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Every foreign invasion that has gone deep into Russia 
has been swallowed up … 

Felix Cole, US consul in Arkhangel, 
dispatch to Washington, 1 June 1918 
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Preface 



THIS book is about a strange and little-known chapter of Australia’s military history. Obscure though it is, I cannot remember the time I didn’t know of the Australians who went to fight Bolsheviks in North Russia. I was certainly aware of them when I first visited the USSR as a student in 1969. To look into the subject in Russia at that time, though, was impossible. It was hard enough to get an extra glass of tea at an Intourist hotel, much less ask for a thousand-kilometre detour to a closed city in Russia’s secretive north.

Following it up in Australia, of course, was always possible. Clearly, there was a story to be told and perhaps I should have started on it forty years ago. Most of the Australian participants were still alive then and could have explained and unravelled much. But I didn’t pursue it and nor did anyone else. What follows is the best we can now piece together.

Though the men who took part are long gone, in other ways researching their story has become easier. The Diggers’ personal service records are now available online in their entirety. What might once have taken weeks of drudgery in Canberra can now be accessed at home at any time. It is a resource unmatched anywhere else in the world. As yet Britain, New Zealand and the United States have nothing to compare with it.

The internet has also given me access to much other material, including the fascinating collection on the American involvement in North Russia held by the Bentley Historical Library at the University of Michigan. I have been able to exchange ideas and information with others in a way that was not possible even a few years ago. Finding people and finding books has never been easier.

North Russia itself is also now accessible. With the collapse of the USSR it has become feasible at last to visit the places where the Diggers fought. This is only a recent development and it fills an important gap. Of books written when most of Russia was still tightly closed to outsiders, not one fails to go amiss with its maps or geography.

In the contemporary accounts, too, there are mistakes and contradictions. The prisoners were shot; the prisoners were released. The weather was fine; it was blowing a gale. There are ambiguities and lapses of memory, and some of the narrators have an axe to grind. Every book I have read on North Russia contains errors and I fear this one may be no exception. But I have done my best to make sense of the inconsistencies and to piece together as truthful an account as is now possible.

There is a wealth of material about the British and the Americans and many good histories on the diplomatic machinations behind the scenes. Though the first-hand accounts of the Australian soldiers are limited in number, there is still plenty with which to tell their story. The problem has been to decide what to leave out.

The first chapter provides an accessible overview of Russia’s role in World War I. Russia was a major actor in the outbreak of World War I and its army was the first to mobilise. My intention is to draw the Russian threads together and make the origins of the Intervention intelligible to those who know little about World War I or Russia’s 1917 revolutions.

I should also state that I am well aware of the letters ‘N’ and ‘Z’ in the word ‘Anzac’. However, this book is about the Australian Anzacs—those men, wherever born, who fought as Australians. While there is mention of Burke, McCready and Captain Newbould, I leave it to others across the Tasman to fill in the gaps about the role of the New Zealanders.

I have refrained from pointing out the obvious parallels between the North Russia campaign and later foreign entanglements. In 1919 there was a coalition of the willing, there were muddled aims, an invasion by subterfuge, an escalation in numbers. There was optimism and reassurance, then a sudden announcement that the situation was untenable. The similarities to Vietnam, Iraq and now Afghanistan are striking.

North Russia offered some obvious lessons. Take care before you intervene in a civil war. Make sure your allies have the same aims. Have a political plan to put in place before you engage in ‘regime change’. Don’t embark on military action without firm support at home. Make sure you have enough reserves in case things go wrong. Readers may judge for themselves how well—if at all—these lessons have been learned.
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In writing this book I have received help from many sources, including the families of several of the volunteers. I would like to express my thanks to the Attiwill, Baverstock, Heathcote, Pearse, Von Duve and Yeaman families and especially to Vicky Christen, the daughter of Sam Pearse VC.

In addition, I owe a huge debt of gratitude to Mike Irwin and Peter Quinlivian, the biographers of Sam Pearse VC and Arthur Sullivan VC respectively. Both have shared their knowledge and sources unstintingly. Mike has been a wonderful source of information and enthusiasm, while Peter has put me onto several leads which I might otherwise have missed. Peter’s own researches have been so thorough that I have relied on his book often where we cover the same ground.

In England, Foster Summerson has given me generous help at long distance and I am very grateful to him. His searches at the Imperial War Museum and the British National Archives were at least as meticulous as any I could have made in person.

In the north of Russia I have three times enjoyed the hospitality and gruff kindness of both friends and strangers. On the last occasion I stayed with Alexey Suhanovsky and his delightful family. Without Alexey I would never have visited Mudyugsky Island nor stayed at his forest camp at Verst 445. I sincerely thank him and our companion Aleksandr Orlov for their friendship, knowledge and assistance.

Closer to home, it has been a pleasure to work with helpful and competent editors in Sharon Mullins, Jean Kingett and Jane Winning.

Above all, I would like to thank my wife for her help, love, tolerance and unwavering support.

Michael Challinger 



Author’s notes 



Russian names 

The Cyrillic alphabet does not always correspond neatly to the Latin alphabet. I have transliterated Russian names phonetically, except where there is a more familiar spelling—for example Tchaikovsky not Chaikovsky, Arkhangel not Arkhangel’sk.

Some place names have alternative forms in Russian. The village of Sluda is also called by its diminutive, Sludka. Obozerskaya is sometimes Obozersky: the first, grammatically feminine, refers to the station, the second is masculine and refers to the town.

In many books on North Russia the village of Yemtsa is rendered as Emtsa. This is wrong. The letter ‘e’ in Russian corresponds, not to the vowel ‘e’ in English, but to the sound ‘ye’ as in ‘yet’. Hence (Boris) Yeltsin, Yevgeny Yevtushenko and so on.

Lastly, although Ukraine is now an independent country, I refer in this book to ‘the’ Ukraine. My use of the definite article reflects common practice in 1914 to 1919 and the fact that the Ukraine at that time formed part of Russia.

Dates 

Tsarist Russia used the Julian calendar, which lags thirteen days behind the Western, Gregorian, calendar. The country changed over in 1918 when, to catch up, the day after 31 January became 14 February. While all dates in this book are given according to the Western calendar, the change explains why the ‘October Revolution’ of 25 October 1917 actually took place on 7 November.

‘Reds’ and ‘Whites’ 

After the October Revolution, Russia’s population divided into ‘Reds’, who later came to be called communists, and those who opposed them, the ‘Whites’.

In this book I also refer to the Reds as Bolsheviks or Bolos. The term ‘Bolshevik’ derives from the Russian word meaning majority, and dates from a 1903 political congress at which Lenin’s faction secured a narrow majority of delegates.

The anti-communists are referred to as Whites, loyal Russians (in the sense of loyal to the former regime) or, in the context of the Northern army, simply Russians. The political expression ‘Russian Whites’ should not be confused with ‘White Russians’, a geographical term referring to people from the area of present-day Belarus.



Introduction 



THE railway junction of Obozerskaya is only 300 kilometres short of the Arctic Circle. By train, it is twenty-two hours north of Moscow. Though it is a sizeable dot on the map, at two in the morning just a single light glimmers in the darkness. With its eighteen carriages, the train is far too long for the platform. I clamber down onto the ballast. I am the only passenger getting off.

The light proves to be a vodka stall—unattended. I start to walk the length of the train. Halfway along I meet a railway worker who is checking the couplings before the train moves off again. I ask him how to cross the tracks.

‘Cross the tracks? What for?’ he asks.

‘To reach the town.’

‘Town!’ he exclaims. ‘There is no town. This is just a pasyolok.’ He uses the Russian word that means settlement.

He can tell I’m a foreigner, of course, and must be wondering what I’m doing here. Obozerskaya isn’t that far north of the closed city of Mirny, a secret centre for Russian space flights. Possibly he suspects my interests are military. If so, he’s dead right.

But it isn’t Vostok rockets I’m interested in. Something further back in time has brought me here to the most northerly place Australians have ever fought. For Australian soldiers—about 150 of them—made it here ninety years ago. Guns in hand, they came in 1919 to take part in an almost forgotten episode in Australian military history.

In fact, two of them won the Victoria Cross here. One, Sam Pearse, died doing so. Pearse is buried in Obozerskaya and I’m hoping to find his grave. If I succeed, I have an errand to perform. From a suburban garden in Sydney I’ve brought a small posy of flowers to lay beside the grave. Pearse’s posthumous daughter, an old lady now, has entrusted it to me.

There’s no hotel in Obozerskaya so the fettler takes me to a shabby station building and makes a phone call. Then he leads me through a wasteland of puddles and wooden duckboards to a drab cement-block building: Railwayman’s Hostel Number 6. The place has that dismal Soviet feel to it, but inside they have tried to make it cheerful with flowered wallpaper and a 1992 calendar. In the morning the canteen serves beer and rissoles for breakfast.

Obozerskaya in 2007 still has a frontier atmosphere. The buildings are mostly of rough unpainted timber, weathered dark brown in a climate where the winters are six months long and the temperature falls to minus 40. The chemist shop is a log cabin, there’s a communal water pump and the roadsides, like everywhere in Russia, are untidy and overgrown.

So what were Diggers doing here in the far north of Russia in 1918 and 1919? Towards the end of their time they wondered that themselves.

In fact, they were taking part in an invasion. While not on the scale of Napoleon or Hitler, it was still an invasion—one in which more than a dozen foreign countries took part and in which the Aussies formed one small contingent of a large British force. The invaders aimed to overthrow Russia’s Bolshevik government and destroy the Soviet regime. By putting an end to the world’s first communist state, they hoped to rid mankind of the threat of world revolution. They failed.

Only two Victoria Crosses were awarded during the entire campaign. Though the Australians were few in number, Diggers won them both. Sam Pearse VC and Arthur Sullivan VC must be our most neglected heroes in our least-known war. Their story and that of their mates deserves to be told.

Anzacs in Arkhangel is an account of the Australians who came to North Russia in 1918 and 1919. It isn’t a history of the entire campaign, nor a study of the politics and wishful thinking that lay behind it—of which there are now some excellent books. This book is simply about the Diggers. It seeks to tell who they were, why they came and what they did.



1 

THAT FIRST SHOT 
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ONE morning in late June 1914, a teenage student fired two shots from a revolver. The first shot killed the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the crown of the Austro–Hungarian Empire, the second killed his wife Sophie. The murders, famously, were the spark that ignited World War I.

The place was Sarajevo in Bosnia and the student was Gavrilo Princip, a self-obsessed nineteen-year-old from a middle-class family. Bosnia was a backward province of the Austro–Hungarian Empire and Princip and his fellow Slav conspirators yearned for it to unite with neighbouring Serbia.

Austria–Hungary believed the Serbian government was behind the assassinations but at first took no action. Her ally, Germany, was powerful and assertive and Austria–Hungary waited until the German government had assured her she could count on German support.1 Only then, a month later, did she issue Serbia with an ultimatum. The Serbians complied almost completely but Austria–Hungary followed up with a declaration of war. It was intended more as an angry gesture than as the start of a real war.2

But Russia, the self-appointed protector of the Balkan Slavs, came to Serbia’s side. She responded to Austria–Hungary’s bullying with some sabre-rattling of her own. She announced the mobilisation of the Russian army. If Princip’s revolver was the starter’s pistol in the race to destruction, then the Russian army was first to the starting line.

Europe at the time was divided between rival military alliances. Germany, together with Austria–Hungary and Italy, formed the Triple Alliance. Opposing them were France and Russia, who were bound by treaty to come to each other’s aid in time of war. All these countries were heavily armed and all had conscript armies, millions strong, which could be mobilised within a matter of weeks.

Military thinking at that time held that attack was the only successful strategy. If one country mobilised, its adversary had to follow suit or face defeat from a knockout blow. Germany therefore demanded that the Russians step back and demobilise. In an earlier crisis over Bosnia in 1908 Russia had backed down. This time she refused. The very system of alliances which had helped maintain the balance of power multiplied the risks. Russia’s refusal started a chain reaction which took Europe into an unintended war.

Germany declared war on Russia on 1 August 1914. Two days later, in the knowledge that France would come to Russia’s aid, she declared war on France. Her plan was to strike first and annihilate the French defences before tackling the huge Russian army. To get at France, Germany demanded the right of free passage through neutral Belgium. But Belgium refused.

Great Britain was now drawn in. Though she had an understanding, an ‘entente’, with the French and Russians, she was not a party to any military alliance with them and not obliged to join their quarrels. However, Britain had guaranteed Belgian neutrality. In theory, all the major European powers had done so back in 1839, soon after Belgium first gained independence from Holland. Britain, though, took Belgian neutrality seriously. Since a hostile power could use Belgium to mount a seaborne invasion across the English Channel, Britain’s firm policy was that the Belgian coast should never be in the hands of any other Great Power.

When the King of the Belgians appealed for British aid, Britain responded out of self-interest as well as honour. The British issued their own ultimatum to Germany and, when Germany failed to meet it, Britain declared war. She was the only belligerent to declare war on Germany rather than the other way round.

Britain’s declaration brought the entire British Empire, including Australia, into the war. At the time Australia had no foreign representation of her own and the British government undertook the conduct of all her dealings with other countries. Everyone accepted that once Great Britain was at war then automatically, by the law of nations, Australia was at war too.3

Australians saw no conflict between this dual loyalty to Britain and Australia. We were enthusiastic believers in the Empire and willing to defend the mother country ‘to our last man and our last shilling’.4 We thought of ourselves as members of the British race, as ‘independent Australian Britons’.5 Indeed, when Australia raised its expeditionary force, these feelings were given expression in the choice of name: the Australian Imperial Force, the AIF.

Depending on how they saw their national interests, the countries of Europe now lined up on one side or the other—or tried to keep out of the war altogether. As the war progressed, Turkey and Bulgaria joined Germany and Austria–Hungary. Italy swapped sides and joined France, Russia and Britain and their respective empires. Forming the ‘Allied Powers’, these four were joined by Belgium, Serbia and Montenegro and later opportunists Romania, Greece and Portugal.

Of all the nations at war, Russia loomed largest. She was the biggest country in the world and had the largest army—on paper it was twelve million strong. On the Eastern Front, which stretched from the Baltic to the Black Sea, Russia tied up half of Germany’s forces. If her army had not been split between two fronts, Germany would have overwhelmed the French and British in the west.

Russia was less developed industrially than her allies and Britain shipped war supplies to her on credit. The cargo was landed at Arkhangel or the newly constructed port at Murmansk in Russia’s north, which were Russia’s only European ports not blockaded by the Germans or Turks. The quantities were enormous. In 1916, for example, over 600 ships landed a million tons of coal and a million and a half of munitions to Russia’s northern ports (36 of the ships were sunk by German U-boats in the process).6 In the month of July 1916 alone, Arkhangel took delivery of 50 aircraft, 90 armoured cars, 85,000 rolls of barbed wire, 150 artillery pieces, 500 trench mortars, 2 million hand grenades and 170 million rounds of ammunition.7

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0022_001]
At the outbreak of World War I, Australians thought of themselves as ‘independent Australian Britons’ and felt no inhibitions about waving Union Jacks. This float won first prize in a patriotic parade in Maryborough, Qld, in 1916. The girls wear the national dress of the various Allies. Note the British bulldog. (Australian War Memorial P00221.001)
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Plenty more where these came from. Russia’s army was the biggest in the world and Russian generals believed they could win any war by sheer weight of numbers. Here Russian troops parade in July 1914. (Imperial War Museum Q 81723) 

In return, Russia was a staunch ally. Several times, at the pleading of France and Britain, she mounted offensives to relieve pressure in the west. Indeed, the Gallipoli campaign was launched partly in recompense. One of its objectives was to free up Russia’s southern ports so that munitions could be shipped in and Russian oil and grain could get out. Another was to give heart to the Russians.

The Russians needed bolstering because the war had gone very badly for them almost from the start. Poorly led and ill-equipped, her armies suffered enormously. Administrative bungling meant that men were sent to the trenches without boots or proper clothing, sometimes even without rifles. Fifteen kilometres of front would have a single machine gun. Batteries of 6-inch guns would find themselves supplied with 4-inch shells. Russian generals mistakenly put their faith in sheer weight of numbers.

Offensives in 1916 were total failures. Russian troops were shot to pieces for no gain. They lost five men for every German killed. By 1917 Russian casualties exceeded five million, more than the other Allies put together. Losses on such a scale were unsustainable and Russia began to fall apart. The government was corrupt and incompetent, wildcat strikes disrupted war production, food supplies ran perilously low and the railways were on the verge of collapse.

In March 1917, Petrograd,* Russia’s capital on the Baltic Sea, was racked by strikes and demonstrations. Shops were looted, soldiers disobeyed orders and the streets teemed with aimless mobs. The last meeting of the Tsar’s ministers was abandoned when the electricity failed. The Tsar made no real attempt to assert his authority and, having lost the support of his generals, he abdicated.

The power vacuum was filled by an alliance of democrats and moderate socialists. They formed a provisional government which resolved that Russia would continue the war, no matter what. Alexander Kerensky, a radical lawyer with a streak of egomania, took over as leader. He dashed from one battle front to the next, haranguing the troops and trying to hold both the army and country together with his feverish eloquence.8 Russia’s allies assumed his regime would give the flagging Russian forces a boost.

Instead, the opposite happened. War-weariness swept Russia like an epidemic. Troops deserted the front line or simply refused to fight. Army units elected their own committees (which were called ‘soviets’) and voted to abolish saluting and the death penalty. The effect was to wreck the command structure.

Rumours circulated that the new regime was about to redistribute the land among the peasants. So as not to miss out on their share, Russian soldiers simply abandoned their posts and went home to their villages. 
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Alexander Kerensky was Russia’s prime minister from July until November 1917, when his government was overthrown by the Bolsheviks. Forced into exile, Kerensky married an Australian journalist, Lydia ‘Nell’ Tritton, and lived with her briefly in suburban Brisbane. In fear of Bolshevik assassins, he used to sleep on the verandah to allow for a quick getaway. (Russian State Archive of Film and Photographic Documents, Krasnogorsk) 
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By 1917 Russian soldiers had lost their enthusiasm for being killed. They abandoned the front lines and headed for home. Western reporters couldn’t believe the Russian army had disintegrated. One London newspaper printed a photo like this with a caption assuring its readers the troops were hastening to the front! (Krasnogorsk Archive) 

The year 1917 saw more than two million men decamp from the army.9 Discipline collapsed. Bands of mutineers and marauders looted behind the lines.

Vladimir Lenin, the Bolshevik leader, was living in exile in Switzerland. Of the many émigré Russian revolutionaries whom Germany had been secretly financing, Lenin was the most ruthless and single-minded. Since it suited the Germans’ purpose to add to Russia’s chaos, they arranged for him to return to Russia through German territory. In Churchill’s famous phrase,10 they transported him across Europe in a sealed train, like a plague bacillus.

After a false start in July, the Bolsheviks seized their moment. On 7 November 1917 (25 October by the old calendar), the Bolshevik Revolution installed Lenin in power. Alone of Russia’s political parties, the Bolsheviks had always promised an immediate end to the war. They acted on that promise the very next day, with Lenin himself moving the resolution. It was passed unanimously by the hundreds crowding the hall of Petrograd’s Smolny Girls’ Institute, where the Soviet Congress was meeting. The American John Reed described the wave of emotion:

Suddenly, by common impulse, we found ourselves on our feet, mumbling together into the smooth, lifting unison of the ‘Internationale’. A grizzled old soldier was sobbing like a child … The immense sound rolled through the hall, burst windows and doors and soared into the quiet sky. ‘The war is ended! The war is ended!’ said a young workman next to me, his face shining.11

A Soviet delegation set off within days to meet the Germans in the drab Polish town of Brest–Litovsk. It was headed by Leon Trotsky, the Bolshevik Commissar for Foreign Affairs and later for War. On the way to the railway station, it was realised the delegation lacked a representative of the peasantry, so a yokel on the street was nabbed at random and taken along. The fellow’s primitive table manners made him the centre of attention at the lavish diplomatic banquets (on being offered red or white wine, he asked his neighbour, a Prussian prince, ‘Which one is stronger?’), but he proved his worth by drinking the German delegates under the table!12

A formal ceasefire was arranged on 2 December and the German army paused while negotiations continued. But Trotsky made a major misjudgement.13 He believed Germany was on the verge of a workers’ revolution and that making peace would be easy if he dragged things out long enough. He overplayed his hand and talked interminably.

Although strikes and left-wing demonstrations were breaking out in Germany, no revolution took place. By mid-February the Germans had lost patience with Trotsky. They resumed their advance and swept through the Ukraine and the Baltic, threatening to take Petrograd itself. The Soviets hurriedly moved their capital from Petrograd to Moscow, deep in Russia’s interior, and slunk back to the negotiating table to seek peace at any price. Powerless to resist the Germans, they were left with no bargaining power at all. The Germans summed up the Bolshevik position this way: ‘The only choice they have is as to what sauce they shall be eaten with’.14

In March 1918 Trotsky signed the ignominious Treaty of Brest– Litovsk. In effect he surrendered the Ukraine, Poland, Finland and the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. Though their populations were not ethnic Russians, these countries had all been possessions of the Russian Empire for over a century. The Soviets thereby lost a third of their population, half their industry and more than two million square kilometres of territory.

Russia’s Western allies were appalled. The Germans were now able to move huge forces to the west: seventy-five enemy infantry divisions were withdrawn from Russia.15 The Germans occupied the Ukraine and gained access to its grain and fodder, as well as oil from the Caspian. The West forgot about Russia’s earlier sacrifices and saw only betrayal.

Meanwhile, the vast Russian Empire began to disintegrate. Anti-Bolshevik armies formed in Siberia and the Far East. Cossacks resisted Bolshevik power on the Don and the Volga. Nationalists seized their chance in the Ukraine and the Caucasus. A force of former Czech prisoners of war was marooned in the middle of Siberia and drawn into the maelstrom of revolution and civil war, an epic in itself.

Most importantly for our story, the former Russian province of Finland declared its independence. Civil war broke out there and the Finnish population divided into communist Reds and anti-communist Whites. Germany offered military support to the White Finns and by early 1918 it was rumoured that a joint German–Finnish army of 50,000 was poised to attack Murmansk in the very north of Russia.

Alarm bells rang in Britain. If the Germans took Murmansk they would certainly develop it as a base for submarines. Germany could then evade the blockade of the North Sea and sink the troopships bringing the much-needed Americans into the war. Even worse, the Germans could seize the huge Allied stores at Murmansk and threaten the even bigger ones at Arkhangel. Such losses would spell the end to any prospect of re-establishing the Eastern Front.

To intervene, of course, entailed occupying the territory of an erstwhile ally. Britain, especially, felt no qualms. The demands of the war were felt to justify any step. In any event, the Bolsheviks were anathema to the West and it was blithely assumed that ordinary, decent Russians would welcome the arrival of the Western forces.
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In fact, a British naval squadron was already based at Murmansk. It consisted of an ageing battleship with some of its guns removed and twelve armed trawlers. Under its excitable British commander, Admiral Kemp, it had been guarding the northern sea lanes against U-boats and German mine-layers.

Murmansk was controlled by a left-wing town soviet (council) whose members took fright at the rumoured German–Finnish army across the border. Fearing the Germans might arrive at any moment, the soviet asked permission from Trotsky to accept help from Kemp’s naval squadron.

At the time Trotsky believed the Brest–Litovsk talks had again broken down and that the Germans would resume their advance. He therefore authorised the soviet to accept Allied help. In fact, the talks had not broken down; Trotsky had simply received two telegrams out of order. By the time he realised his mistake, the Murmansk authorities had already acted.16

So had the British. With great ceremony, on 6 March 1918, Admiral Kemp had landed 130 marines, marched them to the town barracks and made ready to repel any Germans or Finns. It was intervention by invitation. The British even fired a salute to the Red Flag.17

 The next day a British cruiser arrived, quickly followed by a French warship, then an American one. It was good timing, for Murmansk was home to two thousand militant Russian sailors who had very mixed feelings about the Allied presence. They were the crews of several Russian warships which lay aground and semi-derelict near Murmansk. One of them was the celebrated cruiser Askold, whose idle and restless crew lived on board with their girlfriends and spent their time carousing and holding political meetings.

Relying on bluff and the naval reinforcements, Kemp managed to disarm the Russian sailors. To consolidate his hold, however, he needed more troops and he asked London for six thousand. With men desperately needed to withstand a threatened German offensive in France, such numbers were out of the question. Kemp was promised six hundred.

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0030_001]
The Russian cruiser, Askold. Because of her five funnels, the British called her the ‘packet of Woodbines’ after a brand of cigarettes that sold in packets of five. The Askold helped escort the first AIF convoy to Egypt and was later sent to Gallipoli in the hope of taking part in a great Allied victory. By 1918 she was aground at Murmansk where her mutinous crew passed their time holding political meetings and carousing with their girlfriends. (Wikimedia Commons) 

In addition, though, the British War Cabinet decided to despatch a military mission of 560 men. Their task would be to train Russians loyal to the former Provisional government to defend themselves against both Germans and Bolsheviks and, hopefully, to re-establish the Eastern Front. It was this decision that brought the first Australian soldiers to North Russia.

* The name had been changed in 1914 because ‘St Petersburg’ sounded too German.



2 

THE AUSSIES OF
 ELOPE FORCE 

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0031_001]
IN March 1918 British military depots in England were asked to provide volunteers for a secret mission abroad. Canada and Australia were also asked for men—experienced warrant officers and senior noncommissioned officers (NCOs) especially. From those Australians who put their names down, two dozen were nominated by AIF headquarters. 

One, Sergeant Bertram Perry,1 kept a diary of his time in Russia. Perry, from Horsham in Victoria, had been among the first from his town to volunteer for the war, and had landed at Gallipoli on 25 April 1915, the very first day of the campaign. In July 1915 he fell down a cliff, injured his left ankle and was invalided back to Australia. He recovered sufficiently to serve later in France where he won the Military Medal (MM). Indeed, his record includes two citations for the MM. The first, in April 1917, was for bringing back a wounded soldier from a patrol; the second, in July the same year, was for bombing a communication trench at Bullecourt in France.

When Perry heard of the secret mission he was at a training camp on Salisbury Plain. Fed up with the work he was on, he volunteered. At short notice he was ordered to report to London by midnight on 3 June 1918. There, he and several other Australians were quizzed by a British colonel as to their ‘readiness to proceed anywhere and do any work asked’.2 One Aussie refused and was struck off; others were eliminated when they sought some indication of what they were getting themselves into. An unquestioning attitude seemed to suit the British authorities best and, in the end, nine Australians were chosen, of whom Perry was one.

Another was Sergeant John Kelly from Glen Innes in northern New South Wales. He had joined the AIF in 1915, stating he belonged to a rifle club and also knew how to drive a car. He was put into the artillery as a driver and spent six months in Egypt where he was promoted to corporal. In July 1917 in France, he was wounded (‘gunshot wound, mild’) and in December promoted to sergeant. Years later, Kelly wrote a long account of his experiences in Russia.3 In it, he claimed he didn’t know why he was selected for special duty there and couldn’t think of any attribute that particularly qualified him.

The mission was shrouded in secrecy. The volunteers were specifically told that once they had agreed, they could not withdraw. The Australians stuck to their guns. Kelly, for one, reasoned that nothing could be worse than France.

The nine Australians were detailed to report to the Tower of London, where the authorities thought the mobilisation of a secret unit would attract the least attention.4 They joined several hundred British troops, twenty-one Canadians and four New Zealanders. In fact, two of the Kiwis were Australian born: Sergeant Robert McCready came from Goulburn, New South Wales; Sergeant Allan ‘Pat’ Burke had been born in Bordertown, South Australia, but was in New Zealand at the outbreak of the war and so had enlisted there.

The men were billeted in disused and hastily cleaned rooms. Perry spent over a week in the Tower, during which time stragglers drifted in, singly or in pairs, from different units all over Britain. He recalled there was no training, no briefing and no drills and described the atmosphere as a cross between a rest camp and a prison. To pass the time the men kicked footballs, played cards, chatted and slept.

They were inoculated and issued with full service kits, including field dressings and gas masks. Both summer and winter clothing was issued and the men were warned to expect summers like the Riviera but winters like the north of Scotland.5 Apart from this hint, they were in the dark as to where they were headed. Among themselves they laid bets, with Vladivostok, Arkhangel and Egypt being equal favourites. Perry made a shrewd guess. A few days before departure, on 11 June 1918, he confided to his diary: ‘I wish I knew where we were off to, but I think it is Russia’. 
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Sergeants John Kelly (standing) and Bert Perry. These were the two Australians who left the fullest accounts of their time in Russia with Elope Force. (AWM A05188) 

Of the other Australians, three were officers: Captains Allan Brown, Paul Lohan and Richard Tarrant. Brown was British born but joined the AIF in Toowoomba, Queensland. He was wounded at Gallipoli and again in July 1917 after being commissioned in the field. He was accepted into the unit in spite of having restricted movement in one arm.

Lohan was a schoolteacher from Maffra, Victoria, while the well-to-do Richard Tarrant ran an orchard in Wyong, New South Wales, and gave his occupation as landholder. Tarrant also suffered a residual disability. His left leg had been shattered at Gallipoli and he had been left with ‘considerable weakness and deformity’.6 A medical board had certified him unfit to return to the front at all, but instead he was sent to Egypt, then to France, where he was again wounded, this time to the head and forearm.

The remaining men were all sergeants. Charles Hickey, also a veteran of Gallipoli, counted as a West Australian. A survey-hand born in St Kilda in Melbourne, he had signed on in Helena Vale, in Western Australia. Two were South Australians: Claude Wyatt, a commercial traveller from Port Broughton, and Arthur Von Duve, a labourer from Kalangadoo. Von Duve was known as a quiet type—perhaps from growing up as the only boy in a family of seven sisters.

The oldest of the nine was Robert Graham, aged forty-two. Born in Britain, Graham was a colourful character with a questionable past. On enlisting, he claimed in his Attestation Paper to have served in the British Army, the US cavalry and the armies of Guatemala, Nicaragua and Mexico. Under ‘Distinctive Marks’, he itemised scars from a sabre wound, a bullet wound, a spear thrust and a dagger.

At first the other men didn’t know quite what to make of Graham. They couldn’t help noticing that if all his stories were true he must have taken part in most of the wars and revolutions of the previous century. They gave him the nickname ‘Rainbow’,7 from his numerous coloured medal ribbons—all but one of which they suspected of being bogus. The genuine one was the Distinguished Conduct Medal (DCM) he had won in 1916 in the trenches at Lone Pine.

On 15 June, the men in the Tower were told they would be leaving at midnight. Perry scaled a wall and spent two hours seeing the sights of London for the last time. At midnight the troops marched from the Tower to Kings Cross Station and travelled overnight by train to Newcastle. Each was told to have a stamped envelope ready to notify his next of kin of his future address. The men hoped this would disclose their secret destination. All they learned, though, was that their new address was care of ‘Elope’, GPO London.

‘Elope’ was the codename for the force which was headed for Arkhangel to organise, instruct and lead Russian units. It wasn’t classified as a fighting unit. It was termed a ‘military mission’, an expression which seemed to preclude actual fighting but was vague enough to cover all contingencies.

Sailing with Elope was a second group, codenamed ‘Syren’, which had assembled separately at Colchester. This was the British expeditionary force to be stationed at Murmansk. It was six hundred strong and consisted of men unfit for service in France. Most had been wounded at least once, and all were rated B2 (Base Duty Abroad) or B3 (Sedentary Duty Abroad).8 They were very much second-rate troops—one of the officers, for example, was sixty-three, ‘a dear old duffer who was quite useless’.9

A third force, codenamed ‘Develop’, had also been envisaged, with the aim of advancing east across Russia to join up with White Russian forces in Siberia. Since this plan entailed crossing thousands of kilometres of Bolshevik-held territory, it was never remotely feasible. Develop was a dead letter from the start and its intended personnel were reassigned to Elope or Syren.

The men of Elope embarked at Newcastle on 16 June 1918. They boarded the heavily camouflaged troopship, the City of Marseilles, a requisitioned Norwegian liner. No troops had left from Newcastle before and the city gave them a rousing send-off with flags and cheering crowds. Two planes circled overhead, two destroyers provided an escort. Only when the ship was under way were the men told they were bound for Russia.

The City of Marseilles was crowded and uncomfortable. Kelly called it ‘the nearest approach to a pig boat it would be possible to find’.10 The sea was very rough and waves alternately broke across the bows of the escort destroyers, then lifted them till half their keels were visible. Aboard the pitching troopship many suffered seasickness. Perry succumbed on the first day.

Worse was to come. Soon after the ship set sail influenza broke out and many aboard fell ill. The outbreak was part of the 1918 pandemic of ‘Spanish influenza’, a serious viral disease which killed ten thousand in Australia and millions worldwide.

Among the crew of the City of Marseilles were Indian lascars who, at a fraction of the cost, were replacing British merchant seamen who had joined the Royal Navy. The lascars fell victim first and many became too weak to work. Over a dozen of them died (and one Briton) and for lack of stokers the ship was forced to slow to half-speed. Volunteers from among the troops lent a hand at the boilers, officers included. Nobody fancied being a slow-moving target for German submarines.

In spite of it all, a holiday atmosphere prevailed. Most of the troops had seen heavy fighting in France and viewed the expedition as something of a picnic jaunt. They saw whales at play and watched the escort destroyers drop depth charges on suspected U-boats. They had plenty of time for reading and writing letters, and ample light. Once they were above the Arctic Circle there was little to distinguish between day and night and even at midnight the sun showed well above the horizon.

A number of Russians also travelled aboard the City of Marseilles. Some were officers (one favourite performed Russian folk songs, accompanying himself on the piano). Others, in civilian dress and with heavy beards, were more mysterious. The troops were never told exactly who they were and some were variously rumoured to be the Tsar’s former tutor, Kerensky in disguise or Count Leo Tolstoy—who had been dead since 1910!

One remarkable passenger was the celebrated female soldier Maria Bochkarova,11 whose original enlistment in the Imperial Russian army had been authorised by the Tsar himself. When army discipline collapsed in 1917, she had formed a shock battalion of female soldiers called the ‘Women’s Battalion of Death’. She’d intended to shame the men into fighting but her action produced the opposite effect: thinking a women’s unit was evidence of sheer desperation, the troops were strengthened in their resolve not to fight. Following the Revolution in November 1917, Bochkarova made her way to the United States, where she appeared at patriotic and recruiting rallies. Now she was on her way back to Russia, hoping to fight the Bolsheviks.
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Maria Bochkarova showed up in Arkhangel in June 1918, hoping to fight the Bolsheviks. General Ironside remarked unkindly on her ‘broad ugly face, mottled complexion and squat figure’. The Americans fobbed her off onto the Russian Whites. (Wikimedia Commons) 
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The ‘Women’s Battalion of Death’ in training. The women fought for Kerensky’s Provisional Government, wearing standard army uniform—except for one who was too fat to fit into trousers and headed for battle in a skirt. In April 1918 the battalion’s founder, Maria Bochkarova, fled to America where she became a minor celebrity at patriotic rallies. (IWM Q 106249) 

The troops studied their newly distributed Russian phrasebooks and attended lectures. Under the heading ‘Russian Character’, an information sheet explained that ‘Generally speaking the Russian is exactly like a child—inquisitive, easily gulled, easily offended. He is very clever in a theoretical way but is rarely practical’.12 A medical officer lectured the officers as to their personal conduct while in Russia. The gist was that the British race had a high moral code but did not live up to it, while the Russians had low morals which they succeeded in upholding!13

The Aussies would have been sceptical of stuff like this. Before the war Australians saw the world as a hierarchy with the British at the top, the other white races below them and the ‘coloured races’ at the bottom. Their experience in the war had turned some of these notions upside down.14 The Turks, who were not white, were admired, while those British troops who had sometimes let the Aussies down on the Western Front were despised. The Germans, who were racially closest to the British, were ‘bad’, whereas the Asiatic Japanese were Allies and therefore ‘good’. The Russians, who were white, had been ‘good’ until they pulled out of the war, but were now ‘bad’!

After a week at sea, the City of Marseilles turned into the Kola Inlet towards Murmansk. Lying 300 kilometres inside the Arctic Circle, Murmansk is roughly level with the northern coastline of Alaska. In spite of its latitude it receives the last of the warming waters of the Gulf Stream and, with the help of icebreakers, can be kept open all winter. In contrast, Arkhangel, though further south, is ice-bound for five to six months of the year.

Until World War I, Murmansk had been a tiny, run-down fishing village. In 1915, at British instigation and largely with British funds, it was hastily developed into a proper, if jerry-built, port. Vast quantities of war material poured through it, as well as through the existing port at Arkhangel. All told, the Allies landed about five million tons of stores at Murmansk and Arkhangel during World War I, a million more than in the famous Arctic convoys of World War II.
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Nobody had a good word for Murmansk. Built at British instigation to provide an ice-free port for the importation of war supplies, it had no paved streets and little sanitation. One visitor described it as ‘a handful of log huts, a landing stage and snow’. (AWM A02552) 

To transport Murmansk’s share south to the Russian army, a makeshift single-track railway had been built, linking Murmansk with Petrograd. Imported in sections from Britain, it was laid by German prisoners of war in conditions of appalling hardship. The terrain was extremely difficult and hundreds of streams needed to be crossed by means of rough timber bridges. Although the subsoil in many places is permanently frozen, in summer the surface melts to form vast areas of swamp. Over much of the route trains had to slow to walking pace as anything faster risked derailing the engine. Even then they swayed alarmingly as the tracks sank into the thawing marsh.15 To cover the 1300 kilometres to Petrograd took a passenger train between five and nine days, and freight trains even longer.

From the decks of the City of Marseilles, the Russian coastline looked barren and inhospitable. Brown, treeless hills rose to about 200 metres. The vegetation was largely moss, grass, short heather and stunted shrubs. There was no sign of cultivation.

Murmansk itself was a wretched place, consisting of wooden jetties, some barracks, rail yards and storage sheds and a cluster of drab, wooden huts. The town had only one real street, with not a single building of brick or stone. The huts were built of interlocking logs, the gaps between them filled with moss. ‘Litter and rubbish were heaped on the foreshore and alongside the unkempt tracks that served as roads. Outside many of the huts was … a conglomeration of unsavoury rubbish.’16

The inhabitants were equally unappealing. To one British observer they were a disreputable lot in fur caps, loose coats, baggy trousers and leather knee boots. The women, ‘some of them monstrously ugly’,17 were dressed in gaudy, multi-coloured skirts. The children were urchins and more numerous than the flies.

When the City of Marseilles berthed, no accommodation was available for the arriving troops. Some were housed in railway carriages, while others pitched tents in a camp among sandhills infested with flies and mosquitoes. The Australians struck lucky and kept the troopship as their base.

The military situation was delicate and the earlier cooperation of the Murmansk authorities had evaporated. At one point, the town soviet demanded that all foreign personnel leave within ten days. The British responded by surrounding the Russian barracks. Kelly wrote: ‘[We] explained the position and invited them to come outside and try to push us off the peninsula. There was no response to the invitation’.18 The British remained on high alert for twenty-four hours, then erected a barbed wire fence across the wharf where their ship was berthed.

With the civil war in Finland spilling over into Russia, the political situation was also complicated. Finnish Reds fought anti-communist Finnish Whites, while both detested the Russians. The Russians were similarly divided into Reds and Whites, while the native Karelians of the Kola Peninsula aspired to independence and opposed both Russians and Finns. In back-to-front writing, Bert Perry recorded in his diary on 16 October 1918: ‘The Finns etah naissur’. The Finns hate the Russian[s]. While writing back to front was often just a boyish prank, this time Perry may have wanted to keep his thoughts safe from prying Russian eyes.

Elope Force was due to move on to Arkhangel but there was a delay. Normally Arkhangel was open to shipping by the middle of June, but in 1918 the thaw was late and the British had to wait for the ice to break up. They also needed to wait on the political climate. In Arkhangel the Bolsheviks were in firm control and nobody knew whether or not they would resist the Allied arrival.

During the wait Claude Wyatt was detached from Elope for some reason and transferred to Syren Force stationed at Murmansk. Though Murmansk was a miserable spot, its port remained open over winter, so it was less cut-off. It was also kept better garrisoned, even after the Armistice was signed and the mythical German threat disappeared entirely. Wyatt was to stay on in Murmansk and lose contact with the other Australians. 

While the rest of Elope cooled their heels, Perry and Arthur Von Duve were assigned to a scouting expedition.19 Their task was to check on possible infiltration by Germans and White Finns along the Tuloma River and investigate any trouble brewing there. The two Aussies were joined by an English captain and a Scottish sergeant, Bill Winning, who had been in business in Russia and who spoke Russian.

It was the Aussies’ first venture into the hinterland and Perry expressed some apprehension. Scare stories about the Bolsheviks had circulated among the troops: tales of forced labour, mutilation and torture, of eyes being gouged out, tongues slit and men put naked in the snow to freeze to death. Though Perry wasn’t expecting to encounter Bolsheviks, he records hearing tales in Murmansk ‘to make a man’s hair stand on end’.20

The four men left Murmansk at midnight in full daylight. Their first destination was Restikent, an outpost so tiny it wasn’t on any map. They travelled the first 40 kilometres on a motor launch until steep hills rose up on each side and the river narrowed. For the next 100 kilometres they transferred to a smaller boat resembling a canoe, which they had to haul over two sets of rapids. They shot seals and duck for sport and met only three people the whole way. The mosquitoes nearly drove them mad.
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Some of the men of Elope Force. The Australians are Bert Perry (standing, back left), Arthur Von Duve (seated, far left), John Kelly (seated, far right) and Charles Hickey (lying, left). Standing beside Perry is Robert McCready, an Australian-born New Zealander. The others in this group are two Canadians and four Britons, including Bill Winning (lying, right), a Scot who had lived in Russia for years and had acquired a taste for vodka. (AWM A00251) 

Restikent was isolated and primitive but the village headman was well disposed towards the British. He lent them a hut, ‘an absolute godsend’ as a refuge from the mosquitoes. The villagers were hospitable but very curious and a crowd gathered to watch the visitors’ ablutions. Von Duve had suffered facial injuries from a shrapnel burst in France and had received dental treatment there. When he flicked out his upper denture, the spectators fled in consternation.

At Restikent the party ran into an American Finn who told them he had been accused of being a ‘capitalist’; upriver later, they learned he had been shot dead. They paddled 60 kilometres around the edge of a lake looking for the murderers but without success. Finns and Russians were at daggers drawn and both sides clamoured for rifles with which to defend themselves.

The trip was full of adventure. The party were caught in a bushfire, but survived it by lying on a stone in the river. They bought themselves a new canoe for two and a half bags of flour. They found gold-bearing quartz and spent time extracting gold. They shot Arctic hares and fished for salmon by dropping grenades. On 21 July Perry records that Winning, ‘like a fool, got drunk on vodka. One smell [is] enough for me.’

The next day the men received an urgent message to return to Murmansk to join the fleet setting out for Arkhangel. They made a dash for it but one of their boats overturned in the rapids and they arrived too late. It was the following week before they reached Arkhangel aboard the Askold. By then the Russian cruiser had been taken over by the British and renamed the HMS Glory IV.
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THE invasion fleet had sailed from Murmansk on 30 July 1918. It comprised a British light cruiser, a French heavy cruiser, two Russian destroyers, five armed trawlers and a late addition, the seaplane carrier HMS Nairana. As the fleet entered the White Sea, a fog descended and the French cruiser hit a submerged wreck and ran aground.

Two days later the task force (minus the French ship which caught up later) approached the mouth of the Dvina River. Arkhangel stands about 40 kilometres from the open sea and the river there forms a delta with many channels and islands. As the ships slowed to enter the navigable channel, seaplanes from the Nairana scouted for opposition.

With Arkhangel under Bolshevik control, the invasion had been timed to coincide with an anti-Bolshevik coup, led by a swashbuckling Russian captain, Georgi Chaplin.1 Rumours had been spread in Arkhangel of a large-scale British landing and it was hoped the fleet would create the impression of being the vanguard of a larger following force. The bluff succeeded nicely; Bolshevik morale was shaken and their high command fled south towards Vologda.
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The guns on Mudyugsky Island (the author’s son stands beside one in 2008) were Arkhangel’s main seaward defence. American-made, they scored a hit on a British cruiser but failed to prevent the Allied landing. The Whites later established a prison camp on Mudyugsky for captured Bolsheviks. (Michael Challinger) 

To impede the invasion fleet, the Bolsheviks had laid mines and scuttled two icebreakers in the fairway. As the ships negotiated the obstructions, some Bolshevik batteries on Mudyugsky, the delta’s northern-most island, opened fire and took out one of the British cruiser’s four funnels. The invaders returned fire and the Nairana’s seaplanes dropped a few bombs, most of which missed. Resistance ceased. It was said the sight of British planes over Arkhangel panicked the Bolsheviks into withdrawing.

Modest though it was, the landing has some claim to being one of the earliest fully combined air-sea operations against land forces. Curiously, Admiral Kemp’s flagship, the Nairana, was actually an Australian coastal steamer. On order to a Melbourne company for the Tasmanian run, she had been under construction in a Scottish shipyard when war broke out in 1914. The British Admiralty took her over, added a hangar, crane, workshops and seven aircraft, and commissioned her as a seaplane carrier.

For the landing force, the fleet carried every man who could be spared from Murmansk, about 1200 in all. The troops consisted of a French battalion, some Poles, some British marines, a few American marines—and a handful of Australians. At least two definitely took part, and probably several more. John Kelly2 was a Lewis-gunner on an armed trawler from the English fishing town of Grimsby; Charlie Hickey was aboard another of the trawlers.

Aircraft circled the city, dropping leaflets to reassure the inhabitants. The warships tied up and the troops landed. There was some sporadic shooting inland, but the wharves were captured undamaged. The British had hoped to take over the supply dumps intact. They calculated on finding about 300,000 tons of coal and 200,000 tons of other stores, including aircraft, vehicles, armaments and ammunition. But they were disappointed: the Bolsheviks had been busy and the lion’s share had already been removed and taken south.

By the time Kelly and Hickey got ashore, Arkhangel’s tugs and riverboats were sounding their foghorns and whistles in greeting and the wharf was crowded with cheering Russians. One American wrote of the scene: ‘The people simply went wild with joy to an extent almost beyond imagination’.3 What escaped his notice was that the welcoming crowds were exclusively middle class and that there wasn’t a working man among them. While the well-to-do citizens of Arkhangel were delighted and relieved by the Allied arrival, the working masses were at best apathetic and at worst, hostile.
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The Nairana was actually an Australian ship. She was under construction in Scotland for a Melbourne company when the British Admiralty requisitioned her. After serving as the flagship for the landing at Arkhangel, the Nairana was refitted and sailed the Bass Strait run from 1921. In 1951 she ran aground off Port Melbourne and was broken up. (IWM SP 1292) 
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Arkhangel was ‘a filthy, dirty town’ according to most British troops. In fact, it was a real city with trams, electricity and many substantial buildings. It was grossly overcrowded, however, and sanitation was poor. (State Archives of Social-Political Affairs of Arkhangel Province, GAOPDF) 

Unlike Murmansk, Arkhangel was a real city. Founded in 1585, it was developed as a port a century later under Tsar Peter the Great. It was the centre of a flourishing timber industry and its protruding shoreline was lined with docks, warehouses, factories and shipyards. Now, in July 1918, it was a very crowded city. Its pre-war population of 70,000 had more than doubled with the influx of troops and refugees.

In their letters home most foreign soldiers disparaged Arkhangel. This was unfair as the city had some fine buildings in brick and stone—government offices, schools, churches, commercial buildings and a theatre. True, most of the city’s other buildings were of timber, but many were substantial and often attractively decorated with traditional Russian fretwork.

Arkhangel’s most impressive building was the cathedral, which was later blown up by the communists and still hasn’t been rebuilt. It was visible from much of the city, its blue-green cupolas gilded at the top. Bert Perry thought it a sight ‘never to be forgotten’ in winter moonlight, dusted with snow. Later Australians described it wrongly as a mosque.

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0048_001]
Trinity (Troitsky) Cathedral was completed in 1773 and was the finest building in Arkhangel. Its green cupolas were gilded at the top while the east and west facades sported large murals of biblical scenes. The Soviets blew the cathedral up in 1929 and used the stone to build a ‘Palace of Culture’ on the same site. (GAOPDF) 

The main streets of Arkhangel were paved and there were wooden boardwalks for pedestrians. There was electricity and street lighting. There was a tramway running an 8-kilometre route along the main street, Troitsky Prospect. But there was no reticulated water supply and people drew their water from public wells. Nor was there any proper sanitation and, with the city’s cesspools overflowing, the streets reeked of untreated sewage. Most of the British thought Arkhangel a ‘filthy, dirty town, whose inhabitants smelt horribly’.4

 The brief Bolshevik occupation had not greatly disrupted daily life. Arkhangel’s banks were still open, priests still taught in the schools and restaurants and nightspots thrived. But the shops were poorly stocked and prices very high. Wealth and poverty existed side by side. Women and children begged in the streets and many people were near destitution. One British wireless operator wrote in his diary:

The people are clad in every conceivable combination of cloth and fur. The women work as hard as the men and can be seen sawing huge logs … there is nothing on sale in the shops and I am told the people are practically starving. Certainly the majority of people are in rags.5
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Arkhangel was crowded with troops and refugees, many of whom were destitute and reduced to begging in the streets. The townspeople in this photograph, which was taken after the Allied withdrawal, seem better off than most. (Krasnogorsk Archive) 

With the Allied arrival, an anti-Bolshevik government was set up: the ‘Supreme Administration of North Russia’. Its president was Nikolai Tchaikovsky, an elderly socialist who was distantly related to the composer, and who had lived for thirty-two years abroad—six of them in Kansas, running a religious cult.

Tchaikovsky was well-meaning but ineffectual. Real control was in the hands of the high-handed British Army commander, Major General Frederick Poole, a womaniser with a taste for Russian gypsy girls. Poole rode roughshod over Tchaikovsky and offended popular feeling by running Arkhangel as if it were a city under occupation. He requisitioned numerous buildings for his staff and, when he took over the city’s biggest and finest house for himself, the owner’s wife complained she had been better treated under the Bolsheviks!6

The Australians, meanwhile, were stationed at Solombala, an industrial suburb with sawmills, shipyards, a seminary and a tough reputation. 
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General Poole and his Cossack pals. Overbearing and condescending, Poole was said to be the most disliked man in Arkhangel. After meddling in North Russian politics, he was recalled to London in October 1918, only to be sent to South Russia the following month. (US Army Signal Corps collection, Bentley Historical Library, University of Michigan) 

One British major wrote of it: ‘In this area the riff-raff live. Murders occur nightly without notice, even police are in danger’.7 Solombala was to the north of the city on an island formed by the Kuznechikha, one of the channels of the Dvina. In winter when the river froze, lines were laid across the ice and the tramway extended into Solombala itself.

The task of Elope was to organise and train the anti-Bolshevik forces. Besides Russians, these included an assortment of national groups: Finns, Poles, Czechs, Latvians, Lithuanians and Estonians. To Kelly, they were the ‘most motley crowd that ever comprised a so-called military force’.8

Some hapless Chinese were even roped in: about 150 former construction and timber workers who found themselves stranded in North Russia. For some reason a British staff officer thought Kelly spoke Chinese and assigned him to train them! Kelly describes them as inveterate gamblers, forever arguing and brawling among themselves. He thought them ‘barely civilised’, though still easier to manage than half a dozen Diggers. Bert Perry also worked with the Chinese and declared them ‘great fun’.

Captain Paul Lohan was appointed adjutant at Solombala, and later at a training barracks for Russian officers in Arkhangel proper. The other Australians were soon dispersed, some training new recruits, others attached to units in the field. Much of the time they didn’t know each other’s whereabouts, and their movements are now impossible to trace. According to Kelly, ‘It was often a source of wonderment to some of the fresh troops upon arrival at an outlying post to find a solitary Aussie firmly established amongst the inhabitants’.9

Captain Allan Brown was sent upriver and lived on a barge on the Dvina.10 The tug pulling the barge carried a crew of fifty, even though only one man could stoke at a time—the rest had sneaked aboard just to be fed! Brown himself ate well because the barge captain and his wife kept him supplied with eggs and fresh vegetables. He wrote home for coffee, cocoa, milk and biscuits—and for Russian grammar books.

Of all the Australians, Brown seems to have been the most attuned to Russia. He took an intelligent interest in the language and in Russian customs, he photographed the churches and sent home a series of picture postcards of Arkhangel which, as he pointed out, made the city look much better than it really was. He also displayed more respect and appreciation of the Russian people themselves than was common among the British. He wrote:

So many of the people out here do not recognise … the splendid qualities of the Russians. These qualities I admit are not on the surface but are nevertheless there.11

John Kelly moved around. He spent several weeks attached to a French regiment, finding the men as wild and rough as any he had ever met, but ‘good fellows for all that’. He also helped organise and train the Finnish Legion, who were disciplined and skilful fighters. Over winter he had dealings with ‘Siberian Eskimos’ who helped with transport. Their sleighs were pulled by reindeer, harnessed by a single length of leather round their necks. The Eskimos controlled the animals by prodding them with long rods. Allan Brown also tried using reindeer but gave them up as they were too slow and upset the horses.

One of General Poole’s pet projects was the ‘Slavo-British Legion’, which recruited Russians to fight in British uniforms under British command. (The French matched it by setting up a recruiting office for the Foreign Legion.) Volunteers were issued with equipment and rations and were paid 100 roubles a month, equal to £2 sterling at the official rate though only £1 on the black market. Considering that a bath at the public bathhouse cost 14 roubles, the pay wasn’t high. It was the prospect of being properly fed that was the attraction and at first Elope Force was overwhelmed with recruits, ‘all the strays and misfits of the north’, according to Kelly.12

 After the first rush of entrants, however, recruiting dried up. The British decided to draw extra manpower from the city’s gaols, which were full to bursting with hundreds of undocumented prisoners. Sergeant Dyer, a likeable Canadian, was given the job of sorting them out. In the absence of any records, he classified them as the ‘Bads’, the ‘Less Bads’ and the ‘Probably Harmless’ and used them at first as a labour squad on the docks.13
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A camp of the Slavo–British Legion. With British equipment and British officers, the Legion’s Russian recruits seemed to show great promise. However, many of them were former Bolsheviks, and Allied troops on the ground thought the project a forlorn hope. (IWM Q 16222) 

Soon Dyer was given a commission and ordered to make soldiers of his rabble. He seemed to do well. The men appeared devoted to him and carried his picture on parade like an icon, marching to a band drawn from the previously mutinous sailors from the Askold. Dyer’s adjutant was Pat Burke, an Australian from the New Zealand army, who was later himself made a captain and given a battalion of his own.

During the winter, Dyer fell ill after a long sleigh journey and died, probably from influenza. The unit continued to be called Dyer’s Battalion in his memory. It contained many men who had formerly fought for the Bolsheviks and had changed sides on the principle that it was better to be a member of a force than its prisoner. If and when these former Bolsheviks were sent into action, there was a distinct possibility they would desert and rejoin their original side. Absorbing them into the Slavo-British Legion was a calculated risk. Kelly thought it a forlorn hope to make soldiers out of ‘a thousand criminals’ and later events proved him right. 

On 5 September 1918, two important events took place in Arkhangel. The first was a coup against Tchaikovsky’s government. The second was the arrival of American troops.

The coup was again headed by Captain Georgi Chaplin who had now decided that the regime he’d helped put in place was too left-wing. He abducted Tchaikovsky and five of his ministers and dumped them on the Solovetsky Islands in the White Sea. The local population believed, probably correctly, that General Poole was behind the coup, and the coincidental arrival of the Americans cast suspicion on them too. A general strike was called and American troops took over the running of the trams. Though the Americans collected no fares and thereby gave the citizens of Arkhangel free tram travel, they were seen as strike-breakers and their standing was seriously compromised.

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0054_001]
American troops disembark at Bakaritsa Wharf, Arkhangel. Many were sick from influenza and most were bewildered to find themselves fighting Russians instead of Germans. Sent straight to the front, they received little gratitude from the British. General Ironside wrote: ‘I have never seen anything quite so bad as this regiment ... [It] has received no training and the officers are, one and all, of the lowest quality imaginable.’ (US Army Signal Corps, Bentley Historical Library) 

Under political pressure from the American Ambassador, General Poole was made to rescue the castaways and reinstate them. Chaplin was reprimanded but remained unrepentant. He remarked, ‘I see no use for any government here anyway’.14

Though British reinforcements had arrived soon after the original landing, the American troops were desperately needed. Arkhangel province was huge—at 850,000 square kilometres, it was bigger than New South Wales—and, emboldened by his easy takeover in Arkhangel, Poole had sent his meagre forces deep into it in pursuit of the retreating enemy. Indeed, Poole’s first cable from North Russia to the War Office had boasted, ‘cheerfully taking great risks’.15 By now the Bolsheviks realised that the Allied strength was much less than had first appeared. Their resistance was strengthening and the British were in danger of being forced back or, even worse, cut off.

More than five thousand American troops disembarked in Arkhangel on 5 and 6 September. They were part of the US 339th Infantry Regiment, supported by engineers, an ambulance company and a field hospital. They were not outdoor types, but clerks and factory workers from Detroit and Milwaukee. Like the British in Murmansk, they were of low classification and considered fit only for base duty. Unlike the British, they were without experience of battle. They were also poorly armed, having been equipped with Russian rifles on the assumption that Russian ammunition was plentiful. The rifles were inaccurate and jammed easily, and the men had fired only ten practice rounds apiece with them.

The Americans were bewildered to find themselves in Russia. They had expected to go to France to fight Germans. Instead, both their destination and enemy had suddenly changed. They had been despatched first to Murmansk for ‘guard duties’, then diverted en route to Arkhangel. Furthermore, they landed in terrible condition. Influenza had swept two of the three overcrowded British troopships on which they had arrived. By the time the Americans reached Arkhangel hundreds were seriously ill; seventy-two of them ultimately died.

The Americans were commanded by a Colonel George E Stewart. His terms of reference from President Wilson put him in an impossible position. First, the American troops were not to be used in combat; second, Stewart was to be subordinate to General Poole—who immediately ordered the men into action.

In fact, Poole considered the situation so serious that as soon as the Americans disembarked they were despatched to the front. One battalion was herded into railway boxcars and sent south to Obozerskaya while a second boarded coal barges to be towed upriver to the Dvina Front. The deployments were flatly contrary to President Wilson’s intention.

Strangely enough, Stewart had been born in Kiama, New South Wales. Now forty-six, he had migrated to the United States as a boy with his parents,16 joined the US army and risen through the ranks to his present command. Australia, though, would not be anxious to claim him as a native son. Stewart’s troops thought him weak, torpid and indifferent to their hardships and, except for General Poole, he was said to be the most unpopular man in Arkhangel. Besides his personal shortcomings, Stewart was overburdened with paperwork and totally out of his depth politically.17 From the American point of view, he let himself be hoodwinked by the British; from the British standpoint, both he and his troops were substandard.
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Australian-born Colonel George E Stewart was the second most disliked man in Arkhangel. As commander of the American contingent, he was uninspiring and ineffective. Stewart was well aware his men held him in low esteem and was invalided out of Russia in April 1919 with stress-related stomach ulcers and eczema. (US Military Academy Library, West Point) 

Of the Americans, the luckiest were those of the 2nd Battalion, which was assigned to guard duty (and tram duty) in Arkhangel. Facilities were soon organised for them: film shows, band parties, boxing matches, a YMCA library and canteen and, in winter, a toboggan run. Prohibition feeling was strong in the United States and in theory American troops were ‘dry’. In practice things were different: alcohol was the one thing Arkhangel didn’t lack and the city was awash with vodka. In fact it was chocolate that was in short supply and at one stage the YMCA canteen curtailed its issue because so much was being resold to Russian civilians. Indeed, most American stores were available on Arkhangel’s black market. Colonel Stewart’s successor refused to recommend him for a meritorious service decoration on the grounds that he’d failed to prevent the wholesale theft of American supplies.18

Other comforts were also available in Arkhangel. In his diary, one American private, Donald Carey, records being told how cheap and easy it was to procure Russian women. ‘Accounts by our men of the immorality of the Russian girls were startling and disgusting,’ he wrote.19 Carey himself chose to stay in his barracks studying the Bible.

The Australians were probably less prudish. John Kelly’s Bible is held at the Australian War Memorial. According to its inscription, it was presented to him by St Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, Glen Innes, on the occasion of his departure for the war. While the cover is worn, the pages show no sign of ever having been opened.

Sexual activity, of course, was no subject for letters home, nor even for open reference in a diary. Any rare mention of prostitution in soldiers’ writings usually expresses shock and disapproval—probably just for home consumption. In their surviving letters, the Australians of Elope make no reference to sex, and certainly not to the official brothel set up by the British, conveniently close to the tram line.20

Bert Perry later became a stalwart of the Methodist Church, but an entry in his diary is intriguing. On 18 October 1918, he records walking in the moonlight in the central city. ‘Walking back; a snowball hit me. Looking back, a girl. Walked on. Another snowball, so I went to the girl and asked her …’ The next page has been torn out.

The Americans’ arrival added new uniforms to a city already crowded with them. The Americans joined kilted Scots, Cossacks with fur hats and sabres, Russian officers from the old Imperial army with rows of glittering medals. In addition there were French, Poles, Serbians and Italians (who had the smartest uniforms), all in their military plumage with shining boots and jingling spurs. There was even a solitary Japanese officer who, it was said, hadn’t taken off his boots or lifejacket during the entire voyage from England.

Besides the military, the city teemed with strange and shady characters: speculators and black marketeers, political fugitives, sinister types with assumed names, unkempt priests with beards and shaggy hair. Philip Jordan, the American Ambassador’s major-domo, cut a striking figure; a black American, he generally appeared in public dressed in spats and top hat. A former actress from Petrograd, known only as ‘Dolina’, courted Allied officers so keenly she was reported as a spy, though her willingness to entertain guests in her room suggests a different motive.21

Another female, of course, was the newly arrived Maria Bochkarova. Bert Perry attended a lecture by her in which ‘she spoke of the outrages on the women soldiers of her battalion’.22 He does not mention her appearance, though others unanimously commented on her plainness. Whatever her looks, she hovered around Allied headquarters, embarrassing the officers by offering to show them her battle scars. The Americans referred her to the Russian General Marushevsky, who pronounced female soldiers a stain on the honour of North Russia and ordered her stripped of her uniform.

General Vladimir Marushevsky was the commander-in-chief of the Russian army of the North. He was barely 5 feet tall and tried to make up for his lack of stature with bursts of furious energy. He seldom arrived at his headquarters before midday, by which time there was always a crowd of visitors waiting for him. He would then rush through a series of hectic interviews, urging his visitors to be brief on the grounds he was so busy. 

Though Marushevsky had served under Kerensky, his real sympathies were monarchist. He was known as a strict disciplinarian but in terms of achieving military results he was almost useless. Instead of fighting Bolsheviks, he spent his time personally drafting outlandish, rambling Orders of the Day, such as this one:

Order to the Forces of the Northern Region No 78, 
of 11 December 1918 

Yesterday, the 10th December at 10 o’clock pm, I was walking near the Lomonosov School. From the direction of the cathedral I heard a disgusting flow of gutter language. Going nearer, I met two sailors and approaching one of them, I called his attention to the absolute impermissibility of such filthy language in the street. In a slovenly manner, the one to whom I addressed myself declared himself to be drunk, and with a broad gesture he blew his nose on the pavement …23

The order goes on to lament how one of the sailors was wearing a woman’s locket, thereby ‘disgracing the uniform of our native land’. It concludes: ‘How pitiful all this is and how deeply disgusting’.

In theory the Russian army of the North was an autonomous anti-Bolshevik force, but in practice it was totally dependent on the Allies. Most of its officers were former officers in the Tsarist army whose politics were reactionary and whose treatment of their men was arrogant and neglectful. While many were personally brave, collectively they were disorganised and incompetent. Plagued by indolence and jealousy, they talked much but showed little will to fight.

A month after the Tchaikovsky episode, a new officer arrived from Britain as Poole’s chief of staff: Major General Edmund Ironside. Within a few days Poole himself left for London ‘for consultations’. It was an open secret that he was being withdrawn and would not be returning. Ironside was ordered to take over.24

At thirty-eight, Ironside was one of the youngest major generals in the British Army. A daring soldier, he had been the model for John Buchan’s hero in his novel The Thirty-Nine Steps. He was a giant of a man, 6 feet 4 inches tall and weighing almost 20 stone (1.93 metres and 127 kilograms). Ironside possessed ability, energy and a commanding personality. He charmed and impressed everyone. Bizarre rumours added an almost legendary aura: that he was directly descended from the last Saxon king of England, that he had been expelled from school at the age of ten for thrashing his teacher!25

Ironside was also a gifted linguist who spoke five languages well, and had a working knowledge of ten others. His Russian was serviceable26 and he could swear fluently enough to impress the local population. His language skills came in handy in other, unexpected ways. On one occasion over the summer the Muslim lascar seamen on some of the British ships became so weak they could scarcely work. It was Ramadan and they refused to eat until the sun set—which it barely did in North Russia at that time of year. Ironside got them eating by giving them absolution in Urdu!27
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Spot the General. Ironside, the British commander, was 6 ft 4 in tall and weighed more than 20 stone (1.93 m and 127 kg). His Russian counterpart, General Marushevsky, was 5 ft 1 in and must have looked a pygmy in comparison. The two did not get on well. (IWM Q 16349) 

But the damage to the Allied cause had been done before Ironside arrived. Bolshevik propaganda warned that the foreigners planned to do away with democratic government and restore the monarchy. The working classes of Arkhangel had always been suspicious of the foreigners, but after Tchaikovsky was deposed the Allies lost support among the middle class too.

Arkhangel became a dangerous place. Bolshevik sympathisers abounded and the British were forced to treat every male civilian as suspect. Occasional shoot-outs took place in the streets and troops were ordered to be armed at all times. If a soldier wasn’t carrying a rifle or pistol, he was directed to keep a Mills grenade in his pocket.

On one occasion John Kelly was cornered by a group of hostile Russian sailors. ‘I whipped out my Mills, pulled out the pin and told them in my limited Russian, plus some plain English, that if I went, I would take some of them along with me for company.’28 He kept the grenade as a souvenir.

Perry’s diary was more laconic:

5 November: Rumour has it the bolshies have issued a proclamation that any British or Americans seen out after the tenth will be shot.

10 November: Nobody shot.

A month later Perry was called out to help quell a mutiny by Russian troops. On 11 December two companies of the 1st Arkhangel Regiment refused to leave for the front and barricaded themselves in their barracks. Perry was among those who poured shot over the building. The mutineers came to the front door, waving handkerchiefs and with their hands up. Two British NCOs lined them up, but a trigger-happy American opened fire, seriously wounding three Russians. Perry was full of contempt for the mutineers who, though armed and inside a solid building, had given up so easily. He noted: ‘There are now rumours that one in every 10 of the rioters are going to be shot’.29

 It is worth recounting the several versions of this incident. They illustrate not only the morale problems on the anti-Bolshevik side, but also the difficulty at this distance in time, in unravelling what actually happened. 

General Ironside’s version comes from his memoirs, which were published as late as 1953.30 He records going to inspect the two companies who were to parade before leaving for the front. They refused to turn out and stayed in their barracks, shouting and waving red flags, and firing at random from the roof. General Marushevsky took charge and ordered up some Russian Lewis-gunners who were doing a course at the machine-gun school. The pint-sized general exhorted the mutineers through a megaphone but was met with more shouting and flag-waving.

Two Stokes mortars were then brought up, also manned by Russians. Their first shot landed in the courtyard on a civilian, the second exploded on the roof. At this, the occupants came out with their hands up. General Marushevsky ordered the ringleaders to step forward and thirteen owned up, all elderly men or NCOs. No Allied troops took part, except to cordon off a street. There were no casualties—except for the unlucky civilian, of whom there was nothing left to identify. Later, the remaining men entrained for the front, singing lustily.

According to Ironside, the ringleaders were court-martialled and sentenced to death. However, as all had been prisoners of war in Germany, their sentences were commuted to terms of imprisonment. Later, by arrangement with the Bolsheviks they were allowed to cross the lines and ‘I believe all were sent to their homes’.

John Kelly provides a different account.31 The 1st Arkhangel Regiment were inside the Alexander Nevsky Barracks. It was a massive masonry building so machine-gun fire had no effect. A Stokes mortar was mounted by Russians who were being trained by Elope Force. The first shot fell short, but the second was ‘a beauty’, bursting on a window ledge.

The mutineers surrendered, a number having been injured. The men were ordered to identify the ringleaders, but refused to do so. Every tenth man was then numbered off to be executed, whereupon names were divulged. Twelve ringleaders were taken away and shot the same afternoon.

An American version is different again.32 It has Russian and American troops dealing with the emergency and the British dawdling up long after it was over. It does mention one of the Russians’ grievances: Marushevsky had recently authorised officers to wear epaulettes again which, to the men, were a hated relic of the old regime. It doesn’t mention their other grievances, none of which were entirely unreasonable: they would not fight for the English king, they would not salute, they wanted bigger rations.33

 Ironside’s account clearly plays down the whole incident and in one respect is quite untrue. Men were indeed executed, thirteen in fact. Ironside himself signed the death warrants.34
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THE WINTER 
CAMPAIGN 
DECEMBER 1918 – MARCH 1919
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BY now—December 1918—it was winter. The hours of daylight had become shorter until, by the winter solstice, Arkhangel saw the sun for just three minutes. The days, though, weren’t just one long blackout; it was still possible to read by natural light for about three hours a day. Moonlight on the snow often created a scene almost as clear as daytime and sometimes there was the eerie beauty of the northern lights, the aurora borealis.

The Australians were unanimous in finding the winter forests wonderful, the trees laced with snow and everything ‘so clean and pure and delicate’.1 The silence of the forests was almost absolute. The uncanny stillness was broken only by the soft plop when a mass of snow was dislodged from a branch—or, at night, by a sudden crack like a rifle shot when a tree branch shattered in the intense cold.

At Christmas, Perry was invited to the home of some ‘very nice people’, a well-to-do Arkhangel family. The Christmas tree was lit with electric lights, presents were exchanged and toasts were drunk at midnight. Perry felt homesick, sang eight songs and danced till three o’clock in the morning. ‘Have spent the best Christmas in my soldiering travels. Meeting a better class of Russians than previously. I’m beginning to feel for them more.’2 A week later, he enjoyed another round of partying for Orthodox Christmas.3

The Aussies found the Russian winter extreme but exhilarating. Temperatures of minus 30 degrees were common, when the hairs in their nostrils froze instantly, frost formed on their eyebrows and their eyelids stuck together. Sometimes the temperature was even lower. Kelly reports that it twice dropped to minus 70 degrees Fahrenheit (minus 56.7 degrees Celsius).4 Breathing at that temperature felt as if a blowtorch was being aimed down his throat, and the air was rarefied to the point of suffocation. Touching metal objects with a bare hand was like grasping a red-hot iron; skin and flesh would adhere to the metal and produce horrible wounds.

Sir Ernest Shackleton, the Antarctic explorer, had been brought to Russia as an adviser and given the honorary rank of major. Under his supervision, Elope members were issued with a complete polar outfit which included a heavy overcoat lined with sheepskin, blizzard goggles, a fur hat and fur-lined leather gloves. In addition, there were oversized mittens which were strung around the neck, kiddie-fashion, on a harness. The men kept their gloved hands inside the mittens, slipping them out only for brief periods.

The kit was excellent except for the boots, which were made of canvas and had oversized wooden soles without heels. To wear them, the men first put on two or three pairs of woollen socks, then lumbermen’s woollen stockings reaching to the top of their thighs. Next came fur-lined boots and then the Shackleton boots, with any empty space being packed with rags or straw. With their feet done up like this, the men could barely walk, much less fight.5

Frostbite was a constant danger and was signalled by a patch of white skin and a loss of sensation. Immediate massage was needed to restore the circulation, taking special care not to break the skin. For this, a lubricant was needed and, paradoxically, snow was often the only thing available. The body warmth of the masseur’s hands melted the snow to form a film between the fingers and the victim’s skin.
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Sergeant Perry in winter kit. The polar outfit was designed by the famous Antarctic explorer Sir Ernest Shackleton and was very successful except for the boots, which were almost impossible to walk in. Gloved hands were protected by the oversized mittens. Note Perry’s AIF badge on his fur hat. (AWM A05184) 

Perry records how he felt his fingers start to freeze one morning in January 1919. He rushed into a house to thaw them out and when he felt them tingling again, set out anew. After a while they lost all feeling and he pulled off his gloves to find all his fingers white and frozen stiff.

He put them into the snow and was rubbing them hard when a Russian policeman offered to have a look. ‘Straightaway he took me inside, got some snow and rubbed them for an hour … [It] undoubtedly saved my fingers except for one which would not come to life. It’s 28 below zero.’6

In the winter conditions the Australians had to acquire new skills themselves. Some found it tricky learning to ski and were unnerved the first time they crossed the Dvina on the ice. They needn’t have worried for ice on the rivers could form 30 centimetres thick in a single night. In midwinter the ice on the Dvina was 3 metres thick and supported a railway line across it.

Waging war in the extreme cold created unforeseen problems. Grenades failed to explode. The fuses on trench mortars didn’t function properly. The propellants in shells lost so much power their range almost halved and the artillery range-tables had to be recalculated. The lubricant in firearms froze, the metal became brittle and parts broke off. Machine guns froze solid and had to be thawed with boiling water before they could be stripped and reassembled.

The British and Americans built blockhouses, low log buildings in traditional North Russian style but more strongly constructed. They were sited to give each other fire support and clearings were cut on all sides, then staked out with barbed wire entanglements. If a heavy snowfall destroyed a clear field of fire, it was easier to add another storey to a blockhouse than try to clear the snow.7

The defence enjoyed one enormous advantage. The blockhouses were relatively warm and comfortable and weapons could be manipulated easily in them. This meant the defenders’ firepower was always superior because machine guns were pretty well unusable in the open. Attacks in any case were generally brief, because nobody could survive for long without shelter. In such low temperatures wounds were clean and there was no gangrene, but an injured man outside would die of exposure in minutes.

From Arkhangel the lines of communication spread outwards like the ribs of a fan. There were few connecting links between them and each could be properly reinforced only from the hub at Arkhangel. The most important were the railway due south towards the city of Vologda, and the Dvina River south-east towards Kotlas. In addition, there were the Pinega and Vaga rivers, both tributaries of the Dvina, and a trail to Onega. During the winter Arkhangel was linked with Murmansk by a reindeer trail across the White Sea, over which mail for the troops was carried.

There was no continuous front line. The Allied defences extended several kilometres astride the railway line and river, then petered out in the endless forests. The Bolsheviks probed those defences, making sudden attacks wherever they found a weakness. Patrols from both sides penetrated behind each other’s positions, setting ambushes and skirmishing. The battle front was simply wherever the two forces chanced to meet.

Over the winter a daily train operated to the Railway Front, bringing in rations and taking out the sick and wounded. Once the rivers had frozen, however, the troops elsewhere depended on horse and sleigh—with the advantage that a sleigh could carry double the weight of an equivalent horse and cart.8 Convoys of sleighs were manned by local villagers and were able to cover 40 to 60 kilometres in twenty-four hours. The system worked well, but it was a massive logistical effort. To keep all the outposts supplied, over nine hundred sleighs were on the move in relay every day.9 In the four months from December 1918, there were 28,209 sleigh-loads carried on the route between Arkhangel and Bereznik alone.10

Moving arms and ammunition was a Herculean task. As a general rule guns could be moved only about 20 kilometres a day because advance teams were needed to cut trees and level the snow. When a Canadian artillery battery needed to move its two giant 60-pounder guns, special sleighs were built in the naval workshops in Arkhangel. Each gun, each gun carriage and each set of wheels needed a ten-horse sleigh; each gun buffer took a six-horse sleigh; while the ammunition followed in fifty single-horse sleighs.11

Ironside himself had to rely on a pony sleigh to reach the front line because aircraft were undependable in winter and there wasn’t a riding horse in Arkhangel which could carry his weight. Drawn by a relay of hardy Siberian ponies, he travelled at night, swathed from head to foot in furs and cushioned in a bed of hay. Often his only escorts were his driver and a Russian teenager, Kostya, who later accompanied him back to England and remained in his service for twenty years. Ironside’s surprise arrival in isolated outposts added enormously to his popularity with the Allied troops of all nationalities.
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Eskimo sleighs on the frozen river, with Solombala Barracks in the background. Eskimos descended upon Arkhangel every winter, wearing furs dyed ‘every colour of the rainbow’. John Kelly was surprised the reindeer were so small and was struck by the way the drivers controlled them by poking them with long poles. (US Army Signal Corps, Bentley Historical Library) 
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Over the winter, troops at the front depended on sleighs to keep them supplied. On the Dvina Front, hundreds were needed in a constant relay. Sometimes the ponies were so encrusted with frost they looked like polar bears. On this leg of the route to Bereznik a single log cabin was the only habitation in 44 kilometres. (US Army Signal Corps, Bentley Historical Library) 

By January 1919 these troops numbered about 15,000 in the Arkhangel command. The biggest contingents were the British with 6300 men, the American with 5300 and the French with 1600. In addition, there were about 10,000 White Russian troops of dubious value. The Americans did more than their share of the fighting: 4200 of them were at the front, compared with only 3000 British (of whom some were the Canadian gunners). In the relative comfort of Arkhangel, the British outnumbered the Americans 3000 to 900.12

There was also a small air force with about thirty British and Canadian pilots and thirty White Russians, most of whom were highly experienced. The commander of the Russian Slavo-British air force, himself a South African, records having three Australian pilots. Unfortunately he fails to give their names and it has proved impossible to identify them.13

To keep the planes flying over winter required extraordinary efforts. They were kept in hangars or tents permanently heated by flameless lamps. Even so, oil would thicken and cease to lubricate. Radiators would freeze solid and hot water flushed through them would often freeze again before the engine could be started. Once a plane was in the air, the throttles and control wires froze, metal rigging wires crystallised and snapped and air intake pipes and exhausts filled with ice. The bomb-release gear often froze, so bombs were carried in the observer’s seat and dropped over the side by hand. Aircraft in trouble had nowhere to land but four primitive landing strips hundreds of kilometres apart.

With only a couple of aircraft, the Bolsheviks were outnumbered and outclassed in the air, but on the ground it was different. Opposing the Allies was the 6th Red Army of about 27,000 men. It was supported by artillery with ample ammunition and was ably led by Aleksandr Samoylo, a former Tsarist general. As well as his land forces, Samoylo commanded a Bolshevik flotilla on the Dvina. With seven gunboats and two artillery barges, it had less firepower than the British flotilla, but come spring it was to enjoy a brief advantage. While both sides were frozen in over winter, the ice thawed earlier upstream and the enemy gunboats were able to go into action while the British were still ice-bound.
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RAF Sopwith fitted with skis. Keeping aircraft operational in the phenomenal Russian cold was nearly impossible. Radiators froze solid, air intake pipes filled with ice, rigging wires crystalised and snapped, controls iced up. Frostbite was common among the pilots despite their heavy windproof clothing and furs. (US Army Signal Corps, Bentley Historical Library) 

Exercising overall executive and military control in the northern region was Mikhail Sergeyevich Kedrov, a ruthless commissar. Soon after the Revolution he had been appointed to head what the Soviets termed an ‘Extraordinary Commission’. His role was to consolidate Soviet power in the north and organise the urgent removal from Arkhangel of the Allied war supplies. He travelled in a special armoured train bristling with guns and went from town to town to instil discipline, shoot ‘traitors’ and terrorise the peasants with bloodthirsty speeches. Paradoxically, he was also a man of culture; an accomplished pianist, he had played Beethoven sonatas to Lenin when they both lived in exile in the West.

By a strange coincidence, the Western diplomatic corps in Russia actually met Kedrov. While he was withdrawing south from Arkhangel, just before the Allied takeover, the diplomats—including the gregarious, cigar-smoking US Ambassador, David Rowland Francis, and his black American valet14 —were making their way north from Vologda to Arkhangel. The two trains met on the single track and one had to back up to the nearest siding to let the other pass. Francis regarded Kedrov as ‘one of the most violent and unscrupulous members of the Bolshevik party’, and feared being taken hostage. Instead, Kedrov stood politely beside the track and made small talk with the ambassadors.15

With the arrival of winter the Bolsheviks grew more numerous, better armed and more aggressive. Enemy pressure was brought to bear on isolated outposts. Despite their initial inexperience, many American units fought well. At Tulgas on the Dvina, for example, the Bolsheviks attacked on 11 November 1918, the very day the Allies and Germany signed the Armistice. Several days of unexpected warmer weather had partially thawed the river to the south, giving the enemy gunboats free rein. Fighting raged for three days and it was only the Americans’ tenacity, plus a battery of Canadian guns, that carried the day.

But the signing of the Armistice undermined Allied morale. The men had been conscripted to fight Germans in a war they believed in. Now, for reasons they didn’t understand, they found themselves taking sides in a cause in which they had no interest. With Germany defeated and the world war over, all sense of purpose evaporated. Allied troops felt they were fighting for nothing except their own lives.

The Bolsheviks were skilful propagandists and played on Allied discontent. At night across the front line, Allied troops were harangued by Bolshevik spokesmen, many of whom had spent time as migrants in the United States and spoke English with American accents. Leaflets were left to be picked up along forest tracks or dropped by aircraft of the newly formed Red air force. Some bore the hallmarks of having been written by native English-speakers.

The leaflets asked the men why they weren’t going home now the war was over. They questioned what grievance the foreigners had with the Russian people: ‘What have we done to you?’ Some leaflets raised class issues, accusing the foreign troops of shooting their fellow workers and of being scabs. This was an approach which resonated with the Americans, many of whom were conscripted factory workers. ‘You soldiers are fighting on the side of the employers against us, the working people of Russia … You are kidding yourself that you are fighting for your country.’16
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‘Have you signed up as a Volunteer?’ Bolshevik propaganda was skilful and effective. This recruiting poster dates from 1920—after the Allied intervention was over, but before Arkhangel finally fell to the Bolsheviks. (Government of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic) 

Allied commanders pretended the propaganda had no effect and, in public, the troops scoffed at it. In fact, it preyed on the minds of many men in isolated outposts, who already found the winter silence unnerving and who knew that until the thaw there was no possibility of escape. The futility of their presence added to the rigours of the cold, the featureless landscape, the monotonous food and the brief hours of dim half-light.

Bolshevik propaganda had an especially powerful effect on the morale of the Russians, both soldiers and civilians. Ironside conceded the propaganda was well written and very effective. In Arkhangel Bolshevik posters were put up nightly and leaflets were circulated by hand. Ironside complained that the city was full of Soviet agents and that those responsible were seldom caught. The Bolsheviks made propaganda tours of occupied villages and in the summer even delivered leaflets addressing Russian householders by name. They also had the clinching argument: Bolsheviks were fellow Russians defending their homeland, while the foreigners were invaders.

By comparison, British propaganda was clumsy. At first the Bolsheviks were dismissed as a cowardly rabble ‘foaming at the mouth’, who would turn and run at a few well-directed shots.17 When this proved obviously untrue, a new explanation was offered: the Bolsheviks were actually led by Germans who ‘appear in Russian uniform and are impossible to distinguish’.18

 General Ironside’s efforts were also feeble. On his arrival he issued a proclamation in English, French and Russian:

There seems to be among the troops a very indistinct idea of what we are fighting here in North Russia. This can be explained in a few words. We are up against Bolshevism which means anarchy pure and simple … Look at Russia at the present moment. The power is in the hands of a few men, mostly Jews, who have succeeded in bringing the country to such a state that order is non-existent, the posts and railways do not run properly, every man who wants something that somebody has got just kills his opponent, only to be killed himself when the next man comes along …19

An American major protested at the tract and it was withdrawn from circulation among the Americans.20 John Kelly didn’t think much of it. He wrote: ‘None of us fell for this political propaganda I can assure you.’21

The Jewish Chronicle in London didn’t care for it either. The newspaper complained to the Foreign Office, which agreed that Ironside’s remark about Jews was ‘unfortunate’ and tried to hush it up. Though a splendid soldier, Ironside had his prejudices and seemed to dislike Bolsheviks, Jews, French and Germans, in that order.22

Morale sank steadily as the winter wore on. There was unrest in every national force, though each played down its own failings and exaggerated those of the others. The Americans thought the British troops ‘weedy and scrawny looking’ and fit only for garrison duty.23 The British thought the French a ‘sullen band of strikers and shirkers’ who sulked if they weren’t given leave every ten days to visit their women in Arkhangel.24 It was no surprise when one French unit refused to leave Arkhangel to return to the front, saying they would defend the city but would take no part in any offensive action; nor when a company of 160 French colonial troops had to be taken into custody, ‘completely demoralised and … useless for military operations’.25

In February the British faced a mutiny of their own. Some of the 13th Yorkshires refused to relieve the Americans on the Dvina and demanded that censorship be lifted so people back home would know what was really happening in Russia. The ringleaders were court-martialled for mutiny and condemned to be shot. The sentences were commuted only because the King had given a secret direction that no executions should be carried out after the Armistice.26

The Russians were the least reliable. British opinion of them was very low, and not just in terms of their fighting ability. A British major wrote: 

As far as the Russian element is concerned, they are lazy, stupid, indolent, pleasure loving and seeking, and if it was not for the large number of Finns and Letts, no work where even the least amount of brain is required could be undertaken owing to their lack of education and want of intellect.27

Many Russian officers behaved as if the Tsar had never abdicated and openly despised their men. Their troops responded with surly resentment and sometimes outright treachery. For example, Tulgas, the village the Americans had held against Bolshevik attack in November 1918, was entrusted to the 3rd North Russian Rifle Regiment. The following April, the regiment went over to the Bolsheviks en masse, murdering seven of their officers and surrendering the blockhouses and dugouts the Americans had spent the winter reinforcing.

For all their boasted military tradition, Russian officers were themselves undependable. The 1st Arkhangel Regiment, the ones who had mutinied on 11 December, failed to support one American advance because their commander thought it ‘not the right kind of day’ for an attack!28 This was a New Year operation towards Yemtsa on the Railway Front in which no group distinguished itself. The French Foreign Legion failed to make headway in spite of their snowshoes and a British company failed to open fire because its commander was nursing a New Year hangover. Ironside reprimanded the Russian and French officers and sacked the delinquent Briton.

The Americans had their own morale problems, with high numbers of self-inflicted wounds,29 and much suspicion of British motives. They felt they were being used as pawns for the British Empire and bitterly resented being under British command. One American company refused to return to the Railway Front, complaining the British always placed them in the most dangerous positions. A common belief was that British officers carried extra ‘pips’ in their pocket so that if the occasion demanded they could attach the necessary insignia to outrank any American present.

One American officer wrote home: ‘We are under British control. Mind you, the English own us; they can do with us what they please. Good God, you cannot believe how these English are hated around here’.30 General Wilds Richardson, who took over from Colonel Stewart in April 1919, even disdained British decorations. He noted the condescending way the British awarded them—‘with an air of superiority bred from generations of handling troops of inferior races’.31

The ill-feeling was reciprocated. From the British point of view, the Yanks had joined the war three years late, while in their own eyes the Americans had arrived just in time to rescue the Tommies. Relations weren’t helped by the curious fact that many of the American troops didn’t speak English. A sizeable proportion were drawn from migrant families, newly arrived in the United States and often of Polish or Russian origin. According to one British officer, they spoke every European language except English.32

John Kelly bore witness to the Americans’ feelings. He was attached to an American unit for some weeks and wrote: ‘These so-called allies of ours hated England and all things English … No Hun ever sang his hymn of hate with greater fervour than did these Yankees.’ He found the Yanks cocksure, but very green and inexperienced and with no conception of real war. The loudest bang they had ever heard, he suggested, was the popping of a champagne cork.33

In public, General Ironside was tactful about the calibre of the American troops, but privately he shared the general low opinion. He wrote: ‘I have seen many American regiments in France and had many under my command but I have never seen anything quite so bad as this regiment … [It] has received no training and the officers are, one and all, of the lowest quality imaginable.’34

In turn, Kelly had no high regard for the British officers. To him they were barrack-square officers, interested in troops saluting and marching in step, but completely blind to battle discipline, initiative or an ability to improvise. ‘In the field I did not see one English officer whom I would place in the category of being a leader or an inspiration to men under his command.’35

Australians, of course, reckoned themselves superior to all-comers. Keith Attiwill, who was to arrive in Russia in June 1919 with the Relief Force, compiled a table ranking the fighting prowess of both friends and foes. Attiwill himself had fought neither Germans (omitted from the list) nor Turks, and drew on his mates’ views as much as his own. The table, with 100 being the highest possible score, gives a pretty good idea of Australian opinion.36

	Country	Nickname	Rating
	Australia	Aussies	100
	England	Tommies	60
	Scotland	Jocks	80
	New Zealand	Kiwis	90
	Canada	Canooks	80
	South Africa	Springboks	90
	United States	Yanks	50
	Egypt	Gyppos	-100
	Turkey	Johnny Turk	98
	Chinese (Labour Corps)	Chinks	.5
	Portuguese	Pork and Beaners	.1
	Russia (Whites)	Russkis	60
	Russia (conscripts)	Bolos	20
	Russia (Red army)	Reds	90
	French	Frogs	50

National antipathy impinged on social contacts. Perry became such an accomplished skater he was chosen for the Allied team in a friendly ice-hockey game against the Russian Whites. He was persistently fouled by a Russian officer and eventually lost his temper and punched him. ‘Quite a lot of British officers came up and told me I was justified in hitting the rotter.’37 The Russian later apologised for his dirty play but refused Perry’s challenge to settle their differences with fists on the grounds he was an officer. A Canadian officer offered to fight in Perry’s place but the Russian declined him too.

The Australians regretted being separated from each other and not serving under their own officers. They were frequently out of contact, both with each other and their families at home. The mail was irregular and Kelly’s father wrote several times to AIF headquarters complaining about the mail and mix-ups with his pay-book. ‘It appears to me that the few Australians in the North Russian Expeditionary Force receive scant attention from the Authorities.’38

Allan Brown seems to have moved around more than most. January 1918 had found him in Shenkursk, a strategically important town southwest of Arkhangel, among a mixed force of about a thousand British, Americans and Russian Whites. The Bolsheviks had almost surrounded Shenkursk and the decision was taken to break out. Men were ordered to take only what they could carry but, when the stores of rations and clothing were thrown open for each man to take his pick, the temptation to overload proved irresistible.

The column moved off at midnight on 24 January along a narrow, little-used logging track. It was 30 degrees below zero and 50 kilometres to safety. The artillery and about a hundred hospital patients were carried on sleighs but the rest of the troops and a column of refugees had to follow on foot.

The horses and sleighs cut up the track badly and it was too dark to see the ruts and holes. Soon the overloaded men were collapsing from exhaustion in the deep snow and had to be dragged and punched to their feet. By degrees they jettisoned their extra rations, their pistols, belts, personal kit and bundles of cherished letters. Some even shed the fleece-lined overcoats which hung on them like lead weights; others dumped their clumsy Shackleton boots and risked frostbite to struggle on in stockinged feet. Brown escaped with just the clothes on his back, writing to his sister three months later that he still felt depressed by the desperate retreat ‘and other tragic scenes’.39

In his longish narrative, Kelly mentions the doings of only one of his fellow Australians, Rainbow Graham, who was serving on the Railway Front.40 When the rail traffic became congested a call had gone out for a qualified person to control the line. Graham claimed to know everything about running a railway and got himself commissioned as a captain and appointed Railway Transport Officer. Kelly wasn’t surprised to hear on the bush telegraph that train movements were sometimes chaotic.

Kelly also recounts Graham’s involvement in a raid on a supposed enemy armoured train. It was standing in a siding, apparently unguarded, and Graham organised an armed party, deployed his men around it and called on the occupants to surrender. In fact, it was a British armoured train whose crew were resting before their next sortie. Among his fellow Australians Graham had trouble living the incident down.

On the other hand, he charmed the Americans.41 They seem to have accepted all his stories at face value, including how he had rescued a wounded American by driving a locomotive into no-man’s land and pulling him from a swamp, and how he had stolen whisky from the British to exchange for fresh food for the American hospital. The credulous Americans even swallowed his excuse for shooting out the lights in a cafe in Arkhangel, namely that he had married an American nurse in Belgium and wanted to be kicked out of Russia to rejoin her and their baby!

Kelly ranked Graham as the champion liar of the whole AIF—which is saying something. In the 1920s Graham was written up in the Sydney Morning Herald,42 with a tale of having been captured by the Bolsheviks. According to him, he had escaped by stealing a plane and flying it to Norway! It was pure invention.

By March 1919 the winter in northern Russia was waning and temperatures had climbed above freezing. In April Allan Brown was describing the weather as splendid, though he wrote of his new posting (possibly Onega): ‘This district is all lake and river, the only “dry land” being marsh! And now the thaw is on us we expect to be out of communication with the rest of the world for quite a long time except by wireless’.43

With the thaw, the snow melted and the forest tracks turned to slush. In Arkhangel the Eskimos vanished as silently as they had arrived. The railway track across the Dvina was dismantled and during the first week in April the ice in some of the channels was dynamited. Great cracks appeared in the surface of the harbour and jagged ends of ice rose 6 metres in the air, then crashed down again with a noise like an artillery barrage. 

John Kelly describes it as the most awesome sight he had ever seen. As the ice field broke up the movement of water became a torrent. Millions of tons of ice and water raced downstream, carrying everything in its path. Boats and ocean-going ships which had been frozen in were carried like toys before an irresistible force. Kelly saw a pontoon wharf, complete with storage shed, being jostled downstream at breakneck speed. The noise was thunderous and the flow a stupendous million cubic feet a second. It was a spectacle that marked the end of the winter campaign.

Compared with even the smallest offensive in France, operations in North Russia were ‘nothing more than a prolonged military picnic’.44 Kelly called it a bow-and-arrow affair compared with France or Gallipoli. He summed it up as sporadic machine-gun and rifle fire, some grenades and mortars, and a little artillery fire. But, as he pointed out, it still took only a single bullet or random shell fragment to spell a soldier’s end.

By June it was summer. The snow had melted into bogs, the sun shone for twenty-four hours a day and the entire country swarmed with mosquitoes. Kelly had been fighting for four years and had had enough. Perry had been away even longer, almost five years. His feelings were mixed. On 17 June 1919, his last day in Russia, he wrote, ‘In one way I regret leaving but it’s lovely to be going home’.

Two of the Aussies stayed on in Russia—Captains Brown and Lohan. Three—Wyatt, Hickey45 and Tarrant—had already left. Tarrant’s service record indicates he was evacuated due to osteomyelitis, an after-effect of his wounds at Gallipoli. He had reached Britain in October 1918 and within two months had got himself married there.

The remaining Australians of Elope embarked at Arkhangel on 17 June 1919. It was twelve months to the day since they had left England. By then the first Australians of the Relief Force were on their way.
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IT wasn’t just in the north of Russia that foreigners had intervened. By Soviet count, no fewer than sixteen separate countries invaded Russian soil after the Bolshevik Revolution.1 Each national government gave its force different instructions—except for those which gave them none at all. Apart from wanting to be rid of the Bolsheviks, the foreigners didn’t know quite what they were aiming to achieve. They committed their forces in the vague hope that something good would come out of it. 

Civil war raged throughout the whole of Russia. Anti-Bolshevik White armies formed in different parts of the country, as did bands of Cossacks, nationalists, anarchists and out-and-out brigands. More than thirty ‘governments’ claimed authority over all or part of Russian territory. Outside powers latched onto the various Whites and sent troops and war supplies to support them.

Besides Marushevsky in the north, there were three main White armies. One was headed by Admiral Kolchak, a naval man who had once sailed on the Askold. Kolchak controlled much of Siberia and was advancing westwards from there. Another White Army under General Denikin was based in the south-east of European Russia. It cooperated with the Cossacks of the Don and the Kuban who were fighting for autonomy for their own regions. A third White Army was headed by General Yudenich in the Baltic. Yudenich was another reactionary former Tsarist general and was so obese he had to be lifted out of his staff car.

Government in White-controlled areas was corrupt, brutal and, especially in Denikin’s case, anti-Semitic. Politically, the Whites were disunited; while there was much talk about aims and means there was little agreement. In any case the White armies were separated from each other by hundreds of kilometres, making military coordination between them well nigh impossible. The ultimate plan was for Kolchak to link up with Marushevsky at Kotlas and with Denikin in Central Russia. Yudenich was to join them both at Petrograd. None of it happened.

The Whites broke almost every accepted military precept. They had no unity of command. They were unable to concentrate their forces at a single time and place. They failed to secure their rear, which seethed with bandits, insurgents and, especially in the Ukraine, separatists. The Whites’ administration was so poor that any advance petered out through lack of supplies.

Most importantly, the Whites alienated those who would have been their natural allies. Finland, the Baltic states, Poland and the Ukraine would all have thrown their weight behind the anti-Bolshevik cause if only the Whites had recognised their aspirations to independence. In this, however, the Whites were more obdurate than the Bolsheviks themselves. They refused to countenance the secession of even an inch of the motherland.

Opposing them, the Red Army enjoyed three great advantages. First, despite their own brutality the Bolsheviks had the acquiescence, if not the support, of most of the population. The Bolsheviks promised land reform and a new social order, whereas the Whites offered nothing but a return to the old regime. Second, the Reds had internal lines of communication centred in Moscow and could move troops from one front to another as needed. Third, they had a centralised command under the ruthless genius of Trotsky.
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Trotsky was a brilliant organiser whose energy and leadership were crucial to the Red Army’s success. His armoured train sped him from one front to another to rally his troops. Time and again his sudden arrival helped avert enemy breakthroughs. Here, in 1919, Trotsky addresses troops from the roof of a train called ‘The Watchguard of the Revolution’. (Bogdanov collection) 

The fighting, as Churchill later described,2 was nothing like that of the world war just ended. There were raids and massacres but few real battles. Natural barriers like the River Volga or the Ural mountains presented no great obstacle and their loss or gain seemed to bring no strategic advantage. Huge areas changed hands until the armies spread their forces so thinly that eventually the limit was reached—and the enemy pressed them back into headlong retreat. Cities changed hands many times and, with every change, the inhabitants found it expedient to swap allegiance. Wise householders secretly kept both red and Tsarist flags and flew one or the other according to which army was in temporary occupation.

On the map, the Whites appeared to make progress. Whole swathes of Russia seemed to be conquered and occupied. In the capitals of Europe the politicians were deceived. Much of what the press reported was sheer fantasy. For example, days before Denikin’s army was routed, the correspondent for The Times was writing that the position at the front was ‘steadily improving’ and that Denikin was so adored that the women of Kharkov kissed the mudguards of his car as he drove past!3 Honest observers on the spot knew it was all nonsense.

After the Armistice the Allies convened a peace conference, meeting at Paris and Versailles. The turmoil in Russia was only one of many problems facing the post-war world, but the Supreme Allied War Council wanted to agree on a unified stance. On 19 February 1919, the day Russia was on the agenda, President Clemenceau of France was wounded in an assassination attempt. The subject of Russia was shelved and not taken up again. No joint decision was ever made.

Absurdly, Russia was not represented at the peace conference. No foreign country recognised the Bolshevik regime, so there was no Russian government to invite. Furthermore, France adamantly refused to let Russia take part on the grounds she had ‘betrayed’ the Allies by coming to terms with Germany in 1917. France forgot how Russia had spared her several times from the full might of the German army.

When the Treaty of Versailles finally came to be signed, Russia, the country which had lost more lives in the war than any other, was not a signatory. Thirty-two other nations were—including such mighty belligerents as Bolivia, Haiti, Liberia and Siam!4

The treaty was signed on 28 June 1919, bringing the Great War formally to an end. Ironically, it was five years to the day after the fateful shots were fired in Sarajevo. On Australia’s behalf Prime Minister Billy Hughes signed the treaty, then sealed it using the impression of an AIF tunic badge.

But long before then decisions about Russia had already been taken. In the absence of a single policy, each of the Allies had acted separately. France had earlier intervened in the Ukraine, trying unsuccessfully to fill the vacuum created when the Germans withdrew. The move had ended in disaster. Undisciplined French troops had alienated the local Ukrainian nationalists and proved no match for a Bolshevik army supported by Cossack partisans. France abandoned Odessa in chaos, leaving thousands of panic-stricken refugees to their fate. She decided to withdraw her troops from the north too.

In the United States, the public had been clamouring over the winter for their boys to come home. It was even proposed they be withdrawn by icebreaker. Their mandate had been to perform only guard duty, yet they were fighting and dying far into the interior. Senator Cabot Lodge in the US Senate declared ‘it is the duty of the United States to take these troops out. They are too many to be sacrificed wantonly and uselessly and they are too few to be effective.’5 While maintaining a pretence of Allied consensus, President Wilson had actually decided by February to withdraw US troops as soon as Arkhangel was open to shipping.6

The French and American decisions forced the hand of the British War Cabinet. On 4 March 1919 it followed suit and resolved to withdraw British forces before the coming winter. Responsibility for carrying out the decision fell to Winston Churchill, the British Secretary of State for War, and a man who hated Bolshevism.

Churchill declared Bolshevism the worst tyranny in history—far worse, he said, than German militarism—and its atrocities ‘incomparably more hideous, on a larger scale and more numerous than any for which the Kaiser is responsible’.7 Indeed, Churchill even tentatively suggested the Germans could atone for their war guilt by sending troops to help fight the Bolsheviks!8

The vehemence of Churchill’s public statements was remarkable. At different times he likened the Bolsheviks to blood-sucking vampires, to plagues of locusts, to a phial of typhoid or cholera, and Lenin to a plague bacillus. One speech included this extravagant passage:

Russia is rapidly being reduced by the Bolsheviks to an animal form of barbarism … The Bolsheviks maintain themselves by bloody and wholesale butcheries and murders, carried out to a large extent by Chinese executioners and armoured cars … Civilisation is being extinguished over gigantic areas while Bolsheviks hop and caper like troops of ferocious baboons amid the ruins of cities and the corpses of their victims.9

Lloyd George, the British prime minister, was aware of Churchill’s rabid anti-communism. He confided to close friends: ‘In certain moods he is dangerous … He has Bolshevism on the brain … he is mad for operations in Russia.’10 It was no exaggeration.

Whatever the government’s intention, Churchill himself was still itching to destroy the Bolsheviks. To this end he began to extend and circumvent the Cabinet’s decision. While the Cabinet had only empowered him ‘to make whatever preliminary arrangements he judged necessary to bring about a safe evacuation’, he interpreted this as authorising the despatch of a new force.11

Churchill justified this step by emphasising the risks of withdrawing in the face of an undefeated enemy. The British government was desperate to avoid a debacle such as the French had just experienced in Odessa, and he played on those fears. He argued that fresh troops were needed, men unaffected by the rigours of the harsh winter and impervious to Bolshevik propaganda.
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Winston Churchill already had a reputation for rash military schemes. Here, on the lookout for men for his Russian venture, the ‘Gambler of Gallipoli’ inspects soldiers of the Army of Occupation in Germany. One Australian taker was Colonel Charles Davies, who was so fed up in Germany he jumped at the chance. (IWM Q 34659) 

To get his way, Churchill enlisted the help of the establishment press. The Times cooperated by reporting a Bolshevik plan to drive the Allies into the sea. It ran headlines:



OUR DANGER IN N. RUSSIA—URGENT HELP NEEDED ARCHANGEL DANGER—TIRED AND ISOLATED FORCES— REINFORCEMENTS WANTED12

It followed up three days later with:

NORTH RUSSIA CAMPAIGN—BRITISH RELIEF FORCE— WILL IT ARRIVE IN TIME?



Other papers followed suit, joining the call for reinforcements. Gradually, the press created a sense of looming catastrophe.

An official government report also helped. Churchill had been nagging the Foreign Office to produce a report on Bolshevik atrocities and it was finally presented to Parliament, perfectly timed, on 3 April 1919.13 It consisted of eyewitness accounts, all unsigned and undated, plus second- and third-hand stories from anti-Bolshevik Russians. Details included wholesale murder by imported gangs of Chinese, fiendish oriental tortures and the conversion of churches into brothels. It was wildly hysterical propaganda and ‘one of the most absurd documents ever to appear in the United Kingdom as an official government paper’.14 To ensure its wide circulation the government brought out several printings for sale at newsstands at twopence a copy, less than cost price.

In Parliament the Foreign Secretary, Lord Curzon, drew a helpful analogy. He argued that if your fingers were caught in a door, you needed to punch the door open to pull them free.15 To do so in Russia, Churchill insisted, a relief force was needed. The Cabinet was lukewarm, but gave way.

The British public, though, was sick of war and it was out of the question to send conscripts. The new force was therefore to consist of volunteers. In a letter to the prime minister, Churchill wrote: ‘It will be made clear to these men that they are only going to extricate their comrades and not for a long occupation of North Russia’.16 Privately, though, he intended that they would press south and link up with Kolchak. The troops were to be sent on the pretext of ensuring a safe withdrawal, then quietly transformed into an offensive task force.

The name ‘North Russia Relief Force’ was probably coined by Churchill himself. It certainly served his purpose: it was ambiguous as to whether the force was to rescue the existing troops or to replace them.17
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ON 9 April 1919 recruiting posters went up on London lamp posts. The next day’s issue of The Times also carried a notice—it appeared above advertisements for light globes and Havana cigars. The notice called for trained, fit soldiers over the age of nineteen. The term of engagement was twelve months, or such lesser period as was required.

A temporary recruiting office was set up at the police headquarters at Scotland Yard. According to the press there were plenty of volunteers. The Daily Mail wrote: ‘The fighting spirit of the old army is aflame. Yesterday hundreds of veterans of the Great War were crowding … to join the North Russia Relief Force’.1 Former colonels, it was said, were signing up for the ranks and men deemed unfit were being turned away in tears.

The reports were exaggerated. In fact, there were fewer volunteers than were needed. Despite Britain’s depressed economy and her two million unemployed, recruiting was less brisk than the press made out. Britain was weary of war and there weren’t many takers for a new one. 
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The Times, 10 April 1919 

The authorities extended the deadline for recruiting and began to scour the country for men to fill the ranks.

At the time there were still 70,000 AIF troops in Britain, waiting for ships to take them home.2 After the Armistice some British circles viewed Australians with disfavour. Aussies had been prominent in the hooliganism which accompanied the Armistice celebrations the previous November. Indeed, the minutes of the British War Cabinet at the time accused them of taking ‘a leading part in increasing the rowdiness of some of the crowds’ and singled out Australians for their drunkenness and excesses.3

The Diggers partially redeemed themselves on 25 April 1919 (unofficially it was already being called Anzac Day), when they marched down the Strand with admirable discipline. But the following week they reverted to form in a march-past of overseas military contingents. ‘The Canadians, South Africans and New Zealanders were fine but our mob just strolled along, and when they halted in Victoria some of them began playing two-up and everyone was smoking.’4
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Anzac Day, London, 1919. Five thousand Diggers parade past the newly built Australia House. Their smart turnout marks them as men suitable for the North Russia Relief Force. Only six months earlier the British Colonial Secretary had urged the Cabinet to get the drunken, undisciplined Australians out of London as soon as possible. (AWM P04910) 

Australians were acknowledged as brave and skilful fighters, but were notorious for their insubordination and cocky individualism. Whatever their shortcomings in conventional discipline, though, they were a potential source of manpower for North Russia. The authorities despatched officers to their camps to appeal for volunteers.

At this point two British-born officers came into the picture. One was Warrant Officer Charles Oliver, a former career soldier in the British Army who had migrated to Australia when the Commonwealth introduced universal cadet training for boys in 1911. As an instructor at Duntroon, he was considered too valuable to allow overseas and spent most of the war years in Australia. Only after months of lobbying did he finally make it to France, where he was wounded in March 1918. With his contacts in the British Army, Oliver was one of the first to enlist in the North Russia Relief Force. He thought he could talk plenty of Diggers into signing on and was told to recruit as many as he could.

The second Briton was Major Harry Gladwyn Harcourt, originally of the Irish Fusiliers and a machine-gun specialist. He had met Australians at Gallipoli and later in England where his mother entertained Diggers on leave at her home. Appointed to command the machine-gun unit in North Russia, Harcourt was told to find his own men. He approached the AIF to see if he could round up any takers.

Australian repatriation policy at the time was simple: those who had joined up first, went home first. This meant that latecomers faced months more of waiting, some for as much as six to twelve months. Educational programs were set up to prepare men for non-military employment, but many found it hard to maintain interest. (Some trainees weren’t serious and referred to it as ‘non-military enjoyment’!) Other men’s minds were preoccupied with personal matters—Diggers were getting married at the rate of 150 a week.5 Mostly, though, the men were just fed up.

Private William Baverstock was one of these men. He had signed on in Sydney in February 1918 but reached France just after the Armistice. In camp back in England in May 1919, he’d just turned twenty and had seen no fighting. He was at a loose end, ‘just sitting about in cold huts waiting to be sent home’. England had soured: ‘I am fed up with Blighty—it is a cow of a place’.6

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0094_001]
Bill Baverstock joined the AIF in February 1918 but didn’t reach France until eleven days after the Armistice. Back in England, he was assigned an unexciting desk job in the Army Pay Corps. Like other latecomers, he also faced a six-month wait for a berth on a ship home. A trip to North Russia proved a more appealing prospect. (Courtesy Baverstock family) 

Private Keith Attiwill (author of the facetious table set out in Chapter 4) was also fed up. Of his time in a pre-embarkation camp in Weymouth, he wrote, ‘We were sick of mooning around camp, doing nothing worthwhile. Discipline had relaxed, there was no drill in our camp and very few parades; there was only a daily roll-call. Once a week you got paid and you had spent it all by next morning …’7

Attiwill recalled an officer in New Zealand uniform (probably Captain Maurice Newbould) turning up to the camp to appeal for volunteers for North Russia. Attiwill and his fellow South Australian, Corporal Arthur Sullivan, showed interest and the Kiwi invited them to the nearest pub—a technique that might have attracted a lot more volunteers. After a few free drinks, the two voted him ‘a good bloke’ and agreed to sign on.

Another taker was Private Ernest Heathcote from Bathurst, New South Wales. He was in camp at Longbridge Deverill on Salisbury Plain. One day an officer from one of the Guards regiments turned up wearing an unusual insignia on his tunic, a white star on a dark blue background.

We were naturally curious and we soon got the wind that he was giving a lecture on the North Russian situation in the canteen at twelve thirty.

As you may expect the whole camp turned up to the lecture and he explained to us that he had been sent down to the Australian camps by the War Office to recruit volunteers to join the North Russian Relief Force. He was ‘howled down’ by the diggers and told to ‘go home’. It was a painful scene—especially for the officer—but it was only a humorous interlude in a monotonous routine for the diggers.8

Heathcote wasn’t among those who jeered; he was a young man with a definite mind of his own. He had enlisted in the AIF at sixteen, not only by adding three years to his age, but also by assuming a false name. He was already in England by the time his mother had tracked him down as ‘Frederick Manning Whatson’ and written to the AIF demanding he be sent home. Heathcote had other ideas and, though still only seventeen, upped his age even further to twenty-five—perhaps to throw his mum off the scent—and signed on for North Russia.

To join the Relief Force, volunteers had to enlist formally in the British Army. Australians needed first to obtain their discharge from the AIF, which entailed signing away the right to a passage home from the Australian government and releasing the Commonwealth from any claim except for a war pension. Some were also made to sign an additional acknowledgement: ‘I am fully aware … I come absolutely under the control of the British Army Authorities … I cannot expect to receive preferential treatment of any kind.’9

The British authorities promised the Aussies they would serve together in a special company under Australian NCOs. Also persuasive was the promise that they could keep their Australian uniforms, including slouch hats. It was a concession Charlie Oliver had wangled from the authorities, and to many Diggers it was an important one. The AIF was an army of volunteers, a citizen army. The slouch hat was symbolic of that fact—and a token that a man belonged to an army which was twice as good as any other.

Baverstock mentioned the uniform when he broke the news of his re-enlistment to his mother. From the War Chest Club in London, a residential club for Australian soldiers on leave, he wrote: ‘I have some rather startling oil for you. Last Friday I enlisted in the North Russia Relief Force.’10 To soften the blow, he spelled out the pluses:

We are allowed to wear Australian uniform and will have our own NCOs and all the privileges of the AIF and we only have to sign on for a year. At the end of the service the Imperial Government is giving us a passage home; so that will be better than the troop decks.

In fact, Australian uniforms were later issued to all those who found themselves part of the ‘Australian Section’ of the Relief Force. Besides Britons, these included some New Zealanders, Canadians and South Africans. Baverstock wrote later: ‘Many of the men beneath the slouch hats spoke in strange accents, but all were proud of the uniform they wore’.11
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Diggers congregating outside the War Chest Club in Horseferry Road, London. The club was a base for Australian troops on leave and offered accommodation, meals, entertainment, reading room and postal facilities. Baverstock wrote from here to tell his mother he had signed on for Russia. (AWM C01839) 

There was one disincentive to signing on. Whereas British volunteers to the Relief Force kept or resumed their former rank, Australians did not. The loss of rank put some Aussies off, but left others undeterred. One Gallipoli veteran, Horace Gipps, had risen through the ranks to become a lieutenant, but signed on for Russia as a corporal. Robert Allison, an accountant, had been a warrant officer at AIF headquarters and had even been seconded to give lectures at the London School of Economics. His official file is marked: ‘Brought to the notice of the Secretary of State for War for valuable services rendered in connection with the war’. Allison signed on as a sergeant.

The AIF imposed one requirement of its own. It insisted volunteers be unmarried, presumably to avoid any liability for widow’s pensions. Sam Pearse from Koorlong, near Mildura in Victoria, got around the problem by applying for his discharge while still a bachelor and getting married ten days later.

According to the official records 138 men applied to be discharged from the AIF to go to North Russia.12 One was knocked back because he was married, four for reasons not stated and eighteen men withdrew their applications. In all, 115 were approved, of whom one (Ernest Woodyard of Footscray, Victoria) didn’t actually embark for Russia. Another Victorian, Lieutenant Leslie Luscombe of Geelong, believed the prime minister personally intervened to veto his discharge.13 Having been taken prisoner at Gallipoli, Luscombe had only just got back to England after more than three years as a prisoner of the Turks.

General Birdwood at AIF headquarters complained of being inundated with the paperwork. He wrote: ‘It really seems astounding that apparently such large numbers of men should be keen on this, while presumably the same men are ready to make a tremendous fuss if not returned to their homes without delay’.14

In addition to those volunteering directly from the AIF, it is probable that other Australians enlisted from the navy and from British regiments in which they had served during the war. Many British military records were destroyed in the London blitz during World War II, so we can never know the total with certainty. Harry Harcourt misled researchers years later by claiming to have recruited four to five hundred men. The best estimate is that no more than 150 Australians took part in the North Russia campaign.

Those who can be identified are listed in Appendix 2. They came from every state, roughly in proportion to their numbers in the Australian population. Twenty-two were born in Great Britain, which at that time included Ireland. These men formed 18 per cent of the Australian contingent, exactly the same percentage as British-born recruits in the AIF. Seventeen men (plus another five from Elope Force) were Gallipoli veterans and wore the ‘A’ for Anzac badge on their unit colour patches. 

Why these men volunteered for North Russia is another question. One motive which seems to have played no part in 1919 was conventional patriotism. None of the Aussies mentioned King or Empire as their reason for going to Russia. In fact, the only Australian who claimed to be moved by political motives was one who didn’t make it. This was our home-grown fascist, Captain Francis De Groot, the man who later opened Sydney Harbour Bridge with a drawn sword. De Groot was serving in the British Army of Occupation in Germany when he volunteered. Violently anti-Bolshevik (‘hate the swine’), he was knocked back because his administrative skills were thought to be needed more in occupied Germany than in revolutionary Russia.15

One feeling akin to patriotism may have played a role: a sense of loyalty to fellow soldiers. Some British volunteers were motivated by the press reports that their comrades would be driven into the sea unless they got immediate help. Australians were certainly aware of the supposed threat and may also have been influenced by it. One English major confided to his diary: ‘There was never a word of truth in [it] and I hope the men will never find out’.16 Of course, they did. Even the youngster Heathcote commented that the troops they had gone to relieve were ‘far from being “pushed into the sea” as was asserted by the English authorities and papers’.17

Some of the factors which initially motivated volunteers to the AIF can also be excluded. The fervour and war hysteria of 1914 had long subsided. With Germany defeated, hatred of the enemy or revenge for the death of a friend or family member could no longer be a motive. Nor could social pressure apply—except in terms of peer pressure and mateship. In that sense, it clearly was a factor. Mates wanted to stick together and to some degree probably urged each other on. Attiwill and Sullivan were a case in point. So were John Boag, James Peden and Wilfred Robinson, who had all been off-loaded sick in Sierra Leone on the voyage out. Having survived influenza and made it to England, the three signed on for North Russia together.

Apart from sheer boredom, there were two clear reasons why Australians chose to sign on for North Russia. The first was economic. Just as money had been an incentive in 1914, so it was in 1919. In 1914 unemployment was rising both from drought and the wartime disruption to shipping and international trade. Regular work and good pay were a huge attraction, and at 6 shillings a day on overseas service, Australian soldiers were the best paid in the world.

For North Russia the rate of pay was even higher: 14 shillings a day or £21 2s 0d a month. Not only was that more than double what a Digger was drawing in the AIF, it was much more than he was likely to earn when he finally reached home and found work. Signing on for Russia also gave him an immediate financial benefit. On discharge from the AIF a soldier could claim his deferred pay, an amount which had been withheld (at the rate of a shilling a day) as a form of compulsory saving. Arthur Sullivan was one who took advantage of this. He had accumulated more than £15 and took half of it immediately.

The second reason was a thirst for adventure. Of the North Russia volunteers, twenty-three had enlisted in 1918. None of their number reached France before the Armistice and many didn’t get beyond England. Having arrived too late for the war, they wanted to do more than sit around in a holding camp before going home again. For those who wanted to see action and prove themselves, North Russia offered one last opportunity.

Attiwill and Sullivan typified this group. The two had enlisted in South Australia and arrived in Britain in September. They were separated in October when Attiwill was hospitalised for measles, eczema and hearing damage he had suffered during training. Sullivan too ended up in hospital for three months; he had caught gonorrhoea while celebrating the Armistice. (His medical file records ‘Source: an amateur’.) The two had only just been reunited when the free-spending Kiwi captain persuaded them to sign on for Russia. In his recollections, Attiwill offers no explanation for volunteering except the promise of adventure.

Adventure had been a major motive for men joining the AIF in the first place. War was seen as a great adventure and viewed in some ways as a sport, though a serious and dangerous one in which you played for keeps. It offered the chance to see the world and prove yourself a man. The determination to be ‘in it’ was reflected in thousands of instances where young men joined the AIF by falsifying their ages. Indeed, the enlistment forms seem to have been designed to facilitate the truth being stretched; until late in the war an applicant needed only to state an age, not a date of birth.

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0100_001]
En route to England, Keith Attiwill is pictured in Durban, South Africa, posing with bananas and sugarcane. The war ended before he could see action so he volunteered for North Russia. (Courtesy Peter and Judy Attiwill) 

Heathcote was not the only volunteer for Russia with a dodgy age. Another was Ernest Gaffey, from Bundarra, near Inverell in New South Wales. He had first enlisted in the AIF at seventeen by forging his parents’ consent. After being found out and discharged, he got away with it the following year by falsely declaring his parents to be dead!

On the other hand, James Parsons put his age down, not up. The second-oldest Australian to serve in Russia, he had been thirty-nine when he joined up in Horsham, Victoria, in 1915. At that stage of the war he was a year too old, so he knocked three years off to make sure he was accepted. There was no maximum age for the Relief Force, and by the time Parsons signed on for Russia he was aged forty-three years and seven months.

Parsons, a shoeing smith, served at Gallipoli and represented a second distinct category of adventure-seeking volunteers: experienced soldiers who had spent years on active service. Most had endured many months of hardship in the trenches and almost all had been wounded at least once. One wonders why they hadn’t had their fill of war.

The explanation seems to be this. They were men who, at an impressionable stage of their lives, had learned to live dangerously. Fighting was the only life they knew and they enjoyed the excitement of operations and the comradeship of the ranks. Their units were their family. In signing on for Russia, Private Leslie Lee of Sydney gave as his reason: ‘My pals have all enlisted’.18

Men like this felt alarm at the thought of becoming civilians again and dreaded having to find a new livelihood. With peace, the bottom fell out of the dangerous and unsettled life to which they had grown accustomed. Sergeant Sam Pearse seems to have been of this type. He had joined up before he was eighteen and spent nearly four years in the army, almost all on active service overseas. He seems to have been unprepared for peace.

Though newly married, Pearse even forgot to take writing paper when he left for Russia. Aboard the troopship sailing north he had to borrow from a mate to write to his wife: ‘the chap that owns this writing pad is going crook so I will write again in the morning’. In his next letter he tells excitedly of rumours that machine-gunners are needed in Mexico at £2 a day, adding lamely, ‘Only now I am married I’m not so silly’.19 Plainly, a man not yet ready to settle down.

One final group of Diggers falls into a special category: Russian-born men who were native speakers of the Russian language. Almost a thousand members of the AIF had been born as Russian subjects—not just ethnic Russians, but Poles, Finns, Jews and Caucasians. Five joined the Relief Force and at least another one20 served as an interpreter with the British Army in South Russia. The attraction to them of a free trip to their homeland is obvious, and some contemplated staying on there.

Two were Latvian-born: Robert Meerin and Anthony Minkshlin. Meerin, twenty-six, was a naturalised British subject who had joined the AIF in Sydney in 1916. After the Armistice he applied for his discharge in England so as to visit his parents in Russia. The military authorities tended to see subversive inclinations even where none existed and his commanding officer wrote of him: ‘Generally speaking a good soldier but with Bolshevist tendencies. I am of [the] opinion his services could be dispensed with’.21 Meerin was making his own arrangements to travel to Russia when the chance came to get there with the Relief Force.
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Trooper Anthony Minkshlin served almost four years in the AIF, much of it in the Australian Light Horse. Born in Latvia, he spoke fluent Russian and joined the Relief Force as an interpreter. In North Russia he was promoted to sergeant, acted as a scout and earned the Meritorious Service Medal. (IWM 3450 86/86/1 Allfrey) 

Two more served as interpreters in the Middlesex Regiment: Alex Alexandroff and Paul Smirnoff. As native Russian-speakers, these men seem to have been specially sought out by the British authorities. They signed on later than most of the volunteers, something which probably explains their being posted apart from their fellow Australians.

The last Russian was Private Ivan (‘Jack’) Odliff. A former Russian marine, he had been working as a boilermaker when he signed on in Newcastle, New South Wales. His mates22 called him ‘Russki’ and knew him as a big, pockmarked man who was mild and easygoing when sober. In the AIF that had been far from all the time for his army file records him in constant trouble for drunkenness and breaking camp. Odliff also spent three spells in the venereal hospital, the third time with an infection even the experts couldn’t identify. An early note on his AIF record reads, ‘unlikely to become an efficient soldier’. Yet the British took him on.

The Russian venture was common knowledge among Australians in Britain and one army news-sheet speculated on how the Diggers would fare under British command and without their ‘pally’ AIF officers.23 On leave in London, Private Wilfred Yeaman of Montrose, Victoria, was constantly stopped by fellow Aussies and quizzed about his new colour patch and his impending trip to Russia. The rest of his leave he spent looking for somewhere to store his excess baggage—and with tens of thousands of transient soldiers in the same boat, was knocked back by everyone, even the Salvation Army.24

The Aussies reported to a military camp at Sandling, near Folkestone in Kent, where they occupied huts and parade grounds which had once held Canadian troops. The men recorded little of their training at Sandling. Bill Baverstock was earmarked for the machine-gunners and had written to his mum: ‘Of course I know nothing about Vickers machine-guns except a very hazy idea that I have picked up by fooling about with them in the salvage dumps of France, but they will put us through a course’.25 This is what happened, for his mate Yeaman records sessions learning to mount, load and unload the Vickers machine guns. Yeaman, in his diary, also records, on 20 June, ‘Had an hour on the Russian language’.

Keith Attiwill couldn’t recall doing any drill at Sandling. Years later all he remembered was scandalising the citizens of nearby Folkestone with bawdy songs and feats of beer-drinking.

They must have been glad to see the last of us. Every night we got lit-up and indulged in various crude forms of amusement. Pubs became bedlam. Women were chased and, I am credibly informed, were occasionally caught. We made a shambles of the skating rink, and it became out of bounds. The local constabulary were called out every night to a pub or a picture palace or a bawdy-house but none of us ever got locked up.26

With the exception of two of the interpreters, the Aussies were assigned to one of two units. About a third went into the 201st Company of the Machine Gun Corps.27 (At the time machine-gunners were part of a separate specialist corps, with one company attached to each infantry brigade.) Almost all of the rest joined the 45th Battalion of the Royal Fusiliers, a regiment with which Australia already had two curious connections.

The first was that before migrating to Australia, Prime Minister Billy Hughes himself had served in a volunteer battalion of the Royal Fusiliers in 1880. The second was that an Australian had fought with the regiment in East Africa and won a posthumous VC there. William Dartnell of Collingwood, Victoria, was in South Africa at the outbreak of war in 1914 and enlisted in the British Army. Posted to Kenya, Dartnell was wounded in 1915 in an ambush by German forces from across the Tanganyikan border. When his unit was forced to withdraw, he insisted on remaining behind to defend those worse wounded than himself. He met his death as a lieutenant in the 25th Battalion (‘the Frontiersmen’) of the Royal Fusiliers.

The regiment was one of the biggest in the British Army. During the course of the war over 200,000 men had passed through it (compared with 300,000 in the entire AIF). Some of its battalions had been formed when colleagues or like-minded friends volunteered together. So the Fusiliers had fielded battalions called ‘the Stockbrokers’, ‘the Bankers’, ‘the Sportsman’s’ (two battalions) and ‘the Public Schools’ (four).28

The 45th and 46th battalions were raised specially for North Russia and officially came into existence on 8 April 1919. Of course they had no regimental history or battle honours and indeed barely existed except on paper. They started as skeleton battalions with nothing more than a staff. But now the need had arisen, men had been enlisted into them. By the time of embarkation the skeletons had come fully to life.
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IT was only in the north of Russia that the British committed actual fighting troops. Elsewhere, though, they kept a finger in as many different pies as they could. They sent liaison officers, advisers, instructors and agents (including the famous Sydney Reilly, the ‘Ace of Spies’). British experts helped keep the Trans-Siberian Railway running. A British naval squadron blockaded the Baltic. British agents intrigued in Central Asia to prevent the cotton crop reaching Germany for use as gun cotton.

Among the British military in Russia there were certainly more Australians than we can now pin down. In the north were the three unnamed pilots mentioned in Chapter 4. In the south, several Australians are said to have served in the British Military Mission to General Denikin, which supervised the delivery of British supplies to the Whites and advised on their use. One Aussie apparently commanded a company of 7th Battalion, Royal Berkshire Regiment, though neither he nor the others can now be identified.1 Most British battalions in Russia were composite units, made up of volunteers from many regiments. This fact, plus the destruction of British records during World War II, makes them impossible to trace. We do know, however, of a few stray Aussies in unlikely places whose activities merit a brief digression.

One place was the Caucasus, on the southern fringe of the Russian Empire. A turbulent, mountainous region, it was home to many different ethnic groups, each speaking its own language and following its own customs. Most of the area had been a Russian possession for over a century and a Russian sphere of interest for long before then.
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The collapse of the Russian army in 1917 created a power vacuum in the Caucasus which the Germans and Turks threatened to fill. To forestall them, a British force (‘Dunsterforce’) was despatched from Baghdad in April 1918 under British Major General Dunsterville. Its plan was to secure the oil wells of Baku in Russian Azerbaijan, then move on to occupy Tiflis (now Tbilisi) in Russian Georgia.

Dunsterforce insisted on the very best officers and NCOs and was given the pick of the armies in Egypt, Mesopotamia and the Western Front. It included men from all the dominions, but Australians were especially well represented because its second-in-command, Colonel John Byron, valued them highly. Byron had lived in Australia before the Boer War and had once commanded the Queensland Artillery. Of the roughly one thousand men of Dunsterforce, twenty-two officers and twenty-five sergeants were Australian.
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In early 1918 a British taskforce was raised under Major-General LC Dunsterville to secure the oilfields at Baku in Russian Azerbaijan. About fifty Australians joined it and their full story has yet to be told. This still from a documentary film shows Sergeant Charles Doherty of Bingara, NSW, trying to instil some military backbone into a group of Persian recruits. (AWM B03572) 

One of them was Captain Percy Lay from Ballan in Victoria. He was plucked from the front line in France and despatched to Baghdad. Diaries were strictly forbidden, but Lay broke the rules and kept one.2 In it he records taking lessons in Russian and Persian on the passage out—as well as being given sword practice!

From Baghdad, Dunsterforce’s convoy of Ford trucks headed northeast through famine-stricken Persia. Dunsterville hoped to reach the Caspian seaport of Enzeli, seize some ships and sail to Baku. But local opposition, rugged terrain and bad weather combined to frustrate the plan. For nine months, Dunsterforce was stuck in Persia. There it tried to rally and train groups of Persian levies, none of whom really wanted to fight anyone, except occasionally each other.

The political situation in Persia was complicated in the extreme. Russian troops had been occupying part of Persia and, following the Revolution, they divided into White and Bolshevik factions and made for home in disorder. Also in the mix were Persian nationalists, Armenians, Azeris, Cossacks, Kurds and an ethnic group called the Jangali, who inhabited the Caspian littoral around Enzeli.
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Captain Percy Lay from Ballan, Victoria, served with Dunsterforce for nine months. Though most of the force eventually reached Baku, Lay himself didn’t make it. He spent most of his time stuck in famine-stricken Persia where he adopted and fed these two lads. (AWM CO4427) 

Always greatly outnumbered, Dunsterforce learned to rely on bluff and boldness. When the governor of Hamadan was found to be a Turkish spy, Percy Lay was among those detailed to arrest him.3 In hot pursuit of one of the governor’s henchmen, Lay scaled a 15-foot wall only to find himself in ‘a regular harem’!

Australians and New Zealanders provided the force with an Anzac wireless section, while a small detachment led by Australian Captain Stanley Savige chalked up one definite achievement. His group was assigned to create a diversion at Sain Kala in Western Iran but ended up protecting 80,000 Christian refugees from certain massacre by Turks and Kurds.4

Dunsterforce didn’t succeed in reaching Georgia. The main contingent briefly occupied the oil city of Baku but lacked the numbers to hold it against an attacking Turkish force ten times its size. Baku’s Armenian army had pledged itself to help defend the city to the last drop of their blood, but proved useless. Cowardice and indiscipline were rampant. The Baku Armenians, Dunsterville decided, weren’t soldiers at all but just ‘ill-fed, undersized factory hands’.5

Neither Savige nor Lay actually reached Baku but two Australians who did were New Zealand-born Major Harold Suttor and English-born Sergeant Arthur Bullen. Dunsterville records how when his force evacuated aboard a commandeered steamer, he was dismayed to find the two had been left behind. With commendable initiative, however, they posed as refugees and later escaped across the Caspian to Krasnovodsk (now Turkmenbashi in Turkmenistan).6

Another Australian in Dunsterforce who definitely made it onto Russian territory was Captain Ernest Latchford. When Dunsterforce was disbanded in October 1918, its officers were offered the choice of staying on in Persia, returning to their original units or going to Russia on another mission. Latchford took the third option and volunteered to join the British Military Mission in Siberia.
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After serving with Dunsterforce, Captain Ernest Latchford volunteered to go to Russia proper. Latchford spent ten months in Siberia and, though he grew tired of eating caviar, would willingly have stayed longer. (AWM A01089) 

Latchford was a Victorian who had made a career in the regular army. He entered Russia through Vladivostok, where he found almost every Allied country represented, all watching each other closely, especially the Japanese. He spent ten months in towns across the breadth of Siberia and his cheerful recollections are full of anecdotes about cunning Chinese, marathon drinking bouts and extreme cold.

Before heading inland, Latchford received three separate ‘Comforts Fund’ parcels. The first, from a charity run by Chinese ladies, contained a set of silk underwear. The second, from a Scottish Women’s League, enclosed the thickest woollen underwear he had ever seen. The third was from the Christian Scientists of California, with the thinnest he had ever seen—and which, in spite of the Siberian cold, he liked the best.7

With his British colleagues, Latchford headed west along the Trans-Siberian Railway. Most of the British took Chinese servants, who boarded the train loaded down with enormous packages. Once in the interior, the ‘Chinks’ disappeared, having used their employment simply as a ruse to get their stocks of silk and tea into the country duty-free, where they could be sold for fabulous prices.

At Harbin in Manchuria, Latchford saw the armoured train of the warlord Ivan Kalmykov, a renegade Cossack general8 whose private army plundered and terrorised a huge area centred on Khabarovsk. The train’s chief interest to Latchford was that every officer on board seemed to be provided with a female companion. He suggested the AIF would have been over-recruited had they adopted the same idea.

Latchford’s group headed for Omsk in charge of forty-eight wagons of 5-inch shells. They put a Union Jack on their boxcar and made themselves comfortable. The railway was the only line of communication and fighting took place along the scattered line of habitation that clung to it: trains were derailed, stations shelled, outposts raided.

The initial plan in Siberia had been to raise an Anglo-Russian brigade with British officers and Russian troops. Once news filtered down of the mutinies in North Russia, the idea was scrapped. Instead, the members of the mission were attached solely as advisers and without actual command of Russian troops. Latchford was given a Finnish interpreter, and he marvelled that through a Finn he, an Australian, was teaching a British system of musketry to Russians armed with Japanese rifles!

Latchford found the Chinese ‘likeable coves’ and full of fun, the Japanese arrogant but highly efficient, and the Americans unpopular because President Wilson’s instructions precluded them from taking any active military role. There were many Jewish soldiers among the Americans and this too, Latchford thought, added to the Americans’ unpopularity with the Russians. His opinion of the Bolsheviks seemed to moderate over time. Though always abhorring them, he sometimes felt so exasperated with the Whites that he wrote: ‘No wonder they have Bolshevism in this country’.9

Latchford thought the ordinary Russian soldier ‘a splendid chap’: cheerful, long-suffering, responsive to good treatment, and ‘certainly not a dope’.10 The Russian officers were callous and autocratic, though some among them were courageous as individuals. One elderly retired officer Latchford met had very old-fashioned notions of honour. Cut off in Bolshevik territory, the old chap was ordered to report to the local centre to be shot. He duly reported but after an hour’s wait found everyone too busy to shoot him, and only then made himself scarce!

Another White officer, a former instructor at the Petrograd Military Academy, was intrigued to meet Latchford. He told him that whenever his students in the academy had misbehaved, he had ordered them to write an essay on the Australian armed forces. ‘It was a most effective punishment because nobody knew anything of your country, not even I.’11 Latchford’s presence proved illuminating and his shorts and slouch hat in the summer created a sensation.

The British indulged their sporting pursuits. In summer they played impromptu cricket games during the long hours and days when the trains were halted. In winter they had snowball fights on the roofs of the railway wagons. Near Irkutsk, the water in Lake Baikal froze 5 metres thick and Latchford and his mates played football on it.

To inculcate some British fair play between the White Russian officers and their men, Latchford and his comrades introduced them to football. The officers insisted on playing in full uniform, though they removed their spurs and swords. On the field the soldiers’ team snapped to attention whenever an officer competed for the ball, so the experiment was less than a complete success.

Latchford had been keen to stay longer, but was withdrawn in October 1919 and returned to Australia. His name lives on in Latchford Barracks, the Army Apprentices’ School at Bonegilla, Victoria.

The Royal Australian Navy also saw service in Russia in 1918 and 1919. On the Black Sea four Australian warships, HMAS Swan, Yarra, Torrens and Parramatta, patrolled the Georgian coast and carried mail to the Crimea.

The navy’s most important assignment came in December 1918 when HMAS Swan and the French destroyer Bisson carried a delegation to south-east Russia. No larger ships could be used because the strait into the Sea of Azov was extremely shallow and all the beacons and navigation lights had been destroyed. The Don Cossacks were arguing over the terms of their incorporation into General Denikin’s White Army and the delegation were assigned to report on the Cossacks’ strength and the general situation. The commander of the Swan, Arthur Bond, was a Royal Navy officer who had been lent to Australia for the duration of the war. He proved a shrewd observer.

The two ships went first to Kerch where their arrival was greeted with public jubilation and construed as evidence of Allied support. The local leaders gave the visitors the red carpet treatment while trying to wheedle from them promises of military aid they weren’t authorised to make. The ships then sailed for Mariupol on the Sea of Azov, arriving in the middle of a snowstorm.

Bond12 had apparently been warned not to involve himself too closely with General Krasnov, the ataman of the Don Cossacks, but on arriving at Mariupol, he and the others were immediately whisked away by Krasnov’s men. Besides Bond, the group included three Australian officers13 and six ratings, plus a similar number of French. The party were escorted overland on a tour which took them to Taganrog, Rostov-on-Don and Novocherkassk.
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In December 1918 the crew of HMAS Swan enjoyed red carpet treatment in South Russia. Cossack General Krasnov and his wife are at left outside the cathedral in Novocherkassk, the capital of the self-styled ‘Don Republic’. Arthur Bond, the Swan’s commander, is at left centre wearing a sword; engineer George Bloomfield stands behind him. The other man with a sword is probably Lieutenant John Gordon Boyd of the Royal Australian Naval Reserve. (AWM EN0255) 

At Novocherkassk Bond was treated royally and given a long audience with the wily Krasnov. The ataman vastly exaggerated the Cossack fighting strength and presented Bond with a wish-list which included 50,000 pairs of boots, 20,000 rifles, 70,000 revolvers, 200 machine guns, 24 tanks and assorted saddles and swords!

At a huge official banquet Bond replied warily to ‘speech after speech’ pleading for Allied support. The visitors were taken on various tours of inspection designed to impress them, but Bond could see the Don Cossacks were in a bad way. Their armament factory had only a tenth of its workforce and no explosive to fill the shells and cartridges, while most other industry was virtually at a standstill. A visit to the front line had to be cut short due to a breakthrough by Bolshevik forces.

Krasnov had been anxious to flatter the visitors and on their departure he presented each with a medal, the ratings included. Bond forwarded his report to the Foreign Office and on 3 January 1919 the Australian ships sailed for Britain and ultimately home. The report was viewed as ‘very creditable to Commander Bond’ but seems merely to have confirmed official policy in favour of Denikin, who already enjoyed the uncritical ear of the British.14

Denikin had asked for money, munitions, a training mission and diplomatic recognition and the British had given him the lot. Lavish supplies started arriving in April 1919 from leftover British war dumps in the Middle East. The tanks, guns, ammunition, uniforms, transport and engineering equipment were enough to equip a quarter of a million men but most of it was squandered through bungling and corruption. Just about anything from British Army stores was available on the black market: engine anti-freeze was served in hotel bars in place of vodka and the prostitutes of Novorossisk plied their trade in British nurses’ uniforms.

Denikin’s army collapsed in January 1920 in scenes of inconceivable chaos and demoralisation.15 As the Red Army closed in, refugee trains banked up outside Novorossisk in a queue 10 kilometres long. It was midwinter, typhus raged in the city and thousands trampled each other in a frantic scramble to reach the British fleet. At the dockside British troops held back the flood of frantic refugees while others, to prevent war material falling into Bolshevik hands, used tanks to crush brand-new aircraft to splinters and pitched guns into a harbour already bobbing with debris and the bloated bodies of dead horses.

Surviving all this was a real Australian stray, Paul Kirvalidze, a 27-year-old grocer from Sydney.16 Kirvalidze had been born in Russian Georgia and had signed on for the AIF in 1915. He was promoted to sergeant, wounded in France and caught syphilis. He left the AIF in May 1919 to join the North Russia Relief Force, but ended up in South Russia instead as an interpreter with the Middlesex Regiment.

What role he played in the debacle we don’t know, but after the British left he stayed on in Russia to work for an American Relief Mission during the 1920 famine. He later ran a business in Russia until, in August 1923, he was accused of being a British spy and sentenced to death by the Soviet secret police. Representations by the British saved his life and he was deported to Constantinople.

When Kirvalidze finally succeeded in getting back to Australia, he applied to be naturalised. Not only was he refused, but the passport the British had issued to him in Turkey was confiscated and never returned to him. So much for almost four years of service in the AIF.

Kirvalidze settled in Queensland and worked as a wharf labourer in Mackay. Well liked, he developed strong contacts in the Labor Party and the union movement. Letters of support from members of parliament and other notables eventually helped him gain Australian citizenship in 1932.
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THE AUSSIES 
ARRIVE 
JUNE 1919

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0117_001]
THE motley group of the preceding chapter was the antithesis of the North Russia Relief Force. While the strays found themselves in exotic places from the exigencies of war, the Aussies of the Relief Force landed in North Russia entirely of their own volition. And whereas a unit such as Dunsterforce was improvised and short of both manpower and resources, there was nothing makeshift about the Relief Force. It was eight thousand strong, well organised and well equipped.

It was divided into two brigades, each of four thousand men. The first was commanded by Brigadier General George Grogan, a fiery Englishman who had won the VC in France inspiring his men from horseback until his horse was shot from under him.

The second brigade, of which the Australians formed part, was commanded by Brigadier General Lionel Sadleir-Jackson, a dashing professional soldier of forty-three. Originally a cavalryman, he had fought in the Boer War and more recently in France. In his spare time he had co-authored a book on playing polo. Sadleir-Jackson was something of a fop, with long hair and a moustache he curled with hot tongs. He had the looks and mannerisms of a stage colonel and, though the Australians rubbished his ‘dandified ways’ among themselves, they actually didn’t mind him.1

The Aussies greatly liked their battalion commander, Colonel Charles Davies, a fellow Australian. As a boy, Davies had run away from home in Sydney and worked his passage to England at a shilling a day. There he had joined the British Army and won a commission during the Boer War. Davies had served sixteen of his thirty-nine years in the British Army but had also spent two years as an instructor at Duntroon. He had commanded the 32nd Battalion of the AIF in France and the Diggers knew he understood the character and ways of Australian soldiers.2

Not all observers were as approving. Captain EM Allfrey, a rather conventional British officer, deplored the slack discipline in the 45th Battalion, especially the constant swearing. He wrote in his diary: ‘I think the chief trouble is that this battalion is run largely on Australian lines’. He was especially scathing about D Company, of which the Aussies formed part. He thought it contained fifty good men and ‘a hundred of the worst blackguards’. He didn’t say whether the Australians added to either category.3

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0118_001]
The arrival of the North Russia Relief Force. Arkhangel’s dignitaries greeted the British with flowery speeches and the traditional welcome gifts of bread and salt. Middle-class Russian civilians crowded the rooftops, thinking their problems were over. (GAOPDF) 

Davies and Sadleir-Jackson sailed from Newcastle on 28 May with the first detachment of the brigade. Their ship was the Porto, a former German liner seized by the Portuguese in 1916. She was originally called the Prinz and the Crown Prince of Germany had once made a tour of the world aboard her. Sadleir-Jackson spent the voyage in the royal staterooms drinking whisky and soda; for the ranks the ship was dry.

The first of the Australian troops followed on 9 June. They numbered no more than two dozen and it isn’t clear how they came to be detached from the main contingent, which followed a month later. One possibility is that a few particularly tough characters were deliberately separated out. Certainly their platoon sergeant (an Australian, in accordance with the promise that the Diggers would serve under their own NCOs) was a hard case. He was an Irish-born Aussie, William John Robinson. A former Fremantle policeman, Robinson had twice been wounded and had spent the last eighteen months of the war as a prisoner of the Germans. For whatever reason, chance separated him and this first group of Australians from their fellows.

With a thousand British troops, the Aussies sailed aboard the Steigerwald, another German ship, this time one which had been ceded by Germany under the terms of the Armistice.4 They sailed from Leith, the port of Edinburgh, to a big send-off: ships’ sirens, a speech by the mayor and brass bands playing ‘Auld Lang Syne’. Strangely, the ship flew the proposed flag of the League of Nations even though the League was not formally established till the following year and had nothing whatever to do with the Relief Force.5

One British airman on the Steigerwald noticed the presence of the Australians. He described them as a ‘large contingent’, though probably they were just rowdy:

One of the men, an Australian, is a real tough guy and deserves to join the party. Apparently he volunteered for this trip but for some reason was not accepted, so he came to see his pals off. Just as the ship was leaving the quayside this man took a swift run and made a mighty leap on board, his comrades waiting for him with open arms. The effort was cheered to the echo for several minutes.6

The feat proved the man to be the right type to fight Bolsheviks. He was allowed to stay on board and his name was added to the roll. In fact, there was ample time to send him back for, as soon as the tugs had pulled the Steigerwald from the quayside, she came to a stop. Engine trouble—thought to be sabotage by the Germans—kept her at anchor in the harbour for the next two days.

When the engines were finally repaired, the Steigerwald sailed. She steamed north and the days lengthened. Soon there was no proper night, just a thick, eerie mist which sometimes descended. The men read the fifty-page booklet on Bolshevik atrocities. Some threw wooden packing cases overboard for target practice with the Lewis guns.

Among the Aussies were the two South Australians, Attiwill and Sullivan. The pair went ashore at Murmansk for a couple of hours when the ship briefly called in there. They found the town hot and dusty and the only noteworthy incident was being cheated by the ‘Chinaman’ who ran the biggest trade store.7 The Steigerwald then set sail on the final leg of the journey. She rounded the Kola Peninsula and entered the glittering pack ice of the White Sea, where the glare was so bright it hurt the men’s eyes. 

Two days later the ship was approaching Arkhangel. The city had about 15 kilometres of docks and, from the sea, it seemed to be nothing but waterfront. ‘Hulks of boats and masts and cordage and docks and warehouses in the front, with muddy streets.’8 Dotting the skyline were the onion domes of churches and the occasional smoke stack.

When the Steigerwald tied up, the troops disembarked at once. Seven hundred Americans promptly boarded, the fourth of five contingents to leave. The Americans took with them a dozen or so war brides and an assortment of Russian orphan lads they’d adopted as mascots. It was 20 June 1919. The next day was the summer solstice when the sun dipped below the horizon for just three minutes.

Arkhangel presented itself as streets of grey, weathered, timber buildings, interspersed with trees. The roads were terrible, with ruts 2 feet deep and the side streets overgrown with grass. Attiwill describes the city as a jumble of staff officers, sledges, Ford cars, soldiers, sailors and strangely dressed women.9 The inhabitants, though, went about with ‘a hunted expression’ and displayed no enthusiasm at their arrival. Attiwill thought them indifferent to both Reds and British.

The newly landed men had been in Arkhangel for only five hours when urgent orders were received for a detachment to go upriver. The Aussies wanted to be first in the field and volunteered. Colonel Davies, it seems, was there to oblige them, commenting that it was ‘bad luck for Trotsky’ they had arrived on the scene. They promptly boarded a paddle-steamer for Pinega. Attiwill wrote: ‘That night we shoved off for the interior and we never saw the 200 [sic] other Australians until we returned to England’.10

The Dvina* is a mighty river. It forms where two other large rivers, the Yug and the Sukhona, meet near the city of Kotlas. The entire river system is navigable for over a thousand kilometres and the Dvina itself is a kilometre or two wide over its whole course. For much of its length the forest grows to the river’s edge; at some places there are cliffs 20 metres high. Each year shoals form, banks erode and the navigation channels change. Even today the river is spanned only by the bridges at Arkhangel.

In 1919 the Dvina was crowded with river traffic. During the summer months steam-tugs towed rafts of timber downstream to the sawmills of Arkhangel. The logs formed enormous islands 300 metres long, sometimes with family houses on them, complete with children playing and dogs and chickens running about.

Arkhangel was, and still is, the centre of a flourishing timber industry. Before World War I British interests dominated the trade and owned most of the mills. Indeed, at the time Britain imported more timber from Russia than from the rest of the world combined.11 The riverbanks at Arkhangel were dotted with timber mills but, as the foreign troops chugged past, the workers, mainly women, stonily ignored them.

Pinega, the men’s destination, was an old trading village with a population of about three thousand. It stood on the Pinega River, a tributary of the Dvina, and the riverboat made its way upstream towards it at walking pace. Occasional villages and cleared fields came into view, then slowly receded. Mostly, though, the Dvina was lined by seemingly endless tracts of conifers. At the junction with the Pinega River, the boat turned north-east.

Pinega village itself had prospered from its trade in furs and timber and was a more progressive place than most in Arkhangel province. A local millionaire trader had endowed it with a technical high school and it was relatively free of Bolshevik influence.

Only a month earlier, the Russian garrison had mutinied and killed two officers, but the cause had been financial not political. Through administrative incompetence the men had not been paid and, when the paymaster did turn up, he brought nothing smaller than thousand-rouble notes. General Ironside arranged lower denominations to be urgently sent in and the ‘trouble at Pinega was soon settled’.12 His memoir fails to mention that to restore discipline he had fifteen men shot.13
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Three members of the ‘Australian Section’ of the Relief Force. Some Britons, New Zealanders, Canadians and South Africans were also issued with Australian uniform, but these three look wholesome enough to be the genuine article. The man on the left is probably Charles ‘Chilla’ Hill of Sydney. (AWM 04697) 

When the Australians reached Pinega there was a long delay at the landing stage while transport was arranged.14 Eventually the men’s baggage and supplies were loaded onto droshkies, small four-wheeled Russian wagons. Then a number of women and girls were rounded up to drive the droshkies to the troops’ headquarters at the former school. There was said to be trouble brewing upstream and the men’s task was to maintain order in Pinega and quell any riots—of which there were none.

In fact, the Aussies found the Russian villagers quite friendly. To the men’s surprise there was a YMCA set up by the Americans and still in operation. The Russian-American trader who ran it gave them coffee and biscuits free of charge. Though the Aussies were spoiling for action, there were no Bolos in sight, nor mutinous Russians. So the men spent five uneventful days smoking, fishing and lounging about. One night they even attended a dance, their first and last in Russia. Then they reboarded their paddle-steamer and headed downstream.

At the confluence with the Dvina, the group transferred to a barge and two days later rejoined the main party from the Steigerwald at Osinova. This was a military encampment on the east bank of the river, directly opposite the smallish town of Bereznik on the west.

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0123_001]
Osinova camp on the Dvina. The Aussies were drilled here to get them fighting fit. They slept in conical British ‘bell’ tents which held eight men and whose basic design hadn’t changed since the Napoleonic wars. An Australian flag is just visible flying outside one tent (centre, mid-ground). (IWM Q 016219) 

The camp stood on a very large clearing and was the base for about four thousand troops. Over the winter the Americans had built lines of huts at Osinova, but most of the new arrivals camped under canvas. The Australians were astonished at the abundance of supplies: shells, bombs, heavy planks for building wharves, drums of fuel, food stores, spare parts, animal fodder. Unlike the troops who had spent the winter in Russia, those of the Relief Force were well equipped, with no expense spared.

Near the camp was an airstrip. The air force had been expanded since the winter and planes took off and landed frequently. They flew reconnaissance missions, ferried officers to and from Arkhangel and made bombing and strafing runs on enemy targets. Occasionally planes dropped propaganda leaflets on the Bolos, an unpopular task as the shower of paper sometimes lodged in the control wires and threatened to bring the aircraft to grief.

On the river was the British flotilla.15 Five monitors, big, powerful gunboats, were supported by minesweepers and auxiliaries, and coastal launches strong enough to tow thousand-ton barges. River gunboats of the ‘Insect’ class provided extra firepower. Fast and with a shallow draught, they carried two 6-inch guns, two 12-pounder field guns plus machine guns. They bore innocuous-sounding names like ‘Cockchafer’, ‘Glow-worm’ and ‘Cricket’, but could inflict a nasty sting.

At Osinova the Diggers went into strenuous training. Originally they had derided the Fusiliers as the ‘Booziliers’. Now they had to eat their words as the regiment’s sergeant majors ‘bullied, beguiled and bashed us into a highly-trained and efficient composite unit’.16 The machine-gunners were made to repeat their gun drill so often they felt like staging a rebellion, while for all the men the training included many long marches. Within a fortnight the troops were fit enough to cover 30 kilometres in twelve hours, carrying full packs.

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0124_001]
A contemporary postcard from the firm of Abrahams showing part of the British flotilla off Troitsa. The Hyderabad, Humber and Cicala were three of the nine gunboats in the flotilla; the M31 was one of five monitors. (Gordon Smith/ www.naval-history.net) 

Apart from a kind of twilight when the sun briefly set, it was light for twenty-four hours a day. This dictated the men’s routine: they drilled during the ‘night’ hours and slept during the heat of the day. Usually their day began at 8 pm with a meal of bully beef and a parade in cutoff trousers and shirt sleeves. Their second meal was at midnight under mosquito nets, followed by another parade and work until 3 or 4 am, when they were free to rest or while away their time.

Almost all the British troops complained of the heat, often describing it as tropical. Some claimed the temperature topped 100 degrees Fahrenheit (38 degrees Celsius) but this was certainly an exaggeration; 31 degrees Celsius is the highest temperature ever officially recorded in Arkhangel. The main trouble for the men was probably the humidity and the unremitting sunlight.

In addition, there were the mosquitoes. As the sun melted the winter snow the country turned into an enormous swamp. Mosquitoes bred in their millions and no remedy or repellent could keep them at bay. One medical officer had his men smear themselves with a mixture of lard and creosote, but not even this worked.17 The mosquitoes also created a completely unforeseen danger. Having come from Mesopotamia (Ironside says Salonika), some of the British troops were infected with malaria and the Russian mosquitoes in turn became carriers.18 It was sheer luck the disease did not spread widely.

Mosquito veils were issued and anyone without one was treated as a potential Bolshevik and risked being shot on sight.19 A correspondent for The Times forgot his veil one day and was machine-gunned, though not hit. The incident may not have been entirely accidental as the troops held journalists in low esteem for being too obliging to the censors. Those from The Times were especially scorned; their man in the south with Denikin’s army was considered ‘by far the worst war correspondent in Russia’.20
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The British wore mosquito veils around their caps. Anybody without one was suspected of being a Bolshevik and risked being shot on sight. The correspondent for The Times forgot his one day and was given a burst of machine-gun fire as a reminder. (GAOPDF) 
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British and Aussies share a drink. Identical earthenware jars held either rum or lime juice and bore uninformative labels such as ‘2a’. (In the AIF rum had been marked ‘SRD’ for ‘Service Rum Dilute’ but so much was filched in the base areas that wags said the letters really stood for ‘Seldom Reaches Destination’.) (AWM A04888) 

The Bolos held a line astride the Dvina about 40 kilometres south of Osinova. It was fortified with dugouts, trenches, barbed wire and timber blockhouses. The Bolos, it was said, were being pushed back and the Australians grew restless for action.

One day it was announced that General Ironside was coming to inspect the brigade and the British troops set about polishing their equipment. The Aussies, not wanting to set a precedent, resisted efforts to make them do likewise—and got away with it. Attiwill pointed out that Australians had fought through the whole war ‘pretty well’ without having shiny buttons.21 At that stage, of course, he and some of his mates had yet to see any action. In spite of this, they shared completely the veteran Diggers’ high opinion of themselves, and took it for granted that they too would live up to the Anzac reputation.

Attiwill writes of his comrades:

Every one of them, was full of guts. Not a man jack of them had the slightest interest in the showy side, the ceremonial frills, of soldiering. They simply refused to take the army seriously or restrict themselves to the limitations of ordinary discipline—until they went into action, and then they were a soldier and a half, every one of them.22

Attiwill describes Ironside as one of the largest men he had ever seen, a man who radiated personality and power and made a deep impression on the troops. When he addressed them, every sentence was direct and to the point. He told them they were going to administer a smashing blow, then link up with Kolchak in the east and Denikin in the south and march on Moscow.

In fact, things didn’t go like that at all. A very different event took place which brought the Australians unexpectedly into action. On 7 July, while the Aussies were loafing and playing cards, a launch appeared around a bend of the river, its siren hooting urgently. A man on board shouted, ‘Dyer’s Battalion has mutinied!’

The battalion, still known by its founder’s name, had been camped at Troitsa, about 30 kilometres upstream. Commanded now by a Colonel Wells, it had been regarded as the great hope of the Slavo–British Legion. Having completed its training, it had been deployed for the first time and was detailed to go into action very soon.

Now, however, the battalion had turned on the British in a well-planned mutiny. One company had shot and bayoneted their officers, killing four Russians and four British and wounding two more of each. About two hundred men had then fled into the woods and joined the Bolsheviks.

There are differing versions of the incident, but it seems the officers were taken by surprise as they slept in the house they used as orderly room and billet. The mutineers had first swept the building with a volley of bullets, then rushed in and stabbed the officers with bayonets.

Though mortally wounded, one of the Britons managed to reach the river. He swam to a British boat offshore and raised the alarm. According to different reports he suffered six, ten or twenty-two separate wounds. Whatever the number, he died the following day.

The Aussies were among the party which rushed to Troitsa on Sadleir-Jackson’s launch, with the brigadier himself in command. The Bolsheviks were still in occupation of the village so Sadleir-Jackson got one of the 18-pounder guns on the riverbank into action. When an enemy party appeared on the crest of the hill, he fired into them point blank and wiped them out. His group then held their position till reinforcements arrived the following morning.

One British account probably overstates the role of the Australians. It has the mutineers creeping into the officers’ tents (not a house) and shooting them. According to this version,23 the officer who got away dived into the river and swam down to the Australians who were in reserve. As soon as they heard, they dashed to the front without orders and finding the mutineers celebrating, ‘mopped them up in proper “Digger” fashion’.

The Australians then manned the lines. The next day they were amazed to see a mass of Bolos advancing, waving and shouting, many clearly unarmed. Here was the pre-arranged attack—zero hour gone wrong.

Some of Dyer’s battalion had refused to mutiny, so the Australians persuaded these fellows to stand on the parapets and wave to the advancing Bolos. Great was the joy of the enemy when they saw their ‘comrades’. The Australians allowed the mob (no other term applies) to get within two hundred yards of our lines. They then opened fire and mowed them down as corn before a reaper.

The mutiny of Dyer’s Battalion proved to be a turning point. Doubts about the Russians’ reliability turned into complete distrust. Sadleir-Jackson ‘conceived an immense disgust and distrust for everything Russian’24 and was quite open in wanting to disarm the Russians and have done with them entirely. This was contrary to the whole enterprise, which was to help the Russians not supplant them, and it took hours for General Ironside to talk his brigadier round. But Ironside himself was also shattered. ‘[It] caused me greater shock than I liked to admit even in my innermost thought. I now felt a distinct urge to extricate myself and my troops as quickly as I could.’25

Reprisals against the mutineers were a grisly fiasco. Forty alleged ringleaders were held, whom Captain Allfrey of A Company wanted to shoot out of hand. To his disappointment, a formal court martial condemned only twelve of them to death. They were to be shot by machine-gunners of their former unit who, in case they decided to turn their guns on the British, were issued with only five rounds each.

A thousand Russians were paraded to watch the executions while Allfrey’s men, fully armed and with fixed bayonets, kept the scene covered. The condemned men were already blindfolded and tied to stakes when a large group of off-duty British turned up to watch. (Allfrey thought this ‘in awfully bad taste’.26 ) Next, a stray dog ambled onto the scene and further delayed proceedings.

Finally the order to fire was given. The machine guns shot off their five rounds, but only four of the condemned men were killed outright. One hadn’t even been hit; the gunner must have deliberately aimed to miss him. While British officers finished off the wounded men with revolvers, the last man tore his blindfold off and cried ‘Long live the Bolsheviks!’ Allfrey wrote: ‘I was glad when somebody fired at him and killed him, for he was uncannily cool and collected’.27

As if this mutiny wasn’t enough, another blow fell on 20 July when Russian troops mutinied at Onega. Strategically, this was much more serious because Onega was essential for land communication between Arkhangel and Murmansk and its loss split the two fronts. Here the mutineers murdered their Russian commander and most of his officers and handed over their positions to the Bolsheviks.

Some British had been attached as liaison officers at Onega and three were taken captive. As they were being led away a British gunboat standing offshore loosed off a few rounds from her gun more or less at random. By chance, the shells fell quite close to the group and as their escort bolted in one direction the British made off in the other, eventually reaching the gunboat and safety.28

One Allied officer at Onega was not so lucky. Captain Allan Brown, formerly of the 49th Battalion, AIF, and one of the original members of Elope Force, fell victim to the mutineers on 20 July. He was the first Australian to lose his life in North Russia and rumours circulated as to the manner of his death. His comrade from Elope, John Kelly, wrote: ‘The first to go down was one of our well-liked Aussie officers, Captain Brown. Before they got him, though, he accounted for six of the Bolshies’.29 This version may be consoling, but since Kelly was back in England by then, it carries little authority.

Brown was buried in Onega where the site of his grave is now unknown.30 He is commemorated in the Commonwealth War Cemetery in Arkhangel where a plaque in his honour is the only one to mention Australia. He was twenty-eight.

Intelligence reports later established that rather than joining the Bolshevik forces, most of the Onega mutineers simply dispersed. In his memoirs, Ironside belittles them for not taking tactical advantage of the mutiny, but unlike him, the Russians were not professional soldiers; they were conscripted men who just wanted to go home. They made for their villages and promptly burned their uniforms and anything else that connected them with the Whites or the British.

To Ironside the Onega mutiny was the last straw. The idea that the White Army could ever take over from the Allies and defeat the Bolsheviks was wishful thinking. It was clear to most of the troops on the spot in North Russia that the game was up and they were fighting a lost cause. This included the main body of the Australians who had arrived in Arkhangel just a week earlier.

* Strictly, its name is actually the North Dvina, to distinguish it from the West Dvina, a completely different river which rises west of Moscow and flows into the Baltic Sea as the Daugava.
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THE MAIN GROUP 
JULY 1919
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THE main group of Australians had left Southampton on 3 July 1919. They sailed aboard the Czar, a Russian steamer which had formerly operated a service between Arkhangel and New York. In a letter to his mother, Bill Baverstock tried to write the ship’s name in Russian script and got three of the four letters wrong.1 So much for the language instruction at Sandling! Charlie Oliver arrived so late he was left behind on the wharf and had to be taken out by a tug. Otherwise the voyage followed the pattern of earlier ones. There was a big send-off by the mayor and aldermen. The men saw a trawler towing a captured German submarine. The days lengthened until it was light all the time, with Baverstock noting that ‘some of the mob read nearly all night’.2

After three days the Czar was in sight of the coast of Norway and its snow-clad mountains. Wilfred Yeaman simply recorded: ‘Everybody gambling all day as usual’.3 Baverstock, though, was impressed with the scenery. ‘The coast is about thirty miles away but the mountains are tremendous, the biggest I have ever seen, they beat Cape Town hollow.’4 




The ship dropped off some naval crew at Murmansk, then continued to Arkhangel. She berthed there on 11 July 1919 and the men disembarked the next morning. They were billeted at the Michigan Barracks which had been built by the Americans over the winter. They noticed how well constructed the timber buildings were for the cold, with the gaps between the double walls filled with sawdust for insulation. Now, though, the men complained of the heat—worse, they thought, than anywhere since Egypt.

News of the mutiny of Dyer’s Battalion reached the Diggers at once, together with alarming rumours of more treachery to come. Despite the unsettled atmosphere, however, they enjoyed the sights of Arkhangel over several days. They visited the cathedral, attended a band concert in the gardens and went to the circus.

There was also the ‘exotic pastime’ of spying on women bathing naked in the Dvina. Russians had always set aside beaches specially for women, and Russian men respected their privacy. The custom was now disturbed by Allied troops, who jostled at the railings for a better view and whistled and catcalled the bathers. Eventually a sentry was posted to stand with his back to the river and move the spectators on.5
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Mostly the men complained of the summer heat. An unusually late snowfall gives these Aussies their only chance to throw snowballs. The one on the left, again, is probably ‘Chilla’ Hill, who was later badly wounded in the attack on Yemtsa. (AWM A4889) 

The men had been severely cautioned against fraternising with Russian girls, but not everyone heeded the warning. One of the Aussies spent his very first night in Arkhangel out of camp.6 Asked to account for his absence, his mates ventured that wherever he had gone, it wasn’t for conversation!

The newly married Sam Pearse wrote to his wife from Arkhangel. His letter seems carefully calculated to avoid any hint that he was actually enjoying himself.

This is just about the worst country I have ever been in or ever hope to be in … 

Things are not as you think them over there. There is any amount of money over here but you can’t spend it as there is nothing to buy. There is no drink at all except some sweetened water and that is 2s. 6d. a bottle … 

The women here are about the rottenest lot I have ever seen and if I live to be a hundred I will never be able to talk the lingo.

We walk around with guns as we don’t know who the hell is which so far. I expect to be home before the winter sets in thank goodness.7

The Australians were expecting to join their comrades on the Dvina, but the river was now too low for the barges to get through. So, after four days in Arkhangel, the men were allocated to the Railway Front. They were ferried across the river to the railhead where they boarded a train for Obozerskaya.

The railway from Vologda to Arkhangel had been completed in 1898. Built in a severe climate over swampy terrain, it was hailed as a major engineering achievement. Although a single line, it had sidings every 5 kilometres or so where trains could pass. The timber stations were built to a standard design, the larger ones featuring tall mansard roofs and decorative Russian motifs around the windows. The landscape, though, was flat and monotonous and the line itself ran pretty well due south through kilometres of dense, gloomy forest.

The Bolsheviks had taken the best rolling stock when they withdrew from Arkhangel the previous July. Of the sixty engines they left behind, eighteen were beyond repair and ten, built in 1868, were virtually museum pieces.8 Since the Russian railway gauge was wider than Britain’s, spare locomotives and carriages could not readily be imported. A number of passenger carriages, however, were still in service so, unlike the Americans in their louse-infested wagons, the Australians travelled comfortably in proper carriages with nine-berth compartments.9
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An American infantry company sets off on a patrol along the railway. The Australians were less inclined to stick to the rails; they raided and patrolled aggressively along the forest tracks, often far behind enemy lines. (US Army Signal Corps, Bentley Historical Library) 

Obozerskaya is about 140 kilometres south of Arkhangel. It took seven hours to reach, with many stops on the way.10 The township was of great strategic importance: one of the more passable east-west trails cut through it and to the north-west it was connected tenuously with Onega and Murmansk. Over the winter, the French and Americans had built dugouts and outpost trenches, laid telephone lines and installed an electricity generator. A narrow and hazardous airstrip had been cut into the forest.

The garrison at Obozerskaya consisted of the British 2nd Hampshires, two Russian battalions (with two more in reserve) and two field batteries of artillery. In addition, there was a Polish machine-gun company, a troop of Cossack cavalry and an armoured train manned by Russian naval gunners. The train mounted three 6-inch guns taken from a Russian cruiser and its practice was to make forays down the line, loose off a few shells and then return.
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The railway station was Obozerskaya’s largest building. While the Bolsheviks held the township their commander, Mikhail Kedrov, based his staff here. The Allies took over in September 1918 and used the building as a temporary hospital. (US Army Signal Corps, Bentley Historical Library) 
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Today Obozerskaya station continues in use and bears a small plaque in Kedrov’s honour. (Michael Challinger) 

Obozerskaya had a few streets dotted with rough timber houses, but it was dominated by the railway. The station was the biggest building and the Allies had requisitioned it as a first-aid post. The main line was kept open for the armoured train, but the rail sidings held lines of stationary carriages and boxcars which served as offices and quarters for pilots and officers. The Aussies were taken two stops beyond Obozerskaya and pitched their tents beside the line. The mosquitoes were bad and they slept under nets.

The front line was about 30 kilometres south of Obozerskaya, at Verst Post 445. A versta (plural: verst) is a Russian measurement slightly longer than a kilometre and the posts were numbered consecutively from Vologda northwards to Arkhangel. Every verst along the line was marked with a post like a striped barber’s pole. The reserve line was at Verst 448 where a series of blockhouses were connected by a stockade, all bristling with Russian machine guns on small, wheeled carriages.

Yeaman records his first ride on the armoured train when four Australian machine-gun teams got a lift on it, then went another kilometre by trolley and further still on foot. They set up their guns and shot off two belts apiece, drawing fire from the other side. Then they went back to camp and had tea.

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0137_001]
An armoured train improvised from a coal wagon. Both sides used such trains on the Railway Front and Australians rode them frequently. This photograph seems to sum up the whole North Russian campaign: while earnest Allied soldiers man the guns, the sole Russian is intent only on lighting his smoke. (US Army Signal Corps, Bentley Historical Library) 

Aged almost thirty-five, Wilfred Yeaman was older than most of his fellow Australians. He was born in Rochester, Victoria, and enlisted in 1915, giving his occupation as farmer. Yeaman kept a diary which covers the whole of his time in Russia. It is the only day-by-day account that survives and there is a strange sense of routine and normality about it. He writes of heading off on patrol as if it were as unremarkable as going out to milk the cows. No matter what action he sees during the day, his entry usually ends with a note such as, ‘Wrote letters and went to the cinema’. 

Other entries have the flavour of a school excursion. On 20 July, for example, Yeaman went on a scouting expedition through the forest. The ground was so swampy the men sank over the tops of their boots into the bog. Yeaman had a camera, something for which Diggers on the Western Front had once been court-martialled.

We had to cross planking over a ditch. I waited with my camera for the first to tumble in. Baverstock walks right into it and I get a snap of him feeling for his rifle which is at the bottom of the ditch. We patrolled well behind the Bolshie lines but see no sight of him.

This was the day news reached Ironside that the Russians on the Onega Front had mutinied and handed over their positions to the Bolsheviks. Now it also came to light that the Onega mutiny was just one part of a larger coordinated plan. Here on the Railway Front an engine-driver had been found with a letter plotting a mutiny: two Russian companies were due to murder their officers within hours, and surrender their blockhouses to the Bolsheviks.

Ironside, who was in Arkhangel, immediately took a train to Obozerskaya. He writes of picking up ‘a party of 150 Australians belonging to Sadleir-Jackson’s Brigade who had just disembarked from England’, though it seems the Aussies were already on the spot. As usual, Ironside’s account omits much. He simply relates how a detachment of Poles disarmed the intended mutineers without much difficulty, and how two fellows bolted and were shot escaping. Later, when some younger soldiers were questioned, it was confirmed the two had been the ringleaders.11
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A 6-inch long-range naval gun, mounted on a coal wagon and manned by a White Russian naval crew. This picture was taken in April 1919 with Americans visible and a Union Jack in the background. The train, at Verst 455, is about to head south to shell the Bolos at Yemtsa. (US Army Signal Corps, Bentley Historical Library) 

 Years later Baverstock published a more credible version.12 According to him the British officers at first withheld news of the plot for fear the Aussies would ‘do their blocks and [go] for every Russian on sight, Red or White’. The mutinous Russians were withdrawn from the front line on the pretext that cholera had broken out. Then, because the armoured train was blocking the line, they were ordered to continue on foot, leaving their arms behind on it. Meanwhile the Poles—who detested Russians of any colour—had been deployed in the forest.

The mutineers were then told their plot had been discovered. They were given one minute to hand over the ringleaders or every tenth man would be shot. The minute passed. A Russian colonel walked along the lines, demanding an answer from each man in turn. None responded.

He retraced his steps, counting off every tenth man. The men stepped forward on command and were taken into the forest by the Poles. ‘We waited for a few minutes in uneasy silence, then through the timber came the sound of shouted orders followed by staccato volleys of rifle fire.’13

The colonel threatened to repeat the process but was again met with sullen silence. He then ordered the men to be held captive in a railway cutting (probably the siding at Verst 455). As they were being marched away under guard, two youngsters broke ranks and shouted that the ringleader was the Russian behind the field gun on the armoured train. This man was seized and shot on the spot.

The next day the Bolsheviks mounted an attack. There was no preliminary bombardment but a good deal of shouting. Ironside wrote: ‘Obviously they were calling to the men they expected to come over to them. They got a rude awakening when the Australian machine-guns opened on them’.14

Yeaman records waking to the crackle of rifle fire that day. He grabbed his rifle and bandoleer and dashed from the tent. Their own Russians had already got a machine gun in full swing and the field guns were bursting shrapnel just below the tops of the trees. Once the initial assault was repelled, Yeaman’s team went forward on the train, finding the line blown in two places. They continued on foot to Verst 448 which was being shelled by the Bolos (‘their shooting is very bad’), then helped repair the line.

Our casualties only amount to one Ruskey. NZ flag in front of our tent gets three bullet holes through and the Aussie flag manages to get one. After tea go to pictures.15

The following morning the White Russian colonel renewed his threat to shoot the prisoners in the cutting. Almost certainly some were tortured. New batches of men were singled out of each company and marched into the forest to be shot. The firing squad this time was drawn from the Russians’ own battalions, operating under the muzzles of the Polish machine-gunners.
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A blockhouse at Verst 455 with five Diggers from No. 2 machine-gun crew. Their grins and posture speak well for their morale and self-confidence. (AWM A03721) 

Some Australians were detailed to keep an eye on the Poles and, according to both Baverstock and Yeaman, an unnamed Australian with a camera took pictures of the executions. Baverstock states the photographs were later destroyed by Charlie Oliver on instructions from the British War Office.

On 25 July a patrol reported a large party of Bolos in a slashing (a track) only a few versts from the reserve line. It was surmised they had been waiting to join the mutineers had the mutiny succeeded. The British asked permission to attack but the Australians were detailed instead, about ninety of them from the 45th Fusiliers, plus nine of the machine-gunners. 

A British account has the Australians working their way stealthily down each side of the track until they drew level. ‘Then by sheer pluck and audacity [they] drove them away in a colossal rout, killing about 30 and bringing a few prisoners back.’16

In a letter to his brother, Sergeant Charles (‘Chilla’) Hill, of Sydney, described it: Then came 3 sharp blasts of the whistle, the signal to charge. The boys sprang to their feet and rushed forward up the slashing and the surrounding forest, cheering and shouting at the top of their voices. The Bolo riflemen turned and fled into the forest, but their machine-guns, of which there were five … kept up a very brisk fire until they were put out of action or their crews abandoned them.17

The report which reached Ironside was more embellished, perhaps to cheer him up. At the time he was preparing to fly to the Dvina Front, having just heard the news that Kolchak’s army was in full retreat and that there was no hope of its ever reaching Kotlas.

Just as I was starting for the Dvina I received a wire from the railway to the effect that the Australians had made a successful raid. They had crept out in the dusk and surprised a Bolshevik relief of their front blockhouses, getting in amongst them outside the defences. They killed thirty with the bayonet and wounded a good many more. Then they set fire to four blockhouses and left them burning briskly. No prisoners were brought back. With this heartening information in my pocket I flew off.18

Yeaman did not take part in the attack and his diary describes it only at second-hand.19 But a few days later he makes mention of something he experienced himself, and about which most histories have hitherto kept silent: poison gas. Its use in North Russia is not even mentioned by Ironside in his memoirs, and only in passing by Churchill. Yet gas was used extensively in North Russia and to significant effect. On 30 July Yeaman records taking a train 30 kilometres to the rear with his gas helmet.

Get full details of the new gas used by us and have a test through it with our helmets … It’s very powerful and even our present masks are not proof against it. It renders one perfectly helpless, making one go quite silly for the time being. Also causes constant coughing for 3 days … return to camp in time for dinner, read all afternoon.

Churchill had always embraced gas as a useful new technology and been an enthusiastic advocate of it. He must therefore have been delighted back in January to receive a report (possibly not even true) that the Bolsheviks had fired three gas shells. He issued a press statement that the Bolsheviks had resorted to gas, and promptly authorised its ‘fullest use’ against them.20

Nineteen specialist gas officers were sent to North Russia, together with 50,000 cylinders of gas and 10,000 respirators. The cylinders were marked ‘Smoke Generator No 1, Mark 1’ and contained a new and secret gas in two variants.21 Officially, the gas was to be used only in the event of special necessity, but inevitably it was deployed almost at once.22 It was as a guinea pig for its use that Yeaman made his trip behind the front line. 

In fact, the dense forests of northern Russia and the lack of wind at that time of year were unsuitable for gas warfare. It took a lot of experimentation to come up with an effective means to deliver the stuff, in the course of which the gas expert in charge accidentally poisoned himself with his own wares.23 In the end aircraft fitters devised bombs to be dropped from the air and these proved highly effective. The DA gas was not deadly but it was a powerful incapacitant. Its victims were described as ‘lying practically helpless on the ground [with] the usual symptoms of bleeding from the nose and mouth’.24 Among the especially susceptible, the victim’s eyes and mouth turned yellow and he died.25

Indirectly, the use of gas gave the North Russia campaign some unwelcome publicity in Britain. It came about through Lieutenant Colonel Sherwood Kelly VC, a highly decorated South African, who was in command of the Railway Front. In private letters Sherwood Kelly had been extremely critical of the entire campaign and was quoted as saying that he would not allow any more of his men to be ‘killed for the sake of this **** country’. Though he had no objection to gas in principle, he refused to allow his men to take part in one particular raid where gas was to be used. He was abruptly dismissed and ordered home.26

Ironside described Sherwood Kelly as ‘very hot-headed and quarrelsome’, 27 but Attiwill, who by this stage was being evacuated sick from the Dvina Front, found him otherwise. The two sailed to Britain aboard the same ship, Attiwill as a casualty, Sherwood Kelly in disgrace. Attiwill remembers him as a tall man with a gentle voice and friendly manner, ‘more like a bishop than a lieutenant-colonel’.28 He used to visit Attiwill in his cot in the sickbay and talk about the English countryside.

Back in England, Sherwood Kelly went public in the press, dismissing the so-called loyal Russian troops as utterly unreliable and branding them as mere Bolsheviks in khaki. He called the Relief Force a fraud which, far from saving embattled soldiers, was for ‘offensive purposes, on a large scale and far into the interior, in furtherance of some ambitious plan of campaign, the nature of which we were not allowed to know’. 29 On 6 September headlines in the Daily Express read:

ARCHANGEL SCANDAL EXPOSED

DUPLICITY OF CHURCHILL POLICY IN RUSSIA 

THE PUBLIC HUMBUGGED 

FAMOUS V.C. APPEALS TO THE NATION 

Many of the troops on the ground agreed with Sherwood Kelly, and left-wing and trade union circles in Britain gave him political support. Nevertheless, he was court-martialled for breaching the King’s Regulations by writing to the press. He pleaded guilty but, in view of his outstanding war record, was only reprimanded. Even so, he was forced to relinquish his commission and his military career was over.
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THE FEELING 
BACK HOME 
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THE Sherwood Kelly affair made a big splash in Britain. Since British soldiers were fighting and dying in Russia, the Intervention was a major issue and was hugely controversial. The British Labour Party and the union movement opposed military action in Russia and conducted a running campaign of protests and strikes. Trade unionists in Britain refused to load ships bound for Russia and some Royal Navy crews even disobeyed orders to sail.

In Australia it was different. Almost nobody was aware that there were Diggers fighting in Russia and the Intervention was therefore of little immediate concern to most people. Opinion about Russia simply divided along class lines.

On the left, radicals embraced Bolshevism and looked forward to world revolution and the overthrow of capitalism in Australia. Working people in general were less extreme but certainly followed events in Russia with a degree of sympathy and hope. Many were waiting to see what the Bolshevik experiment produced. At the very least, they thought it was the Russians’ own business how they chose to govern their country.

On the right, Australia’s middle classes feared and detested Bolshevism. In their eyes the Reds had betrayed the Allies by pulling out of the war and then by repudiating Russia’s debts. Bolsheviks were seen as godless barbarians who were destroying the fabric of civilisation. The mainstream press indulged and fed these fears.

Ironically, it was Bolshevism that had made Russia newsworthy. During the war, news from Russia had been played down because the Russians were something of an embarrassment to the Allied cause. The Allies claimed to be fighting for freedom and democracy, yet the Tsar’s Russia was a byword for tyranny and cruelty. Furthermore, the news from the Eastern Front was generally so bad it did not bear telling.

When the Tsar was deposed in March 1917, Western journalists were taken by surprise. They were so out of touch they pinned their hopes on Kerensky and naively expected him to reinvigorate the Russian war effort. When the opposite happened and the Russian army disintegrated, the press could scarcely believe it. London’s Daily Mirror published a photograph of deserters crowding the roofs of railway carriages under the heading, ‘Russian troops hasten to the front’!1

In November when the Bolsheviks ousted Kerensky, the newspapers were taken aback again. For a time they insisted the Bolshevik regime wouldn’t last long and that Lenin was a flash in the pan. In the two years between November 1918 and November 1920, the New York Times reported ninety-one times that the Bolsheviks were about to fall from power or had already fallen!2

As soon as it seemed the Bolsheviks were there to stay, the press changed tack. It was bad enough that the workers had overthrown their betters in Russia; now they were threatening to spread their revolution through the rest of the world. The press began an anti-Soviet campaign which soon became fanatical. Bolsheviks were portrayed as thugs, murderers, thieves and blasphemers. When Russia withdrew from the war, the hatred knew no bounds. One editorial in The Times read: ‘The remedy for Bolshevism is bullets’.3

Australian papers echoed the anti-Bolshevik line. With no reporters of their own in Russia, they received all their news second-hand from British or American sources. It was very clear, however, that the foreign wire services were utterly lacking in both accuracy and balance. Indeed, the standard of journalism was lamentable and some of the better papers acknowledged as much.4 The Sydney Morning Herald assured its readers it took all reports from Russia with a grain of salt, while the West Australian said it took them with ‘bushels of salt’!

In spite of these reservations, most Australian coverage about Russia was inflammatory. Scaremongering about the horrors of the Bolshevik regime alternated with predictions of its imminent collapse. The ‘Red Terror’ was written up to the point of hysteria and even sceptical readers were apt to be worn down by sheer repetition. For example, in a single week the Advertiser in Adelaide ran these headlines:

SHIFTY BOLSHEVIKS
In German Pay 

BOLSHEVIK BRUTES
Heartless murderers—No conscience left 

RUSSIAN CHAOS
Bloodthirsty Bolsheviks5

Partly thanks to the press, Bolsheviks became conflated in the public mind with Russians in general. With the war over, Bolsheviks—and by extension all Russians—replaced the Germans as an object of hatred.

Anti-Russian feeling was strongest in Queensland where about four thousand made up Australia’s largest Russian community. Serious violence against them broke out on 23 March 1919.6 It started when several hundred Russians and leftists gathered at the Brisbane Domain. (One was the legendary Monty Miller, the octogenarian veteran of the Eureka Stockade, who wore a red rosette, a red tie, a red scarf wound around his hat and had his historic Miner’s Right pinned to his lapel!) The group defied a small police cordon and unfurled their red flags and banners.

Remarkably, it was a criminal offence to fly a red flag. Regulations introduced in 1918 under the War Precautions Act prohibited the display of flags or emblems of any group ‘disaffected with the British Empire’.7 The measure had been aimed at Irish Republicans but also had the effect of criminalising the carrying of the red flag, the symbol of the Bolsheviks.
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Brisbane’s Daily Mail first incited anti-Russian feeling—and then reported it. The Bolshevik here looks more like a Turk than a Russian, but the message is plain. (Daily Mail, 26 March 1919) 

Enraged by the red flags, ex-servicemen and Empire loyalists formed an opposing force and broke up the leftist gathering in a wild brawl. They then converged, two thousand strong, on the hall of the Russian Association in South Brisbane, intending to burn it down. The police did little to protect the hall and the mob was seen off only by revolver shots from the beleaguered Russians.

Brisbane’s Daily Mail was no model of sober analysis. (Example: ‘Bolshevik swine are mere bloodthirsty cut-throats’.) The next day8 it ran a lurid account, headed ‘Queen Street Russianized’, which described gloating Russians smiting the outnumbered police with sticks and flagpoles.

The Mail predicted more violence—and facilitated it by giving details of when and where the anti-Bolshevists would assemble. That evening a huge mob of about seven thousand descended on the offices of the Russian Association. They carried a large Australian flag and their stated aim was ‘to clear out of Queensland all the dirty Russian mongrels’.9

This time the disorder was too great for the police to ignore and they confronted the crowd in military formation with rifles and bayonets. The night echoed to revolver shots, the thud of rifle butts, the clatter of hooves, and the crash of breaking glass. The Russians’ hall was wrecked, as were nearby shops and boarding houses owned by ‘foreigners’. The mob bashed any Russians or Jews they caught, as well as anyone else unlucky enough to be singled out as a Bolshevist sympathiser.

Nineteen police were injured and three police horses (including one named ‘Czar’) sustained bullet wounds. The press played down the number of civilian casualties, but they ran into the hundreds. The police commissioner himself was among the wounded, as was the magistrate who later sentenced the flag-wavers to gaol. Both were accidentally bayoneted by the police in the melee.

The role played by the Mail was an extreme example of anti-Russian feeling. The popular press took every opportunity to demonise the Bolsheviks and pandered shamelessly to their readers’ racial prejudices. Newspapers usually referred to Bolshevik bodyguards as ‘Chinese’ and Bolshevik executioners as ‘bloodthirsty Mongolians’.10 It was often implied that somehow the Jews were behind all the trouble in Russia. And as if that wasn’t enough, the hated Germans were also involved: ‘Bolshevism is an insidious political disease deliberately fostered by Germany … to regain by foul means the position in the world she has lost in fair fight’.11

As for sex, nothing horrified the conventional classes more than the Bolsheviks’ alleged ‘repulsive bestiality, lawlessness and lust’ and their contempt for the institution of marriage.12 One bizarre scare story was that of the ‘Saratov Manifesto’, a purported decree for the nationalisation of women. Most Australian papers happily took up the story from Britain, where the original headline in The Times had read:

HORRORS OF BOLSHEVISM. A CRY TO HUMANITY. 
MONSTROUS TREATMENT OF WOMEN13

According to the so-called decree, since the best women had always been ‘owned’ by the bourgeoisie, all females between seventeen and thirty-five were henceforth declared the property of the whole nation. Male citizens were given the right to ‘use one woman three times a week for three hours’. As a concession, married men who now had to share their wives, could go to the head of the queue without waiting their turn!

The decree was issued in the name of the anarchists of Saratov (or sometimes of Samara, Yekaterinburg or Kronstadt, entirely different cities thousands of kilometres from each other). Press reports failed to distinguish between the Bolsheviks, who condemned the ‘decree’, and the anarchists, who were a thorn in the side of the Bolsheviks and were later liquidated by them.

Though the decree was completely spurious, only one paper saw through it: Melbourne’s Truth.14 Unfortunately, Truth was a racy, antiestablishment weekly which respectable people didn’t read. So the fake decree continued to serve its purpose of inflaming public opinion against the Bolsheviks.

As for the military situation in Russia, coverage at best was incomplete and heavily slanted. At worst, it was simply false. Bolshevik advances were reported in short items of a paragraph or two, while statements from the War Office in London were written up prominently and at length.

The Australian press, for example, seems not to have reported the mutiny of Dyer’s Battalion at all. And while the loss of Onega made the papers, the first report was published three weeks after the event and failed to mention that White troops had changed sides. Coverage by the Melbourne Argus was typical:15 two small paragraphs buried, containing quotes from the British War Office which put an obvious spin on the story.

The left-wing press was no match for the mainstream papers. While there were labour dailies in several state capitals, they struggled to counter the flood of anti-Bolshevik propaganda. Some, too, discredited themselves by resorting to the same sort of exaggeration and abuse of which they accused the conservative press. Union weeklies poured scorn on the so-called ‘Red Terror’, but their circulations were small and they were preaching to the converted.

For the Left, the lack of accurate information about Russia was a major problem. The Left was poorly informed about Allied moves in Russia and clearly didn’t know of the Australians who were fighting there. Getting independent information was impossible. When the Victorian Socialist Party resolved to send its own observer to Russia, the government refused him a passport.16
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wing artist Claude Marquet drew cartoons for a weekly publication by the Australian Workers’ Union. He made the same point in almost every issue—that the right-wing press was duping its gullible readers. In other cartoons Marquet showed capitalists stirring up fear and hatred by portraying Bolshevism as a dangerous bear, a bogeyman and a ferocious scarecrow. (Australian Worker, 6 March 1919) 

 Only two papers seem to have twigged to the presence of Australians in Russia. One, the Brisbane Worker, wrote: ‘It is not a bad tribute to the 400,000 Australians who enlisted that only 19 [sic] of their number can be found willing to enlist to fight against the Russian workers and help to bring back the brutal despotism of the Czar’.17

The other was Truth again. On 24 May it ran a piece headed ‘Australian blood—should it be shed to set up a tsar?’, which blamed the Intervention on Russian reactionaries and international moneylenders. It argued that if Australian troops were ‘seduced into this foreign adventure’, they should not be wearing the Australian uniform, one which ‘has not yet been stained by anything of which an Australian need be ashamed’. 

Truth called for Parliament to condemn the sending of troops and to declare:

that we do not approve of the so-called ‘relief’ battalion: that we will not assist in the equipment or maintenance of that unit: and that we will not consent to any member of it wearing even a colourable imitation of ‘the Australian uniform’.

Parliament did no such thing. All that happened was that Frank Brennan, the radical Melbourne MP, asked a question in federal Parliament. On 8 August 1919, referring to the Diggers rumoured to be in North Russia, he asked:

Having regard to the fact that these soldiers were not recruited and are not controlled by the Australian government, will the honourable gentleman take the steps necessary to see that the good name of the Australian soldier, and of Australia itself, is not tarnished by association with what so many good Australians conceive to be an iniquitous invasion upon the Russian proletariat?18

Prime Minister Billy Hughes was still on his way home from the Peace Conference at Versailles, so it was William Watt, the acting prime minister, who replied. He said he didn’t know anything about Australians in Russia, but promised to make enquiries. On 21 August a follow-up question was similarly fobbed off and nothing further was ever heard in Parliament on the subject.



11 

ON THE DVINA 
JULY 1919 
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BACK in North Russia, the picture was the same, with the Australians divided between the two fronts. The main detachment was based on the Railway Front while the smaller group, of about two dozen, remained on the Dvina. After the mutiny of Dyer’s Battalion, these men were moved into the forward zone where they carried out a succession of raids and aggressive patrols.

Inland from the river, theirs was a territory of no roads, countless tracks and few maps. Such maps as existed omitted important natural features: sizeable rivers were often unmarked and the huge Selmenga forest, for example, wasn’t shown at all. Accurate, large-scale maps were badly needed and many of Keith Attiwill’s patrols were made to gather information for the map-makers.

Patrolling behind enemy lines was dangerous. The risks were twofold: ambush by the enemy and treachery by their guides. Local peasants had been given British uniforms and pressed into service as guides. Having spent their lives in the forest, they knew it well and, according to some British officers, were ‘wonderful’. Keith Attiwill disagreed entirely and thought them utterly untrustworthy. Some, it was said, had been taken prisoner five or six times and fought on each side alternately.1 Attiwill himself knew of cases where Russians started the day on the White side, went over to the Reds at noon, and finished the day fighting with the Whites again!2

Attiwill’s earlier carefree attitude changed. He dreaded the monotony of long marches through endless, silent forest: ‘I am not ashamed to remember how that damned interminable Russian forest … used to frighten me’.3 Although in books, he said, it sounded fun to be a scout, the reality was very different. In enemy areas the men risked their lives in nerve-racking games of hide-and-seek. Sometimes half a dozen of them were hunted through the forest in a life-and-death chase. It was an ordeal which changed those who underwent it. Having experienced how it felt to be hunted, the British lieutenant commanding the Aussies’ platoon forbade hunting on the family estate after his return to England.4
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Aussies and others take a smoko somewhere in North Russia. Australian troops retained their AIF slouch hats, though one man here appears to sport a Russian fur hat. (AWM A04700) 
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Royal Fusiliers bathe and wash their clothes in the Dvina at Bereznik, across the river from their base at Osinova. Since the sun sets only briefly during the northern summer, this picture could have been taken at almost any time of day. (IWM Q 16155) 

 On one occasion Attiwill was among a group which penetrated into the forest behind the Bolshevik strong point of Seltso. He and the intelligence officer left the main group of thirteen and approached as close as they dared. Within a few metres of one outpost they were challenged and forced to shoot a sentry. This alerted the enemy, who immediately gave chase.

Doubling back to rejoin the group, the two men lost their way and were chased for 5 versts through swamps and thickets. By a miracle they found the others, who then joined them in a mad dash for safety. Attiwill says they were strung out as if at the finish of a mile race till they got across a stream and found relative safety. It took them hours more to regain their lines.5

Ernest Heathcote, the man who had joined the AIF at sixteen under a false name, recounts another patrol.6 He says the first call for volunteers was a failure. The men had so little confidence in the officer in charge that only five put their hands up. Once a sergeant whom the men respected was detailed, another twenty takers were soon found.

The group set out at 10 pm in broad daylight, each man armed with a rifle and 120 rounds of ammunition, a bayonet, a machete, four Mills bombs, and two days’ rations. The machetes had been issued in England and, thinking at the time that Russia was always under snow, the men had laughed. In fact, the bush knives sometimes proved handy in the dense undergrowth.

The patrol was ordered to penetrate as far as possible and investigate the low level of the river. After a trek of 20 kilometres (and a false alarm with some stray cattle) they heard the unmistakeable report of a Bolo rifle and ducked for cover.

Soon the rifle fire increased & I heard the dull thud of a Mills bomb &we fixed bayonets & rushed forward. We found our advance guard mixed up in a hand to hand tussle with twenty-two Bolshevik Mongolians. The bayonet soon got to work & British grit & good weilding [sic] of the bayonet soon told & we were not long in overpowering the Bolos. No man escaped and as dead men tell no tales all were killed outright.7

Heathcote adds that three of their own men were killed and others were wounded.

While men in the field were so engaged, those billeted further back on the river had an easier time. In fact, before embarking for Russia, British officers had been promised the chance of ‘good sport’ and advised to bring fishing rods and shotguns. A Major Gawthorpe of Grogan’s brigade spent a lot of time on the Dvina fishing, shooting, eating and drinking. His diary includes these entries:

29 July—Singsong with host’s daughter.

30 July—Entertained Russian general, wives, staff.

31 July—Arranged to get ex-Dyer prisoner sent back to be shot. Had a singsong in Mess.

7 August—Drove off to the sports in a four-in-hand with Rotes and Foster as postilions.

16 August—Went fishing and duck shooting.

20 August—Fishing, started draughts tournament.8

While officers like Gawthorpe lived and ate well, it was different at the front. Despite the resources of the Relief Force, rations at the forward posts were substandard. They consisted of bully beef (from Argentina), weevilly rice, army biscuits and ‘tons of tinned mush called marmalade’.9 In theory there were also dehydrated vegetables, tea and canned butter. It was a diet which led to bouts of dysentery and stomach troubles.

Life on the river for the naval crew was full of contrasts. One British naval officer was Basil Brewster, who later migrated to Australia and rose to high rank in the Royal Australian Navy during World War II. In Russia he served aboard several gunboats, as well as spending time ashore as one of a naval landing party.

Brewster records how bombardments by Red gunboats often resulted in stunned fish floating to the surface.10 Those from shell bursts falling short of the target used to float downstream towards them and the deckhands would scoop them up in nets. Many engagements were fought while the ships were at anchor so the stokers, who otherwise had no work to do, were sent out in small boats on fish-harvesting duties!

As a member of a shore party, Brewster helped man 12-pounder naval guns. He once spent three weeks living in a bivouac of branches and canvas, the whole time in wet clothes. In compensation, he spent the next two weeks comfortably billeted in a village, passing his time duck shooting.

In mid-July the bush telegraph hinted at a big ‘stunt’, to be followed by evacuation. Headquarters at Arkhangel tried to scotch the rumours, warning that anyone who repeated them was helping ‘the dissemination of obviously Bolshevik propaganda’.11 Needless to say, the rumours were true. General Sir Henry Rawlinson was being sent from England to coordinate the withdrawal and take overall command of both Arkhangel and Murmansk.

Rawlinson was a famous general who had commanded the British 4th Army on the Western Front and was an expert in tricky situations. London was worried the withdrawal might turn into a shambles and wanted it placed in a safe pair of hands. Rawlinson’s perception was that the government was ‘in a hole’ and that he was doing them a favour by helping them out. He recorded in his diary: ‘Winston thanked me profusely for going, saying it was a very sporting thing to do’.12 Rawlinson had been promised a barony for his trouble.13

The general was able to set his own terms. Churchill allowed him a large staff (21 officers, 14 clerks, 17 batmen and 30 other ranks) and promised him extra infantry, machine-gunners, field batteries and a detachment of tanks. The six tanks arrived complete with their mascot, messenger dog ‘Nell’, who had recently recovered after being wounded in France.

Rawlinson’s appointment caused temporary alarm in Britain. Some of the press thought it signalled an escalation of the campaign, rather than its end. The appointment also ruffled Ironside’s feathers, though the government mollified him, and Maynard, the commander in Murmansk, with promises of a knighthood each.
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Unlike the Australians, the Canadians formed a separate official contingent. Here, comfortably seated, a Canadian gunner supervises the unloading of a barge on the Dvina in May 1919. Coils of barbed wire lie at his feet. (Outram collection, Library and Archives Canada PA-037404) 

Rawlinson arrived in Arkhangel on 9 August, the day before the Dvina Offensive began. He had made almost no changes to Ironside’s plans, except to postpone the date by nine days in the hope the river level would rise.14 He was famous for his composure and was reputed never to have lost a night’s sleep, even in the carnage of the Western Front. An amateur painter, Rawlinson spent his evenings in Russia in his quarters, paintbrush in hand. Ironside grew to admire his equanimity and ended up getting along well with him.

Rawlinson was popular with all ranks and his appointment inspired confidence among the troops. The Aussies might have welcomed him less warmly had they known some of his views about them. Australian troops had formed part of Rawlinson’s army in France where their lack of discipline exasperated him. Alone of the belligerent armies, the AIF had no capital punishment for desertion and in his diary Rawlinson recorded wishing he could shoot a few Diggers to teach the rest not to go absent without leave. He lobbied to bring the Australians into line with British practice, but without success.15

The planned offensive was not what Churchill had really wanted, but it was the next best thing. Ironside always knew Churchill’s aim was to reach Kotlas but the Admiralty did not. For political reasons Churchill had played his cards close to his chest and neither he nor the War Office had told the navy of their real intentions. In making their arrangements, the navy had relied on Churchill’s public position that the Relief Force was defensive only and that no forces would advance beyond the positions they then held.

This meant that when the flotilla was asked to advance towards Kotlas it simply couldn’t do so. Quite apart from the lack of charts and the presence of minefields, the navy didn’t have the necessary vessels. South of Troitsa the Dvina’s depth fell to 3 feet 4 inches or less, while even the smallest British gunboat drew 4 feet and the monitors between 6 and 8 feet. Indeed, far from being able to advance, the flotilla was trapped where it was by the low level of the river that year. The navy could not advance above Troitsa, while the army could not advance without naval support.16

So the offensive had to be more limited in its objectives. It was termed a ‘disengaging blow’. Its aim was to break the Bolshevik front so the British could withdraw safely. The front was about 10 kilometres wide, half on each side of the river, held to a depth of about 16 kilometres. The Bolos occupied blockhouses and fortified villages and their morale was good. The British plan was to drive down both banks of the river and dislodge them. In theory, the Russian Whites would then take over and, in due course, press south to Kotlas and beyond. Nobody on the spot believed this last step would ever happen.

Ironside’s orders were distributed to the British officers on 5 August, but for security reasons were not passed on to the Russians until the last minute. Nor, in marked contrast to normal procedure in the AIF, were the British troops at first told what was expected of them.17 Apparently the planning was less thorough than some wished. Captain Allfrey commented: ‘Everything to do with this coming show is very vague and a good deal is left to chance’.18

In preparation for the offensive, steps had been taken to mislead enemy intelligence. British troops were sent to work on forest roads far from areas selected for the attacks. Bombing raids were scaled down and only an occasional shell was fired at Bolshevik targets. The Bolshevik command realised an attack was imminent, but not knowing where or when the blow would fall, they found it impossible to reinforce every potential target.19

For the necessary transport, the British in Bereznik sent out requisitioning parties for kilometres in all directions. Pack animals, as well as horses and carts, were pressed into service, together with their owners. The peasants drew on their famous Russian capacity for long endurance. They were resigned to obey whichever army gave them orders. Bolshevik armies conscripted them in exactly the same way.
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Both sides conscripted peasants into providing transport. Some of the carts were on the verge of falling apart and fodder took up half their carrying capacity. (US Army Signal Corps, Bentley Historical Library) 

The British calculated payment from the day a man left his village until his return. The daily rate was a pound of flour and a little sugar and tea.20 The peasants preferred payment in kind as the monetary situation in North Russia was a complete mess.21 Tsarist currency and Kerensky roubles had been driven out of circulation by Bolshevik roubles. These in turn had lost all value in an explosion of inflation. The only reliable currency was the pound sterling and even lowly peasants had their own tiny hoard of it.

The British had tried to stabilise the Russian currency under a scheme devised by none other than John Maynard Keynes. They introduced a new ‘Northern Rouble’, which was pegged at 40 to the British pound and secured against the entire timber resources of North Russia. The new currency caused confusion among the peasants and resentment among the French and Americans, who saw it as a device to make North Russia a British financial protectorate. In more settled times the scheme might have worked.22

The British imported large stocks of the new currency but by a terrific blunder the double-headed imperial eagle had been incorporated into the design of the notes. The eagle had been the emblem of the Russian tsars since the fifteenth century and represented everything the country had rejected in March 1917. Rubber stamps had to be made and the detested symbol laboriously obliterated on each note. Furthermore, the notes had no serial numbers and lent themselves to flooding the whole region without restraint—quite apart from the ample opportunities for forgery, theft and fraud.

Prices were very high in North Russia and a rouble (not worth the label off a tin of flea powder, declared John Kelly!) bought next to nothing. In fact, for the troops as well as the Russians, the rate of exchange was a swindle. With their pay books debited £1 for every 40 roubles, British troops avoided drawing any pay in Russia. Kelly commented, ‘We were not quite so lacking in intelligence as to fall for that’.23

Transport for the big offensive was assembled on the day before zero day. Over 1100 horses and ponies gathered. Some of the droshkies were held together by wire, and in all of them fodder took up half the carrying capacity. Rain was incessant as the equipment was issued and loaded: battle rations, ammunition, picks and shovels, telephone cable, signal flares, SOS rockets, grenades.

The loads were heavy. A 3.7-inch mountain gun weighed over 700 kilograms. Dismantled into parts, a single gun took six mules to carry. A Vickers machine gun weighed about 12 kilograms but also needed a tripod (another 20 kilos) and accessories—condenser can, metal tubing, shackles, mountings, range-finder. A 250-round belt of ammunition, which could be expended in half a minute, weighed 10 kilograms. All of it had to be carried.

The British had access to the latest technology. In addition to wireless sets, telephone lines were to be laid so the attacking columns could maintain communication with headquarters. Gunboats and land batteries were to support the frontal assaults, while observation balloons and aircraft spotted for the guns. On the east bank gas was to be used.
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Part of a 3.7-inch mountain gun at Troitsa on the east bank. It took another five mules to carry the rest of the gun and ammunition. On the west bank, the mules failed to get through the mud and the Diggers had to make do without artillery of their own. (IWM Q 16177) 

The plan of attack itself was the same on each bank. While one column from each force was to assault a strong point directly, others were to advance through the forest to take the villages beyond, then turn back to attack from the flank and rear.

The Australians were deployed on the western bank. There the force was divided into three separate columns, each assigned to take one of three villages: Seltso, Sluda-Lipovets and Chudinova. D Company with the Australians was to attack the villages of Sluda (also called Sludka) and Lipovets (also Lipovskoye) from the rear. The column included machine-gun sections, mortars, mountain guns and some cavalry support. The men faced an approach march through the forest of 50 kilometres, a distance which had to be covered undetected. Success was to depend on secrecy and good timing.
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TROOPS and supplies for the western bank were ferried across the river and assembled at the village of Yakovlevskoye. The force moved off on the afternoon of 7 August. Signallers went ahead with the advance guard to lay the telephone line. They had hoped to lay it from a barrow drawn by a pony, but fallen trees and exposed roots made this impossible. So two men carried the cable drum on a spindle, while a third unwound the cable. Others followed, raising the wire on crooked sticks to keep it clear of those following.1

Behind the signallers came the main body of troops, strung out in a long column, with the pack animals at the rear. The detachment of cavalry was to catch them up later. In the northern summer vegetation grows with almost tropical urgency and the forest was dense with debris and undergrowth. The terrain was flat insofar as there were no hills, but it wasn’t without slopes and shallow ridges. Underfoot the ground was uneven, with many bogs and unmapped watercourses. The column marched for most of the night, then called a halt and set up camp.
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A group of Fusiliers take a spell on a forest track. At least one slouch hat is visible among them. (AWM A04894) 

The next afternoon they set off again. Many trees were felled to help the pack animals get through. It was raining and soon the ground was so marshy the tracks became almost impassable. Though a great hindrance, the rain brought one advantage: by raising the river level, it improved the prospects of the river fleet getting out. The Dvina was at its lowest for twenty years.

The column heading for Seltso now split off while the other two continued south.2 These were the Sluda-Lipovets column, with the Aussies of D Company, and the Russian battalion heading for Chudinova. Surprise was crucial, so smoking was forbidden and talking kept to a minimum. To avoid accidental shots, rifles were carried unloaded. Ironically, it was the day the Acting Prime Minister of Australia was disclaiming to Parliament any knowledge of the Diggers in Russia.

On the night of 8 August, the Sluda column camped by a disused tar kiln with their mules. Discipline was tight. There were no fires and no hot drinks. Dinner was biscuits and bully beef. Emergency rations had to be issued for the next day because the pack animals with the rest of the supplies had failed to arrive. Wireless contact had also been lost with headquarters and the Seltso column, but the men were all-in and no runners were sent out. After midnight two separate Bolshevik deserters were brought in. Their news was good: both said the enemy had no inkling of their presence.

The next morning the column moved off again. From now on the route had not been reconnoitred. The tracks narrowed and the going was even tougher. The mules with the heavy weapons became bogged down in the long stretches of mud and swamp and could get no further. The machine guns had to be taken off and carried by hand. The men chose to forego part of their rations to carry more ammunition. When they pitched their final camp it was around midnight. They were wet through and exhausted, and uneasy that the mountain guns had not got through. Unknown to them, the cavalry support had also turned back. The attack was still twelve hours away.

Scouts went out. They returned to report yet more deep swamps, criss-crossed with fallen trees. Moreover, a swamp on the direct route to Sluda was completely impassable. So the plan was changed. Instead of assaulting Sluda first, the column would go further south to attack the village of Kochamika, then turn north along the river.
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Russian mud hasn’t changed. The author’s son gets a hand from Alexey Suhanovsky while crossing a gas pipeline near the former front line in 2008. (Aleksandr Orlov) 

Meanwhile, the Russians of the Chudinova column had neared their objective. They were commanded by a British officer and their instructions were to take the village and hold it until further order. In the event, they did capture the village but they held it for only a short time. When their British captain was wounded they withdrew without orders and retired back the way they had come. Colonel Davies wrote later that the entire Russian battalion ‘were not worth ten British soldiers’.3

For the Sluda-Lipovets column the final approach march started at 6 am on 10 August. The track was the worst yet and the men staggered knee-deep in mud under the weight of their weapons and equipment. By 11 am they lay in wait at the edge of the forest, 400 metres from Kochamika. Nerves were taut. A British plane flew over the village and the Bolos opened fire on it. Then everything went quiet again.

At 11.30 am the British bombardment started. Artillery and the monitors on the river opened up on the Bolo positions with shrapnel and high explosive. Aircraft dropped bombs. It lasted thirty minutes: short, but intense and overwhelming.

The guns ceased fire at noon. On the ground, the whistle blew and the men charged. The heavy shelling had demoralised the Bolos and the ground assault took them completely by surprise. Ernest Heathcote wrote: ‘[They] were terrified and they completely got the wind up for a while when they were charged with bayonets fixed by the battle-scarred heroes of France and Belgium’.4 In shorts and shirt sleeves the Aussies and the British took the village of Kochamika with ease.

Heathcote’s comment about the bayonet echoes similar boasts from the Western Front—that the enemy did not care to face Anzac steel. But the bayonet charge itself is something he does not even try to describe. His earlier phrase ‘the bayonet soon got to work’ is a formula which avoids recounting anything of the violence and horror.5

Nor do any of the other Diggers spell out what a bayonet charge really meant, or reveal anything of their deeper feelings. They write nothing of the fear beforehand or—when it was all over—the numbness, the bewilderment or the guilt some must have felt. At Kochamika the Aussies charged with fixed bayonets and killed whoever stood in their way. Emotions afterwards were concealed in bravado and male banter.

Almost as soon as Kochamika was in their hands, the British started to take heavy fire from the Bolshevik gunboats and barges at midstream. The column engaged them with machine guns and rifles and the Bolos raised a white flag. But there were no boats on which to send out boarding parties and after a while the Bolos thought better of it and resumed firing.6
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At 17, Ernest Heathcote was the youngest Australian to serve in North Russia. His shoulder patch, a white star on a dark blue ground, was the insignia of the Relief Force. Some members of the force spoke of themselves as ‘White Star liners’, an ironic reference to the White Star shipping line and its ill-fated ship the Titanic. (AWM PR89/140) 

With the Australians leading, D Company continued its advance, taking Zhitma and Zaneiskaya, Maguka and Portuga. The succession of names might suggest these were villages, but really they were just clusters of homesteads, barely hamlets. Here and there the enemy offered fierce resistance, but many surrendered en masse. As D Company worked its way northwards, prisoners accumulated in unexpected numbers.

The shelling from the gunboats continued. At Zaneiskaya the riverbank was 10 metres high and the British were forced to expose themselves on the crest before they could return fire. As they began to do so, a 6-inch Bolo gun scored a direct hit on the column headquarters, killing the commander, Major Shepherd, and some of his staff. Another shell hit Heathcote’s machine-gun team, wounding him and killing others.

Meanwhile, scouts reconnoitred Sluda, the next village. Private Norman Brooke, a plumber from Canterbury in Melbourne, was one of them. He worked his way forward, ascertained the enemy’s positions and made it back under fire. He earned a DCM for his effort. Captain Allfrey of A Company later complained to his diary that most of the medals that day went to D Company.7

With another bayonet charge, D Company took Sluda, holding it while Allfrey’s company advanced to secure Lipovets. A reconnaissance aircraft reported to Sadleir-Jackson that an ‘obviously tired column, 400 strong, probably short of ammunition’, had been seen advancing on Lipovets. Not knowing whether Lipovets was taken or not, Sadleir-Jackson dared not use his heavy artillery against the position.8

At Sluda the fire had intensified from the gunboats and the Aussies were taking shrapnel from the Bolo guns. So they too moved on to Lipovets, where Allfrey’s men were unearthing Bolos from under mattresses and up chimneys. Among them were the Red commander and his orderly, who were promptly seized and shot dead.9

With Lipovets now held, a party scouted north towards Seltso, hoping to meet the British coming from there. But after five attempts the British had not succeeded in taking Seltso and the scouts reported it still in Bolshevik hands.

By now about a hundred Red sailors had landed from the enemy gunboats, cutting off the column’s northward advance. The sailors were linking up with Bolo troops from the direction of Seltso and starting to work their way inland to encircle the British. Small groups were already skirmishing among the pine trees.

With Major Shepherd dead, the remaining officers faced a choice. They could try to press on towards Seltso or break out through the encircling Bolos. Ammunition was short and the men had been on the move for more than three days. The decision was taken to break out. Several Russian civilians volunteered themselves as guides.

By this stage the column was encumbered with about five hundred prisoners, plus their own wounded. Carts and horses were commandeered, with women to drive them. And, since any villager who stayed might give information to the enemy, the remaining civilians, including children, were forced to join the march. Some of the prisoners were refractory and a few were shot as a precaution. The rest settled down.10
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Ruined houses at Seltso. The village was a Bolo stronghold and the British made five unsuccessful attempts to take it. The Australians in the Sluda–Lipovets column had hoped to join the British at Seltso but were forced to withdraw inland instead. (GAOPDF) 

Heathcote was among the wounded. As a machine-gunner, he had been engaging the Bolo gunboats after Sluda was taken. Once the Bolo marines landed (he puts the number at two hundred, ‘a lovely target’), he concentrated on them until the shell from the Bolo naval gun caught his team.11 One of his legs was broken, and an ankle and elbow smashed. That was his condition when they started their nightmarish trek to safety.

As the column headed into the forest they picked up stragglers from other units. It was now a ragged, awkward formation, totally dependent on the local guides. Many of the prisoners were cowed and frightened, but some were recalcitrant and others again were simply waiting the first opportunity to turn on their captors.

After four or five hours the column came to the River Sheika, which that year was more a swamp than a river. The crossing itself was about 100 metres wide, bridged by a series of logs and planks, part of it with a rough bush handrail. A rearguard held the southern end while the party started to cross in single file. Some prisoners were carrying the wounded and the whole unwieldy line was hampered by its equipment and the civilians. Getting across was taking time. About half were over and the rest were strung out along the planks.

With the Bolos catching up, a message was passed along the line telling the men to get a move on. Fifteen minutes later the rearguard engaged the Bolos but were too few to hold them off. As soon as the enemy got within range, they opened fire.

The men on the planks were at their most vulnerable. Chaos reigned. Some made a mad rush for the other side; others dived flat. Prisoners carrying the stretchers dropped them or tipped the wounded into the swamp. Many prisoners leapt in themselves to escape the hail of bullets, only to find themselves sucked into the mire. Two machine guns were hurriedly set up on the far bank to hold off the enemy while the stragglers scrambled across.

Among those crossing was a twenty-year-old British lieutenant. Strictly, his name was Charles Henry Gordon-Lennox, but as the eldest son of the Earl of March, he held the title Lord Settrington. He had mixed in the highest circles since childhood: he’d been a guest at the Prince of Wales’ ninth birthday party and a pageboy at the King’s coronation in 1911. From Eton he had gone straight to Sandhurst Military College and the Western Front.

For the last seven months of the war Settrington had been a prisoner of the Germans. Soldiering was the family tradition and to see more action he had volunteered for Russia. Bad luck found him crossing the swamp when the Bolos opened fire. Chance saw a bullet strike him in the chest.

One of the rearguard, Arthur Sullivan, was nearby as Settrington crumpled and fell into the swamp. Sullivan plunged in after him. Up to his armpits in black ooze, he took hold of the wounded lieutenant and passed him up to others still on the planks.

Then, as Bolo bullets continued to rake the ground, Sullivan helped two more fusiliers in the same way. A fourth, further away, was in extreme difficulty but Sullivan was out of his depth now and unable to reach him. He waded back and grabbed a length of broken handrail, then struggled again towards the drowning man—who succeeded in grasping hold of it. Others then hauled both men back onto the planks and helped them reach the far side.

Heathcote wrote of the scene: ‘Many fell only slightly wounded but once in that soaking, sucking morass there was no hope of escape … I saw some sad sights along the remainder of that swamp—legs and arms sticking out of the mud and others on their last gasp. In that action alone we lost 42 when the count was taken.’12

The column lost both its guides in the shambles: one was dead, the other had fled. As the Bolos pressed their pursuit, the British column disintegrated into smaller groups. It was two o’clock in the morning.

In Heathcote’s party there were thirty-nine men still fit to fight, another three on stretchers and over eighty prisoners.13 One of the captives took over as guide but led them into a Bolshevik camp. The enemy turned out to be only twenty strong and were overwhelmed, but the British lost three more men and gained another nine prisoners. The ‘guide’ was shot on the spot.

By now there was no food at all nor, despite the intermittent rain, any drinking water. The group kept moving all day without food or drink, afraid to rest in case the Bolos caught up with them. During the night the enemy attacked again. The British suffered only one man wounded but many prisoners were hit in the fighting—according to Heathcote forty were killed or wounded, while the Bolos lost eighteen dead. The prisoners had been taking every opportunity to bolt and one of the British now suggested shooting those that remained. The officer with them would not allow it, but only because they were still useful for carrying the stretcher cases.

By the Monday night the group had been without water for twenty-four hours and without food for forty-eight. All day Tuesday and Wednesday they trudged aimlessly in the forest, though they found good water on the Thursday. Frequently they heard Bolshevik patrols passing close by.

At five o’clock on Friday morning they were surrounded and attacked again. The fighting lasted an hour and they lost four killed and several wounded. At seven the Bolos renewed the attack. Heathcote grabbed a rifle from a dead man and did his best. By eight o’clock things must have looked all up for them. The ammunition was almost finished, they were weak from hunger and tired beyond description. In a masterpiece of understatement, Heathcote conceded their position was ‘pretty serious’. 

The Bolos charged a third time. The fighting was hand-to-hand when suddenly a cheer went up. After that, Heathcote himself remembered nothing, but a force of fifty to sixty fusiliers had chanced on the scene and saved the group from being wiped out. Heathcote could only recall some rum being forced through his lips, then six hours later waking to find himself being carried through the forest to an aid post. By the next day he was at a casualty clearing station.

According to Heathcote, his party of forty-two had been reduced to sixteen, of whom only three were unwounded. His figures, he says, came from a mate in hospital and are clearly inflated. There is no exaggeration, though, about his own condition. Of his injuries, Heathcote says nothing except at the very end of his account where he mentions that his leg was broken above the knee and that when his boot was cut off, his foot was green with gangrene.

Heathcote’s group had not been alone. For days the forests were teeming with lost men from both sides. To help British stragglers find the lines an observation balloon was put up, aircraft circled overhead shooting coloured flares and buglers sounded the rally every half-hour.

Colonel Davies had an easier time but with similar hair-raising escapes.14 During the fighting he and some of his staff had been trying to reach the Sluda column when they found themselves cut off by the enemy sailors. There was much shouting in Russian and a lieutenant went forward to interpret, but failed to return. This left Davies, a Captain Booth, another captain (the battalion chaplain) and two runners.

Hoping to rejoin the force they had left, the five headed north but were fired on. They went east and were fired on again. They turned west and came across three Russian Whites, then three Bolos whom they took prisoner. It was raining heavily and mortar shells were landing all around them.
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An observation balloon on the Dvina near Troitsa. Usually used for artillery spotting, it was sent aloft after the offensive to help stragglers in the forest find their way back to the British lines. (GAOPDF) 

At one point they stopped to rest and the Bolo prisoners, anxious to please, kindled a fire to make them some tea and dry the officers’ socks. The next day the group came across fresh hoof-prints and bloodstained bandages. Thinking them Bolshevik, the Russians, both Red and White, dived for cover. In the confusion, the officers were split up.

Davies’ party was now down to himself, Captain Booth, one Bolo and two Whites. They wandered through the forest looking for the padre’s group and blundered into a swamp. An evening meal of biscuit and sweetened water was cut short by rifle fire. It started raining again.

In the morning they reached a huge marsh and caught sight of the observation balloon in the distance. Captain Booth climbed a tree and took bearings and they made their way back to the lines—though a British sentry almost shot them by mistake at the last moment.

On the way, the tame Bolo had carried Davies on his back across a few small rivers, so Davies returned the favour by arranging a staff car to give him a lift to the prisoners’ compound. Davies and Booth had been rumoured captured and intelligence officers had already notified headquarters they had plenty of Red commanders and commissars in the cage available for immediate exchange.

The captured Bolo joined about 2000 other prisoners, while enemy dead were estimated at 500 and wounded at 800. In addition, about 300 Bolos on the east bank had been incapacitated by gas. Total enemy losses were therefore calculated at 3600, more than half the Red Army strength on the Dvina. Much war material had also been captured: 18 field guns, 50 machine guns, 2600 rifles plus mortars, transport, telephone equipment and thousands of rounds of ammunition.15

British losses were much lower than anticipated. Contrary to Heathcote’s figures, they totalled 145, of whom fewer than 30 were killed.16 One of the dead was Lord Settrington. He died in hospital at Bereznik on 24 August from heart wounds. Rawlinson personally cabled the news to the Earl of March. ‘Very sad’, he noted in his diary.17
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Bolo prisoners captured in the Dvina Offensive. Most were conscripted men who would have shared the views that General Dunsterville recorded of their counterparts in the Caucasus: ‘I am a Bolshevik though I do not know what Bolshevism is as I cannot read or write; I just accept what the last speaker says. I want to be left alone and helped to go home.’ (GAOPDF) 

A month later, the War Office announced that Sullivan had been awarded the VC. Two other Australians were also decorated for their part in the crossing: William Robinson and Joe Purdue both won the DCM. For his part, Sullivan insisted he had done no more than any of his mates, and suggested the medal be raffled. Later, in October, he wrote to his parents from the troopship taking him back to Britain. It is his only letter from overseas still in his family’s hands.

Now we are out of Russia I can tell you that our battalion did a bit of fighting and that I was in most of it. I didn’t tell you before as I didn’t want you to worry. You will be pleased to hear that for pulling a few chaps out of a marshy river under fire on 11th Aug. I have been awarded the VC. I can’t say that I earned it but there were none in the Battalion up to then & I suppose they wanted someone to get one.18

Sullivan was always modest about the award. He later said: ‘It was not much to talk about. I was just lucky because several officers were looking on.’ It doesn’t detract from his courage to wonder whether he would have received the British Empire’s highest decoration if the first man he rescued had not been the grandson of a duke.

Another Australian decorated for his role in the Dvina Offensive was Sergeant Herbert Gascoigne-Roy of Sydney, who earned a DCM. Gascoigne-Roy was serving with the 46th Battalion of the Royal Fusiliers and fought on the east bank of the river, where operations went more smoothly than they did on the west. He led a section in the assault on the village of Gorodok, the major objective on the east bank.

One last award is worth mentioning. The English major who commanded the Gorodok column received a bar to his DSO.19 His name was Arthur Percival and by a tragic irony he was to become better known to Australians in 1942. As the British commander in Singapore, Percival was to sign the most ignominious surrender in British military history and deliver 60,000 men into Japanese captivity, a quarter of them Australians.
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THE RAILWAY
 OFFENSIVE 
AUGUST 1919 

ON the Railway Front relative quiet prevailed. The late summer rains had finally arrived and heavy rain fell for days at a time. On 15 August the first frost was recorded.

The wet weather did not mean inactivity. Patrols went behind enemy lines almost every day, penetrating as much as 15 kilometres, sometimes almost to Yemtsa. They mapped the enemy’s positions, studied Bolo working arrangements, counted trains and transport, traced telephone wires and took prisoners. Wilfred Yeaman mentions one patrol bringing in a Bolo they had caught 8 versts behind his lines; when they bailed him up he was singing to himself, holding a cooking pot in one hand and a revolver in the other!1

Yeaman was a machine-gunner, one of twenty-five in his section. Their sergeant was Charlie Oliver and their lieutenant (later a captain) an Englishman with the memorable name Curtis Lamond Snodgrass. For a time, the group were based on the forward line at Verst 445, where they themselves were subject to Bolo infiltration. Some nights the sentries heard movement and raised the alarm; occasionally Bolo footprints were found the next morning.

Nor did the men trust their Russian allies; Yeaman’s group in Blockhouse 5 suspected the Russians in number 6 of using their light to send messages in morse. And when the Russians on either side of them practised shooting, it may not have been accidental that they ‘put odd shots precious close to our possie’.2
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Days were spent on fatigues—fetching water and rations—and in improving their defences. They installed sandbags, cut logs, extended breastworks, laid coils of wire. But there was recreation too: hours were spent reading, playing cards or just loafing.

On 18 August Yeaman and his mates were moved back to Obozerskaya for a spell. They went to the aerodrome where the Russians had organised a sports meeting. ‘Cossacks do some good trick riding. Village folk turn up rigged out in their Sunday best wearing the gaudiest colours imaginable.’3 On most nights films were shown, though Yeaman doesn’t give their titles. In 1919 films were still silent and the selection may not have been too thrilling. After the Allies withdrew, the Russians inherited the films left behind, including ones such as Why America Declared War, complete with captions in English they couldn’t understand. By that time film shows in Arkhangel were free as the rouble had lost all value and it wasn’t worth anyone’s while to charge admission.4

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0181_001]
Two Diggers from No. 2 gun crew of the 201st Machine Gun Company occupy a fortified position taken from the enemy. The wheeled machine gun visible is one of several captured from the Bolsheviks and is now mounted against a possible counter-attack. (AWM A03722) 

Yeaman’s diary records other incidents, some mundane, some significant. A pay rise is announced. Churchill is quoted saying that all troops will be out of Russia by 1 November. A British plane crashes when its engine cuts out, but the occupants survive with only minor injuries. It is payday and Yeaman draws 25 roubles.

After a week the group moved back to the support line at Verst 448. They settled themselves into a blockhouse among British and Russian troops. Yeaman mentions the rheumatism in his knee is painful, then adds some important news.

Generals Ironside and Rawlinson visit 448 and the surrounding blockhouses. Rains most of the afternoon. Turn in about 9. At Obozerskaya before leaving, General interviews Harcourt’s force and tells us we are going to attack Bolos and take his guns at 441 in conjunction with Russkies. Do cooking for dinner and tea.5

After the success on the Dvina it was questionable whether an offensive on the Railway Front was needed at all. From the British standpoint, it wasn’t; the enemy had already taken a severe blow and the Bolo threat was much diminished. Furthermore, the British withdrawal was now public knowledge in Arkhangel and it clearly wasn’t in the Bolshevik interest to impede their departure.

It was only at Russian insistence that the offensive went ahead. The man behind it was General Yevgeny Miller who, in spite of his English surname, was a Russian. A professional soldier of thirty years’ experience, Miller had replaced General Marushevsky who had been shifted sideways. In military terms this was a marked improvement, but politically Miller was a diehard monarchist and even more right-wing than Marushevsky. Since Tchaikovsky had been shunted off to Paris as a member of the ‘White Russian Council’, Miller had assumed full power and was running Arkhangel as an out-and-out military dictatorship. The Railway Offensive was formally in Miller’s hands. Its aim was to clear the Bolsheviks out of Yemtsa.

Yemtsa was about 50 versts south of Obozerskaya. Some histories describe it as a ‘substantial’ town, but it is hard to believe it was ever that. Though strategically important, it was just a village. It had been occupied by the Bolsheviks throughout the winter and was their northernmost base on the railway.

The offensive was the first over which the White Russian Army was to take operational control. The Australians were to spearhead the attack, but they were the only non-Russian ground force involved.6 The British assigned them because they were bold and proficient shock-troops, and perhaps also because they were seen as more expendable than Britons. Otherwise, it was a wholly Russian show. Extra White troops were brought in from the Dvina, together with artillery.

The Whites seem to have been over-exuberant and their preliminary barrage started well before the infantry columns were on the move. At 3 am on 27 August all the guns around Yeaman’s camp, including the armoured train, opened fire and continued at full bore till eight. It was the next afternoon before the Aussies made ready to move off.

A detachment of Cossacks had lent Yeaman’s section fifteen packhorses and the Diggers started to load them with their ammunition and stores. But the horses wouldn’t cooperate. They understood only Russian commands—and a Tartar variety of Russian at that. Some horses refused to budge; others kicked and bucked around the camp, spilling their loads. There were circus scenes as the handlers tried to control them.
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Verst 448. The Australian machine-gun section (without their Cossack packhorses) before moving off on 28 August 1919. Railway wagons stand behind them. One of the men displays a faded Australian flag. (AWM A03723) 

Yeaman had spent time as a coach-driver in civilian life and was an experienced horse-handler. He was given a crash course in Tartar horse-talk and managed to settle them down. The group then set off, going east and south alternately. After seven hours they were level with their objective and made camp on the swampy ground. They were 3 versts behind the Bolo line.

At 2 am on 29 August they resumed the march and by 5.30 am were nearing their target. It was a series of strongly fortified blockhouses, sited so their machine guns provided mutual fire support. The strong points were connected by breastworks and log dugouts and enclosed by barbed wire. The Aussies got within 70 metres before they were detected.

The Bolos opened up with rifle and machine-gun fire and the Australians brought their Lewis guns into action. Darting from tree to tree, they closed in on the blockhouses with Mills bombs. Yeaman records that in the confusion, ‘Newbould takes the gun position we were supposed to take and we take his’.7

Yeaman’s group accounted for four Bolos killed, seven wounded and forty prisoners. They also took four machine guns and captured a 6-inch gun on the railway siding. Albert Bennett, a Victorian, had been a gunner in the AIF and got the naval gun working. They shelled a Bolo armoured train and cut it off 2 versts up the line.

One by one the blockhouses were silenced. The last one, though, proved especially stubborn and was holding out. Several men were hit while trying to approach it and Sam Pearse and Chilla Hill were edging their way towards it under heavy fire. They were lobbing Mills bombs at the rifle slits but couldn’t get one through.

As Hill stood up, he was hit. He gave a cry and fell, with a huge wound in his upper thigh. Some of the men reached him and worked to staunch the bleeding. Hill survived, though his leg was later amputated. But the word went round that the Bolos were using dumdum bullets. The rumour (almost certainly false) enraged the men, especially Pearse, who was Hill’s closest mate.

Baverstock recounts:

Pearse called for a pair of wire-cutters and a bag of Mills bombs. Laying on his back he hacked at the strands of barbed wire until he had cleared an aperture. Through this he entered the open area in front of the blockhouse. He was seen to rush to one side of the blockhouse and to drop bombs into the interior. Explosions followed and he was seen to move across when an unexpected burst of fire came from within.8

Pearse fell to the ground, bleeding heavily from the groin. Ben Williams rushed forward with a Lewis gun and emptied it into the blockhouse, finishing off the occupants.

Several others had also been hit. Major May, an Englishman who identified strongly with the Aussies and wore a slouch hat, was badly injured. So too was Wilfred Robinson from Fitzroy in Melbourne. He would have died but for the wallet, diary and New Testament in his breast pocket which took the force of one of the bullets. To the Aussies it must have seemed divine providence. Robinson (religion: Baptist) was surely the only Australian carrying a Bible that day.
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Australians move off from a blockhouse on the Bolos’ old winter line. This is believed to be the blockhouse where Sergeant Samuel Pearse won his Victoria Cross and lost his life. (AWM A03725) 

As for Pearse, the bullet had severed his femoral artery. His mates knew instinctively it was a mortal wound.9 His face lost colour as the blood drained out of him. They tried to make him comfortable as he died. Some shed tears. He was the only Australian in the Relief Force to die and his death cast a pall over those on the spot.

Yeaman did not witness Pearse’s death. He had taken charge of the prisoners and wounded and his diary records it only as an afterthought:

Take a few photos of the camp. Score a razor, artillery sword and Bolo respirator out of a machine-gun dugout. Go over to headquarters for water and on return take one of the pack horses back for a drink. Bolo shelling all along the railway line. I near run into a big galumph with the pony getting back to camp. Major May got a bullet through each thigh. Sgt Pearse was killed earlier in the day.10

Once the line of blockhouses was broken, Yemtsa itself fell to the Russians. Over a thousand Bolos surrendered. Others fell back behind the Yemtsa River south of the village, and blew the steel railway bridge behind them.

Ironside thought the Russian troops completely changed from the men who had previously been mutinying with such regularity.11 Their performance also came as a surprise to General Rawlinson. Soon after arriving Rawlinson had said of them: ‘Their troops won’t fight alone and their officers are hopeless’.12 Now he began to revise his opinion. (The Russian view of Rawlinson was unaltered; one Russian officer remarked that he received them ‘like a viceroy receiving a delegation of niggers’!)13

The operation was a success for three reasons. First was the improved Russian morale; second was the spirited attack by the Australians; third was the use of gas. The British had given up trying to discharge the stuff from the ground and had improvised bombs by attaching sheet-metal fins and nose cones to the gas canisters. Aircraft had dropped fifty-three gas bombs on Yemtsa station at 12.30 pm and another sixty-two in a second wave six hours later.14

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0187_001]
Diggers at a shelter beside the track at Verst 439. According to Bill Baverstock, this spot was about three-quarters of a mile from where Pearse met his death. A jar of rum—or lime juice—is visible. (AWM A03726) 
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The British found their canisters of poison gas would not discharge properly in the windless forests of North Russia. RAF fitters attached nose and fins and the improvised bombs were successfully dropped from aircraft. (IWM Q 016329) 

As smoke obscured the village, the enemy troops fled into the forest. The Bolos thought the gas would blind them permanently and were panic-stricken. In fact, it caused violent nausea, vomiting and difficulty breathing. Those affected staggered about as if drunk. Rawlinson visited the hospitals after the attack and saw the effects on the Bolshevik victims. ‘Went round hospitals and saw Bolo prisoners who had been gassed. Good gas.’15

The Aussies weren’t exposed to gas at Yemtsa, but the British had earlier issued precautionary orders:

	 	 
	a.	No man to enter the ‘smoked area’ until one and a half hours after
the last bomb is dropped.
	b.	Cellars and cavities will be avoided.
	c.	No water in these villages will be drunk.
	d.	Earth is contaminated where bombs drop. Skin contact will be
avoided. Closed houses will be specially watched as padded doors
may keep out the gas. Cigarette smoking will give some relief if
gas is inhaled.16

Yeaman explored the Bolshevik transport lines the next day to look for souvenirs and saw Yemtsa burning in the distance. Two weeks later he visited the village itself. He shared an evening meal with some of the Russian troops now holding it—six men with spoons, all dipping out of one bowl of bully beef soup.

Had a walk around the village which is fairly knocked. One water tower levelled by the Bolos, the other in good repair. Large engine shed knocked about. Then get a scooter ride to 422 where the large iron bridge over the Yemtsa River is blown up. Take some photos of Bolo prisoners working on the wreckage.17

With the fall of Yemtsa, Yeaman’s section was withdrawn to Obozerskaya, leaving the Whites to settle their scores with the Bolsheviks. Stopping at Verst 448 on the way back, Yeaman ‘could hear them shooting Bolos in the woods’. He was present when a Bolshevik commander’s diary revealed he had ordered four Russian prisoners and two British to be shot. ‘He is led out by four Russian officers at 448 and finished off with their revolvers. Makes a fuss about getting shot.’18

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0189_001]
The retreating Bolos blew the railway bridge south of Yemtsa. Despite their British uniforms, these men are Russian Whites. (GAOPDF) 

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0189_002]
Pearse’s grave sometime in the 1920s. Pearse was buried at Obozerskaya where 18 British servicemen, mainly RAF, had already been laid to rest. The graves are now lost and the men, including Pearse, are commemorated by plaques at the Commonwealth War Cemetery in Arkhangel. (AWM H06760) 

Pearse’s body, too, was taken back to Obozerskaya. He was buried there with military honours. His grave joined eighteen others in the Allied military burial ground. Pearse’s comrades erected a Celtic cross and enclosed it with a low railing and a circle of white-painted stones.

It was the end of the fighting, not only for Pearse, but for his mates too. Or almost the end—on 1 September Yeaman records: ‘Bennett and Oliver have a bit of a scrap and both put under arrest’.
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WITHDRAWAL 
SEPTEMBER 1919
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THE British decision to withdraw had been made public in Arkhangel on 10 August, the very day the Dvina Offensive was launched. The city’s sullen working classes realised the balance of power was shifting and Bolshevik agitation intensified. As British control slackened, the workers grew bolder and nasty brawls broke out with the foreign troops. The British tanks, completely unsuited for use in Russia’s northern forests, came in handy for a show of force against Arkhangel’s civilians. British morale was also bolstered when their offensive proved a success and a strike called by Bolo sympathisers fizzled out.

The effect on the middle classes was different. While foreigners had been bearing the brunt of the fighting, they had scarcely contributed to their own defence. Belatedly, they now stirred themselves to collect money and implement conscription. They inundated Ironside with petitions and deputations begging the British to stay, but he felt scant sympathy for those who had done so little to help themselves.1 He wrote to the War Office that Britain didn’t owe the Russians anything and that no Russians should be evacuated. ‘They are not worth fighting for if they do not stand up.’2

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0192_001]
General Rawlinson (right) at the Relief Force headquarters in Arkhangel in August 1919. Rawlinson, who was no fan of the casual ways of Australians, was brought in to ensure the withdrawal went smoothly. Everything was in hand, however, and he didn’t need to change Ironside’s plans. (IWM Q 16114) 

The British had no faith the Whites could hold out once they left. They urged General Miller to withdraw to Murmansk, which was easier to defend and where they promised to keep him supplied by the Royal Navy. They warned him that, by remaining, he was putting his officers and much of the population at risk of reprisals.

Miller refused to leave. His troops all came from the Arkhangel area and would not simply abandon their homes for the Arctic wastes of Murmansk. Besides, Admiral Kolchak, nominally Russia’s supreme White commander, had ordered him to fight to the last at Arkhangel. So Miller spent his time trying to persuade the British to reverse their decision. Others did likewise. Tchaikovsky, now in Paris, travelled to London to plead with Churchill, as did the Archpriest of Arkhangel with a delegation of village elders. Churchill heard them out but gave no ground.3

Meanwhile the withdrawal was under way. The British and the Whites had so far formed one combined army which now needed to be disentangled. To Ironside the Bolos were of less concern than Miller’s troops, whom he feared might turn in mass mutiny. As a last resort he was ready to disarm the entire White Army for the protection of his own. But with the foreigners leaving, Miller’s men felt relief at being their own masters again. Paradoxically, morale in the White Army actually improved and Ironside’s fears of mutiny were not borne out.

On the Railway Front, the withdrawal was straightforward. Yeaman records spending a couple of days at Obozerskaya, cleaning his kit and getting ready to leave. By 18 September his section was on a train north. They had a wagon to themselves and kept a fire burning in it the whole way. Just two days earlier Yeaman had received his first mail—a letter from home and one from his bank.

The next day his section was camped at the railway station at Isakogorka, a village of about two thousand, across the river from Arkhangel. The weather had turned cold and the men lit fires and played football to keep warm. Isakogorka had a railway repair shop and a wireless station but it was surrounded by swamp and reeked of stagnant water and human waste.4 There was nothing much to see there apart from the church, but at night the men witnessed a wonderful sight when the whole sky was suffused with the shifting, coloured glow of the aurora borealis.

Yeaman and his mates kept themselves occupied carting wood for the officers’ mess and cleaning captured Bolo weapons. They did their washing, they read and played cards. Guard duty was taken seriously. Men and machine guns were posted on the water tower in case of an uprising by the local population.

On the Dvina, the situation was very different. Pulling out there was not simply a matter of packing up and sailing away. The Dvina was at its lowest level for at least twenty years—some said fifty. Though the snowfall had been exceptionally light over the previous winter, Russian opinion was that the British had made matters worse for themselves. To open the river to navigation as early as possible, they had dynamited the ice at the first sign of the thaw. This, the Russians thought, had prevented the banks from absorbing water which usually drained into the river later in the season.5

In July the Dvina had been less a river than a series of shoals and disconnected pools. At one stage twenty-five barges had been aground at Troitsa where the Australians were based. Although the river had recently risen with the August rains, the gunboats, which drew more water than the barges, were still as good as stranded.

Activity at Troitsa was feverish. Everything had to be removed or destroyed so nothing of value was left to the Bolsheviks. On Troitsa beach there were sometimes hundreds of labourers, mainly women and girls, hard at work for 20 roubles a day (plus whatever they could pilfer). There weren’t enough piers to moor all the barges, something which often threw the work into disorder and entailed much loading and unloading. Grounded vessels also caused the river channels to alter, compounding the problems of navigation.

Bolshevik gunboats still operated further upstream, though the British laid defensive mines to prevent their approaching within range. The Reds enjoyed the advantage of the current and were able to release mines which then floated downstream. According to Brewster, the naval officer, a small boat had to be stationed to intercept the mines as they bobbed downriver. It was dangerous work, attaching a rope and gingerly hauling them to shore to be disabled. He admitted, ‘Personally I was petrified every time I had to do this’.6
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In 1919 the British used the belltower of Troitsa church as an observation post and it sustained some damage from Bolo guns. By 2007 the belltower was entirely gone and the church itself a ruin. (IWM Q 16121) 
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The Bolsheviks floated mines downstream towards the British flotilla. Whenever possible they were intercepted and disabled or detonated. This explosion may be a Bolo mine or a charge placed by British engineers to try to clear a sandbar. (GAOPDF) 

There were also ground attacks. Though the Dvina Offensive had been a great success it wasn’t the knockout blow the British liked to think. Trotsky may have been taken aback by the intensity of the offensive but he was able to recover fairly quickly. Even the many prisoners taken were no great loss; they meant two thousand fewer mouths to feed and more potential fifth columnists in Arkhangel.

Enemy pressure caused frequent disruption. On 6 September Bolo forces advanced against outposts on both banks.7 Naval guns, which were to have been sent north, had to be held back and put into action again. Horses were requisitioned but none had worked in a team before, and every peasant tried to give his own animal as little work as possible. Each was given a stick and told to beat the horse in front! To move the guns 5 kilometres took a team of eight horses six hours.

Two days later, five hundred Bolos attacked, apparently fresh troops from South Russia. The British claimed to deal with them easily but the Bolos attacked again on successive days and had to be repulsed with bayonet charges. There were continued raids on both banks and Chudinovo and Sluda were both heavily shelled by the Reds. The British grudgingly acknowledged that ‘the enemy had good and able leaders, for the tactics and determination shown were distinctly good’.8

Meanwhile, the engineers worked on at Troitsa. They cleared sandbars by dredging and depth-charging. They removed guns, mountings and even the engines from the gunboats to try to get them over the sandbars. Above the water line HMS Humber was protected by a belt of 3-inch armour plate, 70 tons in all. Each plate weighed 3 tons and was secured by six bolts fixed securely enough to resist the impact of shell fire. To get the first plate free took forty-eight hours, but within two weeks the rest had been laboriously stripped off and dumped into the Dvina. In the end the Humber succeeded in getting away.

Enormous efforts were made to save the field guns. They were manhandled with tackle up slopes and over sandy islands. Wooden bridges were built to get them onto the barges. And when the barges ran aground, there was more work to refloat them. One barge was saved by damming a creek, pumping in water, then floating the barge free into the river proper. Everything of use to the enemy was destroyed. Stores were burned or dumped in the river and any remaining bridges and pontoons wrecked.

Two monitors, the M25 and M27, and the yacht Kathleen could not be saved. They managed to clear a couple of sandbars but then the river fell again and it was impossible to create a channel deep enough. The yacht was dynamited and the monitors were wired with thirteen depth charges apiece. Short circuits caused by rain defeated the first attempt, but eventually the charges fired and the two warships were blown to fragments.

The demolitions used a lot of explosives. The TNT came packaged in brass tubes and the village children scavenged for the empties. TNT has a sweet taste and the kids took to sucking the tubes like lollies! Equally in demand were unused grenade detonators and instantaneous fuses, which apparently tasted just as sweet.

As part of the rearguard, the Australians stayed on at Troitsa till 9 September, the day before it was finally abandoned. Their barge, already loaded, was waiting at midstream and they were rowed out to it by Russian women. The next day Troitsa beach was stripped almost bare and the last landing stage soaked in oil and set ablaze.

Miller’s troops were meant to have occupied the British positions along the river. But in their new enthusiasm, instead of taking over at Bereznik as agreed, they moved further south to occupy the forward British posts. The ensuing confusion allowed the Bolos to infiltrate positions the Russians should have held, leaving the barges open to snipers as they moved downriver. This meant shore parties had to pull back in stages to provide cover for the barges. It was a slow process. Arthur Sullivan complained it took seventeen days to travel what should have taken two.9

Brewster had to do another stint onshore, billeted in a cow shed.10 Two days later he was aboard a pontoon with two guns and ammunition, being towed back upriver above Plos. His party hauled one of the guns 7 kilometres through mud trying to find an open clearing. They fired 150 rounds to frighten off the Bolos, boarded a horse barge at 2 am and slept in the muck till daylight. His barge, he says, was the last to leave for Arkhangel.

On 15 September the Australians were at Tulgas, where the Americans had fought a pitched battle on the day the Armistice was signed. The Bolsheviks were back in occupation and had to be cleared out. Another Aussie distinguished himself here: Olaf Andersen, a tough, stocky Danish-born former sailor who had signed up in Melbourne in 1917. Held up by barbed wire and heavy machine-gun fire, he rushed the wire, killed the gun crew and gave up only after being wounded three times. He was awarded a DCM.11

At the confluence of the Dvina and the Vaga, the barge carrying Sadleir-Jackson came under heavy machine-gun fire. Bolos opened up from the bank and an island in the mouth of the Vaga. Bullets shattered the glass of the wheelhouse and the brigadier himself was almost killed. On the following barge, three men were shot dead and twelve were wounded.12

By 20 September the Aussies were camped at Ust-Pinega, a village they had first passed through shortly after arriving in Russia. Three days later, together with the entire British force, they were positioned inside Arkhangel’s inner defence line.

In the city the British had feared the local population might turn on them. As late as 9 September a reserve battalion of Highland Light Infantry had been brought in from Murmansk to help maintain order. The Scots looked like a new army arriving and caused a stir when they marched down Troitsky Prospect to drums and the skirl of bagpipes.13

Ironside’s recommendation not to evacuate Russian civilians had been overruled in London on humanitarian grounds. He was ordered to provide transport for up to 13,500 civilian refugees. The War Office also instructed him to ship ‘one hundred of the most influential Bolshevik prisoners’ to Britain as hostages. They were to be held to ensure British prisoners in Bolshevik hands were properly treated until an exchange could be arranged.14 In fact, the Bolsheviks had treated most Allied prisoners well, if only for propaganda reasons.
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The Americans fought a three-day pitched battle at Tulgas, beginning on Armistice Day, 1918. During the Allied withdrawal the following September, Olaf Andersen won his DCM here by rushing an enemy machine-gun post. In 2007 the village seemed sunk in an atmosphere of isolation and stagnation. (Michael Challinger) 

The British Evacuation Bureau in Arkhangel set about processing the refugee applications. The British, though, were so uncertain of public feeling that the staff kept a Lewis gun handy in their office in case of trouble. Intelligence officers were assigned to verify the bona fides of the refugees, but many lacked identity papers of any kind and others produced false ones. ‘Many queer and unexpected people emerged from the holes in which they had been buried,’ wrote Ironside. ‘Everyone seemed to have adopted different names and everyone lied heartily in putting forward their claims for evacuation.’15 A spate of hasty soldier weddings added war brides to the ranks of the refugees.

In the event, only about 6500 of the refugee places were actually taken up (5552 Russians; the rest a mixture of nationalities including Americans, French, Serbians, Chinese and even a few Koreans).16 The Russian numbers probably reflected the population’s willingness to accept the return of the Bolsheviks, rather than any faith in Miller’s ability to resist them.

Ironside had orders from London to leave the Russians his food reserves (except alcohol), but no military stores. Confidence in the White Army was so low it was taken for granted that any munitions would soon fall into Bolshevik hands.

The British therefore set about methodically destroying their stores. Vehicles, artillery pieces, tools and spare parts were dumped into the Dvina in full view of Arkhangel’s inhabitants. ‘It was shocking, the waste,’ wrote one British soldier, who turned a blind eye to any Russian smuggling away an occasional shovel.17 Thousands of shells, the leftover gas equipment and 90 million rounds of small arms ammunition were dumped into the White Sea. So a campaign to preserve war supplies ended with their deliberate destruction!

On 26 September the city authorities imposed a 24-hour curfew, with lights out from 8 pm. Under cover of darkness six thousand British troops marched to one of nine designated points on the river. Soon after dawn tugs and riverboats started to ferry them out to the troopships.18

Yeaman and his section were up at 1.30 am and got to Bakaritsa by about six. They loaded their guns and kit onto a tug which took them out to a former P&O liner, the Kalyan, which was fitted up as a hospital ship and stood at anchor at midstream. Guards were posted to look out for anything suspicious as the ship slowly headed for the open sea.

The other Diggers from the Railway Front were ferried out to the Kildonan Castle, the largest ship in the convoy of forty-five now leaving. The Kildonan Castle had been carrying troops since the Boer War (and had taken away forty-seven of the Bolshevik hostages three weeks earlier). On this final trip she was carrying 2236 British officers and men and a solitary civilian. At last, on her crowded decks, the bulk of the Aussies from the Railway Front found their fellow Australians from the Dvina.

Once the mist cleared it was a crisp, bright September day with Arkhangel’s trees in their autumn colours. The repair ships, store ships and auxiliaries had already left. The huge transports Czar and Czaritsa slowly followed. The British coastal motorboats which had been patrolling the river were now lifted out of the water on the ships’ derricks. There was no space aboard any of the ships for the last of them, so she was riddled with tracer fire until she sank.19
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Eleven Australian casualties were evacuated aboard the hospital ship Kalyan on 22 August 1919. A month later Yeaman’s group left for England on her when the Relief Force withdrew. This picture shows the ship frozen in over the winter, when wounded men had to be brought in by sleigh or on a railway spur laid across the ice. (US Army Signal Corps, Bentley Historical Library) 

 At 9 am tugs went round the embarkation points one last time to check for stragglers. They found a British private sitting forlornly on a pile of baggage, who explained: ‘I am Captain Snodgrass’s servant and he told me to wait here till he came’. Ironside was intrigued to learn the force actually had an officer with such a name.20

The Australians had been among the last to leave Russian soil and their ship was the last to sail. It glided slowly through the channels of the Dvina towards the White Sea. Gradually the view of the cathedral’s cupolas sank beneath the curtain of trees and disappeared.

The curfew was still in force and from the decks of the British ships Arkhangel looked deserted. Some Russians, though, were watching. From one riverside house, a well-to-do Scottish–Russian family watched in dismay as the line of ships moved silently past. One of them remarked bitterly: ‘Why did they come at all? We shall pay a heavy price for this’.21
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THE LOOSE ENDS 
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IN Arkhangel the year 1920 opened with the Whites still in control. General Miller was holding off the Bolsheviks longer than anyone expected. The respite wasn’t due to the fighting skills of the defenders; it was simply that once the foreigners had gone, the north ceased to be a high priority for the Bolsheviks. Trotsky was being pressed hard by Yudenich at Petrograd and Denikin in the south and he redeployed his forces there. Miller was even able to mount successful offensives along the railway and at Pinega. But the end was only a matter of time.

By February the Bolsheviks had regained the initiative. In Siberia they captured Kolchak and shot him; in the south, Denikin was in full retreat. Trotsky turned his attention to the north again. The Sixth Red Army resumed its advance and the Whites fell back towards Arkhangel. 

The city seethed with rumours.1 Optimists reported the Allies were on their way back. The credulous trusted to the Virgin Mary, who had appeared to some children in a vision and promised to save everyone at the last moment.

Arkhangel descended into chaos. The trams stopped running, shops closed and gangs of hooligans took advantage of the breakdown in law and order to rob and loot with impunity. Food was desperately short; meat, fish, butter and milk were completely unobtainable. But in spite of the turmoil, Arkhangel high society held a gala theatrical on 15 February, followed by a dance for the benefit of wounded soldiers.

Two days later, with gunfire from the south audible in the city, General Miller made arrangements to withdraw through Onega to Murmansk on a convoy of sleighs. Just as he was about to get under way, he changed his mind and accepted an offer to escape on a large, powerful icebreaker which had turned up in Arkhangel harbour.

The armed icebreaker, the Kozma Minin, was commanded by none other than Captain Georgi Chaplin, still the man of action and intrigue. On 20 February, Miller and a select group of officers, officials and wealthy merchants, all with their families, set sail for Norway. A motor yacht, packed with more White officers and the last desperate refugees followed, trying to keep close behind before the channel froze solid again.

A second icebreaker, the Kanada, was expected to join them but instead she hoisted the red flag and made ready to give chase. First, though, she needed to raise steam, then move down to the artillery wharf at Solombala for two field guns to be mounted on her forecastle. The delay of several hours gave Miller’s two ships a fighting chance to get away.

The yacht, however, proved unable to keep up. The Kozma Minin had to pull alongside her while her passengers were transferred and the yacht then abandoned in the ice field. The Kozma Minin was now crowded with over a thousand passengers and when she came across three other refugee ships inching their way through the White Sea there was a further delay while passengers were redistributed among them.

By now the Kanada had caught up and opened fire. A running gun battle ensued between the two icebreakers. Shells ricocheted across the ice hummocks and clouds of frost billowed where they blasted holes through the ice. Eventually, with snow falling, the Kozma Minin reached open water, extinguished her lights and got away.2 The three other ships became jammed in the ice and were forced to give themselves up to the Reds.

On 21 February the 154th Red Infantry Regiment marched unopposed into Arkhangel. Cheering crowds lined Troitsky Prospect, just as they had eighteen months earlier when they greeted the arriving Allies. The struggle against Soviet power in North Russia was over.

The Allied Intervention had only delayed the inevitable. It had put off the collapse of the Whites but had prolonged the suffering. The cost in human terms can never be known. On both sides, Red and White, untold thousands of Russians, mostly conscripted peasants, lost their lives. Among the Allies the campaign in the north cost 244 American dead (144 killed in action, the rest from other causes, including influenza), 327 British3 and lesser numbers of Poles and French. American wounded numbered 305 and British (including Canadians and Australians) 656.

Two Australians lost their lives in North Russia: Allan Brown of Elope Force and Sam Pearse of the Relief Force. Probably fewer than twenty Australians were wounded or fell seriously ill. Eleven are listed as having been evacuated aboard the Kalyan on 22 August. One of them was Keith Attiwill, suffering badly from ulcerated boils. He had been carried out of the forest to the river’s edge and ‘passed from coracle to mine-sweeper to paddle-steamer to hospital ship’.4

[image: ANZACSinARKTEXT_0204_001]
Private Joseph Purdue receives his DCM at Netley Military Hospital in Hampshire, England. He earned it in August 1919 by carrying a wounded officer on his back during the retreat from the Sheika River. During the Allied withdrawal a month later he was wounded himself. (AWM A05011) 

The material cost of the Intervention is also impossible to calculate. The British government published three separate White Papers on the subject, each giving different figures.5 For political reasons Churchill tried to minimise the expense and by the second revision most of the stores and munitions had been reclassified as war surplus. This meant they were no longer valued at the cost of production, but by a hypothetical estimate of the price they might fetch in 1920, provided a buyer could be found. So supplies worth £5.77 million in the first White Paper were valued a year later at only £244,000!

Commentators argued over the true cost and various figures were bandied about. Eventually a round figure of £100 million came to be broadly accepted, even by Churchill himself. That amount covered expenditure for the whole of Russia and equates to about £10 billion (say A$22 billion) in today’s values. North Russia’s share was less than half, but was still a colossal amount of money.

In spite of the huge sums outlaid, the British were not above bureaucratic meanness to those who had served them. The War Office had authorised a special Arctic allowance to be paid to members of Elope Force and it was actually entered into their pay books. As some wags pointed out, since Arkhangel was also east of Suez, the men should have qualified for 3 shillings a day hot climate allowance too!

But when John Kelly presented his claim for pay in London on his return, he was bluntly informed the Arctic allowance did not apply to Australians. ‘We were good enough … to carry out the political machinations of the British Government but when it came to payment for our services we were deemed no better than White Russians.’6

The Intervention produced some perverse and unintended results. Despite the frantic efforts to destroy leftover war material, enormous quantities were seized by the Bolsheviks. So the Red Army was able to equip itself handsomely with the latest weapons, courtesy of the British taxpayer. Murmansk, the port built with British money to forestall the submarine threat, became a naval base. Nearby Severomorsk is today the home port of Russia’s nuclear submarine fleet.

By allowing the Bolsheviks to portray their struggle as one against foreign invaders, the Intervention actually helped them consolidate Soviet power. It also created a legacy of distrust that had ramifications for years into the future. During World War II the Soviets were acutely aware of Churchill’s personal role in invading their country and the knowledge impinged on their uneasy wartime alliance.

The Cold War resharpened Soviet memories. On his visit to the United States in 1957, Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev reminded Americans how they had tried to strangle the Soviet state at birth. ‘Never have any of our soldiers been on American soil, but your soldiers were on Russian soil. Those are the facts.’7 Most Americans didn’t know what he was talking about.

Americans had forgotten—if they ever knew—that the Intervention had happened, and wondered why the Soviets were so prickly. On a visit to the USSR in 1972, President Nixon appeared on television to assure Russians: ‘Most important of all. We have never fought one another in war’.8 From ignorance or design, President Reagan made the same point during his presidency. Both were wrong.

Of course, some Americans knew all too well. John Cudahy, who later became a US ambassador, fought in North Russia with the 339th Infantry Regiment. He went as far as describing the American expedition as ‘a depraved one with [the] status of a free-booter’s excursion’.

Whether wilfully or unwilfully, our country had engaged in an unprovoked, intensive, inglorious little armed conflict which had ended in disaster and disgrace.9

For the Whites, the Intervention produced only tragedy. The main actors fled to the West and lived out their lives in thankless exile. In 1920 Tchaikovsky settled in London where he busied himself in freemasonry. The Soviets declared him an enemy of the people in absentia but he was out of Soviet reach and died in 1926 of natural causes. Marushevsky settled in Yugoslavia and died in Zagreb in 1952. Chaplin also escaped to the West but, true to form, covered his tracks. He eventually surfaced as a lecturer at a military college in Britain, where he died in 1950.

General Miller lived as an émigré in Paris and for years intrigued and agitated against the Soviet regime. In 1937, three days before his seventieth birthday, he was lured to a mysterious meeting by men he believed were German spies, but who were in fact Soviet agents. He never returned. He had suspected the meeting might be a trap and had left a note which was found after his disappearance. In spite of a manhunt by the French police, Miller was not found. He had been drugged, stuffed into a steamer trunk and smuggled out of France aboard a Soviet ship. He was taken to Moscow, tortured and eventually shot in May 1939.

On the Soviet side, his adversary Kedrov ended up no better. Known and feared for his cruelty, Kedrov was appointed in 1920 to head a special section of the dreaded Cheka, a forerunner of the KGB, and responsible for combating sabotage and counter-revolution. His impeccable Bolshevik credentials were no protection when he fell foul of Stalin’s secret police chief, Beria. He was shot on Beria’s personal order in 1941, though posthumously rehabilitated in 1953. A plaque in Kedrov’s honour is mounted beneath a window at Obozerskaya railway station, which he used for a time as his headquarters.

In Britain, Ironside was at first relegated to retirement on half-pay. Rawlinson pulled some strings and wangled him a series of appointments in Turkey, Persia, India and Gibraltar. In World War II Ironside served briefly in France and then, when Britain faced invasion in 1940, became Commander-in-Chief of Home Forces. Like Churchill, he symbolised British pluck and determination. The Intervention, though, remained the defining experience of his career. Raised to the peerage in 1941, he chose the title ‘Baron of Archangel and of Ironside’. He died in 1959 of complications after he fell and broke a leg.

For Churchill, the consequences of the Intervention were drastic. The North Russia campaign was a major political and strategic blunder on his part and confirmed his reputation as a reckless military adventurer. Such was his unpopularity that at the 1922 election, the hard-drinking voters of Dundee dumped him and replaced him with an advocate of prohibition! Churchill languished in the political wilderness for the next fifteen years.

As for the Australians, they first returned to Britain. The hospital ship with Yeaman’s group stopped off at Alexandrovsk, north of Murmansk, to pick up some stretcher cases. The Aussies were transferred to the Cape Verde, a former German ship, where they were herded into a hold already crammed with troops and spent the next few days prostrate with seasickness.

The Kildonan Castle with most of the Australians reached Plymouth on 9 October. The troops felt they had earned some leave and were impatient for drink and female company. Disembarkation was painfully slow and when it was finally completed the soldiers were ordered onto special trains direct to camp. Some rebelled; about 150 men broke out and headed for the pubs. When police tried to round them up a riot ensued.10 Troops from a nearby barracks had to restore order at bayonet point. This time Australians weren’t singled out as the instigators.
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Wilfred Robinson (left) and Ernest Gaffey were both badly wounded in North Russia. Robinson would probably have died but for the New Testament in his breast pocket which took the force of one Bolo bullet. Apart from their slouch hats, the two wear the uniform of patients at Netley Military Hospital, an enormous, poorly designed facility, built just after the Crimean War. (AWM A05012) 

Leave was not long in coming, though, and the Diggers took off to make the most of it. One of the original attractions of enlisting in the AIF had been the chance to see the world—to be ‘six-bob-a-day tourists’. Though Yeaman enjoyed his share of drinking and billiards he, for one, played the tourist with determination.11 He inspected cathedrals, looked over a captured German submarine and joined the crowds for the state visit of President Poincaré of France. At Northolt aerodrome he paid to loop the loop on a joy flight. But he took in some culture too: he saw Othello and Macbeth and attended a concert at the Albert Hall.

Yeaman had fought in France during the war and now got himself a passport to make a return trip. In Paris he climbed the Eiffel Tower, visited the Louvre and took a day trip to Versailles. A tour of the battlefields followed: Ypres, Hellfire Corner, Poperinghe. Where there were no buses or trams, he hitchhiked. He was the counterpart of today’s backpacker. In November he returned to camp in England and recorded ‘a wild night smashing up things and firing revolvers’!

The Aussies were entitled to a free passage home from the British government and some left at the first opportunity. Sullivan took ship even before he had been presented with his VC. With a handful of other North Russia veterans, he sailed from Britain on 1 November aboard the troopship Nestor. Though officially British soldiers, they were indistinguishable from the thousand AIF men on board except for the white stars on their shoulder patches.

The rest of the Aussies returned in various small batches. Yeaman came home on the Solfels in 1920 with at least nine other North Russia men. Wilfred Robinson, who was badly wounded at Yemtsa, wasn’t fit to return till later and came back on the Bahia Castilla in June 1921.

Some didn’t make it home at all. Bernard Watts jumped ship in Cape Town and disappeared. Newbould, the Kiwi, was said to have gone to Mexico to fight in its long-running civil war at £2 a day and to have died there. James Parsons from Horsham, the second-oldest of the North Russia Diggers, never returned to Australia. In 1921 his family received a letter giving an address care of a San Francisco hotel. Twenty years later Parsons was married and living in Portland, Oregon; he sent a letter to Army Records, saying his sister could have his unclaimed medals.12

The men had no illusions about what they had achieved in Russia. Almost all who committed their thoughts to writing acknowledged the futility of the venture. Attiwill conceded that at the time they knew nothing of the merits of their cause and wondered in retrospect why England had sent troops to Russia at all. He thought their presence had done ‘more harm than good to Russia, for it made the Bolsheviks more determined than ever to pillage the peasants after we left’.13 John Kelly of Elope asserted: ‘We were all of the opinion that the revolution was a civil thing … none of us had any heart for [the Russian campaign], I can assure you’.14 Years later he expressed himself even more strongly. ‘We had no right to be there. Had I known beforehand what the aim and nature of the mission was, I for one, would never have volunteered for the job.’15
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Mostly the North Russia Diggers came home a few at a time. A sizeable batch did return with other AIF troops aboard the Solfels in December 1919 and a pencilled note on the back of this photo lists, in no particular order, John Fagan, Ernest Heathcote, Ernest Goates, John Roche, George Mabbott, Harry Rea, Leslie Lee, William Burrow and a Stephenson (probably Alfred). (Courtesy Elgar Charles) 

For those Diggers who had not previously experienced combat, Russia was an intense experience. They had gone as soldiers whose job it was to fight. They had wanted to prove themselves game, and fight was what they did. Attiwill says they saw themselves as soldiers of fortune.16 But for being members of the British Army, the word ‘mercenary’ would not be too strong.

In Russia the Australians had little close contact with the inhabitants and, apart from the interpreters, of whose opinions we know nothing, none spoke the language. They indulged in ‘skolkering’—trading, from the Russian word skolko meaning ‘how much?’ But bargaining for furs and souvenirs isn’t exactly profound culture contact, and the men remained ignorant of things Russian even to the end. Days before departure Yeaman still refers to Arkhangel’s Orthodox cathedral as ‘the principal mosque’.

Politics did not impinge at all. The Relief Force wasn’t in Russia long enough for Bolo propaganda to have any effect and, though most of the Diggers were manual workers, the issue of international working-class solidarity simply didn’t cross their minds. Indeed, the Aussies displayed little understanding of the aspirations of the Russians they fought against or the predicament of those they fought with. They were oblivious to the fact that many White Soldiers had wives and children living in Bolshevik-controlled areas and were therefore at the mercy of the enemy. It did not strike them that once the British had decided to leave, every friendly Russian was fighting under a death sentence. Nor did they appreciate that where choosing the wrong side meant death, a man’s safest course was to come to terms with his new masters at the expense of the departing British.

Except as it affected their personal security, the Diggers ignored the fact that they were fighting in a civil war and seemed indifferent to the moral issues it raised. The shooting of prisoners appears not to have perturbed them. This is not altogether surprising for on the Western Front Australians were notorious for their cavalier treatment of prisoners. As between White Russians and Reds, the hatred engendered by civil war precluded any mercy and men on both sides committed ghastly atrocities. The British attitude was to turn a blind eye; the Aussies seem barely to have noticed.

The personal service records of the Russian Diggers throw some light on what manner of men they were. They seem to have been a bit wilder than the Anzac norm—more absences without leave, more disobedience, more disciplinary offences (one strange one: ‘masquerading as a sergeant’). It is noticeable, too, how many were treated for venereal disease. At 144 cases per thousand men, the VD rate in the Australian army was said to be the highest of any national group during the war.17 For the Aussies in the Relief Force the rate is more than double that. It is another indication that these Diggers were not just restless and unsettled men, but that they were gamblers, adventurers, risk-takers.

From what we can tell, the men fitted back into civilian life no better or worse than any other group of ex-servicemen. Some did well: Sullivan had a job waiting for him with the National Bank; Bob Allison became mayor of Marrickville in Sydney. Chilla Hill, who lost a leg at Yemtsa, qualified as an accountant. Baverstock and Attiwill both succeeded as journalists. Albert Bennett joined the Victoria Police.

Wilfred Yeaman’s luck was mixed. On the ship home he met an English girl who was on her way to join her Digger fiance in Brisbane. When the romance turned sour, she made contact with Yeaman, who hurried to Brisbane and married her himself. They settled in Newcastle, New South Wales, where Yeaman worked on the wharves. When the Depression hit they made ends meet by renting out rooms in the house they were buying. Yeaman was always too proud to draw the dole. By 1941 he was working as a commercial traveller in Sydney, where he died of a heart attack at the age of fifty-seven.18

Ernest Heathcote, having resumed his real name, joined the police force. Stationed at Broken Hill, New South Wales, and then in Cobar, he rose to the rank of sergeant. He and his wife raised four daughters, but he rarely spoke of Russia with them and his family never learned how he came to choose the alias he did.19 Frederick Manning Whatson was a real person, born in Bellingen, New South Wales, as Heathcote claimed to have been. It remains a mystery whether the real Whatson agreed to Heathcote’s borrowing his identity—or even knew of it. Heathcote died in 1984, having outlived the real Whatson by four years.
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Wilfred Yeaman kept a diary in both France and Russia, but once back home rarely spoke of either. Yeaman’s family were reminded of his Russian service only when his souvenir Cossack sword was brought out to slash the grass in the backyard of their home in Newcastle, NSW. (Courtesy Yeaman family) 

Of the Elope team, Perry returned to Horsham and resumed farming, while Kelly finished his working life as the town clerk of the municipality of Burwood in Sydney. Their mate Rainbow Graham did less well and was down on his luck when he cadged a quid from John Kelly some years later.

Some of the veterans of the Relief Force also fared less happily. Some of them died early. At least one, James Flinton, ended up in gaol. Olaf Andersen, the Danish-born Aussie who won the DCM at Tulgas, turned into a loner.

How badly ex-servicemen fared was sometimes not apparent. Many returned from war suffering severe psychological injury from which they never recovered. Unlike physical injuries, psychological ones were neither visible nor understood. Medical opinion at the time held that ‘nervous breakdown’ was always caused by some underlying weakness of personality. Even the term ‘shell shock’ implied a collapse due to a single violent episode rather than the accumulated effects of months of stress.20

Compared with the Western Front, the fighting in North Russia was almost inconsequential. Nevertheless, Andersen’s experiences there may have contributed to the social isolation of his later life. In World War II he barely made the height limit but served a couple of years as a guard at Murchison POW camp in Victoria. Discharged at age forty-one as too old, he returned to work on the railways. He never married and had no family in Australia. In the tiny Mallee wheat town of Woomelang, he took to drink and grew unkempt and irascible. His English deteriorated and few could understand him. By the 1960s he was living in a humpy, rejecting offers from the RSL to build him something better or place him in a hostel. He was found dead in his shack one day in 1973. His only possessions of value were his medals and $11 cash.21

Perhaps it was only in the army that Andersen felt wanted. Of the Russian Diggers, he wasn’t alone in volunteering in World War II. Bert Perry of Elope became a captain in the Home Defence Forces. Basil Brewster, now an Australian, captained a ship. Harry Harcourt had migrated to Tasmania and served in the Second AIF at Kokoda. Rainbow Graham re-enlisted in 1941, but was charged with desertion the following year! He must have somehow talked his way out of it, as he remained on the roll till 1946.
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Olaf Andersen won a DCM in North Russia. During World War II, when this picture was taken, he guarded German POWs at Tatura, Victoria. After the war he ended up a loner. (National Archives of Australia) 
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John Guinea looks a rough character in 1941. Discharged from the Second AIF, he rejoined under an assumed name, with tragic consequences. (National Archives of Australia) 

One ill-fated man was John Gerard Guinea from Murwillumbah, New South Wales. Before Russia, his record in the AIF was poor, with many black marks for misconduct and general slackness. In 1940 he joined up again, failed to change his ways, and was discharged as ‘unfit for the duties of the corps’. Within months he rejoined under the alias ‘John Denis Gerard’, a deception which cost him his life. He was sent to Borneo, taken prisoner there in 1942 and died in Japanese captivity.22

Many Diggers returning from the war were uncommunicative about their experiences and those from North Russia were no exception. Bert Perry never spoke of his time there. When he died in 1984, his obituary in the local paper noted that he had been part of a mystery task force in Russia, but had resisted all attempts to get him to speak of it.23 Perry was a thoughtful man and his reluctance may have come from an exaggerated sense of military security—or perhaps a conviction that the entire undertaking was something not very creditable.

West Australian Michael Greatorex, a vicar’s son, was another who didn’t speak of what he did in Russia, nor even mention that he had ever been there. After his death in 1963, his widow had to formalise some details for a war-service loan. She found a Relief Force identity disc with the words ‘Crashed at Obozerskaya’ scratched on the back. She wrote to Army Records: ‘My husband was very reticent about his earlier experiences and the words scratched on the back of the disc intrigue me … I am at a loss to understand in what war he was fighting’.24

She wasn’t alone in her ignorance. In Australia, the North Russia campaign simply didn’t register in the public consciousness. The North Russia veterans, though fighting as Australians, had been members of the British Army. On their return they were scattered across the whole of Australia, with little chance of keeping contact or attending reunions. Few in number, they never formed an association. They simply lost touch with each other.

No official history of the campaign was ever compiled; no medal was ever struck. The Australian soldiers who fought in North Russia received little publicity and no recognition. The role they had played was not so much forgotten as unknown.
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 THE MEDALS 
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ONLY one thing brought the Intervention to passing public notice: the Victoria Cross. In 1919 it was the British Empire’s highest award for bravery, as it remains today for the Commonwealth. It was instituted in 1856 during the Crimean War—another bungled British invasion of Russia. Each medal is forged from melted-down guns captured from the Russians at the siege of Sevastopol. Only 1354 men and women have won the VC, ninety-seven of them Australians.1 During the Intervention only two VCs were awarded. Both were won in North Russia; both went to Aussies.

By an amazing coincidence the two winners had consecutive service numbers in the British Army: Sam Pearse at 133002 and Arthur Sullivan at 133003. Both men were twenty-two when they served in North Russia. But while Pearse was a seasoned veteran, Sullivan was a novice.

Sullivan had grown up in Crystal Brook, South Australia, where he passed the Intermediate Certificate and left school to join the National Bank. He was an only child and his parents wouldn’t let him enlist.2 He joined up only when he turned twenty-one and no longer needed their consent. By then he had a good job as a teller in nearby Maitland. The bank, as a patriotic employer, promised to keep Sullivan’s job open for him till the war ended. It also topped up his army pay, as it did for all bank employees who had enlisted.

Sullivan signed his attestation paper on 27 April 1918, thereby swearing to well and truly serve his ‘Sovereign Lord the King’ and resist His Majesty’s enemies. His civic send-off was combined with a welcome home for an earlier Maitland volunteer who had recently been invalided home. The mayor, in his speech, thanked the returned man for his services to the country and expressed the hope that his wounds (multiple bullet wounds to knee, leg and arm, plus severe fever) ‘would cause him no inconvenience’!3 Sullivan was presented with a wristwatch by the Maitland Patriotic Society and the evening closed with songs (Sullivan sang a couple of solos), the national anthem and supper.

Sullivan’s enlistment papers bear the notation, ‘Flying corps preferred’, but he was posted to the army’s 3rd General Service Reinforcements. He sailed for Europe on the troopship Marathon via South Africa and Sierra Leone. By coincidence the ship also carried the ailing Sir John Forrest— explorer, former Western Australian premier and federal minister—who was on his way to London for medical treatment. Forrest died as the ship reached Freetown and he was buried there with military honours. Only the shore garrison attended the funeral; the Australians were kept on board due to the outbreak of ‘Spanish influenza’ in the town.

After sixty-seven days at sea, the Marathon docked at Tilbury on the Thames. To the disappointment of the men, they were sent straight to a camp in Wiltshire and saw nothing of London. A week later Sullivan and 160 others were transferred for artillery training. Earlier in the war a gunner could be trained in about four weeks, but the standard of recruits had fallen and it now took closer to seven. Sullivan was still in training when the Armistice was signed. He never made it to France and had seen no action before going to Russia.

Sullivan earned his VC by rescuing four drowning men. Ironically, he might not have qualified had he been serving in the AIF rather than the British Army. The AIF’s view was that rescue attempts often led to the death of both rescued and would-be rescuer and thereby depleted the fighting strength. An order in August 1916 had directed that the VC was to be recommended only for bravery which materially contributed to attaining a victory.4
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Sullivan left England before receiving his VC. It was eventually conferred at Government House, Adelaide, in July 1920 by the Prince of Wales (later, briefly, King Edward VIII), who was on a world tour. Presented the same day were 11 Military Medals, six Distinguished Conduct Medals, three Military Crosses and an Air Force Cross. Sullivan is pictured at left with a recipient of one of the MMs. (AWM A05540) 

During World War I a recommendation for the VC needed to be made by an officer supported by three corroborating witnesses. In the British Army, Form W3121 had to be completed and sent up the chain of command. Sullivan’s award would have originated with his English captain, Harry Heaton, and must have been approved in turn by Colonel Davies, Brigadier Sadleir-Jackson and then Ironside or Rawlinson. Churchill would have had the final say before the recommendation reached the King.

In contrast to Sullivan, Corporal Sam Pearse was a battle-hardened veteran. A rabbit-trapper by occupation, he had signed up just before he turned eighteen in July 1915. He is said to have persuaded his reluctant parents to give their permission, but the handwriting in their letter of consent on his army file looks uncommonly like his own. Pearse reached Gallipoli shortly before its evacuation and spent two weeks in the line there.

In Belgium in September 1917 he won the Military Medal for single–handedly raiding a German machine-gun post. His recommendation added: ‘Normally this man is a runner … and throughout [he] showed an utter disregard of danger in carrying messages, guiding parties and in bringing in wounded men on every return run’.5 At his presentation in the field General Birdwood, who commanded the Australian Corps, ran out of medals and could offer Pearse only a strip of medal ribbon.6

 Pearse had been born in Penarth, Wales, and migrated to Australia as a boy. At one time a member of a Salvation Army band, he was apparently still a teetotaller when he joined up. The army changed that. His later letters allude to a fondness for beer and, like many others, he spent time in the VD hospital. His army record shows he was no angel; it includes entries for neglect of duty, absence from guard and disobedience to orders. Offhand about discipline and formality, he was nevertheless a good soldier; he was promoted to corporal in the AIF and sergeant in the Relief Force.

On leave in England in January 1918, Pearse caught the eye of a feisty young Englishwoman who overheard him taking the mickey out of some Americans. She was Kitty Knox, an ambulance driver serving in the Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps. The two fell for each other and announced their engagement in May.
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For a studio portrait, this one of Sam Pearse is unusually casual. He is said to have posed for it in France after coming straight from the front line. It shows one advantage of the Australian uniform: the pockets of the tunic could hold more grenades than its British equivalent. (Courtesy Elwyn Williams) 

Later that month Pearse returned to France and was wounded in the right foot. He was invalided to England and during his convalescence spent every available moment with Kitty. Indeed, he spent more time than was available: in August he was formally court-martialled for going absent without leave, docked a month’s pay and reduced to the ranks. Back in France after the Armistice, he was so keen to get back to see Kitty he had a mate smash his foot with a hammer. One of his toes had to be amputated but the injury achieved his object and got him sent back to England.

Pearse’s plan was to marry Kitty, then take her to Australia to meet his family and see how she liked the country. The shortage of shipping at the time meant the two would have had to travel separately. Instead they decided to bide their time till they could travel together.

It was during the wait that Pearse was attracted by the prospect of a short tour of duty in North Russia. Both Kitty and her parents were against it, but he signed on anyway—and married Kitty a week later. As mentioned earlier, his timing circumvented the AIF ban on married men joining the Relief Force. The two spent only weeks together as a married couple.

Pearse was still in camp in England when Kitty wrote to tell him she was pregnant. Once he was in Russia, though, he received no more news. On 8 August he wrote: ‘I have not heard from you since I left England … I am dying to get a letter from you to see how you are’.7 Kitty’s replies never reached him; they were all returned to her undelivered after he died.

In turn, Kitty was slow to learn of Pearse’s death. In early September she answered some callers at her parents’ home near Durham. Five Diggers stood at the door, holding their slouch hats in their hands. Apparently they had heard the news on the bush telegraph and, thinking Kitty already knew, were there to pay their respects. She could tell at once from their expressions that Pearse would not be coming back.

The official telegram arrived two days later, followed by a letter of condolence signed personally by King George V. There was a series of Anzac visitors, including Captain Newbould, who delivered a pair of binoculars Pearse had souvenired from a Bolshevik officer. When Pearse’s VC was announced, Newbould sent a telegram: ‘Never in this war was one more earned. A fitting tribute to the bravest man I have ever seen. I salute him.’8

Six months after her husband’s death, Kitty gave birth to a daughter. Named Victoria Catherine (VC) Sarah Pearse, she was just a month old when her mother took her to a private investiture at Buckingham Palace. Queen Mary cradled the baby in her arms while the King presented Kitty with Pearse’s VC.

Kitty corresponded with the Pearse family and decided to keep to the original plan of coming to Australia. In May 1920 she sailed aboard a transport carrying war brides, children, a few civilians and the last stragglers of the AIF. One of the stragglers was Albert Rose, a bushman from near Deniliquin, New South Wales. Before the war Rose had been a shearer and itinerant farm labourer. Now, on the voyage home, he took a shine to the twenty-year-old widow.9

When the ship berthed at Port Melbourne, Kitty was met by Pearse’s parents. They took her and the baby to Mildura where both were feted at a civic reception and made welcome by Pearse’s extended family. But when Albert Rose appeared on the scene the Pearses were disapproving. 

They would have been aghast had they known more of Rose’s background. Twelve years Kitty’s senior, Rose had suffered VD several times, including syphilis. His army record was poor with a history of going absent without leave. After one lengthy absence he had been arrested, only to escape and spend another two months on the run. While at large on that occasion, he had committed a robbery with violence and been convicted at the Old Bailey. His sentence of fifteen months’ hard labour was partially remitted on condition he return to Australia. He had just been released from gaol when he boarded the ship home.

In spite of all this, the relationship blossomed. Kitty married Rose at the Sydney Registry Office in October 1920. The Pearse family severed all contact with her.

Rose bought a horse-drawn covered wagon and resumed his pre-war life as a shearer. The family moved around the Riverina and as far north as Dubbo. Kitty took her new husband’s surname and Vicky grew up believing Rose was her natural father. When Rose and Kitty started a family of their own, Vicky was first boarded out with distant relatives in Melbourne, then sent to a succession of boarding schools. She lived with her mother and stepfather only off and on.

Vicky knew her father had won the VC but to her that meant Rose had won it. (Rose had no medals; the last entry on his military record forfeited his entitlement to service medals.) One Anzac Day at school near Hay, NSW, Vicky announced proudly to her class that her father had won the VC and promised to take the medal to school. Her mother refused to let her because Pearse’s name was engraved on the back. At school Vicky was branded a show-off and a liar.

During the Depression the family did it tough. They fled several country towns to escape creditors, and when Vicky won a bursary to Sydney Girls High School she had to turn it down because her mother couldn’t afford the uniform. Vicky was twelve before she secretly went through her mother’s chest of valuables, and learned the truth. The medal and her own birth certificate explained why she had always been treated differently from her siblings. She later declared: ‘I hated that medal. I had a medal instead of a father.’10

Sullivan was spared such hardships.11 After Russia, he returned to a secure position with the National Bank. He did come down with malaria and had trouble persuading the Repatriation Department that he had caught it in Russia. Otherwise, life treated him well. He married and started a family and, by 1937, had worked his way up in the bank to be branch manager at Casino, New South Wales.

King George V had died the year before and Edward VIII was due to be crowned in May of 1937. When Edward abdicated, the same date was kept for the new king, George VI. Australia was to be represented by the ‘Australian Coronation Contingent’ comprising 100 soldiers, 25 sailors and 25 airmen. Half the soldiers were to be serving troops and, in recognition of Australia’s contribution to the war, half were to be returned members of the AIF.

Competition for the veterans’ positions was keen. Men lobbied on their own behalf, mothers pleaded for their sons and bosses for their employees. The authorities wanted the finest specimens of Australian manhood, so good looks and a strong physique were an advantage. Sullivan fitted the bill, and his VC must also have helped. As the only VC-winner in the group, he was something of a pin-up.

The contingent went into camp under canvas for two weeks to be drilled. To keep them on a close rein, the ex-Diggers were required to formally re-enlist, thereby becoming subject again to full military discipline. Whatever rank they had once held, all of them officially became ordinary gunners in the Royal Australian Artillery. A smart new uniform was issued, resembling that of the Australian Light Horse, complete with riding breeches and slouch hats with emu plumes.

The contingent travelled as third-class passengers on the liner Oronsay, though Sullivan and one other were upgraded to first class. Although a bank manager, Sullivan did have a larrikin streak. He got into hot water for missing one ship-board parade and was fined 10 shillings for:

Conduct prejudicial of good order and military discipline in that he at the termination of an interview in [the] Orderly Room and after being refused permission to speak, said ‘Thanks very much, Sir, I had some things to say to you’ or words to that effect, in such a manner as to show disrespect to his commanding officer.12

In London the Australians were billeted at Wellington Barracks where they found the meals so meagre they demanded their rations be increased. The press wrote them up as examples of hand-picked virility and the Aussies played up to the Anzac image. Scores of spectators used to crowd the railings to watch them come and go.

The contingent was deluged with invitations to reunions and receptions and Sullivan was returning from one in the early evening of 9 April 1937. Opposite the barracks gate he stopped to sign autographs for a group of well-wishers. Then, intending to cross the road, he stepped off the kerb into the path of a cyclist. He was next seen lying face up and unconscious in the gutter. Rushed to hospital, Sullivan was dead on arrival from a fractured skull.

An inquest was held at Westminster Coroner’s Court. An archaic legal rule required it to be conducted over the deceased’s remains, so Sullivan’s coffin was carried into the courtroom while the hearse waited in the yard. The inquest concluded Sullivan had slipped and fallen before the cyclist, a delivery boy, had hit him. The coroner returned a finding of accidental death.

Sullivan’s coffin was taken to the chapel of Wellington Barracks where it lay in state. His medal, spurs, bayonet and plumed slouch hat rested beside it on a velvet cushion. Eighteen years earlier a memorial service had been held in the same chapel for Lord Settrington, the first man Sullivan had hauled from the Russian swamp.

General Birdwood and a dozen British VC-winners attended the funeral. A former AIF chaplain gave a down-to-earth eulogy. A band of the Grenadier Guards led the funeral procession while six chestnut horses pulled the gun carriage bearing the coffin. Thousands lined the streets, watching in silence. A month later, a gap was deliberately left in the ranks of the Australian contingent as they marched in the coronation parade.

The VCs weren’t the only decorations Australians won in North Russia. Eight Aussies received the Distinguished Conduct Medal, which at that time was second only to the VC. Five Australians also won the MM in Russia,13 while three were awarded bars to those they had won in the AIF.14

Like the VC, the DCM also dates from the Crimean War and was created to recognise gallantry by other ranks and NCOs (officers got the Distinguished Service Order). Some spoke of it as a ‘near miss’ for the VC, but the respective rarity of the two decorations bears no comparison: 628 VCs were conferred during World War I and more than 25,000 DCMs.

In fact, there was a general feeling among the British that medals were easy to win in North Russia. Some British pilots who had dodged flying in France, were resented as having come to Russia just to collect as many medals as they could. ‘Fellows get a Distinguished Flying Cross for shows which were considered as “all in a day’s work” in France.’15

Among the Americans, the feeling about medals had been the reverse. American decorations had been very sparingly awarded and the men greatly resented that their feats were not properly acknowledged. Colonel Stewart was universally blamed for failing to make the necessary recommendations and for his indifference to the Russians, who were eager to bestow medals on the Americans as a show of appreciation.16

General Ironside had wanted a campaign medal struck for service in North Russia, but it was never authorised.17 In fact, politically, it was out of the question. An unsuccessful, undeclared war was something best forgotten.

One concession, though, was granted. Although the Great War had formally come to an end with the signing of the Treaty of Versailles on 28 June 1919, service in North Russia was deemed sufficient to qualify the men for the British War Medal and the Victory Medal. The British War Office, however, was responsible for issuing the medals to all members of the Relief Force. In the case of the Australians, this rule applied regardless of their previous AIF service and meant that the North Russia veterans had to wait on London for what other Diggers received by mail from Melbourne.
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Medals for the Aussies who served in North Russia were administered from London, irrespective of the men’s previous service in the AIF. Some North Russia Diggers had trouble getting their medals. Anthony Minkshlin, for example, didn’t receive all of his until 1934! (National Archives of Australia) 

A number of the Russian Diggers experienced delay and confusion in receiving their medals. Ivan Odliff, the man with incurable VD, encountered more problems than most. Having lost his discharge certificate, he had trouble getting a duplicate and then complained he had never been issued with his free civilian suit or returned serviceman’s badge. He must have thought he was getting the run-around. A note on his file in January 1922 reads: ‘This man called for his British War Medal and was informed it had not yet arrived. He used obscene language and was ordered to get out.’ A year later Odliff was still vainly writing letters.

Several Australians were awarded Russian decorations. Harry Harcourt won the Order of St Stanislas, 2nd Class, with Swords (the swords denoted military rather than civil service). His official army record also refers to the Order of Vladimir, which seems unlikely as the order bestowed hereditary noble rank!

Albert Bennett, Chilla Hill, Walter Jones and Charlie Oliver all won either the Medal or the Cross of St George, 4th Class—it isn’t clear which. The Cross was a silver medal for acts of distinction under arms, with a recipient going up one class for each succeeding act of bravery. The St George Medal for merit in combat (it also came in four classes) ranked below the Cross and over two million were awarded during World War I. Whichever it was, Oliver asked for his not to be gazetted as his sister was living in Russia at the time and he didn’t want her compromised.

Some British troops—even some recipients—sneered at Russian medals, saying they could be bought in Arkhangel shops. One Briton with an Order of St Anne, 3rd Class, conceded they were ‘handing them out by the dozen’.18 Russian awards might have been more highly prized had the traditional Russian practice been adopted whereby a certain number of medals was granted to a unit which had fought well, and the soldiers themselves allowed to vote on which of their number were the most deserving.

By March 1922 Soviet power was firmly established and Captain Allan Brown of Elope had been dead for nearly three years. Yet his father received this letter from Base Records in Melbourne, passing on news from the British War Office.

Dear Sir, 

I have much pleasure in informing you that the late Captain Allan Brown, 49th Battalion, was awarded the ‘Order of St Anne, with Swords, 3rd Class’ and the ‘Order of St. Stanislas, with Swords, 3rd Class’ for conspicuous services rendered while serving in Russia.

It is desired to point out … [that] though the ribbons have been conferred, in very few instances have the actual insignia been forthcoming. If later, owing to the unsettled conditions existing in Russia, the decorations of the monarchy are abolished, the awards … will be cancelled automatically.19

Since Russian Imperial decorations had already been abolished, the letter cannot have been much solace to Brown’s parents.
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THAT WHICH 
REMAINS 
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ONE evening in August 1919, Ironside and Rawlinson had been puzzled to see a long convoy of carts heading for Arkhangel’s wharves.1 Each cart carried a wooden box about 6 feet long and the generals were told they were coffins containing the bodies of American soldiers. The remains had just been disinterred from the military burial ground and were starting their long journey to the United States.

The cemetery in Arkhangel was shared by all the Allies under the aegis of the ‘Allied Burial Board’ and Rawlinson had an aide go and check up on it. On being told the Americans had left the place in a mess, he immediately issued instructions for them to put things back in order.2 Both Rawlinson and Ironside thought the whole business of exhuming bodies grotesque.

American policy was—and still is—to repatriate fallen soldiers from foreign soil. But when they withdrew from North Russia, the Americans left behind about a hundred graves scattered across areas the Bolsheviks now occupied. They were especially anxious to retrieve their dead from the atheistic communists and in 1929 the US Congress voted $200,000— a huge sum then—to do so.

The United States still had no diplomatic relations with the Soviet government so the mission had to be negotiated through a private agency. America’s federal government financed the group’s first four members, while an extra five were funded by the state of Michigan, the home of the 339th Infantry Regiment. Arriving in Arkhangel, the search party found conditions there even more miserable than they had been ten years earlier.

To avoid attracting attention, the nine Americans outfitted themselves like Russian peasants. They then split into two groups, one heading down the railway, the other buying a boat to search along the Dvina. The local people did not receive them well and the expedition didn’t go smoothly. Those on the boat soon got on each other’s nerves. One turned out to be a religious crank who sang hymns all night; another disappeared, apparently with a Russian lady, to suddenly resurface weeks later.

After two months of searching, the remains of eighty-six men were found and dug up. Their bones were washed, wrapped in linen and placed into boxes. On the way home, the bones were transferred into full-size coffins and the empty spaces stuffed with blankets. The coffins arrived in New Jersey to a seventeen-gun salute.

In Arkhangel the British dead remained undisturbed. The original burial ground is now the Arkhangel Commonwealth War Cemetery. It contains eighty-four British graves from the Intervention, plus three merchant seamen from earlier in World War I and a handful of British dead from the Arctic convoys of World War II. The headstones are arranged in rows but with many grassed-over gaps, the result of the American disinterments and the later removal of twenty French and six Polish dead.

For more than seventy years North Russia was pretty well out of bounds to foreigners. By 2005, when I first reach Arkhangel, visitors are welcome but few. The river and estuary make for an attractive setting but the climate is less than ideal and the city, now of 400,000, is a typical Soviet creation of shabby, eight-storey tenements. Troitsky Prospect has resumed its original name (in Soviet times it was Vinogradov Prospect, after a Bolshevik commander in the civil war), but the tram line has gone. A few of the remaining timber buildings have been restored but the city still rather lacks charm. The Soviets levelled its central area to create a stark monumental square, dominated by a gigantic statue of Lenin.
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The Commonwealth War Cemetery in Arkhangel contains the graves of 84 British and Dominion troops who died during the Intervention. The cemetery was originally shared by all the Allies but the Americans exhumed the remains of their men for reburial in America, leaving many grassed-over gaps. (Michael Challinger) 

There are several monuments to the Intervention. An obelisk inscribed ‘To the Victims of the Intervention’ stands on the waterfront, a statue of Vinogradov outside the closed-down ‘Peace’ cinema. One of two British tanks left behind in 1919 stood till recently outside a shopping arcade. It was called the ‘Memorial to Churchill’, very much a two-edged compliment, for while Churchill sent the Arctic convoys to help the Soviets in World War II, he had sent the tank itself to oppose the Revolution. It is now under wraps in a navy depot, they say, being restored.

While Arkhangel no longer resembles the city of 1919, the region’s smaller towns and villages have changed much less. The buildings are still of rough, unpainted timber, the roads are still muddy and the atmosphere still one of quiet stagnation. Though Obozerskaya is a busy railway junction, its amenities are poor. From time to time a medical train arrives and parks itself on a railway siding. Its carriages are equipped as clinics and pensioners and former railway workers queue to have an X-ray or get a blood test done.
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One of three Mark V heavy tanks the British brought to North Russia (together with three medium tanks and the mascot dog ‘Nell’). The tanks were useless in the forests and swamps of North Russia but came in handy for a show of force against the disaffected citizens of Arkhangel. This one stood until 2006 outside a shopping centre in Arkhangel. (Michael Challinger) 

While the Allies held Obozerskaya they used the station building as their hospital. Those beyond help were buried in the military burial ground, the place where Pearse, too, was finally laid to rest. His grave, with its wooden cross and white-painted railing was intact into the 1920s and I have a photograph of it dating from then. But the Americans didn’t find their search easy eighty years ago and now in 2005 nobody in Obozerskaya knows anything of Pearse or his grave.

An old cemetery stands on the edge of town. Russian cemeteries often seem like forests, with trees growing at random among the graves. This one, though, has completely reverted to nature. In the tangled undergrowth there are some broken metal railings, but otherwise the forest has taken over.

I’m not even sure this is where the soldiers were buried; there was talk in Arkhangel of a cemetery closer to the railway line. Still, I think I can make out a row of dead trees which might be the line of conifers in the background of my photo.

Back in 1986 Pearse’s daughter Vicky tried to arrange a visit to North Russia. Soviet officialdom did nothing to smooth the way and she never came. She won’t be making the trip now. This spot in the long grass and mottled shade is the best I can do. I take out the small posy I’ve brought from her garden in Sydney. On her behalf I lay the crumpled flowers at the foot of a birch tree.

Pearse, of course, was actually killed near the village of Yemtsa, an hour south. In Obozerskaya they warn me not to go there.

‘They’re all drunks in Yemtsa,’ one man tells me.

‘And there’s no police post!’ adds another.

But when I get to Yemtsa I find it not rowdy, but moribund. It’s a tiny place with a single village shop. The timber houses are down at heel and some seem abandoned. There are no traces of Bolshevik blockhouses and no-one I meet has even the slightest clue about the events of ninety years ago.

I walk along the railway track. It is electrified now, but apart from the power gantries, the place must look much the same as it did to Pearse and his mates in 1919. All I see are forests of pine and birch, unkempt fields and a sense of distance and emptiness.
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The former Dvina Front is less easy to reach. As in 1919, links between the railway and the river are poor. So I travel north from Kotlas, the city where Ironside had hoped to link up with Admiral Kolchak.

Much of the road to Bereznik is unsealed and all of it is potholed. It follows the course of the river and gives occasional glimpses of the dark blue, mirror-flat water a kilometre or more wide. With its wooded islands and its banks lined with pine and fir trees, the Dvina in sunshine presents a picture of austere beauty. But now, in late September, the weather is very changeable and once it starts to rain the landscape turns grey and gloomy and inhospitable.

In the 500 kilometres between Kotlas and Arkhangel the only hotel is at Bereznik. It is shabby, run-down and has no hot water—which doesn’t matter because there is no bath or shower. Guests are meant to use the public bathhouse, which seems to have closed down.

Bereznik’s local museum is housed in a log cabin and features a display of stuffed animals and folk embroidery. When I press the director, he lets me climb a ladder into the loft where there are spent .303 cartridges, Allied helmets, artillery shells and a British ammunition box. But there are no signs or captions in any language. It is as if you are not really expected to look at these exhibits—and if you do, as if no explanation is called for.

Surprisingly, Bereznik has its own weekly newspaper and the editor lays on a Russian four-wheel-drive Lada for me. I’m also given a guide, Sergei, who knows nothing of the Intervention and whose main qualification is that he rode around the world on a bicycle and nearly got his name in the Guinness Book of Records! He arrives carrying a backpack filled with photos of himself cycling across Canada. I had been told he speaks English, but it proves to be Estonian.

We also have a driver and a Russian journalist, and we pick up a few other hangers-on en route. Before setting out we assemble a repair kit, which fortunately includes a bucket and some empty drink bottles. The Lada’s radiator is full of holes and during the course of the day the driver refills it at least thirty times from puddles, of which there are many.

We visit the line of villages which figured in the offensive of August 1919. The houses are built of interlocked logs, with ramshackle outbuildings and huge, untidy piles of firewood. Vegetable gardens are still bursting with cucumbers, tomatoes, cabbages and capsicums, but it has been a wet summer, I’m told, and bad for potatoes.

We need to engage four-wheel drive to reach these places. The roads are scarcely more than muddy tracks. Access will improve once it snows and upturned sleds are waiting in readiness for winter. In their isolation, the people here are virtually subsistence farmers.

At Seltso, the former Bolo strong point, we are invited into what seems at first to be a dilapidated log hut. Inside, though, it is rustic and comfortable and the huge stove which will burn all winter is already alight. The table is spread and we are fed fish, cakes, redcurrants, mushrooms and boiled potatoes—in that order. Toasts are drunk in home-made wine.

Our elderly host is Gregori, formerly a surgeon. He lends us all gumboots and leads us through the sodden fields to inspect a memorial to the Russian defenders. A copse of trees, he says, is where seven Bolsheviks lie buried. Gregori remembers his parents speaking of the British. ‘Relations with the British were very good. They didn’t drink, they were polite. Yes, the British were no trouble.’

‘And the Australians?’ I ask hopefully.

‘What Australians?’ he asks back.
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Arkhangel province is dotted with memorials—many rather neglected—to the Russians who died fighting the ‘foreign Interventionists’. This obelisk faces the river at Bereznik and commemorates the men of the Soviet river fleet. (Michael Challinger) 

The hospitality is repeated at other villages: Tulgas, Sluda, Topsa. In between, we look for Lipovets, the village from which Sullivan’s party retreated. It isn’t marked on any current maps and there’s no direction sign from the main road. We take a track and the Lada churns through the long grass and knee-deep mud. Just as it becomes impassable, we see the ruins of huts in the distance. Lipovets is no more.

I don’t discuss the politics of the Intervention with the Russians. In the years since, they have endured a civil war, survived Stalin’s terror, defeated a German invasion and lived through Perestroika. Now they are coping with the return of capitalism. To them the events of 1919 are ancient history. They have enough trouble making sense of the present and they are more interested in talking about the price of food.
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Back in Arkhangel I visit the war cemetery. The grass needs cutting but the Russians with me admire the cemetery’s neatness; by comparison the adjoining Russian one is neglected and overgrown. As well as the headstones, there are granite plaques set into the perimeter wall. They commemorate 160 other men buried elsewhere in North Russia or whose graves are now unknown. Only one plaque mentions Australia: that of Captain Allan Brown of Elope, who died in Onega at the hands of his own Russian troops.

The stone for Sam Pearse doesn’t record that he was an Australian. In fact, it’s hard to make out the weathered lettering at all. Of all the stones, the patina of age obscures his the most. I step back three paces and the inscription becomes almost illegible. It seems to symbolise our own faint memory of this small part of Australia’s history—which time and distance have almost erased. Indeed, I start to think that nothing else remains of this military adventure and that there is nothing more to find. But I’m wrong.
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A year later, in 2008, I make contact with Alexey Suhanovsky, the editor of Arkhangel’s only glossy magazine. He is a war buff, and almost manic in his enthusiasm and single-mindedness. He has explored along both the railway and the river and found many relics of the fighting. What human memory has lost, it seems, the cold northern earth has preserved.

My son and I stay with him in his comfortable apartment in Arkhangel. He has a lovely family and a budgerigar whose favourite phrase is ‘Give me vodka’. He has set up a camp at Verst 445 and erected some timber crosses as a memorial to the soldiers on both sides.

To reach the camp we have to take the train which picks up and drops off railway workers. Inconveniently, it leaves Arkhangel at ten o’clock at night and doesn’t reach our stop till three in the morning. Our stop is simply that, a stop. It doesn’t even have a number on a post, much less a name; it is just a pile of sleepers by the track. In 1919 it would at least have had a verst post, marking its distance from Vologda.

When the train comes to a halt, we climb down three rungs on the side of the carriage and jump the last metre. We stand clear while the train moves off into the darkness. The night is cold and foggy and the forest presses in on both sides. We seem to be in the middle of nowhere. We head off along the line. Twice Alexey gives a yell as a faint glow in the fog materialises into a freight train which bears down on us and thunders deafeningly past, fifty wagons long.

There are four of us: my son and I, plus Alexey and an old mate of his, Alexandr. The Russians carry enormous packs. Among much else the packs hold an axe, two tents, eight cans of condensed milk, a metal detector, a large shifting spanner and a samovar. Alexey’s pack even contains a chainsaw, though we don’t learn this till the second day when we are startled by the noise as he starts it up and furiously sets about felling trees. In winter, he tells us, he uses the metal detector to sweep the surface of frozen swamps and the chainsaw to cut through the ice to retrieve any treasures.

After 2 or 3 kilometres, we leave the train line and follow a short track to the camp. It’s four in the morning. We are at Verst 445, once the forward line on the Railway Front. At different times it was held by Americans, French, British, Russian Whites and Australians. It is where Yeaman and his mates manned a blockhouse before the offensive of August 1919.

The front line was established here in September 1918 by a combined French and American force.3 They had tried to reach the Bolo base at Yemtsa but only got this far. They dug in, working to erect blockhouses for the winter, while the Bolos did exactly the same a few kilometres to their south. Each could hear the sound of the others’ axes echoing across no-man’s land.

The place then would have been more open, with the trees cut down to give clear fields of fire. Today the forest has grown back, mixed birch and pine, and very quiet. There is no bird life and, apart from the unmistakeable tracks of a bear, no sign of animals. Moss and lichen cover the ground like a vast, green, bumpy carpet. It is soft and yielding to walk on, but there are many fallen trees poking through and plenty to snag us. Autumn is well advanced and any puff of wind causes the birch trees to shed a sprinkling of yellow leaves. We’re lucky with the weather, though: when the rain starts in earnest the ground between the train line and our camp turns into a river.
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Verst 445 was the forward line for the offensive of August 1919. Though the forest has grown back, the course of the old trenches can be easily followed. (Michael Challinger) 

The blockhouses themselves have rotted away but there are mounds which were formerly breastworks and hollows which were foxholes. The trenches themselves are easy to find. They are grown over and half-filled with debris, but are clearly not just watercourses. They zig-zag 200–300 metres into the forest, then peter out. I understand what Attiwill wrote about the endless forest. There are no landmarks and the sun is hidden by the canopy of foliage. Without the railway line as a guide I would lose my way completely.

One day we walk a few kilometres south. We reach the point where the Bolo guns were, the ones that Newbould’s and Yeaman’s parties took. At first there is nothing here to indicate it was the Bolo line, though Alexey has his GPS and I accept him at his word. Some distance east, he tells us, he’s discovered a Red Army dugout. It is not very far off the railway line but not even the track maintenance workers, the only other people who come this way, know anything of it. When we reach it, we see just an opening in what appears to be a natural declivity in the ground. 
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Strongly roofed with logs, a dugout like this could survive most things except a direct hit by high explosive. Alexey Suhanovsky (left, with the author) discovered it in mid-2008. It seems to have been undisturbed for almost 90 years. (Alexandr Orlov) 

In fact, it is roofed over with logs and now covered with turf. Inside, it is dark and damp and the roof is very low. But a shelter like this could withstand almost everything except a direct hit from high explosive.

Wherever we go, Alexey is busy with his metal detector. When it starts to sing, he kneels down and peels back the thick, matted layer of moss. We have no shovel, but none is needed. The moss is soft and so is the dark, damp, humus-rich soil. We dig it away with our bare hands.

The forest, it turns out, is full of relics. We find empty cans, wire cable, nails and cleats, the tops and hinges from ammunition boxes, part of a gas mask. Some barbed wire protrudes from the ground and I tug at it. Whole lengths of coiled wire come to light. Yeaman himself may have pegged this out, or Sam Pearse. It’s a strange feeling to be the first Australians here in ninety years.

There are many shell fragments. They are jagged, heavy hunks of steel and some weigh easily 5 kilograms. We find the nose of one shell and, once the brass fuse is cleaned, the calibrations on the setting ring are easily legible. We find clips of .303 cartridges and two Mills bombs, the British grenades that look like small pineapples.

The grenades delight the Russians, even though back at camp Alexey already has two jars of them, looking like Easter eggs and immersed in kerosene. With his latest finds, he and Alexandr get the shifting spanner to work. Alexandr tries to hold one grenade steady while Alexey wrestles with the spanner to take the thing apart. They don’t succeed but they do scratch away the rust to reveal its date of manufacture as 1917.
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The author cleans up some British grenades. Washed in kerosene, they prove to be No 23, Mk II Mills bombs, a type that could be fired from a rifle by means of a rod inserted into the base plug. The year of manufacture, 1917, is clearly legible. (Oliver Challinger) 

Both men are alarmingly casual about all this stuff. Alexandr breaks open a rifle cartridge and lights the powder. ‘Look how dry it is after so long,’ he exclaims, holding the cartridge at arm’s length as it flares like a Roman candle. No matter what we unearth, the Russians shrug it off as ‘not dangerous’ and before long my son and I are equally nonchalant. The only find that disconcerts the Russians at all is an unexploded mortar round, which even they treat with respect.

My son discovers a strange, metal object the size of a small can, but very heavy. Alexey identifies it as a French rifle grenade.4 Crudely ingenious, it fitted into a cup-shaped discharger, a ‘tromblon’, which was fastened to the rifle muzzle and was discharged when the rifle was fired. The French supplied these to the Americans too, as well as the Chauchat rifles to fire them.5 Either group could have lost this one. We take it with us.
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Our Russian companions were disconcertingly casual about live ammunition. This French 75 mm shell was the only find they pronounced dangerous. Protruding from it is an instantaneous fuse, used where the ground was soft and a falling shell might bury itself too deeply before exploding. The percussion head was set to detonate the shell at the split second of impact. This one has been fired but failed to explode. (Michael Challinger) 
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Alexey Suhanovsky unearths a Russian anti-personnel mine, one of ten we found close to the camp site. Buried just below the surface, it was designed to be triggered by a trip wire. An initial charge would then blow the device upward before the main charge blasted shrapnel at waist level. (Michael Challinger) 

That evening the Russians make another fire about 70 metres from the camp and toss the grenade onto it. We all keep well away. Alexandr predicts it will explode within three minutes, but it doesn’t. He’s busy anyway, preparing a drink from a bottle of wine, a flask of vodka and a melted bar of chocolate. The concoction is almost on the boil when an almighty bang rends the air. Alexandr looks at his watch and notes it took seven minutes.

Near the camp Alexey unearths an anti-personnel mine, about the size and weight of a can of paint. As he digs it out the bottom disintegrates, crumbling into powder and shards of rusted steel. Then he finds another, in better condition, then a third. It turns out the area to the right of our camp was a regular minefield and in the end Alexey digs out ten of the things.

The next night a couple of British grenades go onto the fire, though one is a fizzer and doesn’t explode. And on our last day, Alexey scatters cartridges on the embers of the campfire, so as we head off along the railway line there is a short fusillade of farewell.
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Back in Arkhangel, I visit the cemetery one last time. Since I was there the year before, the place has been spruced up. The inscriptions have been whited in and the stones now are easy to read. Pearse’s stone, and Brown’s, are legible again. So someone cares. This strange military adventure and the men who took part are not forgotten after all.



Appendix 1
 CITATIONS FOR THE VICTORIA CROSS 

The London Gazette, 29 September 1919 



133003 Corporal Arthur Percy Sullivan, 45th Battalion, Royal Fusiliers (Crystal Brook, South Australia) 

For most conspicuous bravery and devotion to duty on the 10th August, 1919, at the Sheika River, North Russia. The platoon to which he belonged, after fighting a rearguard covering action, had to cross the river by means of a narrow plank and during the passage an officer and three men fell into a deep swamp. Without hesitation, under intense fire, Corporal Sullivan jumped into the river and rescued all four, bringing them out singly. But for this gallant action his comrades would undoubtedly have been drowned. It was a splendid example of heroism, as all ranks were on the point of exhaustion, and the enemy less than 100 yards distant.

Third Supplement to the London Gazette, 21 October 1919 (published 23 October 1919) 



The late 133002 Serjeant Samuel George Pearse MM, 45th Battalion, Royal Fusiliers (Mildura, Australia) 

For most conspicuous bravery, devotion to duty and self-sacrifice during the operation against the enemy battery position north of Emtsa (North Russia) on the 29th August 1919. Serjeant Pearse cut his way through the enemy barbed-wire under very heavy machine-gun and rifle fire and cleared a way for the troops to enter the battery position. Seeing that a blockhouse was harassing our advance and causing us casualties, he charged the blockhouse single-handed, killing the occupants with bombs. This gallant non-commissioned officer met his death a minute later, and it was due to him that the position was carried with so few casualties. His magnificent bravery and utter disregard for personal danger won for him the admiration of all troops.

CITATIONS FOR THE DISTINGUISHED CONDUCT MEDAL 

Second Supplement to the London Gazette, 20 January 1920 (published 21 January 1920) 



133025 Private O. C. Anderson [sic], 45th Battalion, Royal Fusiliers (Copenhagen, Denmark) 

For conspicuous gallantry and initiative on 15th September 1919, at Tulgas. He formed one of a flanking party which was held up by wire and heavy machine-gun fire. He rushed the wire, and with one other man attacked a machine gun which was holding up the attack, and killed the crew. He then proceeded alone, and only ceased to fight when wounded three times. He set a fine example of courage and determination.



133029 Private N M Brooke, 45th Bn, Royal Fusiliers (Canterbury, Melbourne) 

During the attack on Kochamika and Sludka, 10th August 1919, he showed great gallantry and skill in ascertaining the enemy’s positions, and under heavy fire came back with reliable information, enabling his platoon to advance without casualties. He materially contributed to the success of a difficult operation.



130525 Serjeant H.F. Gascoigne-Roy, 46th Bn, Royal Fusiliers (North Sydney, Australia) 

During the attack on Gorodok on the 10th August 1919, he displayed great gallantry and able leadership under very heavy fire. He captured, with the aid of one section, 85 of the enemy. During the whole attack he did splendid work.



133028 Corporal H. B. Gipps, 45th Bn, Royal Fusiliers (St. Kildon) [sic] 

For marked courage and dash during the attack on an enemy battery on 29th August 1919. Directly the wire was cut he dashed forward and bombed enemy pill-boxes and also put out of action a machine gun, killing the crew, which enabled the two platoons behind him to advance in safety.



133005 Lance Corporal A. Lutherborrow, 45th Bn, Royal Fusiliers (New South Wales) 

For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty during the operations of 24th–25th July. He was seriously wounded in the head and both thighs during the operation, and suffered great pain; notwithstanding that he remained at his gun, and directed his fire at the enemy until he became exhausted. The courage and determination of this N.C.O. without a doubt greatly assisted the operation.



133059 Private W. F. Quarrell, 45th Bn, Royal Fusiliers (Manyanupp, W. Australia) 

For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty in the attack on two Bolo armoured trains. In the face of very heavy fire he rushed one of the armoured trains, and threw two bombs into the truck, which contained the naval gun and gunners, and killed the whole team, thereby placing the gun out of action. Throughout he did excellent work.



133001 Serjeant W. J. Robinson, 5th Bn, Royal Fusiliers (Larne Harbour) 

For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty. He ably assisted his platoon commander in the capture of three villages, and brought fire to bear on enemy gunboats and barges, thus enabling the line to advance. Again, while the enemy was fighting a rearguard action, he saved a critical situation by helping to form a line and drive the enemy off.

Fifth Supplement to the London Gazette, 9 July 1920 (published 13 July 1920) 



133007 Private J. Purdue, 45th Bn, Royal Fusiliers (Victoria, Australia) 

For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty during operations, August 7th to 11th 1919. He carried a wounded officer for four hours through marsh and forest, and, when the enemy attacked, he showed great coolness while helping to repel the attack.



Appendix 2 
NOMINAL ROLL OF AUSTRALIANS AND NEW ZEALANDERS
 WHO SERVED IN NORTH RUSSIA 

1 Names, ranks and numbers should enable readers to trace particular men. The other details help indicate their background and geographical origins.

2 Some omissions and discrepancies in this roll have been unavoidable. Ranks given are generally those held when the men left the AIF, not the highest substantive or acting rank they attained. AIF units shown are not necessarily the last in which they served.

3 The following men are thought to have fought in North Russia, but cannot be confirmed: HL Cooper, LA Fry, H Hall, (?) Moran and LM Morris. EV Woodyard joined the NRRF but for some reason did not proceed to North Russia.

4 Three putative Australians have appeared on earlier compilations but do not appear here; EVH Cresswell-George and (?) McCabe are now known to have been South Africans; ES Strangen was a Canadian.

Abbreviations 

	 	 
	AIF	Australian Imperial Force
	Bn	Battalion
	Capt	Captain
	Coy	Company
	Cpl	Corporal
	Dvr	Driver
	Gnr	Gunner
	L/Cpl	Lance Corporal
	Lieut	Lieutenant
	MGC	Machine Gun Corps
	NRRF	North Russia Relief Force
	NZEF	New Zealand Expeditionary Force
	Pte	Private
	RF	Royal Fusiliers
	RSM	Regimental Sergeant Major
	Sgt	Sergeant
	Spr	Sapper
	WO	Warrant Officer
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Agat AUt Betch Ary Romarks
Enlistmant Numbor and Unit
i UGonew 13303, Spenta month n Siera Leons with
Senvie A InRF infuenzson the vorage to Enland
Reinorce- Saw 10 acton bfore RussiaWounded
ments n Russi on 20 Augst 1910 Ro-
enlisted i he AF in March 1020 aftr
s retum o London,
7 1160 133001, Served at Gallpol. Prisoner of var n
45 nRF Germany fom Ly 1917. Wen the OO
in fussa.
21 STench Morar 132080, Won the M n Rssia,
Batery 5 BnRF
19 I3 133011, His prentsobjctet o s elisiment
45 B0RF on the grounds he was very il and of
 nevous emperament. His ospons
(natin s own handuritn) taed: |
am 3 stong lad and think | can stand
o workas wellas anone. The amy
hopthim .
2 2Tumeling 133068, Charged n 3 London Polce Cout i
Company 5 nRF May 1919 withbeggingThe charge
was dismissad but Rusell was huled
up befrs iscommandin ofcer. Did
ot retum to Austalia unl June 1022
See: Metaalfe,Franci Augisen.
19 178 20896, tepreter in Russe
Middasex Rogiment
a1 2m 201 Coy Mac, Won the MH in France in Juy 1916 for
elping roscue 2 wounded men fom
no-man's and.Won a bar n orh
Russia
2 280 133084, ‘Served at Gallpol. Won the MM in
A5 IRF Fiance n September 1918 and a bar
o his MM in ussia
2 20 General
Servce
Reinforcements
21 Rosorse 133003, Won the VC in Russia.Re-enistd at
Bigads, B IRF 236 40 o fin the Austalan Coronation
Allery Contingent. ied b misahentur in

London on 0 Apl 1937.
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Agat  AF Uit Beitsh Army Remarks
Enlstment Nomber and Unit
5 1880 133022, Won the M in sl
5 nRF
21 480 Eope Force Sored at Galpol
2 1 Fed vllry 133081, Serod at Gallpol, Sy on n the
Bigade 450k Biish sy afte Rusie,
1 760 ‘Saw o acton before Russia,
‘S Abrcrombie,Brian Cttbert
15 1080 Eops Force Won the M n Francs inApl 1917
Y 4B 201 Coy Mec Served atGalpol,
18 Ay Medical 133010,
Cops 5 B0RF
See: Heathece, Emest ohn Clnton,
19 ETY 133060,
45 BnRF
19 BTy 193025, Jined up among Carrichaol’sLast
201 CoyMac Thousand' arecriting dfve sparsored
by former NSW goverament minster,
CaptinAC Camichael
15 1580 132081 Jloed the ecsuing march calle the
“Masch o Frescom’, whichorgnted i
Amidale,NSW.Saw no acion before
Russia
u 1880 133045,
50 RF
% 2780 EopeForee,then Won the MM inJanuary 1018,
Syren Foree
2 80 192143, In 1915 the Yearan famiy were g
201 Coy MGG n Montose, Vi Wilfid,his broher

Undsay and sstor Edith,  nrse, all
joined up between Nay and July 1915
and senved i France.
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Hame AFRankand  Birthplace and Place and Date
Number Occopation of Enfistment.

surion, Pre5403 Raligh, NSV, Sy

James Noman e cuter 13Mach 1016

TARRANT Cant Mudgee, i, Sy,

Rihard Thomas orchardit and ndord 17 Augst 1914

THOMPSON, 63265 orbost Ve Horshan, Ve,

James abourer 3 October 1914

TIEC Pl 55701 Beauort Vi Malboume,

Emest Losie seaman 13 March 1018

URQUAART,

Richard

YN OUVE, Sa308 Kalangadoo, 54, Adelide,

Arthur Frederick abaurer 14 August 1915

WATSON, Ple 408 WaggaWaggs, NSW, Holsworthy NSH,

George butcher 25 Ocuober 1014

warrs, Ple5702 Framantle, W, Fremant, WA,

Bemard Joseph ol 20 Harch 1916

WHATSON,

Fedenck Manning

s, 0159835 Casmarvon. Wales. Nowtonn, NSW,

Berjamin Pary cosch smith 12 January 1918

WLSON, Ple 54538 Sy, Syae,

Willam Alfed Sationer ey 1918

Hamon

WooDS, Plo50415 Vst Maitand, NSW. Westaiand, NS,

Ceail miner 301y 1918

RIGHT, Pla 736 Dunomiing,Scotand Townsyile, Qi,

Roderick lohn labourer 1 February 1917

W, S22 PortBoughton, SA, Keswck A

Claude Howard commercial el 31 oy 1915

VEAMAN, Ple 1106 Rochester Vi, Webaure,

Wiled Charls farmer 204y 1915
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Ageat AR U Romarks
Enstment
18 280 133086, Enlistod undo thefalse nare
AR “Rihard Urquhar. Served at Galpl.
Sentenced to 16 months' dtenton for
oica gong absent without leae, ten
escaping fom custody Wl onactve
senice n France. he changsd s wil o
axclude his i and leae avnying to
aMile Marcour!
2 480 12 1564, Aoandroft was a resanstnthe
Widdleses Regiment  Russio army. Unable t each Russia
1o oin s unt, he enlted i tho A
Served 3 an inerprear n sl
El s 10212,
201 Coy MGC
2 680 133025, Won the DCM in Russia.
25 80RF
2 Arlery 133083, Bom Kar Otto Buschmann he tockthe
a5BnRF suama Atin' o concea his Geman
origs. Changed s rame by deed pol
in 1954 to ‘Daid Leith Nckay-Aitn’
18 3 General 133040,
Sersca 45B0RF
Reinorcaments
) s56n a5 EnRE Hisnumerous AF infacions ncuded
falng o alute a Bish offce.
1026 he st s RSLbacke and army
dichargs cortfeato n a stormater
channl ‘e eagaged in my vade’
19 EE) 193024,
201 Coy MGC
3 e 132013, Prisonerof warn Germary for 16
5 BnRF months.
0 a8 201 Coy MaC
0 Aatery 102228, Won the M nthe AFFand the St
201 CoyMaC Georg Modal i Russa
1 108 133048, Enlistad inthe AF st in March 1916
4580 F atthe sgoof 15, claning o be 18

Detected and sent home. e oined the
nary uhich accsptod boy. Dserting.
the nary i June 1918, e ined te
AIF a5 Edvard Recmond!, gving s
bithpiace a Brmingham, Engand.
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Hame AFRankand  Binhplace and Place and Date.
Humber Occapation of Enlistment

ABERCROMBEE,  Pte 2220 Cambervel, Englnc, Userpool, NS,

Bian Cutier sation hand 23 4or 1015

ADWNDROF,  Pre 6523 Viadwostoh Russia, Sydney

Hex cook 14 August 1016

ASON, sa2856 Locthardt, NSW, ‘Sydnex

Robet Richard accounant 25 September 1916

ANDERSEN, P 55320 Copenhagen,Denmark, Meboure,

Ol Christian famhand 18 Ocaber 1917

s, P 3252 Konguak Vi, Viodongs, Vi,

Dad Thomas daiy famer 24 October 1917

ATWL o 56020 Adelade, Adolaide,

Keit Gerden Jounalist 18 Harch 1918

BuER, P 2363 Sy, Sydo,

Edvard Warington sweeper 16 December 1916,

BARTLETT, Pro 54854 Wount Ganbier S, Molboue,

Al Edward timber cuter 26 Harch 1918

BAUER, Pro 5348 Herty NSH, Blackbo Hil WA,

Oscar labourer 17 January 1916

BWERSCK  Pe51070 Melboure, Sydney,

Wil Bosile etk 17 Fobruay 1918

BENNET, e 605 Warragul, Ve, Queenseft, V.,

At Horace bourer IMarh 1915

Borc, Pl 55128 Devonport Tas., Adolads,

Jobn Edvard abourer 10 e 1918
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Ageat  AFUnit Brtish Army Remarks
Enlistment Namber and Uit
0 5680 193018,
201 CoyMae
20 2 e Arlry Suffrd shallshock at Gallgol Wicta
Biade abiare lte pofssing po-Geman
feeings, appatenty 1o awid being sent
back o the fontline, Docors found
10 aces ofinsanityor eidence of
mastsbation’,but placed i on -
conbatant dues.
18 2380 192207,
201 coyMaC
1 2Medum 132020, Vionthe DCM in Russia,
Tonch Wortar 45 Bn RF
Batery
n 080 Eope Force ‘Sened atGallp il by Russian
mutingers atOneg on 20 July 1919
Posthumously awarded 2 Russtan
decoratios.
2 5 LightTench Served at Gl
Mortar Batiery
% 2800up  Hope Force ‘Sered at Galpl with the NZEF
Roginent Went 10 Russia wh Eope, ansferad
1o1the Brsh amy and vas.
commissioned a5 captin. W the
M and St George Coss i Russia
2 Apioneersn 133078,
45 EnRF
19 S8 133071, Tiough Engishborn, he had the
458nRF Austalan ocatof arms atoosd on s
let foream.
1 wen 192191,
201 CoyMGC
18 208 133018, Won the M in Russa
4580 RE
0 1080
0 EE 133085, Reached Fance ony I Febnary 1915.
4560 F
15 4Poneertn 133022,

450 fF
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Name. AFRankand  Birthplace and Place and Dte
Humber Occapation of Enlistment
BORELAND, P 2135 Murumbarah, NSW, Cootamundra NS\,
Stanly ohn sation hand 21 Mah 1916
Bone, G 5670 Rapanyup, Vi, Maboume,
Richard Hrry portar 16y 1915
BREWSTER, epl 5310 Brunsvic, Ve Melboure,
vt Claud derk 15 Fobruary 1016
BROOE, G378 Yora Junctin, e Malboure,
Noman Montague plumber 26 Ocober 1916
BROWN, capt121 Manchestr, Enland, Toowoomba, Ol
Alan derk 25 Augst 1914
BROWN, sqa01 Orange. N, erpool, NS,
Robert xRy Senant o Febnary 1915
BURIC, SaNZEF8/1419  Boerown, A, Tentham,New Zeaand,
Alln Fdeick iy sufaceman 20 Dacarmber 1914
Par
BURRON, 2073 Bundaberg, Q1 Rockhampton, 0,
Willam Horry labourer 1 Mach 1916
CHEESEMAN,  Puw2760 Guldford,England, Sydoey
Joseph Denris botle ealer 31 Harch 1916
John
COLER, Pre26324 Bistane, Bishane,
Douglas Staney detk 25 4y 1016
couws, Pre 5803 Sy, Sydney
Josaph Mickael gonerd st Ay 1916
commAc, P 2584 Caro,sA, Heswick SA,
Comelus Mihasl paitor and paperhangar 15 Aprl 1915
CROOK, Pto 58681 Acamstoun, NSH, Sydney
AbertThomas iner 7hiy 1918
DAL, Pe2115 Bimingham, Engnd, Bishene,
JobnThamss fam babouer 23 Fobuary 1016
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Name AFRankand  Bithplace and Place and Date
Number Occupation of Enlstmant
HEATHCOTE, Ple 58180 Bathust, NsH, Brsbane,
Emnast John ok 15y 018
Clinton
HENDERSON. Pe3679 Warmamboal Vi, Warmambool Vi
Clauds Hamiton Iabourer 28 Marh 1917
HCKEY, Sat1668 Sthida Vi, Helena Vel WA,
Chals John suneyhand 26 Septomber 1914
HKEY, Pl 4500 Branon, W, Ko, S,
John Joseph Iabouer 18 Noramber 1915,
HLL pre50740 Sydney Sydney,
Charls Godry cork 1 March 1918
HoDsO, Pla2668 Ostey, 0, Toowconbs, 0
Willam labourer 29 Mar 1916
HooPER, Plo 137 Adolade, Ao,
Arie Gordon cerk 19 hugust 1914
HOWARD, Pre6928 Londen, Engand, oty
Claude. seaman 16 March 1917
HINDES, Pre3127 Nitagong. NS, Holsworty, NS,
RoyEic motar dver 13 Avgust 1915
JANES, Pre309. Stavel Ve, Welboure,
Staney Edvard assaper Janiary 1017
e RSM 3635 Lacaster,England, Melboure,
Richard ssaman 24 Decamber 1914
Tones, PrasaT2 Geraldon, WA, Blackby Hil, W,
rthur Edvard fam labourer 5June 1916
Jones, Pua5650 Young, NSH, Contamundra, NS,
Joseph abouer 13 March 1916
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Agat AUt Betish Ay Romarks
Enlistment Humber and Uit
1 Ly 192033, From 1921 sened as  prate in
201 CoyMaC the miltay sdministation oformer
Geman New Guinea.
5 Sy 4580RF Had aieady spen 16 yearsin the
Bigade Bitsh amy whan ho was appointed
othe AlFin October 1915 withthe
1ank of majoc Won the DSO and
Colede Guetr n Franc, Resumsd
dutywithth Bitsh amny in 1910,
% IMachne 193044, Enlisted fstin Jonusry 1915 and vas.
Guntn 201 CoyMeC dschatged s mediclly unf Re-
onlsted inApil 1916
2 8 132070, Bady wounded atGalipl 2 days afer
45EnRF the landing
15 a0
2 4680
% 1880 13302, Served at Gallpol.
45EnRF
18 2680 Served at Gallpol. Joined the RAF sfer
otuning from Russia.
% 10Feid 193047, Enlisted s n September 1914
Arllery 201 CoyMaC Discharged as medicaly uft o
B Januaty 1915 but e-enlsted i
September.In 1030 he vas in g3l
in Ha, NSW, undor the name Robert
Melaughin
2 Amy Senoe Offences on i record iclude
Coms possessinga botte of stlen liuer
and ‘mutlatng a comvade’s ibag with
intetion o stal.
a Pay o 19214, Had earler sarved bty I the il
201 CoyMGC Defence force.
u 1680 4560 #F Served at Galipoi then  Fance

Prsone ofwar i Germanyfor 21
monthe
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Name AFRankand  Bithplace and Placo and Date
Numbr. Occapation of Enlistrnt
DaRay, Pro 3307 Mo, Vic, Clremont Ts.,
Harry abaurer 10May 1917
Daves, Major NowZealand, London, Engand,
Charles Stvart solder 7 October 1915
DENLLE, EE) Worcester, England Bisbane,
Harold freman 7l 1916
DIDSBURY. Pl 1298 Bikenhead, England, Melboure,
James barman 4 Nowmber 1014
DONLON, Pra 26474 Boven, 0, ChartesTowes, Qd,
Warcss abaurer 20 Hay 1916
Ewor, Pa2317 Hoonta, S Swanboume, Wi,
Geor abaurer 12 February 1916
FHGAN, Pre 1920 Sy, Urerpool, NS,
John whar labourer 25 June 1915
FLEMING, Pre 281 Sandy By Tas., Clremont Tss,
Jack Oyl butcher 281y 1915
FUNTON, o 3540 Manstld V. Claremont Ts.
James Ptk labourer 13 Septomber 1915
FLORAS, oweo2 Sydoes, Kensingon, NSW,
Francis abaurer 19August 014
FRANCES, Pl 61380 Catton Vi, Holboume,
Fank. public accountant 12 March 1918
FRANCES, Pre 1268 Urerpool, Enelnd, Horpretle, 4,
James salor 15 September 1014
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Ama AFUnt Beitsh Army Romarks
Enlistment Numbor and Urit
1 5280 133035 st nlstod undorage n Nosember
ABEnRF 1915, Sorvad 101 daysbefo being.
dischaged at is parnis' request
Succeedad n eanlising in 1916 by
aloly tatig s parers 0 e dead.
Wounded n Russa.
2 50 130825, Listed 3s Gascolgne i the AIFnoninal
Amnunition 4680 RF ol (lso misspolt a5 Gascoighe’)
Column Recorded as having wtumed to
Austalia on 8 Apr 1940, 50, he
must have boarded 3 ship for Btain
almost immedistey t join te NARF
Won the DCM in Russia.
19 SOwAlery 133028, Served at Galpal Mentionedin
ASEnRF despatches in 1918 Won the DCH
I Russia. A Boutenantn the A he
sened i the NRRF 23 3 copoa.
15 8
2 280 193085,
201 CoyGC
a7 380 EopeForce ‘Served at Galipl; awarded a DOM for
rary at Lono Pine.Commissionsd as
3 captan i Russa.
18 Aoy Medeal 193023,
Cops 201 CoyMGC
15 1ien 133012,
ASEnRF
I ) 133008, Duing Vord War I b jned up 3gain
ASEnRF (1940) but was dischared as untfor
the dutesof the cops, Re-nlisted as
“Jon Danis Gerard and ded n Bornea
011942 a5  prisonerof the Japanese
19 Ay Medeal 193032, Jined the RAF in 1921,
Coms 201 Coy MG
u ET) 133027

AsnRF
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Wame AF Rank Binthplace and Place and Date
Number Occupation of Enlistimont
GaFFEY P 3153 Bundara, NSW, Ruthorord,NSH,
Emest Iabourer 14 September 1916
GASCOGNEROY, Pt 1547 Honters il NS, WaraickFarm, NSW,
Horber Fraderick capenter 18 August 1015
aiFps, Uewt Sydes, Abert Par, Vi
Horaca Bridges ek 16 August 1014
GONTES, P 61142 Guldiord Vi, Ballaat Vic
Emest Herry blacksnith 11 March 1918
G00DING, P 4713 Sydve, Cosia, NS,
Fank. caner 18 Noramber 1915
GRAHAM, sa20 Newcaste-onToe, Engand,  Sydney
RobertLouis blacksmith 19 August 1914
GREATORE, Pre 56324 Coves, Engand, porth,
Michael Walter stdent 5 October 1917
Seon
GUAL P 55384 Purt, Pert,
oy Oyl ck 5 Soptamber 1917
oUng, P 57673 Murwilenban, NSV, Paddington, NS,
John Gorard abourer 224011 1918
HANKE, Pro 60072 Eskinele NSH, Sydos,
Theodore French polsher 19 e 1018
HATES, 53591 Dubba, NSH, Syde,
Stanley George ocers asistant 5 Decembar 1917






