicion of liberal parliamentarians peaked when the Constitutional-Democratic Party – known as the Kadets – called on his subjects to withhold their taxes to the government and refuse to deliver conscripts to the armed forces. The crisis passed but when the second Duma proved just as unmanageable he ordered a redrafting of the rules on suffrage so as to increase the number of seats available to conservative propertied strata. The electoral changes were masterminded by his prime minister, Pëtr Stolypin, who as minister of internal affairs had conducted a bloody retaliation against peasants who had risen against their landlords. Stolypin espoused dynamic conservatism. He tried to win support from the Octobrist Party, a liberal-conservative party that accepted the recent measures as a basis for collaboration with the Imperial government. The reactionary elements at court were fearful of such a partnership, but initially Nicholas was willing to let Stolypin try the experiment.

But Nicholas had inherited his father’s visceral hostility to the empire’s Jews, believing that if Russia was ever to reach a pinnacle of global success, it had to rid itself of such ‘alien’ influences. He believed in the authenticity of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a vile anti-Semitic forgery alleging that Jewish religious and business leaders were plotting to shatter civilization. He saw the Jews as primarily responsible for the revolutionary disruption in 1905–6. Nicholas even accepted a membership card from the Union of the Russian People, whose doctrines encouraged the anti-Jewish pogroms that took place before the war.5

Although Stolypin could not moderate his sovereign’s anti-Semitic attitudes, he had approval for an innovative agrarian policy which encouraged peasants to leave their villages to set up independent homestead farms – he believed communal collectivism was one of the causes of the near revolution in 1905–6. The peasantry, however, was hostile – and frequently violent – to those who opted for independence from the collective. Stolypin modified the reform to make it difficult for a commune to refuse applications for separation, but this did nothing to dissipate the widespread hostility. Another source of frustration for Stolypin were reports that some who applied to separate sold or rented out the land that they acquired. Stolypin’s reform faltered from its very inception, and he argued that it would not only need decades for it to succeed, but that Russia required a lengthy period of peace. Ex-Minister of Internal Affairs Pëtr Durnovo put it more starkly in a memorandum he sent to Nicholas in early 1914, warning him of the fragility of international relations in Europe and the danger of going to war against Germany. If Russia suffered defeat, he argued, a socialist revolution was the likely result.6

But avoiding military conflict had become difficult after recent diplomatic crises. Germany and Austria–Hungary were the primary cause for Russian concern. The German authorities backed schemes to build a railway from the Turkish seaboard across the Ottoman Empire to Baghdad. The Straits of the Dardanelles was a sore spot for St Petersburg’s naval planners as well as for the landowners and merchants whose grain exports depended on access to the Mediterranean. When Italy attacked Ottoman-ruled Libya in 1911, the Ottomans closed the exit from the Black Sea to Russian vessels in a vain attempt to persuade Russia to lean on the Italians to desist.7 As a result, Nicholas and his ministers believed that there was a crucial need to seize Constantinople and the Dardanelles whenever a suitable opportunity arose. But this was an impossible objective unless there was a great European war.8 Russia was aligned with France and Great Britain, neither of which looked fondly on St Petersburg’s ambitions in the Middle East, which in the mid-nineteenth century had led to the Crimean War. Since then, though, the Russians’ ambitions in the region had only grown.

Whereas Berlin befriended the Ottomans in Asia, Vienna exploited the decline of Ottoman power in Europe and in 1908 annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina, which led to increased tensions between the Habsburg Empire and neighbouring Serbia. Russia took the Serbians’ side, not only to support fellow Orthodox Slavs but also to prevent the expansion of Habsburg territory and influence. The entire Balkans was a zone of incessant conflict and not one but two wars broke out in 1912–13. The first saw the Ottomans expelled from their last European possessions, while in the second the successor states – Bulgaria, Greece and Romania – fought over the spoils. This complicated foreign policy in St Petersburg, but one basic goal remained: the Habsburgs should not be allowed to benefit from the turmoil.

Nicholas retained paramount powers on questions of war or peace. He regarded his Council of Ministers as a collection of technicians conducting his business. The Council met in the Marinski Palace on the south side of St Isaac’s Square in St Petersburg, which was also where the State Council held its sessions. Both advised the sovereign, but he was free to accept or reject the advice. Since 1906 Nicholas had been subject to a Basic Law stipulating that no law could come into effect without the Duma’s approval – Stolypin’s agrarian measures had to be introduced by Imperial decree when he failed to win a Duma majority for them. Conversely the State Council could block the passage of legislation passed by the Duma, and the emperor retained the right of ultimate veto and simply resented having to allow any of the compromises that might have made the parliamentary system workable. His relationship with his prime minister deteriorated, and by the time Stolypin was assassinated in 1911, he had already lost Nicholas’s favour. Nicholas chose Finance Minister Vladimir Kokovtsov to succeed him, but by January 1914 he too had fallen from favour. The choice of the elderly Ivan Goremykin as the new premier was a surprise at a time when politics at home and abroad required energetic leadership. Nicholas, however, put his trust in Goremykin’s ‘kindly’ personality.9 It was a fatuous criterion for the appointment and yet another sign that Nicholas was losing the last residue of common sense.10

Nicholas had never been a warmonger but he felt he had made too many concessions in international relations in recent years. Vienna and Berlin were constant irritants to St Petersburg. Although Nicholas did not want a war, he now leant towards ordering military action unless Austria–Hungary stepped back from Serbia. He discussed the situation with his ministers, but it was no more than a brief consultative process. He took no counsel from the Duma leadership. Neither he nor the Foreign Affairs Ministry chose to engage at length in exploratory telegrams with potential foreign allies. Nicholas was coming to his own decision, and his judgement was that Russia could not afford to give way. Some among his advisers foresaw the huge danger of going to war, including Foreign Affairs Minister Sergei Sazonov, whose instinct was to make one final great effort to preserve European peace. Others at court felt the same, while the Imperial family’s holy man, Grigori Rasputin, wrote similarly to Nicholas, predicting disaster for the dynasty and the Russian people.

But on 13 July Nicholas ordered the high command to start its pre-mobilization measures – the so-called ‘period preparatory to war’.11 Two days later Austria–Hungary declared war on Serbia. Talks continued fitfully through ambassadors and by international telegraph but Nicholas could see no alternative to ordering the mobilization of the military districts nearest to Habsburg territories – Odessa, Kiev, Kazan and Moscow. Vienna’s resolve to bring the Serbians to heel was undimmed. Support was vouched from Berlin, where Wilhelm II and other German leaders were determined to prevent a Habsburg defeat and a westward expansion of Russian power. The Austrians, Germans and Russians were willing to risk the danger of war across Europe but still expected that if military conflict broke out, it would be containable in the Balkans. Diplomacy was moving more slowly than events and the rush into war was headlong.

On the morning of 16 July 1914 Nicholas received Premier Ivan Goremykin. He also spoke by phone with Foreign Affairs Minister Sergei Sazonov, War Minister Vladimir Sukhomlinov and Chief of the General Staff Nikolai Yanushkevich. The atmosphere was acrid. Sazonov felt that Nicholas talked ‘with the voice of a man not obviously used to speaking on the telephone’. Nicholas still hoped to avoid war if he could. He exchanged telegrams with his cousin Wilhelm II in the hope that the personal interaction of ruler might surmount the difficulties that their ministers and diplomats reported. All to no effect. The Russian emperor, who was not given to over-statement, recorded the day as having been ‘unusually troubling’.12

Also on 16 July 1914 Nicholas signed an ordinance designating a war zone – or ‘theatre of military activities’ – across hundreds of miles in the western territories of his empire. A line was drawn from St Petersburg south to Smolensk and down along the river Dnieper to Odessa. The General Staff for years had assumed that the empire’s likeliest enemies in the next war would be Austria–Hungary and Germany. The plan was laid for Russia to fight an offensive campaign, carrying the campaign into their territory. The zone was to be the base from which the Russian forces would advance. Kiev, Riga, Tallinn, Vilna and Warsaw were among the great cities within the zone where martial law would prevail. The ordinance provided for the high command to exercise supreme authority, subject only to the sovereign’s veto, over civilian and military affairs. Ministers and provincial governors were to obey the generals. Throughout the zone, the army leadership would set the requirements for economic, social and judicial life. Precedence on the railway network would be given to transporting troops, horses, armaments and food to the front. The General Staff was placed at the apex of state power.13

On 17 July Nicholas gave the command for general mobilization. Yanushkevich, Sukhomlinov and Sazonov agreed that Russia had no alternative option.14 The plans for troops to be moved west were implemented. The impact in Berlin was immediate. Although Nicholas had not yet declared war, Russian armed forces would obviously have the potential to invade Habsburg territories. Germany reacted by announcing support for its ally and declaring war on Russia.

The Russian war plan included the need to prepare for the possibility of conflict with an Austro-German alliance. The priority on the northern sector would be to use Russia’s Polish possessions as a platform from which to drive westward through East Prussia with the aim of taking Berlin. Russia’s generals and diplomats felt edgy about the empire’s chances, concerned about going into war without foreign assistance. Their alliances were of uncertain reliability. The Franco-Russian entente, signed by governments in 1894, gave no absolute surety that the French would join the Russians if Nicholas decided to enter conflict with Germany but at least their armed forces had been collaborating. The Anglo-Russian convention of 1907 had regard to Persia, Afghanistan and Tibet. Although it lessened the old tensions between St Petersburg and London and there had been growing cooperation on Balkan questions, no agreement was signed that bound the British into a military alliance in the event of war in Europe.

On 23 July 1914 Finance Minister Pëtr Bark, an ex-banker and another of Stolypin’s protégés, went to Peterhof to deliver a report in person. There he came upon Mikhail Rodzyanko, the State Duma chairman, who was already waiting to have talks with the emperor. Rodzyanko expressed disquiet about Nicholas’s decision to recall the State Duma from its summer recess. Bark said an active parliament was essential if Russia was to maximize its political unity in time of war. Rodzyanko, unconvinced, exclaimed: ‘We’ll only act upon you as an obstruction’ – a prescient observation as within a few months the tensions between government and Duma would become acute. Bark and Rodzyanko were at any rate at one in wanting to unite in support of military operations. When each of them spoke to Nicholas, they found him buoyed by the news that Great Britain had announced its decision to join the war on the side of France and Russia; the emperor was now able to look calmly on the prospect of the European war.15

Nicholas chaired the Council of Ministers at Peterhof on 24 July 1914. He caused a surprise by announcing that he would make himself supreme commander-in-chief and stay at general headquarters near to the front line. He was always happier with generals than with politicians and deeply regretted not having gone to the Far East in 1904 during the war with Japan. He believed that a Russian emperor should be seen to share the tribulations of his armed forces. Goremykin was so appalled that he took the liberty of making an objection. Nicholas asked him to think about what he was saying. Goremykin apologized for the breach of etiquette but insisted that it would be imprudent for the emperor, in the first stage of the war, to assume direct responsibility for any setbacks that might occur. Instead, Goremykin advised, Nicholas should delay taking command until the Russian regiments marched into Berlin.16 Other ministers stressed that Nicholas’s departure would disrupt the business of government. If he stayed in the capital, they argued, he could maintain instant communication with the high command by means of the telegraph. For once, and not without rancour, he gave way while affirming that he would still make frequent visits to the front.17

He appointed his elder cousin Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich as supreme commander-in-chief, which was welcomed by his ministers. Nikolai Nikolaevich, or Nikolasha as he was nicknamed inside the family, had spent his life in the army. At six feet six tall, he cut an imposing figure and looked the part. Although he was often harsh in his treatment of officers and men, he retained their affection. But he was a stranger to daily hard work, which he expected his subordinates to do for him. He disliked walking even the shortest distance if a car was available. Nobody could persuade him to give up taking siestas after his midday meal.18 He was no great strategic thinker or planner either and was temperamental and impressionable – a distinct cause for concern in someone who was to direct the empire’s fighting forces against the formidable German army.19 But few of Russia’s leading politicians knew much about his professional ability. They focused on the prime feature that recommended him as supreme commander-in-chief, namely that he was not Nicholas.

Bark presented his financial plans next day to the State Duma in the Tauride Palace. This stiff and ungregarious minister had never been welcomed so warmly in the vast sloped hall with its terraced seating arranged in semi-circular fashion for deputies of left, right and centre. Acceptance of Bark’s arguments for heavier taxation was near universal.20

The mood was even more enthusiastic in the Winter Palace on 26 July when Nicholas addressed a joint session of State Duma and State Council. He spoke of ‘the enormous surge of patriotic feelings of love and devotion to the throne which has spread like a hurricane across our whole land’.21 His audience included many who detested the monarchy and thought him among the worst of Russian emperors. But his appeal to defend Mother Russia was greeted with general acclaim. Even Premier Goremykin received a keen reception. Goremykin was no orator and most of the Duma deputies hated his arch-conservative policies, but the case that he made for war earned applause. Duma Chairman Rodzyanko was cheered for his passionate call for unity in time of mortal peril for the Russian Empire. Foreign Affairs Minister Sazonov won noisy approval when laying out the reasons why Nicholas had had no choice but to pick up the gauntlet tossed at him by Wilhelm II in Berlin. Russia’s government and parliament, after years of mutual rancour, were speaking and hurrahing in unison.22

Only a small number of Duma deputies expressed its displeasure at the turn of events. This was the caucus of socialist deputies belonging to three political groups: the Trudoviks, the Mensheviks and the Bolsheviks. The Trudoviks were a broad grouping of political militants, including the Socialist-Revolutionaries, who focused upon the peasantry – or sometimes more generally upon the ‘toiling masses’ – as the best instrument to bring socialism to Russia. The Mensheviks and Bolsheviks were Marxists and the two main factions of the Russian Social-Democratic Workers Party. While seeing the urban working class as the primary instrument of fundamental change, they disagreed on strategy. Mensheviks hoped for a democratic revolutionary administration whereas Bolshevik doctrine was founded on the need for a socialist dictatorship. They were opposing factions of the same Russian Social-Democratic Labour Party, and they could barely speak to each other in peacetime. Now though, Trudovik, Menshevik and Bolshevik deputies found it possible to liaise at the Duma over abstaining from the vote on war credits.23

For a while it seemed that court, parliament and government were united. Nicholas set a personal wartime example by foreswearing strong drink. Moreover, the state liquor stores were closed down on 22 August 1914.24 Extremes of drunkenness were a centuries-old scourge in Russia. Whilst their average consumption of spirits was much lower than the French or Belgian norm, many Russian drinkers, when they did sit down with a glass, supped themselves into a stupor.25 Appeals for patriotic unity proliferated. Churches rang bells to raise enthusiasm. Empress Alexandra and their daughters trained as nurses to work in hospitals. The name of the capital was changed from St Petersburg to the more Slavic-sounding Petrograd. Official Russia rallied to the war effort.




2. RUSSIA GOES TO WAR: CONSCRIPTION, RIOTS AND DEPLOYMENT

Alexander Zamaraev, a peasant elder in a land commune near the small town of Totma in Vologda province in the Russian far north, made a note in his diary about the growing crisis in the Balkans: ‘In June the Austrian heir apparent Ferdinand and his wife were killed in Sarajevo.’ He paid no mind to the event again until the end of the month, and even then he gave equal space to his distress about the death of his neighbour Olga Chechulinskaya. He saw no reason to think the latest crisis in international relations would start a European war.1

By 18 July he was reading in the press that events had taken a cataclymic turn:


This Friday morning the news hit everyone like a clap of thunder about the mobilization of the complete complement of forces, starting with the year 1897, which means all seventeen-year-olds without exception apart from sailors. War is expected with treacherous Austria. The Devil take that scrappy empire! In the morning, at the peak of haymaking, they took all the soldiers away from the reaping: Serov, Krutov and Makarov. The three of them were cutting hay near to us. Their wives and mothers went with them.2



Too old for conscription himself, Zamaraev knew scores of the young men in his commune and its surrounding district who were leaving for the armed forces and might never return home. As a patriot he prayed for victories in the battles that lay ahead but an instinct already told him that things might go wrong, and not just for the Russians: ‘Seemingly all of Europe has gone mad.’3

Military conscription was an old tradition in Russia. Peasants for centuries had been accustomed to assume that those of their men who were taken into the armed forces would never return to their families and villages. Although the War Ministry prescribed the recruitment quotas, it was the peasant communities themselves which chose the individuals for dispatch to army service. Often they selected local miscreants. The Great War, however, required a sudden unprecedented increase of troop numbers. Stations were set up in towns to carry out the work, starting with quotas of fit young men of military age. Zamaraev observed the sobbing families on a rainy day in Totma in September 1915. The mud in the streets came up to the knees of those who trudged through it. Zamaraev felt deeply for ‘the poor women’ who had to say goodbye to their husbands or sons.4

He loved his wife Nadezhda and shared his thoughts with her at the end of the working day. They had one child, their daughter Lidia who was born in March 1910.5 As a village elder he was one of those trusted to deliver judgements in cases of dispute. He kept up with new ideas in the Selskaya zhizn (‘Rural Life’) journal to improve his agricultural techniques. Nothing is more misleading than the idea that all Russian peasants were poor, illiterate and ill-informed. In fact the Russian Empire, while undoubtedly having tens of millions of destitute peasants, had a diverse society that included many like Zamaraev who expected to turn an annual profit, however small it might be. He took his cereal harvest for milling at the monastery, which had the necessary equipment, and he and Nadezhda tended their vegetable garden. While working the land in much the same way as generations of his family had done, Zamaraev welcomed the arrival of contemporary facilities and services in Totma. He had his photograph taken. He watched a movie on the new-fangled ‘cinematograph’. He took out a fire insurance policy for his home.6 He also brewed his own beer and drank it in moderation. When he sat down with neighbours to drink some vodka and two of them had a knife fight, he was not one of the disputants.7

Zamaraev was exactly the industrious kind of peasant whom Stolypin had hoped to prise away from the village commune and turn into an independent farmer. Zamaraev in fact refrained from joining the six neighbours who applied to leave the commune and have their strips of land consolidated into single holdings. Instead he acted as the commune elder who wrote out the agreed terms of departure for the peasant leavers.8 He himself was making a good enough living by abiding by its traditions. His commune’s land covered a wide area and he rode out to tend to his disparate strips. When he needed some carpentry or shepherding done, he hired a man from the locality.9 But usually he carried out the task himself. There were few such tasks that this self-reliant man could not or would not handle.

God-fearing and diligent, Zamaraev attended church and observed all the religious festivals. He had spent New Year’s Day 1914 collecting logs – he rarely took an entire day off work. Farming made tough demands in that part of the empire. The soil was poor and climatic conditions were demanding and, like his neighbours, Zamaraev kept a sharp eye on the weather. His hut was entombed by snow in the long northern winter when it was tough to ride or trudge into town. The muddy pathways in autumn and early spring were not much easier, and although the peasants welcomed the hot summer of the far north with its long hours of daylight, this season too could bring difficulties if rain ruined the harvest – and mosquitoes always caused discomfort. In spring 1914 Zamaraev sowed oats, barley and flax and decided not to sow rye until the autumn. He planted out potatoes for sale from his garden. He owned sheep, cows and a bull. He was fond of his pair of horses, which he kept for travel to town and for draught power in his fields. Zamaraev was a successful peasant who could be proud of his farming achievements.

Vologda province’s economy was slowly adapting to the modern world in the decades before the outbreak of the Great War. The money economy with its banknotes and coins was spreading even while peasants continued to barter goods and labour when trading among themselves. Contact with the rest of the country increased after the completion of the Moscow–Vologda railway in 1872. Another line was added in 1908 which ran from Vyatka to Vologda.10 Rivers had always been vital for commerce across the province. Unfortunately they froze over in wintertime, but the rail lines made transport possible without seasonal interruption. Consumer goods, newspapers and travellers arrived in Vologda and the little townships in larger numbers than they had for centuries. The province was shaking hands with the twentieth century.

Not being near any new railways, Totma continued to depend on the steamships that sailed west from Vologda and south-east from Veliki Ustyug. The town had its own hospital and high school (gimnazia) and was the third biggest in Vologda province, but this was not saying very much since the town’s population was less than 5,000 in the census of 1897.11 Totma district (uezd) was one of the most sparsely inhabited parts of European Russia: there were on average only a little over ten people per square mile even though the rural population had nearly doubled since the late 1850s.12 The first automobile arrived in 1915 and belonged to the district administration, as Zamaraev recorded in his diary.13

The Russian north, and Vologda province in particular, were unusual in European Russia because they had very few gentry landowners. This was not a unique phenomenon: the same was true of parts of the Urals, another reminder of the empire’s diversity. At the time of the Emancipation Edict in 1861 the Vologda provincial gentry owned more than five times more land than the peasants. By 1908 peasant ownership was nearly double the amount in the gentry’s possession.14 Not that the peasants felt content by their success. Nearly 92 per cent of the province’s land under agriculture still belonged to the state, the Imperial family, the Church and other public institutions.15

The coming of war and mass conscription halted agricultural progress. Totma district was initially required to supply 4,000 recruits. Before being moved off elsewhere for training they were housed in school classrooms and private homes in the town. The streets teemed with recruits and families bidding them goodbye. Many parents were in tears about the sons they were losing to the Eastern front.16 Military drafts followed each other in quick succession, and Zamaraev wondered when there would be an end to the conscriptions.17 Half the young men and those in early middle age of Totma and the surrounding countryside were drawn into the armed forces by the end of October 1914.18 While peace reigned, the Imperial forces had operated with 1,423,000 men under arms but by the later months of the year it had grown by 5,130,000 recruits.19

The Imperial authorities also requisitioned 2.1 million horses that met the standards needed in warfare. When peasants complained about losing their livestock, it was decreed that every household could hold on to two horses. The practical effect was that gentry families had to part with a greater proportion of their horses than was the case for the peasantry.20 But both gentry landowners and peasants suffered. A quota of 800 horses was demanded from Totma district in Vologda province, where the landed gentry were few. Prices had to be agreed with their owners.21 Murmurings of discontent were constant but the armed forces successfully obtained their equine requirements.

Allied ambassadors and journalists told the world that the Russian people universally approved of Nicholas’s decision to go to war. It was a false impression given by metropolitan observers who knew little of, or chose to overlook, the situation in the provinces. The truth was that recruitment points were hit by disorder in thirty provinces of European Russia and ten of them in the Asiatic regions. Fifty landed estates were attacked in the provinces of Mogilëv, Minsk, Kiev and Volynya.22 In the Urals, a provincial governor issued the following command to army commanders: ‘Organize a peasant assembly and make this announcement: at the slightest disorder I will crush the settlement with artillery. I won’t stand on ceremony. Any gathering that refuses to disperse on first demand is to be fired upon without mercy.’23 Even in a quiet spot like Totma in Vologda province, the recruiters had to cope with a disorderly process. Men and horses jostled on embarkation. There were fears that the district might not supply the designated quota for the armed forces. The steamship’s departure was delayed until 25 July 1914 when calm had been restored.24

The fires of defiance proved containable and mass conscription was successfully implemented. Even so, the authorities were alert to the possibility of reignition. From the targets chosen by the rioters it would seem likely that many of those who came onto the streets were taking their chance – perhaps their last chance if they were being called up for military service – to disrupt a social order that condemned them to hopeless poverty. Resentment was notably fierce among peasants who chafed against the grip that gentry landowners retained on the assets of the countryside.25 But it was not only peasants who were resentful. Many urban workers also disobeyed the call-up. Factories in Odessa were emptied of their workforces. In Yekaterinoslav there was little mood for war and the chairman of the local branch of the Union of the Russian People, whose anti-parliamentary and anti-Semitic extremism made it a forerunner of European fascism, was beaten up by army recruits after he delivered ‘patriotic speeches’.26 The empire’s social order was being tested by the experience of total war and the signs were already appearing that little would be needed to set off another revolutionary convulsion such as had happened in 1905–6.

Commanders at the highest level of the armed forces were aware that their troops would require careful indoctrination and management. Lieutenant-Colonel Alexander Verkhovski doubted that Russian peasant conscripts had the same idea of ‘motherland’ or ‘fatherland’ that had been inculcated in German troops. He wrote in August 1914: ‘Many think that there is patriotism in the people at the moment!? To our great regret, this is not the case . . . Everyone must go clearly and consciously with faith in the righteousness of his cause, in whose name he accepts privations as he advances, perhaps unto death.’27

Anti-German feeling, though, was widespread in the cities that the conscripts left behind when leaving for the front. Few people dared speak German except in a whisper. There were angry knocks on the wall from the next-door room when a Petrograd hotel chambermaid from the Baltic provinces used the language because her Russian was too weak.28 Moscow became an epicentre of violence in May 1915 when a mob ran amok, attacking shops and businesses and their German owners, including some of the best-known stores in the city. Alexander Adrianov, Moscow’s mayor (gradonachal’nik), thought better of intervening with force and for a while the mayor foolishly joined what he took to be a patriotic demonstration – people were carrying images of Nicholas II. After two days of disorder and eventually recognizing his mistake in appearing to condone such anarchy, Adrianov ordered troops to fire on the crowd. Eight civilians and seven soldiers died and 300 looted enterprises were left in ruins.29

It was not long, though, before news began to reach cities and villages across the empire about the human cost of the war. Alexander Zamaraev talked to Totma’s own sons who returned to the town after military action in Poland or Galicia. Nikolai Mishurinski, who had been called up in the first draft, came back in mid-August for a week’s leave and told of the grinding difficulties facing Russian forces on the Eastern front.30 A fortnight later Zamaraev recorded, ‘It’s already the case that wounded men are arriving who left here as part of the army reserve a month ago.’31

One of Russia’s greatest writers, Alexander Blok, wrote a poem depicting the trainloads of young men going off to fight on the Eastern front. Whilst he supported the war effort, he knew that many of the conscripts were making their last rail journey:


Petrograd’s sky had been muddied by rain

An army contingent was leaving for war.

Platoon after platoon, bayonet after bayonet

Endlessly fills carriage after carriage.

A thousand lives on the train felt the bloom

Of separation’s pain, of love’s anxiety,

Of strength, youth, hope . . . in sunset distance

There was blood in the smoky clouds.



The poem ends with a depiction of the horror at the front:


Pity is drowned out by the gunfire,

Thunderous armaments and clattering horses.

Sorrow has been choked by the poisoned steam

Rising from Galicia’s blood-soaked fields . . .32






3. ADVANCE, DEFEAT, OBJECTIVES: FROM VICTORY TO THE GREAT RETREAT

In the event of war against Germany or Austria–Hungary, the Russian high command had long planned to take the fight into enemy territory from the first day of hostilities. Offensive preparations were updated on the basis of intelligence reports about recent German military exercises.1 Whereas public discourse before 1914 focused on defence, the commanders gave priority to invasion. Although the Germans were projected as the more formidable enemy, there was concern that if Habsburg armies were allowed to breach the Romanov frontier they might succeed in fomenting the Ukrainians to rise against rule by Russia. Those in the high command and the War Ministry who had for years doubted Russia’s military readiness and capacity were compelled to keep silent.2

Commanders wanted to show their fighting spirit as worthy successors of the men who had brought Napoleon low and conquered lands in the Baltic, the Caucasus and central Asia. They assumed it would be a war of short duration. The Russians believed that if they took the initiative they could snatch victory, and the alliance with France and Great Britain heightened their optimism. The objective in the north was to smash through East Prussia to Berlin, in the southern sector against Austria–Hungary to Budapest and Vienna by way of Galicia. The early results were celebrated in St Petersburg. Patriotic newspapers and the entire Duma were swept up by the euphoria. The Russian Army under Generals Samsonov and Rennenkampf burst across the northern frontier of ‘Russian’ Poland into East Prussia.
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