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Praise for Mavericks

‘Adventure, high jinks, violence: five eccentric British spies. A kaleidoscope of colourful lives, lived dangerously – and with style. A wildly exciting game’ Kate Adie, former BBC Chief News Correspondent and bestselling author of The Kindness of Strangers

‘Stimulating. Higham’s story of the wild train ride back to Baku is worthy of a Buster Keaton movie. His memorable opening account of a company of North Staffordshire infantry holding off a Turkish advance at a mud volcano is an impressive illustration of British training and discipline . . . An entertaining and instructive account of how empires can be fatally weakened by overreach and arrogance’ Julian Evans, Daily Telegraph

‘A hugely engaging tale of oil, Empire, espionage and vanity. Nick Higham tells the story of a forgotten campaign that is peppered with characters who seem to have sprung from the pages of a Boy’s Own Adventure. A reminder, too, that history is filled with chancers and rogues and shaped by the unreliable memoirs that they leave behind’ Otto English, author of Fake History

‘All the ingredients of a rattling good yarn are here . . . A thoroughly gripping, chaotic and often cinematic series of adventures . . . An action-packed tale of imperial British braggadocio, bravery and blundering on a grand scale’ Justin Marozzi, The Times

‘An absolute gem of a book – meticulously researched, and written with brio. It tells the astonishing story of six remarkable men – the Mavericks – who truly earned that title with their derring-do and adventures amid the twists and turns of the Battle of Baku . . . I’m so glad Nick Higham has shone a light on these intrepid men, and their exploits in a region whose complexities continue to preoccupy and fascinate us today’ Caroline Wyatt, former BBC Defence Correspondent

‘I read this beautifully written book with a smile on my face. They don’t make Brits like this anymore’ Louis de Bernières, author of Captain Corelli’s Mandolin

‘The stirring stories come thick and fast, as the former BBC correspondent Nick Higham describes the six-week-long Battle of Baku – arguably the least remembered engagement of the First World War. Thrilling and sardonic by turns, the book weaves together the stories of half a dozen British imperial agents and adventurers as they furiously extemporise a future for the very edges of their overstretched empire’ Simon Ings, Spectator

‘In this excellent book, Nick Higham gives his leading men space to breathe. All [the Mavericks] make great copy. The rattling good tale, of course, comes to a downbeat end [in defeat]. Lively and judicious’ Anna Reid, Literary Review

‘Who better to send across Central Asia to secure oilfields at the height of the Russian Revolution than upper-class mavericks whose early exploits had inspired Kipling? These unlikely characters wanted their exploits remembered, and in Nick Higham they have found the storyteller they deserve. He weaves a compelling story from unreliable memoirs. An account full of ripping yarns, but the author warns: “Don’t expect them all to be true”’ David Loyn, former BBC International Development Correspondent and author of The Long War

‘In Mavericks, Nick Higham tells one of the strangest stories of the First World War. He has done a great job teasing fact from fiction. I found Mavericks utterly absorbing’ James Barr, author of A Line in the Sand

‘Nick Higham makes a significant contribution [to First World War literature] by shedding light on an extraordinary and little-known episode around the Caspian Sea in the closing days of the First World War . . . His journalistic abilities ensure that this is an engaging and well-paced read, enlivened by an extraordinary cast of characters’ Military History Matters
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A Note on Style and Sources

This is a book for the general reader, not the specialist historian. In the interests of readability, I have modernised and standardised spelling, punctuation and capitalisation.

I have used the names my British sources gave places at the time, spelt as they spelt them. Where this differs significantly from the modern name I have given both at first mention. I have used St Petersburg when writing of the pre-war city, Petrograd after its name was changed in 1914.

I have also used the terms the British employed for the various ethnic, cultural, religious and political groups with which they dealt. I have followed my sources in referring to ‘Tartars’ when speaking of Azerbaijani Muslims. This should not be confused with the modern term ‘Tatar’, which refers to specific ethnic groups thought to descend from the Turkic inhabitants of the Central Asian steppe, who may or may not include Azerbaijani Muslims.

I have referred throughout to ‘the Bolsheviks’, spelt thus, though in the months immediately following the revolution they were sometimes referred to by British sources as Maximalists, Bolshevics [sic] and Bolsheviki. They officially renamed themselves the Communist Party in 1918, but the term Bolshevik was in almost universal use by members and outsiders alike for many years afterwards.

In transliterating Russian and Persian personal names from Cyrillic and Arabic script I have mainly used the versions in my sources, though I have modernised some Russian spellings.

I have tried to keep endnotes to a minimum. I give precise references only for quotations, or for new information turned up in the course of my research. As well as the published sources listed in the bibliography, I have made extensive use of archive material in the British Library (especially the invaluable India Office Records, indicated by IOR), the Imperial War Museum (IWM), the National Army Museum (NAM) and the National Archives at Kew (NA).

One other collection proved invaluable: notes and documents assembled by the historian Brian Pearce, which he bequeathed to Reginald Teague-Jones’s biographer, Taline Ter Minassian. Much of his material was gathered from the India Office archive over many years. This archive was closed for a time during my research, following the cyber attack on the British Library in October 2023, and when it reopened some months later access was heavily restricted. I have used the Pearce papers to fill at least some of the gaps in my knowledge.

The bibliography includes a number of works of fiction, including two contemporary novels: Boris Akunin’s Black City, which contains a vivid portrait of Baku at the outbreak of the First World War (or Great War), and Louis de Bernières’ Birds Without Wings, which dramatises the history of Turkey during and immediately after the war.
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Introduction

It was ferociously hot the day they reached the mud volcano. They’d marched to the train station four abreast, businesslike and tough with rifles at the slope, though in their shorts and pith helmets they looked like dangerous schoolboys. At Balajari Junction they’d left the train and spread out in a long line abreast. Somewhere in the distance a Turkish machine-gunner started shooting at them, aimlessly and ineffectively. Burdened with kit, they trudged across the open plain towards the volcano. When they got there they dug in. And waited.

Not far away they could see the derricks of one of the oilfields they’d come to defend, packed together like trees in a blackened forest. The air smelt of oil, and everything was impregnated with it. ‘It made the ground look like the surface of a very dirty garage,’ one man remembered decades later. Everything they touched left smears of oil, and they called the place Dirty Volcano.

Nearly two weeks later they were still there, just over a hundred of them manning a ‘front line’ two miles long. Many were volunteers, who had signed up for Kitchener’s New Army three years earlier, in 1915, in a rush of patriotic fervour. Others were conscripts: not long before, they really had been schoolboys, or office workers, or factory hands in the potteries of Stoke-on-Trent. The old-timers had fought at Gallipoli and in Mesopotamia. The newcomers, fresh out from England, had dodged U-boats in the Mediterranean, and endured the stifling heat of the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf, the tedious journey upriver to Baghdad and a gruelling march across hundreds of miles of the Persian plateau.

Now they were in Baku, on the western shore of the Caspian Sea, a place that meant nothing to any of them. When it wasn’t oppressively humid, a fierce wind blew, the sand swirling in the air and in their faces. Once or twice they were drenched in pouring rain. Already exhausted by weeks of marching or driving over atrocious roads, they got little sleep and spent hours lying out in the sun with no shade, then spent the night working to strengthen their positions. They lived mainly on black bread, made with roughly ground flour and unfamiliar sourdough and full of dust and grit. Sometimes they got meat, sometimes salted fish or tinned tomatoes. There was tea but no milk, and the water was so adulterated with oil that each mug was topped with a rainbow-coloured film. And there were barrel loads of coarse caviar, which they loathed: it arrived looking like blackberry jam gone wrong.

It was an unhealthy place. Every day men fell sick and were invalided back to the field hospital at battalion headquarters, in a girls’ school down in the city. Two had already died, Bradshaw of cholera and Ackroyd of diphtheria, and been buried in the town cemetery. They were brought up the hill on a Crossley tender, and laid to rest with a guard of honour drawn from their comrades in a service presided over by a Church of England padre in fluttering surplice. By the end, one soldier reported, ‘What fellows we have still in the line are nearly all very bad and mostly like skeletons.’

The men on the volcano belonged to D Company of the 7th Battalion of the Prince of Wales’s North Staffordshire regiment. They’d been divided into three parties. Two had been sent forward several hundred yards as pickets; the third was in reserve. At first, a single machine gun was posted on their right, where almost a mile separated them from a Russian or Armenian detachment, until another fifty men came up to plug the gap a few days later. Their ‘trenches’ were little more than scrapes and foxholes, or revetments made of sand and stones. One of the officers had furnished his little pit with a camp bed and a deckchair behind the breastwork. At night they sent out patrols, which rarely made contact with the enemy. Working parties of Armenians were supposed to come out after dark to dig trenches and lay barbed wire, but often failed to turn up. To begin with, the isolated pickets were out of contact with one another, and with the company commander in the rear, because there weren’t enough telephone handsets. Occasionally a Turkish shell came over.

The volcano sat like a giant boil on the grubby landscape. It was one of two on Baku’s north-western outskirts, examples of a geological phenomenon often associated with oil deposits. Very occasionally a mud volcano will erupt, spewing a lethal mixture of boiling mud, methane and flames into the air. But the men of the North Staffords were expecting a different kind of eruption.

On the morning of 26 August 1918, three weeks after their arrival, it burst upon them. After three or four days with no shelling, the Turkish artillery opened up, and Turkish infantry surged towards the volcano in overwhelming force. Outnumbered six or ten to one, the Staffords and four accompanying machine guns fought off successive Turkish attacks for three hours. First one wave of attackers was beaten back, then a second, then a third. The fourth time, the Turks worked their way round the side of the volcano to come at the pickets from the rear, and the game was up.

As the Turks appeared behind them, one machine gun was hauled out of its emplacement, where its crew were protected by a makeshift roof, and remounted on top so as to get a greater field of fire. The last time anyone saw them, the crew were still at work, doggedly and desperately.

From number two picket, away to the right, only a handful of men made it back. Among them was Private Kelly, one of eight Staffords to win medals that day: he’d gone out across the open ground amid flying bullets and shrapnel to bring in two wounded men.

But number one picket on the very top of the hill was completely wiped out. No one returned to report what happened – that was left to the Turks. Months later, after the war had ended, a Turkish officer met the Staffords’ brigade major. ‘British troops put up a magnificent resistance,’ he told him. ‘They fought until there were only six severely wounded left alive. One of those was an officer and he died shortly afterwards. The British troops continued to fight after the position had fallen, and when overpowered and disarmed fought with their fists against armed men.’ Another Turkish officer was blunter: ‘We were obliged to kill them all,’ he said.

By the end of the day, all fourteen of D Company’s officers were dead or wounded, and another seventy men had been killed and thirty-five were injured. Harold Ruston, a Machine Gun Corps major, took command and ordered the survivors to withdraw and regroup on two low hills closer to the city. The Staffords’ adjutant, Lieutenant Leslie Missen, had gone up to the volcano that morning to prosecute a court martial, and taken with him an Indian sergeant with additional wire and telephones to connect the picket posts. They never made it. Instead, Missen found himself commanding what was left of the Dirty Volcano detachment as they retreated to their new position.

But the Staffords’ stubbornness had halted the Turks. The enemy’s casualties were also high, and by the end of the day the remaining Turkish soldiers were exhausted. They abandoned their advance. ‘The splendid gallantry of this company of the North Staffords saved Baku on this occasion,’ their commanding general wrote in his memoirs. According to one account, a battalion of locally recruited Armenian volunteers on the Staffords’ left fled, while the Armenian battalion on the right just looked on (another account says they stayed put only because a British officer attached to them shot one of the soldiers in the leg when he tried to run). Armenian reinforcements reputedly ordered up from Baku failed to arrive. As the general later put it, rather bitterly, ‘The local troops stuck to their usual role of interested spectators.’ If Baku troops had been on the Dirty Volcano, he was convinced that Baku would have fallen.

It is testimony to the effect of military training and discipline that the British troops, with no skin in the game, most of them conscripts many thousands of miles from home, fought so well, while the local volunteers, though their homes and families were at risk and though they faced almost certain massacre should the Turks win, did not.

In the space of some three hours the Staffords had taken casualties at a rate comparable to the first day of the Somme. They had, quite literally, gone down fighting. But Baku had been saved – for now.1

***

The six-week Battle of Baku is one of the lesser-known British engagements of the First World War. The political circumstances in which it was fought are equally unfamiliar, as are the remarkable men involved. Parts of their story have remained untold – until now.

Most of us think we know about the First World War and the Britons who served in it. There is a conventional narrative, which children are taught at school and few of us would think to question. The war was a bloodbath, the usual histories tell us, in which the participants were brave but hapless pawns of fate and incompetent generalship – lions led by donkeys, like the Staffords on Dirty Volcano (though none of the survivors ever said as much). Young men went off to do their duty and died pointlessly amid the killing fields of the Western Front or in the meat-grinder of Gallipoli. A few rebelled: they wrote bitter poems deploring the war or they deserted, and the deserters were shot and the poets sent to mental hospitals. But the vast majority had no agency – they were just passive victims.

Yet a few of those who took part enjoyed – and I use the word advisedly – a very different war. And none were luckier, in this respect, than those senior officers, diplomats and spies who served from 1917 onwards in what had been the Russian empire. That was the year that Russia – an ally of Britain and France – underwent not one but two revolutions, and crashed out of the First World War. Its armies refused to fight, it reached an armistice with its principal enemy, Germany, and the old Tsarist empire began to break up.

For the British, one corner of that empire – the territories on either side of the Caspian Sea – held particular significance. The Caspian is the world’s largest lake, fed largely by the waters of Russia’s greatest river, the Volga, flowing down from the north. Today it is bordered by five countries, all more or less difficult for Western researchers to visit, all run by repressive or authoritarian regimes: Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Iran, Azerbaijan and Russia. But at the outbreak of the First World War just two states bordered the Caspian: Russia, to the north, east and west, and the corrupt and enfeebled Persian empire to the south.

Baku, modern Azerbaijan’s capital, was then a Russian city and one of the world’s leading oil-producing areas. In 1917 the British and French feared its oil might prove of immense value to the German war effort, and were anxious to stop Germany’s ally, the Ottoman Turkish empire, from seizing the city now that no Russian army stood in the Turks’ way.

For Britain there was also another consideration. When Russia’s armies spontaneously demobilised there seemed little to prevent Turkey from going even further east than Baku, and crossing the Caspian in order to invade Afghanistan or Persia and foment revolt among the Muslims of British India – a prospect which had given British statesmen and strategists nightmares for decades, so central was India to Britain’s empire. India’s resources were now vital to Britain’s war effort. Already, in 1916, the idea of a Turkish thrust eastwards to India, as part of a Muslim holy war or jihad, had formed the plot of one of the most popular novels of the era, John Buchan’s Greenmantle.

Britain’s own armies were heavily committed elsewhere, but a ramshackle plan was rapidly thrown together to block the Turks, and a small group of remarkable men found themselves tasked with implementing it, in great secrecy. They were enterprising and fearless, and some were downright reckless: mavericks and loners and eccentrics. Most had great charm, which they knew how to use on men and women alike, and uncommon reserves of ‘pluck’. None of them could be described as passive, or victims. This book is about five of them. Because they were unusual men who deserve to be better known, I make no apology for having written their biographies at some length, even if that has sometimes meant digressing from the book’s central narrative.

One of the five was a charismatic and unorthodox career soldier, who had been the model for one of Rudyard Kipling’s most popular characters. One was the titular head of a Scottish clan, an oil-industry executive who switched from representing his country as a diplomat to smuggling and subversion. One was the younger brother, wedded to dangerous sports, of one of the British Army’s most senior generals. The fourth was a red-haired Catholic aristocrat, brave to the point of recklessness, whose exploits made him a legend among his contemporaries. The fifth found himself demonised as a participant in one of the principal foundation myths of the Soviet Union, and spent the rest of his life in fear of assassination.

And I have also included the story of a sixth man. In 1918 he was a literal foot soldier, and played only a humble part in events, although in later life he too developed into something of a maverick.

***

Something else most of us think we know about the First World War is that it ended on 11 November 1918. But in Russia it continued long after, shading into the brutal civil war between the Bolsheviks’ Red Armies and those of their White Russian opponents, assisted by Britain, France and their allies. And British troops went on fighting in Russia – sometimes unwillingly and mutinously – as late as 1920, in far-flung places few of us could confidently identify on a map.

Initially, they went to fight the Germans and their allies, including the Turks. Later they found themselves fighting the Bolsheviks, often in support of short-lived independence movements in breakaway states around Russia’s fringe – breakaways that were then abandoned to their fate as Britain pulled out its troops and political agents, betraying its local proxies.

Like their contemporary T. E. Lawrence, who sought to carve new countries out of the wreckage of the Ottoman empire, the protagonists of our story helped create new states on the shores of the Caspian in what had been the Russian empire. Unlike Lawrence’s efforts, theirs did not last. Some were deeply sceptical of the policies they were expected to implement, and doubted whether the government that had sent them knew what it was doing (they were right: it didn’t).

The historical moment was significant for both the Russian and British empires. For the Russian empire it might have proved terminal – except that after the civil war the Soviet Union succeeded in creating a new empire embracing many of the old Tsarist territories. For Britain, after more than a century of relentless expansion, the limits of imperial power were finally reached in Central Asia, in the lands beyond the Caspian. A tiny army of occupation was withdrawn in 1919 when the country’s generals and politicians ruefully concluded that there was neither the money nor the will to expand the imperial project even further.

And the story has modern echoes. Britain and its allies still intervene militarily in other states’ affairs, as they did in post-revolutionary Russia, and often with the same unsatisfactory outcomes. As I was writing this book, Putin’s Russia was still fighting to re-establish the old Tsarist/Soviet empire with its invasion of Ukraine. And soldiers today still go bravely to their deaths for political ends they often do not understand, just as the Staffords did in Baku in 1918.

***

In writing about the men at the heart of this book, I have tried as far as possible to use their own words, taken from their diaries and memoirs. Among their many other accomplishments, most of them became practised writers, raconteurs and anecdotalists. But, as storytellers will, they had a tendency to embellish. Where possible I have checked their accounts against those of others and against formerly classified government archives. Sometimes I have just had to take what they say on trust. And sometimes I strongly suspect they made stuff up.

This book is a reminder that memories are frail and mutable things, easily corrupted; that most writers of memoirs set out with the intention of justifying their past actions; that no participant in historical events can ever see the full picture; and that the best stories aren’t necessarily true. Even contemporary diaries can’t be trusted: of those I have used in this book, I have seen and held the original text of only one, and who knows what additions and elisions have been made in the process of transcribing the others? In some cases I am certain that what look like authentic first-hand diaries have actually been heavily reworked after the fact.

But a project like the British empire needed stories to explain and justify itself, and to motivate those who served it. This is more than just a book about war and revolution. The five men at its heart were all servants of empire and, we can safely assume, convinced imperialists. The stories they told served a purpose, not only to record and make sense of what they themselves had done but also – and this was perhaps unconscious on their part – to burnish the imperial legend. Empires are out of fashion nowadays, but a century ago imperialism was a powerful motivating force. We still live with its legacy. This book is in part my attempt to better understand it.

And anyway, the stories are good ones. Just don’t expect them all to be true.
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