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The main emphasis of the work at St Antony's College, 
Oxford, since its foundation in 1950 has been in the fields 
of modern history and international affairs. The College 
organizes a number of regular Seminars at which are read 
papers produced by its members in the course of their 
research or by visiting experts from other institutions. The 
College further sponsors the delivery of lectures in Oxford 
by scholars of international reputation in their respective 
fields. 

An appreciable volume of contribution to scholarship is 
thus being produced under the auspices of St Antony's, 
and the present series has been started in order to preserve 
and present a selection of this work. The series is not, how
ever, confined to this material alone and includes contri
butions from other places. 

Three numbers a year are issued and each number is 
devoted to a particular topic or a particular part of the 
world. 





GEORGE KATKOV 

* 
THE KRONSTADT RISING 





FOREWORD 

This survey of the history of the Kronstadt uprising is based on 
published material which, although not easily available to the 
general public, is accessible to the historian in the West; a new 
light on what happened in Kronstadt in March I92I may be 
thrown when and if the Soviet Archives are opened for impar
tial historical investigation. The Kronstadt rising, or, as it is 
called in the Soviet Union-with an innuendo-the Kronstadt 
mutiny, started on March 2nd I 92 I. Sixteen days later it was 
all over after a fierce and bloody battle on the ice of the Gulf of 
Finland. It was crushed with considerable loss of life on both 
sides by Red Army crack troops and Red Cadet Detachments 
(Kursanry), whose morale was boosted by some three hundred 
delegates to the Tenth Congress of the Communist Party (then 
meeting in Moscow) who were specially dispatched to Petro
graci. The records of the events of those fateful days are scanty, 
and those that exist are often inaccurate. Indeed, they are 
mostly lies, wicked lies and pious ones. The mere fact that these 
lies are still repeated now, more than thirty years after the events, 
both in textbooks of history and in serious monographs that claim 
scholarly impartiality, shows that the occurrences of .I92I have 
not yet lost their political significance and that the conflicts, which 
called them into being, have not yet been resolved or outlived. 

Testing the reliability of the reports on Kronstadt and the 
soundness of the various interpretation~ of th~m, I. have found 
a relatively easy task. Much greater dtfficultles w1ll beset the 
historian inquisitive enough to enquire how .deep a?d how per
manent were the political and social confl.Icts which brought 
about this eruption, how far reaching we;e Its consequences for 
the political development of Soviet Russia. 

In his The Bolshevik Revolution I917-1923 E. H. Carr dismisses 
the Kronstadt rising in one sentence. Speaking of the discon
tent with the regime, which in I92I became widespread and 
vocal for the first time outside political circles, and which 
spread both to peasants and factory workers, he remarks that 
"the Kronstadt mutiny of the beginning of March I 92 1 was it 
expression and its symbol". A cl?se study of what happened i~ 
Kronstadt seems however to pomt towards something a t 
deal more significant than this. The Kronstadt ~ising was a rfa_~~
festation of the struggle between on the one s1de a government 
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which had set out to achieve political ends in opposition to the 
will and interests of large revolutionary masses and, on the 
other side, those masses to whose support, active and passive, 
this government owed its existence. The fateful proceedings 
of the Tenth Congress of the Communist Party in Moscow, 
which took place during the time of the Kronstadt rising, show 
that the desire to tame and "educate" these masses into submis
siveness was a major factor in the formulation of the policy of 
the Communist rulers of Russia. The way that Soviet historians 
and politicians have treated the Kronstadt rising clearly shows 
t?~t they consider it politically dangerous to interpret the 
nsmg as the result of a conflict between the Communist Govern
m.ent and the revolutionary masses. The official legend they 
tned to establish is an early example of historical falsification 
~y Soviet historians intended to conceal and to gloss over the 
Importance of that popular resistance of which, as Mr Carr 
says, Kronstadt was 'an expression and a symbol'. 

In the case of Kronstadt their task of laying a smoke screen 
has not been an easy one. The proceedings of the Tenth Con
gres~ clearly show the sense of extreme danger which dominated 
~enm and his team at that moment. They show that the deci
Sl~ns taken at that Congress were to a great extent dictated by 
this sense of emergency. I shall show that Lenin introduced 
~orne of the important measures inaugurated at that Congress 
J~st because he so clearly realized the real dangers ofthe situa
tion, although the actual words he used about it were often 
untrue and disingenuous. This brings us !o a further lesson that 
the Kronstadt rising could teach an unbiased historian. This is 
t~at many Soviet measures and many of the twists of the Party 
line have been dictated as in 192 I, by the requirements of the 
~nceasing struggle agai~st the opposition of the R~ssian revolu
tionary masses to the programme of the Commumst Party; and 
th~t, every time this has been the case, afata Morgana ofnon
eXIstent dangers from imaginary enemies has been invoked and 
ma1e as plausible as the whole of the propaganda machine co"b1 make it in order to conceal the leadership's real motives. 
K the various accounts and interpretations of the events at 
p ronstadt particular mention should be made of the relevant 
isassages in Fedotoff-White's The Growth of the Red Army. This 
taa masterly exposition and what I have to say about the mili

ryasp ' li" I side I h ect of the conflict is largely based on it. On the po t~ca 
· th ave a special debt of gratitude to Mr Leonard Schapiro, 'r: out "':hose advice and assistance in tracking down some of 

t e matenal this study would never have been completed. 
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I 

THE RUSSIA OF 1921 

I92I marked the end of the Civil War and offoreign interven
tion in Russia. It is significant that the independent Menshevik 
Government in Georgia embarked from the port of Batum for 
its exile in the West on the very day when the final battle of 
Kronstadt was fought. For the first time the Soviet Government 
could claim virtual control over the whole territory of the 
R.S.F.S.R. It could now take stock of its unique position as the 
only Socialist government in the world, and begin to build up 
its diplomatic relations. And yet for the new rulers of Russia 
I 92 I was no time for jubilation or relaxation. Agricultural and 
industrial production had dropped to a mere fraction of what 
it had been before the Revolution. Losses in human life had 
been enormous under the combined effect of war, starvation 
and epidemic. Transport was disorganized to an unheard-of· 
degree, and this in the winter of 1920j2I brought with it a 
critical fuel shortage in the larger cities. The production of oil 
had fallen to one third, of coal to one sixth, of cotton to one fifth, 
of flax to one sixth, of sugar-beet to one quarter and of cast iron 
to one twentieth of what it had been in I9I6. The purchasing 
power of the Petrograd workers' pay packet was down to less 
than one tenth of what it had been before World War I. Under 
these conditions the depopulation of the towns _wa~ proceeding 
rapidly and on an enormous scale. Petrograd, With Its 2t million 
inhabitants in I 9 I 7, was a town of just over 7oo,ooo four years 
later. 

Against this background of economic crisis social tensions 
developed. The Civil War united the town prol<:tariat led b 
the Communist Party and large masses of otherwise politically 
disinterested peasants who were ready to fight the White arnu· y 

h d · d' es out offear oflosing the land they a seize m I917. With th 
end of the Civil War, this unity of peasants and proletariat ca e 
to an end. As a contemporary author put it: "Mter the viet me 
over the White-Guardists, the peasantry ceased to feel the a ory 
need for a proletarian state, which had been an important[; c~te 
in the struggle against the militant landlords who were figh~ or 
to retain their grip on the land." 1 All strata of peasantry unit:~ 

1 Quoted by Pukhov (see Bibliographical note) from A. Shepkov· K 
Myatedl (Moskva-Leningrad 1924). · ronshtadtsky 
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in opposing the wholesale requisition of their surplus produce 
(prodrazverstka), which was an essential part ofWar Communism. 

Within the ranks of the industrial proletariat itself tensions 
and splits began to appear. The wages of industrial workers 
were far below the living minimum, and had to be supple
mented by distribution of food. Workers were divided into 
groups and categories, some of whom received privileged 
rations. This arrangement could and did lead to abuse and to 
bitter feelings. Another serious grievance was the use by the 
authorities of the Labour Army (Trodarmeitsi). This was an in
vention of Trotsky, and consisted of labour detachments made 
up of men 'voluntarily' drafted direct from the Red Army (now 
that the Civil War was over); they were posted to plants where 
workers' discontent threatened to lead to strikes. They were 
thus, in intention, strike breakers. Absenteeism had become 
common in all the factories. This was caused partly by private 
expeditions of workers into the country in order to buy or barter 
from the peasants. On their way home these "sackbearers" 
(meshekniki) were liable to be stopped by "road-block detach
ments" (zagraditelnye otryac!J) which would confiscate the food 
on the grounds that it should have been delivered to the state, 
and charge the workers with "speculation". Resentment against 
the "road-block detachments" and their arbitrary ways found 
expression in nearly all the resolutions passed by workers during 
the Petrograd disturbances in late February 192 r. 
. The Communist Party it~elf, un~er. the leadership of the ail
Ing Lenin, was far from umted. Within the Party a group had 
emerged under the leadership of Shlyapnikov and Madame 
Kollontai, calling itself the 'Workers Opposition', which op
posed the dictatorial methods o~ the lea_?ership in enforcing 
Party discipline. In Petrograd a kmd of pnvate undeclared war 
was in progress between Trotsky and Zinoviev and their respec
tive henchmen over paramou~t influence ~n the nav~l bases and 
shore establishments. The cham ofauthonty was neither clearly 
defined nor universally accepted. Zi~ovi~v, as C~airm~n of the 
Petrograd Soviet desired the subordmat10n to his SoVIet of all 
~a~ty and admi~strative organizations in that area, whether 
CIVIlia~, naval or military. Trotsky insisted on his ~ght? as 
~eop_l: s Commissar of Defence, to control Party orgamzations 
In ~litary and naval establishments. He had successfully reor
ga~zed_the Red Army in the struggle ~gainst the Whites and 
fo:eign Intervention. He had abolished m the Army the com
~tte~ system (under which orders were d~bated and ~o!ed c;>n 
m regtmental Soviets). In its place he had mtroduced ng1d dis-

14 
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cipline, the enforcement of absolute obedience to the commands 
of_officers, and a strict control ofthese officers by political com
rmssars. In 1920 he began to introduce similar measures into 
the Navy. There was opposition from the sailors who were not 
used to such regimentation and saw no object in it now that the 
fighting was over; and also, surreptitiously, from Zinoviev who 
feared the increase in Trotsky's influence in the area. 

Strong dissatisfaction with the activities of the Political 
Administration of the Baltic Fleet (Pubalt) was voiced not long 
after Trotsky's appointments of Raskolnikov and Baltis as its 
chiefs in 1921. On February rsth 1921 the second Communist 
Conference of the Baltic Fleet passed a resolution condemning 
the work of the Pubalt, accusing it of "losing contact with the 
masses" and of causing large-scale defections in the rank and 
file of the Communist Party. 2 The fall in membership of the 
Party was, however, at that time not :estricted to the Navy, for, 
according to contemporary reports, m the second half of 1920 
alone, the number of Communists in Petrograd had fallen by 
26·4 per cent. The majority of these had been purged, while a 
quarter of them, nearly all workers, had left the Party volun-
tarily. 

II 

THE PETROGRAD WORKERS 

On February 24th a meeting was called in Petrograd at the 
Trubochny Works, a large plant taken over by the Admiralty. 
In 1916-r7 it had employed some rs,ooo hands, mostly un
skilled workers. In 1921 the number. ofwor~ers must have been 
about three or four thousand. At th1~ ~eetmg the workers pro
tested against their economic cond1t10ns and demanded the 
recall of the '.Labour Army' men. They th_en walked out in pro
cession to enhst the support of other factones. They were met b 
detachments of the Cadets from the Officer Training Schoofs 
(Kursanty) who attempted to preve~t. them from demonstratin 
There was no bloodshed although 1t 1s reported that some oft~· 
Cadets were disarmed by the crowd. The next day the e 

f h · move-
ment spread to a number o ot er enterpnses. The men of the 

s See Mctt, Ida: La Commune de Cronstadt (Sp_ar~cus, P_aris, 19 ) 
resolution is also quoted in Kornatovsky (see Bibhographtcal not!~. ' P· 25· The 
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large Baltiysky Works went on strike, and so did the Admiralty 
establishment on Galerny Island, the State Bank Note Printing 
Press, the George Borman Biscuit Factory, the Arsenal, and 
the shoe factories "Skorokhod" and "Pobeda" and others. The 
important power station in the Vyborg district stopped work. 
The famous Putilovsky works went on strike on the 26th, when 
more shipbuilding yards joined in it as well. 

The grievances and demands of the workers found expression 
in resolutions passed at factory meetings and in leaflets which 
were distributed all over the city during the last few days of 
February. As far as the leaflets are concerned, they seem to have 
been largely inspired, if not actually initiated, by local cells of 
the opposition Socialist parties. Some bore the obvious mark of 
the Socialist Revolutionaries, whose main slogan remained the 
call for the Constituent Assembly, though it is not clear from 
these leaflets whether they were now asking for elections to a 
ne~ Assembly or for a recall of that elected in late I g 1 7, in 
which they held an absolute majority. The Menshevik inspired 
leaflets showed far less interest in the Constituent Assembly. 
Their main demand was for so-called "free labour" (svobodny 
trud). This was a portmanteau term which covered the right of 
th: ~orker to choose his job and the general application of the 
pnnciple of election (instead of appointment) to all responsible 
posts in the Trade Unions and in the Soviets. It also implied 
t~e withdrawal of the trudamzeitsi (Labour Army men) and the 
disbandment of the Communist armed detachments in the fac
tories, which acted as bodyguards and enforcement squads for 
th~ bosses of the factory Communist eel~. Both. Socialist Revo
lutionaries and Mensheviks were at one m calling for freedom 
of the Press speech and public assembly, and for a drastic 
restriction of the powers of the .Cheka, o~ at any r~te of its 
powers to suppress Left Wing parties and to mterfere w1th work
Ing class movements. 
. Although the resolutions passed at workers' meetings often 
mcluded the same political demands as the leaflets, their main 
~1nce~~ was economic grievances, ~~~ters such a~, the system 
d PnVIleged rations and the actlVItles of the road-block 
etac~ments". They were the expression of the workers' exas

peration at the prolongation ofWar Communism. It is interest
Ing t<;> note that all these economic demands of the workers 
were In fact conceded by the Government while the Kronstadt 
revolt w · 

T as Ill progress. . . 
he fermentation in the factories and the demonst~atwns m 

the streets continued more or less uninterruptedly untll the end 
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of the month. The Soviet authorities took immediate counter
measures .. On the 24t~ a local Defence Committee (consisting 
of LasheVIch, Anze~ovich and Avr~v) was appointed with large 
powers. A state of s1ege was proclaimed. A curfew was imposed 
from I I p.m. to dawn, and gatherings of people in the street 
were strictly forbidden. A check on the workers in the various 
factories, beginning with the Trubochny Works, was under
taken by special committees. And in all factories three-man 
defence committees, the so-called troiki, were formed to fight 
against "counter-revolutionary agitation" and to watch out for 
possible disturbances. These troiki had under their orders the 
factory Communist guards, manned by Party members among 
the factory's workers and provided with arms. Order in the 
streets was enforced by the Cadets-Kursanry-who were placed 
under the command of the Petrograd Defence Committee. 

These measures were only partly successful, for during the 
four days between February 25th and 28th new factories joined 
the strike movement and all over the city meetings were held, 
which passed resolutions of protest. In certain districts the 
trudarmeitsi fraternized with the strikers. The Kursanry showed 
great reluctance in using force against workers and on occasion 
allowed themselves to be disarmed by the crow?s. 

The situation became ominous as the anmversary of the 
February revolution approached. Indeed the distu:bances were 
rather similar to the bread riots and strikes precedmg the over
throw of the Tsarist regime in I9I7· However, Petrograd was 
not the same as it had been then. In I92 I its ~orkers. had neither 
the numbers nor the vigour, nor the tangible mcentives of I 9 I 7. 
The city's shrunken population was terri~l,Y underfed and there 
was little booty to be found in the murucipal food .stor~s. Also 
the revolutionary movement lacked a cent.re to which It could 
gravitate, a Tauride Palace with its bewildered, enthusiastic 
and complacent Duma deputies who could be made ephemeral 
leaders of the rising: . . 

The Kronstadt smlors kept in touch With th~ events m Petro
graci through groups of delegates who came mto the city and 
attended factory meetings, took part in the demonstrations and 
listened attentiv~ly to the grievanc~s of the workers. The dele
gates were appomted by mass meetings of the naval units lyin 
icebound in Kronstadt harbour, and by the personnel of th g 
naval establishments on the island. These gatherings issued th .e 

. h · · e1r 
respective deleg~tes With mand~tes aut. onz.mg th~m to enter 
Petrograd factones and to orgamze meetings m the City. It w 
firmly established privilege of the Kronstadt sailors to partici as a 
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in the revolutionary activities of the city in this way. When 
the sailors' delegates turned up at the Petrograd Soviet to have 
their mandates confirmed, it would have been a departure from 
revolutionary tradition to refuse them. But on arrival in the 
factories the Kronstadt delegates came into conflict with the 
apparatus for suppression set up by the Defence Committee. 
Some of them are reported to have been arrested by the troiki. 
Mter clarification of their mandates, however, they had to be 
set free. The delegates returned almost daily to Kronstadt and 
reported on events to their comrades. A Soviet historian tells us 
that the Kronstadt delegates were disappointed at what they 
found in Petrograd. They complained, he says, that the workers 
had no political programme and were interested mainly in the 
satisfaction of their economic demands. He adds that the Kron
stadt delegates wanted the workers to clamour for a Constituent 
Assembly. This last is difficult to believe. We shall see that the 
demand for a Constituent Assembly was suggested to the Kron
stadt sailors more than once, mainly by the S.R.s, and that it 
was always emphati~ally. a~d u~compromisingly rejected by 
them. At the same tJ.me It IS qmte certain that the delegates 
we:e critical of the politic.al side of the Petrograd workers'. :;tgi
t~tJ.~n. Yet they were obvwus.ly aware of the potential poliucal 
Sigruficance of what was gomg on. Petrichenko, one of the 
leaders of the rising who afterwards managed to escape to Fin
land, records that one of the main reasons for the suspicio:p. and 
anger of. the Kronstadt sailors was the discrepancy ~etween 
what their own delegates reported and the official Soviet com
muniques and commentaries, in which both the Government 
and the Party tried to play down the Petrograd riots and slur 
over their measures for suppressing them. 

III 

KRONSTADT ON THE EVE OF THE RISING 

Kronstadt is a town and naval port compactly built at the 
western end of the island of Kotlin, some 20 miles from Petro
gr~f' five miles from the south coast, at the place where the 
gu narrows down and merges with the Neva estuary. It had 
been strongly fortified since the beginning of the eighteenth 
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century to cover the sea approaches to Petrograd and still is 
the m~in base of the Russian Baltic Fleet. Apart from the naval 
esta~lishments _Proper, Kronstadt always possessed a military 
garnson manmng the forts spread out on rocks and islands 
all round Kotlin. On the southern shore to the south-west the 
line of fortifications of which Kronstadt was the centre was 
flanked by an important town-Krasnaya Gorka. Due south 
lay the town of Oranienbaum, an important military base. On 
the northern coast of the Gulf Kronstadt is flanked by the forts 
on Cape Lisy Nos, to the west of which, near the then Finnish 
border, lies the town of Sestrovetsk. The waters round Kron
stadt are ice-bound for three or four months every year, from 
December to late March. Normally, for most of this period 
ice-breakers keep clear a channel between the island and Petro~ 
grad. But communications with the mainland (including the 
Finnish shore) are mostly maintained over the ice, which can 
carry heavy vehicles. A common route to Petrograd is over the 
ice to Oranienbaum and thence by train. 

In 1921 the total population of the town and the military 
and naval base was about fifty thousand, of whom half were 
soldiers and sailors and half civilians. Apart from a few small 
traders, the great majority of the civili~ns were artificers and 
workers in the various naval shore establishments. Some of them 
were married and had their wives and families with them. 
Trade Unions mustered thirteen thousand members on the 
island, but adherents of the Communi~t Party were few-653 
members and 149 candidates-and their numbers were dwind
ling. Of the garrison of twenty-five thousand m;n there were 
rather more soldiers manning the forts than srulors manning 
the ice-bound ships. In command were some fifteen hundred 
officers and commissars. Approximately 5 P«?r cent of the gar
rison were regular members of the Commurust Party. 

Apart from Pubrzlt, authority in the town ~nd port was vested 
in the Kronstadt Soviet of Workers, Ratings and Soldiers' 
Deputies, a Communist dominated body due for re-election in 
early March. But, ~s we have see.n? the l'Il;a~s meetings of the 
soldiers and sailors mfluenced political actiVIty and enjoyed 
degree of official recognition. . . . a 

The armaments of Kronstadt c~nsisted ~amly of artille _ 
the guns in the forts and the guns m the ships. There were f 
battleships in the harbour, the Petropavlovsk and the Sevast ;? 
both ice-bound and lying side by side, so close that each 0 hl ' 
masked the broadside of the other. In all there were tw s P 
four twelve-inch guns in Kronstadt and one hundred and s~~ty-
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guns of smaller calibre. Stocks of small arms were compara
tively low. The total number of rifles available to the garrison 
is estimated at ten thousand. 

The Russian Navy, whose main base in the Baltic was Kron
stadt, had played a unique role in the fateful development of 
the Russian revolutionary movement. Nowhere in the Russian 
armed forces was the tension between the officers and the rank 
and file so great as in the Navy and, in particular, in the 
Baltic Fleet. Nowhere was revolutionary propaganda better 
organized or conspiratorial techniques better developed, and 
nowhere did mutinies achieve greater notoriety and greater 
propaganda success. In the February days, the days of the 
'great bloodless revolution', the Kronstadt sailors had showed 
a spirit of vindictiveness and revolutionary radicalism which 
went far beyond anything witnessed in the rest of the country 
or in the Army. The Commanding Officer of the Baltic Fleet 
and of Kronstadt and Nepepenin, Admiral Viren, was mur
dered, together with more than a hundred other officers. A 
Soviet of ratings and soldiers was immediately set up which on 
May 13th proclaimed itself the only supreme authority in 
Kronstadt. It is there that the abortive Bolshevik rising was 
hatched in July 1 g 1 7. In a long telegram addressed to the 
Kronstadt Soviet on July 7th, Kerensky accused the sailors of 
'stabbing the Revolution in the back', of being counter-revolu
tionaries. He demanded the handing over of all gang leaders 
and agitators and the reelection of the Central Committee of 
the Soviet of the Baltic Navy. His plea was defiantly ignored, 
and Kronstadt carried on as before. In the October days the 
Central Committee of the Baltic Fleet dispatched the cruiser 
Avrora to Petrograd. A few rounds of blank shot fired by tlus 
man-o' -war helped to break the last vestiges of resistance among 
the troops defending the Winter ~alace. Soon after the October 
c~up the Kronstadt sailors were m the vanguard of those who 
tned to assure and consolidate the social revolution by the 
physical extermination of the upper classes. It is significant that 
It :W~s a group of Kronstadt sailors who murdered two former 
~!Ulsters, the Kadets Kokoshkin and Shingarev, in their beds 
1~ hospital. Lenin found this somewhat excessive and demanded 
~ e delivery of those guilty of the outrage. The Kronstadt Soviet 

atly refused and Lenin desisted. 3 Again, in xgx8, it was left 
to a sailor of the Baltic Fleet, Zheleznyak, to help Chernov 
s~~ewhat roughly but quite determinedly out of the President's 
c air of the All Russian Constituent Assembly in that fateful 

1 Steinberg I: Als ich Volkscommissar war (Munich 1929) 
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firs~ ~nd only ~eetin~ of t~e sole freely elected representative 
political bo~y m. Russi~n history. All this and more fully justi
fies Trotsky s estimate m I 9 I 7 of the Kronstadt sailors as "the 
pride and glory of the revolution". 

They earned this title not by the Marxist orthodoxy of their 
political views, but by their ruthless insistence on extreme revo
lution.ary action. They maintaine? this reputation all through 
the CIVIl War. The Kronstadt smlor became at that period a 
familiar and dreaded figure wherever he appeared as Com
missar, as head of a local Cheka or Special Branch in the Army 
as agitator or as organizer of 'spontaneous' action by the local 
supporters of the Soviet regime against any manceuvres of 
White-Guardists and counter-revolutionaries. Everywhere the 
Kronstadt sailors enjoyed a privileged position as the guardians 
of "revolutionary conscience". This was in accordance with 
Lenin's tendency to allow the "revolutionary conscience" of 
the extremists to decide the limits to which class struggle could 
be carried. The sailors were the sans-culottes of the Russian 
revolution. Between I 9 I 8 and I 92 I they had been active on 
every front where the Red armies were fighting. They had 
taken part in the suppression of many internal _upri~ings and 
mutinies. In the Gulf of Finland itself, the Baltic smlors had 
permanently mobilized owing to the presence of a British fleet 
based on Reval. There had been a number of naval actions in 
the course of which units on both sides had been sunk or 
damaged. 

By I 92 I, of course, a large proportio~ of the men who were 
serving in I 9 I 7 had left Kronstadt. Th~Ir place ha~ been taken 
by new recruits. Certain Soviet histonans have tned to claim 
that the Kronstadt sailors of I92I had ceased to be the 'pride 
and glory of the Revolution' and had become mere peasant 
boys dressed in n_aval uniform. They called them l~anmory (sea
yokels), an abusiVe parody of Voenmory (sea war~10rs). Statis
tical arguments used by these authors are not convmeing. Th 
show that the actual proportion of peasants serving in the Bal~y 
Navy in I 92 I was at that time rather smaller than the pro lC 

tion of peasants in the Red Army in the same year. por-
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IV 

THE BEGINNING OF THE RISING 

Right up to February 26th 1921 there were no indications of 
any political agitation in Kronstadt. When the Commissar of 
the Baltic Fleet, Kuzmin, reported to the Petrograd Soviet late 
in February on the morale of the Baltic Fleet, he said that 
attempts at agitation among the sailors had been quite unsuc
cessful. He was later accused of lack of vigilance, but no evi
dence of seditious agitation in the Fleet at any previous date 
has been produced. There was, however, as already mentioned, 
much dissatisfaction with the activity of the commissars 
appointed by the new masters of the Baltic Fleet, Raskolnikov 
a~d Baltis. The leader of the insurgents, Petrichenko, claims in 
his reminiscences that the movement in Kronstadt was set off 
by the events in Petrograd and by the reports brought back to 
Kronstadt by the delegates who had been present and had 
taken part in these events. · 

These reports were made at meetings of the respective units 
held on the decks of the men-of-war and in the various forts. 
The commissars claimed the right to permit or forbid such 
~eetings. This, however, was contrary to all Kronstadt tradi
tions. Whatever the commissars might think or say, the men 
assembled. When the sailors gathered for an unauthorized 
meeting the commissars made no attempt to prevent it by 
force, and even attended it themselves. This is what happened 
at the joint meeting of the First and Second Squadrons of the 
Baltic Navy on board the Petropavlovsk on the 28th February 
when the ships' companies both ofthe_Petropavlovsk and_Sevasto
~ol w~re present. The meeting was presided over by Petnchenko 
0 ;emor clerk on the Petropavlov~k. The only docume.nt availai;>le 
hi the_ proceedings is the resolution passed by the sailors. SoVIet 
t stonans speak of a resolution couched in "Black Hundred" 
£ erms. 4 They claim that the original text was substantially dif
. ere~t from the one that was put to the vote at the public meet
~~ tn Anchor Square in Kronstadt on the next day, March 1st. 

e\admit that no trace of the "Black Hundred" version could 
ever . e found, but they assume that there must have been two 
meetmgs of the Petropavlovsk and Sevastopol crews and that the 
second meeting modified and 'camouflaged' the "Black Hun-

• E.g. S. Pukhov in Krasnaya Letopis No. 1 (40) 1931, P· 9 
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dred" original version. There is no mention of two such meet
ings by any of the insurgents. It is also difficult to imagine that 
such a second meeting could have been called between the first 
meet.ing, in t~e Petropavlovsk on February 28th, and the large 
pubhc gathermg of March 1st in Anchor Square. 

The fact is that in 193 1, ten years after the events, when for 
the first time comprehensive material concerning the Kronstadt 
mutiny was published in the Soviet Press, it was decided to 
quote the Petropavlovsk resolution in full as it had appeared in 
the insurgents' own paper. This text, which we shall discuss 
below, could hardly be described as "Black Hundred" in
spired. However, on the 2nd March 1921, in an Order of the 
Day calling for the re-establishment of Soviet authority in Kron
stadt by every means available to the Soviet Government 
Lenin and Trotsky mentioned an original "Black Hundred'~ 
resolution passed by the battleships' companies. Obviously, 
Soviet historians had no choice but to claim that the resolution 
which was published was an amended version of a "Black Hun
dred" resolution (a copy ofwhich could not be found in 1931) 
and to invent a second meeting of the ships' companies at which 
the resolution was re-written. 

The text of the resolution is: 

Having heard the Report of the Representative.s sen~ by the 
General Meeting of Ships' Crews to Petrograd to mvestigate the 
situation there, Resolved: 
(I) In view of the fact that the present .soviets. do not express the 
will of the workers and the peasants, unmed1ately to hold new 
elections by secret ballot, and to carry out a free pre-election 
campaign among workers and peasants; 
(2) To give freedom ofsp~ec_!l and ~ress to workers and peasants, 
to Anarchists and left Soc1ahst parties; 
(3) To secure freedom of assembly for trade unions and peasant 
organizations; 
(4) To call a non-partisan Conference of the workers, Red Arm 
soldiers and sailors of Petrograd, Kronstadt, and of Petrogra~ 
Province, no later than March 10, I 92 I; 

(S) To libkerate all politicalld~risonersdof ~1ocia.list ~arties, as well 
as all wor ers, peasants, so 1ers, an sa1 ors 1mpnsoned in 
nection with the labour and peasant movements; con-
(6) To elect a Commi~sion to review the cases of those held . 
prisons and concentratiOn camps; 10 

(?) To abolish all politotdeli (Political Edu~ation and Agitation 
Departments) because no party should be giVen special pr1• .1 
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in the propagation of its ideas or receive the financial support of 
the State for such purposes. Instead educational and cultural <:om
missions should be elected, which should be provided for financially 
by the Government. 
(8) To abolish immediately all 'road-block detachments'. 
(g) To equalize the rations of all working people, with the excep
tion of those employed in trades detrimental to health; 
(10) To abolish the Communist fighting detachments in all 
branches of the Army, as well as the Communist guards kept on 
duty in mills and factories. Should such guards or military de
tachments be found necessary, they are to be appointed in the 
Army from the ranks, and in the factories at the workers' discre-
tion. ' 

(II) To give the peasants full freedom of action in regard to the 
land, and also the right to keep cattle, on condition that the 
peasants manage with their own means; that is, without employ
ing hired labour; 
(12) To request all branches of the Army, as well as our comrades 
the Military Commanders' Training Corps, to concur in our 
resolutions; 

(13) T.o demand that the Press give the fullest publicity to our 
resolutions; 
(14) To appoint a Travelling Commission of Control; 
(15) To permit free production by artisans who do not employ 
hired labour. 

Far from being "Black Hundred", this resolution cannot even 
be qualified as seditious when Communist standards of 1921 

are applied. There was nothing that could be regarded as sub
versive in the demand for the re-election of Soviets. In Kron
stadt itself new elections could be regarded as a matter of course, 
for .the powers of the existing Kronstadt Soviet were due to 
exptre. on March 1st. The pretence of free electoral campaigns 
'has sttU maintained by the Soviet Government. Demands for 
t ~ freedom of the Press for left-wing parties, although in fact 
r~ststed by the Government in themselves could not be con
~~~eij~ counter-revolutionar;,. The resolution's attack on the 
su 0 tic~l Education and Agitation Departments" and the 
ki~porting arguments were of a ~omewhat m_?re .dangcr.ous 
1 ~· 1fe Communist Party's cla1m to exclusiVe xdeologtcal 
t~~ e~s P a~ the only unwavering defender of the inter~sts of 

P .oletanat and as the only custodian of the correct mter
predta~on of Marxism had already bee~ cle~rly stated b~ Leni~; 
an or a Communist it was a shocking xdea that this thesis 
should be doubted by honest supporters of the Soviet regime. 
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An? yet the allegation that the Communist Party had mono
polized S_tat~ fund~ for its prc~paganda obviously struck the 
Commumst Ideologmns of the tlme in a sensitive spot. In their 
appeal to the Kronstadt insurgents, members of the Tenth 
Communist Party Congress were obviously on the defensive on 
this point. "You are alleging that we are forcing you to think 
in the Communist way only. We do not coerce anybody to 
think in the Communist way, you know that best yourselves 
but we a:e trying ,~o spread as widely as. possible the light of 
Commumst truth. 6 Thus the Commumst Party avoided the 
issue of monopolizing State power and funds for their propa
ganda, and did not repeat the Leninist claim that they were 
entitled to such monopoly by their status as the vanguard of 
the Revolution. They knew too well that the sailors and Red 
Army men of the Kronstadt garrison had themselves a widely 
recognized claim to this status. 

The economic demands of the resolution were; extremely 
moderate and actually lagged far behind the measures that 
Lenin had been hatching in secret before the Tenth Congress 
took place and which were to become the New Economic Policy 
of the Soviet State. All these demands were conceded almost 
immediately after the outbreak of open sedition in Kronstadt. 

Of greater importance was the sailors' demand fo~ the aboli
tion of all special armed Communist detacht?ents m military 
units and in factories, and the proposal that If such guards or 
special detachments proved to be necessary they should not be 
appointed from above by the Government bu_t elected freely 
and locally by the soldiers and workers of the umt or the factory 
concerned. . . 

But above all it must have been the orgamzatwnal proposals 
of the resolution which showed the red light to the J;>etrograd 
Communist authorities and forced them t<? oppose It and to 
bring the crisis to a head. These proposals m effect amounted 
to an attempt to organize the non-party supporters of the 
Soviet regime ~nto a political. fore~ w~Ich would compete with 
the well-org_amzed ~omm~n.Ist mm<?nty and would deprive it 
of its exclusive leadmg positiOn. This, of course, was contrary 
to the Leninist conception of an a-political, semi-proletaria 
mass ~hich s~pports a. Commun~st Govern~ent in r~cognitio~ 
of its Ideological chansma and Its unswervmg consistency · 
pursuit of the revolutionary goal. In 

The resolution proposed to mobilize the _non-party workers 
& In Kornatovsky. The appeal from which this quotation is taken a 

never reached the insurgents. PParently 
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and servicemen by means of an early non-party conference. 
The right of non-party proletarians to unite in political action 
was a dangerous challenge to the monopolistic position held by 
the Communist Party. And yet there can be little doubt that 
this right was widely upheld even in Communist quarters at 
that time, albeit hypocritically. It needed the unashamed cyni
cism of Lenin to launch a frontal attack on the principle of 
freedom of political action and association by non-party pro
letarians. This he did sometime after the Kronstadt uprising, 
in his memorandum Political Results and Conclusions: "We should 
not make a fetish of non-party conferences," he said. "They are 
v~luable when they provide an opportunity for closer contact 
w1th the masses, with the strata of millions of working people 
who have not yet been corrupted and have been hitherto 
a-political, but they are harmful when they procure a platform 
for the Mensheviks and S.R.s camouflaged as non-party men." 
~n other words, non-party conferences should be tolerated, or 
mdeed, encouraged, only in so far as they can he held under 
Communist Party sponsorship and can provide an opportunity 
for Communist propaganda. The Kronstadt resolution leaves 
no doubt that its promoters wanted the non-party conference 
to become a political force independent of the Communist 
~arty. We shall examine the allegation that the anti-Commun
~st outlook expressed in this demand, and in the Kronstadt 
~nsurrection in general, was inspired by Menshevik and S.R. 
Ideology. The resolution itself provides no evidence that this 
was the case. Indeed, it differs from many of the resolutions 
passed in the factories of Petrograd by the conspicuous absence 
of any call for the Constituent Assembly, or indeed for any 
measure of constitutional reform. Nor does it demand, as was 
alleged by Lenin at the Tenth Congress, "free trade". In its 
~tta~k on the Communist Party the resolution does not ask for 
1~ dissolution but only for its relegation to the status of one of 
~he revolutionary Soviet parties in a Soviet state .. The l~gend 
Cat the Kronstadt sailors ever demanded "SoVIets Without 

ommunists" was invented by the emigres abroad. 
F" When on the 28th February, at the general meeting of the 
b 1~~ ~nd Second Squadrons of the Baltic Fleet, the sailors-

a 1 . ommunist and non-party-unanimously voted for this 
res? ution, they certainly expected that there would be some 
~e~stance to it on the part of the Political Commissars. And 
m eed the only two abstensions when the resolution was passed 
were those of the commissars of the Petropavlovsk and the Sevasto
pol. But the sailors certainly did not regard their resolution as a 
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counter-revolutionary act and certainly did not consider it to 
be an appeal for an armed uprising. In demanding that it 
sh!:mld be widely publicized in the Soviet Press the K.ronstadt 
srulors wanted to call the Communist bluff, and expose the 
Com~unist. claim to :njoy ~aving non-party popular support 
for their policy. The srulors did not for a moment think ofbreak
ing away from the Soviet Union and of establishing a border 
Government similar to the counter-revolutionary governments 
of the White generals. Should a conflict with the central 
Government arise they were ready for it, and were ready to 
handle it as they had handled their conflict with the Provi
sional Government of Kcrcnsky in May 191 7· They had 
experience of independent local revolutionary self-government 
and they hoped that the Petrograd workers and garrison would 
follow their example and thus bring about a political change in 
the whole of the R.S.F.S.R. They looked forward to the visit 
of Kalinin, arranged for the 1st March, so as to present him 
with a clear political programme. They cons~dered themselves 
to be a political pressure group and not conspirators, and acted 
as such. 

This is also what the Petrograd Defence Committee obvi
ously believed the initiators of the Kronstad~ movement to be. 
Otherwise they would not have sent Ku~mm, the Commissar 
of the Baltic Fleet, and Kalinin, the· Ch~rm~n of the Central 
Executive Committee to talk to the sailors m Kronstadt on 
March 1st; nor would Vasilyev, the Chair~an ofth~ Kronstadt 
Soviet, have presided at a meeting where this resolution was put 
to the vote. Kalinin was a popular spea~er and the meeting was 
well attended. It is reported that some siXteen thousand sailors 
soldiers and workers gathered in the Anchor Square. Kalini~ 
bad made successful appearances a few days before ~t various 
meetings in Petrograd (in particular at a large ~eeting of the 
Petrograd Naval base, where he had succee~ed m strengthen
ing the position of the local Defence C?m~Itte~ and inducin 
the strikers to return to work). The situation m the Anch g 
Square was somewhat different from that in Petrograd. Kali .or 

· d "h 1 r. d" · ntn who was receive Wit customary 10nou~s, 1oun It dtfficult t' 
make himself heard. He was frequently mterrupted by sh 0 

of "Drop it, Kalinynch." "You manage to keep warm outs 
self." "You have a number of jobs each carrying a nice ryour
salary." Even so, the official Soviet historia~ prefers to ex 0f~d 
Kalinin's failure not so much by the hostile attitude ~ ~n 
crowd as by the wind which carried his voice in the 0 ° t. e 
direction. Kuzmin, the Commissar of the Baltic Fleet ppostkte 
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after Kalinin, and his tone was most unfortunate. "Tell us 
about shooting every tenth man on the Northern front," 
shouted the multitude, referring to some incident during the 
Civil War on the Archangel front. Kuzmin answered, "I cer
tainly did, and will do so again with counter-revolutionaries. 
You would have shot every fifth yourselves." The latter 
remark was meant to be complimentary but the threatening 
undertone was unmistakable. Vasilyev, feeling that the meeting 
might become more manageable if transferred from the open 
square to a closed hall, suggested an adjournment to the 
Engineering School. His proposal was rejected. Then, the 
Petropavlovsk resolution was put to the vote and was accepted 
quasi-unanimously with Kalinin, Kuzmin and Vasilyev voting 
ostentatiously against it. It was clear that the Kronstadt 
"revolutionary masses" were not going to follow the Petrograd 
leaders. And yet there was nothing seditious in the fact that the 
resolution was accepted. Following the vote on the resolution, 
the meeting proceeded to debate the problem of the elections 
to t~e Kronstadt Soviet, since the existing Soviet's powers had 
~xp1red on that day. Vasilyev, the Chairman both of the meet
In~ and of the Soviet, proposed the election of a delegates' Com
ffilttee which would prepare the elections to the Soviet. His 
proposal was adopted and it was decided that every factory, 
and every naval and military unit would elect two delegates to 
the delegates' meeting which was convened for the followi~g 
day .. The general meeting then came to an end. Kuzmm 
remamed in Kronstadt while Kalinin left at once for Petro
~ad .. There are conflicting reports about his departure, ~oviet 
histonans claiming that he was detained for a short while at 
~he gates of Kronstadt. However he arrived safely that evening 
m Petrograd. 

0 Meanwhile the situation in Kronstadt was becoming .tense. 
th ne of the most disturbing features, from the point of view of 
b e Party political leadership, was the defection of large num
. ers of Communist Party members who had not moved a finger 
In support of Kalinin at the Anchor Square meeting; indeed 
~ost of them voted with the others for the Petropavlovsk resolu
t ob. The only 'reliable' Communist group in Kronstadt seemed 
: t e the P<;trty School, numbering some 200 trainees. They were 
so a ched With suspicion by the sailors, who expected any moment 
s u:~ armed intervention on their part, on the lines of the Kur-ang s suppression of the workers' demonstrations in Petrograd. 

ne Soviet historian, Pukhov, reports 6 an incident which he 
6 Pukhov in Krasnaya Letopis No. I (40) 1931, p. x6 
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alleges took plac~ during the late evening of March 1st. A 
telegram was dispatched along the wire from Kronstadt 
a?dressed to ."all ~on~erned" with the following wording: "I~ 
v1ew of t~e s1tuatu~n m K:ronstadt at the present moment the 
Comm~rust. P~rty 1s depnved of power and a Revolutionary 
Committee 1s m .c~mm~nd .. Non-party comrades, we ask you 
to take the adrmrustratwn mto your hands and to look out 
sharply for the Communists. (Signed) Yakolenko." 

This story should be. viewed with s<;>m<: suspicion. The signa
ture on the telegram 1s probably m1spnnted or misspelt and 
presumably should read "Y akovenko", 7 as this was the name 
of one of the members of the Revolutionary Committee of 
Kronstadt. But it is important to remember that no such com
mittee was officially formed on the 1st March, and furthermore 
that even if it had been established underground it would have 
been unbelievably incautious for the rebels to advertise its 
formation before they had the situation in Kronstadt itself 
firmly in their hands. The telegram has never been mentioned 
in any document or by any writer on the insurgent side. It 
could easily have been sent out twenty-four hours later, on 
the 2nd March, when the rebellion had officially broken out. 
In any case the evidence which Pukhov adduce~ ~or its having 
been dispatched on the night of the 1st March IS mconclusive. 

This does not mean that a committee or some committees 
were not already formed in the various units and establish
ments on March 1st. Delegates to the preparatory committee 
for the elections to the Kronstadt Soviet were to be nominated 
for next morning, and certainly the men were gett~ng together 
and discussions were going on. No doub~ the srulors of the 
First and Second Squadrons were deterrmned not to let the 
Communists manipulate the elections. The delegates' meet
ing, which would determine electoral procedure, would decide 
whether the Communists were to have ~ontrol ?f the elections 
proper (as they already did everywhere m ~uss1a), or whether 
this time secrecy and a free choice of ca~d1dates would ensur 
a majority for the supporters of the, sailor~' resolution. Th: 
Choice of delegates to the delegates meetmg was there~o 

h . ~ . . 11 re 
crucial. There was not muc time tOr ag1tat10n or organizatio 
The Communists had the advantage of an established electo ni 
machinery, whereas the sailors could rely only on more or {a 
spontaneous popular support. This was, however, made mess 
probable by their success at the meeting in the AnchorS ore 
The meetings for the elections of the delegates were heldqfar~. 

7 Sometimes also spelled Yakimenko. n a 1 
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the units concerned early on the morning of March 2nd. 
From the report of one of these preliminary meetings, that of 
the Artillery administration, it is clear that the Communists 
met with organized resistance. Communist speakers were not 
allowed to mount the rostrum freely, as they were accustomed; 
the gathering as a whole was first asked whether it wanted to 
hear them. It is significant that they were eventually allowed 
to ~peak, although they were subjected to some interruptions. 
It Is surprising that even in this atmosphere of semi-rebellion 
the proportion of Communists among the delegates finally 
elected to the delegates' meeting was about one third. 

The elected delegates were to assemble on the Petropavlovsk 
at I I a.m. There was, however, some misunderstanding about 
the place where the meeting was to be held, and two groups of 
deleg<l:tes waited for each other, one on the Petropavlovsk and the 
other In the Engineers' School in the town. 
E ~hen the delegates' meeting eventually opened (at the 

ngmeers' School, after 2 p.m.) Vasilyev and Kuzmin adopted 
the same truculent attitude as at the previous meeting in the 
Anchor Square. There followed a discussion on procedural mat
ters which seems to have gone on for about three hours in an 
at~osphere of complete disorder. In the end it was the sailors 
w ~ had charge of the meeting and Petrichenko became the 
chai~m~n. KuZinin appealed to the patriotism of the meeting, 
a~d InSisted that no dissension could be tolerated at a moment B en the Republic was still in danger of an attack from Poland. 

e told the meeting flatly that the Co::nmunists would on no 
account surrender power or share it with another political 
fh"rty or group. This was naturally understood as a threat on 
a e part of the Communists to crush the movement by force of 
0 rms. It was proposed to have Kuzmin and Vasilyev arrested s: thb spot, and a resolution to that effect was accepted, pre
sidma ly by acclamation. This, if anything, should be con
Boered as Kronstadt's first step towards active insubordination. 
spo~bver, the practice of arresting speakers at meetings o~ the 
sine Y a decision of those attending had been well estabhshed 
pre~ 19 17· It had been successfully applied as recently as the 
grad ~us Week, by the Communists at meetings in the Petro
grad ttctories (as reported by Pukhov himself); only in Petro
Garr· ose arrested had been the emissaries of the Kronstadt 1son. 

Feelings . d k out · Were running high as the meetmg proceede to wor 
lllstrucf b 11 h 1 l S · At th lons for a free and secret a ot to t e oca OVlet. 

e same time the sailors were closely watching the move-
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ments of the Party School trainees, who were believed to be 
strongly on the side of the Communist commissars. Sud
denly a rumour s'Y~pt the meetin~ th~t carts ~arrying armed 
men and ammumbon were movmg In the direction of the 
Engineers' School. Later the rumour proved to be unfounded. 
The Party School trainees were in fact leaving their quarters 
but they did not attempt to approach the Engineers' School· 
on the contrary, they were quitting Kronstadt and withdrawing 
south-west across the ice of the Gulf of Finland to the fort of 
Krasnaya Gorka. on the ~ainland .. Neverth.eless the flurry dis
rupted the meeting, which was dissolved m some confusion 
leaving its presidium of five men in charge of all authority i~ 
the town and fortress. Later this committee of five was enlarged 
by a further ten men and the whole became known as the Pro
visional Revolutionary Committee. There can be no doubt that 
on the evening of March 2nd Kronstadt was in open rebellion 
against what the rebels termed "The Communist Party usurpers 
who have seized power in the Soviet State". 

For the next sixteen days the internal situation changed little. 
What went on in Kronstadt was probab~y ~many respects very 
similar to what went on at about this time, m those other 
districts of the R.S.F.S.R. where the authority of the central 
government was replaced by loca~l~ organi~ed insurgent groups. 
In many places these insurgent regtmes eXIsted for much longer 
periods than in Kronstadt, and involved much larger areas and 
a much larger population. What mak.es the c<~;se of K~onstadt 
outstanding among the innumerable ms~rrecti?ns agai~t the 
Soviet Government is the amount of reliable mformauon we 
have available on the ideology of the rebels, on their tactics 
their internal organization, their hop:s an.d apprehe?-Sions and 
finally on their attitude towards their. failure. Unlike all the 
other risings in Soviet Russia at that time Kronstadt was not 
completely cut off from the outer world. The rebels published 
a daily paper from March 3rd to Marc~ 16th. A number of 
them escaped to Finland after the rebellion was crushed and 
have provided detailed reports on what happened during those 
fateful days. Finally, th<: record of t~e debates of the Tenth 
Congress of the Commumst Party, wh1ch took place in Mosc 
W hile the Kronstadt rebellion was actually going on 0 r:tow . . ffi . 1 t , 11 en 
reads hke a runmng o c1a commen ary on the Kronstadt 
events. . . 

we now propose to consider the rmlitary tactics of the r b 1 
the evolution of their ideology as re~ected in the /zves~i e sf 
the Provisional Revolutionary Committee, the reaction ott~ 
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Communist rulers of Russia to the Kronstadt rebellion; and the 
various interpretations of the events put forward, at the time 
and later, by the various Russian parties. 

v 

THE MILITARY TACTICS OF 
THE INSURGENTS AND THE 

SUPPRESSION OF THE REBELLION 

The s~ilors who seized power in Kronstadt on March 2nd were 
~o~cious of leading a movement which, they expected, would 
~ allowed up by the whole population of the Petrograd pro
~nc~ and eventually by the whole of Russia. Their first move, 
~ a 0ut ~dnight of March 2nd-3rd, was to get in touch with 

e ramenbaum garrison where the Air Squadron under the 
~mmand of a certain Kolesov was known to share the point of 
b ew of the Kronstadt rebels. Delegates arriving from Oranien
h~~m reported that the Naval Air Squadron had held meetings, 
ele t e~pressed approval of the Kronstadt resolution and had 
sol~.e a revo.lutionary committee of their own. No individual 
to kiers and airmen in Russian units at that time were allowe~ 
Ch eep small arms, which were stored in a central depot. It IS 

aract · · AirS enstic of the mentality of the men concerned that the 
bau quadran made no attempt to seize this depot in Oranien
Me:~~hey merely posted a small guard on their barra.cks. 
took h. le the Commandant of the Oranienbaum garnson 
a deta 1~ counter-measures. The Kronstadt insurgents sent out 
when t~ement. across the ice to contact the Air Squadron. But 
the sa·l Y arnved at Oranienbaum, before dawn on March 3rd, 
· 1 ors h · Island £ Were met with fire and had to retreat to t e1r 
train a~~ress. ~t 5 a.m. on the same morning an armoured 
s';Irrounde Ved In Oranienbaum from Petrograd. Kursanty 
nnglead d the Naval Air Squadron barracks, arrested all 
the sam ers, and forty-four men were interrogated and shot 
This wae afternoon. The Oranienbaum rebellion was crushed. 

Havi; a s~vere blow to the Kronstad~ insurg~nts. 
made a g faJ~ed to establish a foothold m Oramenbaum, they 
affected ckSlderable effort to get in touch with equally dis

e rnents in other parts of the Petrograd province. 
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During the following few days some two hundred delegates 
were sent both to Petrograd and to the surrounding townships 
each delegate supplied with 1000 leaflets. Ten of them managed 
eventually to return to Kronstadt. From Soviet sources we 
kn~w that besides t~e. men at Oranienbaum, other groups 
achve_ly su_Pported the m.surgents d':ring th_e early days of the 
rebelhon m Petrograd Itself and 111 parhcular in Peterhof. 
There was a seditious movement on the ice-breaker Truvor in 
Petrograd which,. ha~ it ?een successful, might have changed 
the whole strategic Situatwn of Kronstadt by freeing some of 
the ice-bound warships. Delegates of the Kronstadt garrison 
carrying leaflets were arrested as far away as the station Dno on 
the Petrograd-Moscow railway. However, within two or three 
days of the outbreak in Kronstadt, the repressive measures of 
the Petrograd authorities were in full force and no open agita
tion in support of Kronstadt was tolerated. Yet the telephone 
between Kronstadt and Pctrograd and between Kronstadt and 
Krasnaya Gorka continued to function, The Kronstadt sailors 
tried to get into touch with personal friends in various official 
positions and to acquaint them with their demands and the 
situation in general. On the other hand, the Communists 
attempted to ring up the leaders of the rebellion and to per
suade them of the hopelessness of their position. These parleys 
went on up until about the 6th of March, by which time the 
situation had grown considerably tenser. It then became known 
in Kronstadt that on the order of Trotsky the Petrograd Soviet 
had arrested all families of Kronstadt workers, Red Army men 
and sailors as hostages for Communist~ arrested in Kronstadt. 
The Provisional Revolutionary Committee sent a telegram of 
protest branding this decision as a shameful and wicked man
ceuvre, "unheard of in history". On the s<~;me day, the 6th, a 
telegram was received from Petrograd, ~sking ~h7ther a fact
finding delegation of the Pe:trograd SoVIe~,. consistmg of Party 
and non-party rep:esentatlves, c~:mld VISI~ Kronstadt. The 
Provisional RevolutiOnary Comnnttee rephed by radio that 
"it did not trust the non-Par~y character of the non-Party dele
gates" of the Petrograd Soviet. In a counter-proposal (which 
they must have known was not acceptable) ~he Provisional Com
mittee suggested that non-partyrepres7ntat1ves should be elected 
by factorie~ and army .and naval umts and sent to Kronstadt 
together with an add1t10nal I~ per cent of Communists to be 
appointed by the P~trograd Sov1et. The elections of the delegates 
were to ta~e place.m the presence of delegates from the Kron
stadt garnson. Th1s counter-proposal remained unanswered. 
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Besides these more or less direct negotiations, propaganda 
and counter-propaganda went on by radio throughout the 
whole period. On March 5th leaflets were dropped over Kro~
stadt by aircraft. The Provisional Committee's answer to tlus 
propaganda was to give space in their daily paper to reproduc
ing these appeals. They reprinted not only the leaflet dropped 
on March 5th (in Izvestia on March 6th) but also broadcas.ts 
from the transmitters "Novaya Gollandiya" and Rad10 
Moscow. In doing so, they obviously hoped to justify their own 
demands for the publication of the Kronstadt resolution and 
their other appeals in the Soviet Press; and also to make known 
to their followers from first-hand sources the fantastic and 
slan~erous accusations raised against Kronstadt by Com
murust propaganda. This propaganda repeatedly alleged that 
Kronstadt was in the grip of a White-Guardist gang under the 
command of the head of the artillery service of the Kronstadt 
fort~ess, Colonel Kozlovsky. These allegations, however fan
t~stlc, ~m~.ride~ for the sailors a partial explanation for the 
disappomtlng maction of the Petrograd proletariat, whom the 
~onst~~t sailors had been expecting confidently to join them 
m the nsmg. 

The failure of the rebellion to spread to the mainland must 
have become obvious to the Kronstadt leaders on March grd. 
Armed suppression by selected Red Army troops loomed 
ahead. On that same day a Defence Committee was formed 
under t?e chairmanship of the chairman of the Provisional 
Revolutwnary Committee, Petrichenko. It appears that Colonel 
~?zlo~sky d1d not take part in the meeting on March grd, but 
JOmed lt later in his capacity as head of the artillery of the fort-
ress It · · 

•• IS reported that he was in favour of more aggress1ve 
~actics and of a march on Petrograd, but that this was reje~te~ 
dyffithe Revolutionary Committee. However this may be, .1t IS 

th1 lcult to find fault with the decision not to make a sortie at 
at · · d · pprecisc moment. The whole movement wh1ch had starte 

~n Ketrograd and which took the shape of an open rebellion 
~~v { 0 ?-stadt, was relying on the support of the unorganized 

0 1Ut1onary masses and not on the military strength of such 
regu ar units as the insurgents could muster. True, Kronstadt 
possessed a · . · p, l k d S uruque force m the battleships etropav ovs an 
c~v~Jopol. But these were, at the moment, ice-bound and it 
fi ~ . rhasonably be hoped by the rebels that in the course of a 
tr drug t or a month at the utmost, the ice on the Gulf of Fin-
~n. would melt and the fleet could move on Petrograd, thus 

glvmg the necessary military support to renewed workers' 
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demonstrations in the former capital. A sortie over the ice 
would ha:ve involved the Kronstadt garrison in a battle with 
Commumst crack troo~s who were better armed, superior in 
nll:mbers and better tramed for that kind of fighting. The in
eVItable result would have been military disaster. So the 
Defence Co_mmittee ?e<;:ided_ to prepare for a short siege and to 
start tentative negot.J.atwns m order to secure supplies for the 
Kronstadt base in case of a prolonged conflict. Thus from the 
begi?nings, Kronstadt's military tactics were defensive and 
passive. 

The Soviet Government's attack on Kronstadt was carried 
out in two stages. It was authorized by a decision of the Polit
bureau. The original plan was first to attempt negotiations with 
Kronstadt, then to present the insurgents with an ultimatum 
and finally to storm the fortress and mutinous battleships acros~ 
the ice of the Gulf of Finland. The first stage never materialized 
unless the private parleys with individuals can be regarded a~ 
"negotiations". The ultimatum, written in a most violent man
ner, was delivered on the 5th March and was signed by Trotsky. 

By that time Tukhachevsky, then Commander of the 7th 
Army, had been put in charge of the military operations. The 
first attempt to storm the fortress was launched on !Vlarch 8th. 
It began by artillery preparation on March 7th which was fol
lowed on March 8th by an infantry attack on Kronstadt. Most 
of the troops concerned were drawn from the Petrograd gar
rison. The attack was a complete failure. The Government 
troops showed no fighting spirit, and on some sectors of the 
battlefront fighting was interrupted by parleys and agitation. 
Both sides allege misuse of the White Flag and both sides 
claimed to have captured prisoners and collected defectors. The 
official Soviet military historian rep?rts heavy losses on the 
Government side in casualties and pnsoners. 

The Kronstadt Izvestia published on the gth March a com~ 
munique claiming that the enemy's attempts to launch an 
offensive from North and South had been repelled with con
siderable losses to the enemy. "There were no losses on 0 
side." The only fort which the Government troops succeed~ 
in capturing on the first day ofthe attack had to be abando d 
by them the day following. The number of prisoners (or de~e 
tors?) was considerable .. Five hu~dred men of the so-calk~ 
Kronstadt Infantry Regiment (wh1ch was on garrison duty . 
Petrograd) were reported to have surrendered. Late t~n 
Izvestia of the Provisional Revolutionary Committee pubf. h ~ 
lists of prisoners who asked to join the rebel force. Is e 
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Tukhachevsky reacted to this first set-back by taking immedi
ate measures to build up a new attacking force out of units 
brought from all parts of the country. The urgency of these 
measures was due to the fact that the ice on the Gulf of Finland 
was liable to break at any time. It had held so far only because 
of the exceptionally cold weather that winter. The low morale 
of the Government troops which had been so noticeable during 
the attack on March 8th was a matter of particular concern 
both to the Government and to Tukhachevsky. Seasoned and 
well-trained troops were brought from the Polish front, and 
whole battalions of Red Army cadets were included in the new 
attacking force. Three hundred members of the Tenth Com
munist Party Congress were put in charge of various units. 
Among them were such warriors of the Civil War as Dybenko 
the B~ltic sailor, Fedko and S. Uritsky.8 

Incidentally, the disorganization resulting from the depar
ture for the front of so many members helped Lenin to make 
t~e rump of the Congress accept certain resolutions aiming at 
~ e. suppression of the so-called "Workers Opposition". Ideo-
ogtcally the "Workers Opposition" was probably much closer 
t? the mentality of the Kronstadt rebels than any of the poli
tlc~l groups with which Lenin and subsequent historians tried r 1~e~tify the insurgents. This affinity was pointed out by the 
{rurust majority at the Congress and must more than anything 

e se h~ve frightened the leaders of the labour opposition. They 
were JUst as eager to disclaim any inclination to appeal to 
armed rebellion in order to achieve their political aims as Lenin 

. ;as to saddle them with the responsibility of having provoked 
e unconscious and semi-conscious masses into open counter

w'hlution by propagating their programme among them. 
0 en. ¥me Kollantai, one of the leaders of the Workers 
0 ppo~1!=lon, claimed from the tribune of the Congress that the 

Pposltlonists were the first to volunteer for fighting on the 

in 
8
1 ~~; J;lUblication of the Central State Archives of the Red Anny of the U .s .. s.R. 

the R..ed. 1X the documents relating to the award of orders and medals to. umts of 
were me . rmy, the following Red Commanders Training Corps estabhshm~nts 

The ~~o~ed as having taken part in the suppression of the Kronstadt Rebellion: 
The 315~ 8 Smolensky Infantry School 
The 5th p molensky Infantry Commander Course 
Th eterhof 

e Second M " " " The Si.Jcth p oscow , , , 
The Torzhokt~!'-d " " " 
The 45th y· 1htary Railway School (Document 56, p. 133) 
The Milita uebsk _Infantry Commander Courses (Document sB, p. 136) 
The Petr ry Eng~neers' School (Document 79, p. 168) 

62 p ogra)d District Courses of Sport and Pre-Military Training (Document 
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Krons~adt fro~t she was severely reprimanded by the chairman, 
who said that It was unseemly for Communists to boast of having 
performed their duty. 
- In their propaganda to the troops the Political Commissars of 
the Government stuck to the legend that the rebels were White
q-uardists .. Petrichenko reports that according to his informa
tiOn certam Kronstadt rebels who were taken prisoner were 
subsequently dressed up in Tsarist uniforms with gold shoulder
straps and paraded in front of Government troops. Meanwhile 
steps were taken to ensure that none of the Kronstadt propa
ganda material should reach the troops selected for the repres
sion of the rebellion. On the other hand, as we have seen the 
Kronstadt Provisional Revolutionary Committee publish~d in 
Kronstadt the propaganda material, including Trotsky's ulti
matum, addressed to the rebels by the Government. 

Besides the regular troops, which included two Brigades of 
the 27th Infantry Division (the 167th and the 32nd Brigades) 
and a composite division consisting largely of Red Cadets, the 
attacking force included Artillery and Air Force units. The 
troops were assembled on both north and south shores of the 
Gulf of Finland facing the island. The command of the Nor
thern Group was entrusted to Kazansky an? the Southern 
Group was led by Sedyakin, both former Tsanst officers. 

In spite of all efforts the morale of the troops does not seem 
to have been entirely satisfactory. There is abundant evidence 
that many of the Communists who went to ~ght on the ice of 
the GulfofFinland were in secret sympathy_ With the rebels and 
felt ashamed at shooting at fellow-prolet.ana.ns. The legend of 
the White-Guardist plot found little cr.edit :wtth many of them. 
Communist students from Moscow Uruversity who w_ere ~astily 
dispatched to the Kronstadt front spoke later of their military 
exploit with shame, but at that time sh~wed ~ de~perate deter
mination to support the Government s action. There are 
however, also reports of an attempt to wreck the military opera: 
tions against Kronstadt. Victor Serge reports that some officers 
of a regiment whic~ had been br~mght from the Polish front to 
Oranienbaum. and mcorp~r?-ted m the South~rn Group of the 
Assault Force were orgaruzmg a revolt and Intended to · · . f: JOln the Kronstadt smlors. Other reports go as ar as to say that thi 
unit intended to march on Petrograd. The plot was discove J 
by the Secretary of the Petrograd Defence Committee z0 r.e 
who arrested the officer commanding the regiment and shot ~n, 
together with a number of other officers. lm 

s See Harmine: One Who Survived (New York 1945), pp. 94--gB 
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On March I sth Tukhachevsky and Peremytov signed the 
orders for the attack. These orders laid down that a preliminary 
bombardment by all available artillery was to start by 2 p.m. 
on the I6th; the Northern column was to launch its attack 
across the ice at 3 a.m. on the I 7th; and the Southern at 4 a.m. 
The troops were to advance in close formation dressed in white 
camouflage overalls. Special measures were taken to supply 
the troops with sufficient arms and ammunition and to have 
them well fed and dressed, which must have been a formidable 
task in such a short preparatory period and in the conditions 
then prevailing in Russia. 

It is difficult to say how far this attack took the rebels by 
surprise. Doubtless information about the concentration of 
troops on both sides of the Gulf must have reached them. But 
the ea~e of their victory on the 8th March might have lulled 
them Into a sense of false security. Their experience of the 
Government's first attempt to dislodge them would have given 
them no reason to foresee the fanatical determination of the 
special formations sent to the assault on March I 7th. This time 
t~e attacking troops were not ready to parley or defect. Pos
Sibly the knowledge of the real character of the rebellion which 
had by now seeped through to the Communists in the Govern
ment ranks was even helpful to the Government. It is unlikely 
that a_ny well-informed Communist believed the allegation of 
a White-Guardist rising. But the maintenance of Communist 
lLead.ershi p was first and foremost in their minds; and they believed 

erun when he told them that a Tsarist restoration was the only 
a~ternative to the dictatorship of the Communist Party. In any case 
t ;, Government troops fought with a fanatical determination. 

he preliminary bombardment of March I6th lasted from 
2t"m. to 6 p.m. when darkness fell. It was answered by the guns 
0 the Kronstadt forts and battleships, and by the emission of 
smokesc T I h" d" d · th . reens. he rebel batt es 1ps were at a Isa vantage m w::r a;tillery duel with the batteries ofKrasnaya Gorka, which 
and e Situated on high ground and had an advantage of range 
ea 1 angle over the Kronstadt guns. Between 6 p.m. and the 
on; Y bhours of the I 7th there was an uncanny lull, interrupted 
ThY K a bombing raid by Government planes on the fortress. 
moe ronstadt garrison endeavoured to keep a watch on any 
ful ~~:ent~ on the mainland coast and on the ice, using power
Accord~hlights. However, there was a heavy fog over the Gulf. 
d b Ing to the official Government report, assault troops who 

e oucied on the icc in the early hours were out of sight of the 
coast a ter a few hundred yards. Their objective was the town 
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of Kronstadt itself; only those forts were to be captured which 
blocked. the way to the Petrogra~ gate at the eastern extremity 
?f Kotlin Island. The advance m close formation necessarily 
mvolved heavy losses, but was ?rdered to maintain pressure and 
keep the movement of the umts under control. Each unit was 
headed by a group of volunteer shock troopers. 

Contact was ma?e at 5 a.m. on the I 7th and immediately 
all guns of the besieged fortress opened fire. The main attack 
was launched from the southern shore of the Gulf of Finland 
in two groups, each of which advanced in two columns. The 
two columns of the first group started from a point east of 
Oranienbaum and made for the eastern coast of the Kotlin 
Island and the Petrograd gate of Kronstadt. Part of the 32nd 
Brigade and the 95th and g6th Regiments succeeded in cros
sing the ancient fortress moat at about 5 a.m. and street
fighting began. The I 87th Rifle Brigade and the Kursanty under 
the command of Fedko gave them support and overcame 
the resistance at the Petrograd gate. The second group of the 
Southern force started from a point west of Oranienbaum and 
aimed at the southern coast of Kotlin: the 79th Brigade also 
succeeded in entering the town in the early ho~rs, but was 
ejected by the defenders and thrown back on the ICC:. . 

The Northern force seems to have been greatly mfenor in 
strength. The official history has it that a group consisting of 
two companies launched an attack on Fort. Totleben. They 
were caught in a minefield laid in the ice, and I~ the subsequent 
explosion many of them were dro.wned. ~ccordmg to the offi~ial 
history, only e1ghteen men remamed ali:ve of the 2nd Battahon 
of the 2nd Regiment. Fort Totleben did not fall before mid
night on March I 8th. 

In the meantime, all through the da~ of the I 7th, the battle 
was swaying in the streets of Kronstadt Itself. The operations of 
the Government troops were controlled from the mainland 
with the help of telephone lines laid across the ice, which main
tained contact in spite of artillery fire from the fortress (which 
seems to have been intense, but, as far as one can judge from 
reports from both sides, rather haphazard). The fire slackened 
in the course of the afternoon, mainly, as Petrichenko stated 
later, because the guns of the shore batteries and of the ships 
became overheated. By 4 y.m. the defe_nders mounted a deter
mined counter-attack which at one pomt threatened to throw 
the Government troops out of K.ronstadt .town. However, the 
situation was restored by the arnval of remforcements includ
ing the 27th Cavalry Regiment and special detachments of 
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Petrograd Communists (Piterskiye Komm)'nary). But it was not 
until the attackers had managed-after the fall of darkness
to bring up light artillery into the streets that the issue was 
decided. By that time the defenders were in complete confusion 
although we must accept with some scepticism an official report 
that an internecine struggle had broken out among them. The 
defenders began to surrender in the early hours of the I 8th, 
after the flight of many of their leaders over the ice towards the 
Finnish coast. The battleships were not seized by Government 
troops until I I a.m. on the I 8th. The official report has it that 
they only just managed to prevent the ships being scuttled. 

The casualties of the Government troops and the insurgents 
are given separately in the official report. It states that on the 
Government side there were 700 dead and missing and some 
2,500 wounded. The rebels are said to have suffered 6oo dead 
and I,ooo wounded. It is likely that the total casualties were 
considerably heavier than this. Presumably the official figures 
do not include those on the rebel side who were summarily 
executed on the spot and were thus not classified as "fallen in 
battle". The fighting, especially the street-fighting in the last 
stages, must have been savage and there have been reports from 
both sides of wholesale massacres of groups of defenders. 10 

Several hundred of the Kronstadt rebels including members 
of the Provisional Revolutionary Committee and its chairman 
Petrichenko made their way across the ice in the darkness to 
the Finnish mainland where they were interned. So did the 
unfortunate Kozlovsky, whom historical falsification has singled 
out as the leader of the rebellion. 

VI 

THE POLITICAL THEORY AND PRACTICE 
OF THE KRONSTADT REBELS 

The Petropavlovsk resolution remained unaltered throughout the 
I 6 days of the rebellion as the political manifesto of the insur
ge~ts. However, the military emergency gave it a more revo
lutiOnary ~haracter than it had originally possessed. In itself 
the resolutiOn of March Ist was not an appeal to overthrow the 

h 
10dSkee,Mfor e~~mple, a report of the fighting published in Kornatovsky: Kran

s Ia ts ry ryate._u, p. 91. 
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existing regime by force. If the resolution had been discussed 
by local Soviets on !~e mainland, or, perhaps, supported by 
the "\<Vorkers OppositiOn of the Communist Party, then it 
would have remained a political programme fighting for 
acceptance by perfectly legitimate methods, and one which 
might have gained mass support. Because it was suppressed 
it became revolutionary. ' 

The Kronstadt insurgents were just a small fraction of the 
Russian revolutionary masses who, although without experi
enced political leadership, nevertheless succeeded in tempor
arily freeing themselves from the dictatorship of the Central 
Communist Government, owing to the peculiar geographical 
position of their island. They were, and remained throughout 
supporters of Soviet rule. They were 'class conscious' and thei; 
liberalism never went so far as to recognize equal rights for 
members of the former ruling classes. But they refused to recog
nize the leadership of the Communist Party as the exclusive 
political authority of the Soviet State. In the Communist 
leaders they saw merely another clique of oppressors who were 
ready to sacrifice the interests of the masses for the sake of 
maintaining their political power. Speaking o~ Trotsky, the 
Izvestia of the Provisional Revolutionary Comm1ttee wrote on 
March 7th 1921: "He, this dictator of Soviet Russia which is 
being raped by the Communists, cares little about what is to 
become of the labouring masses, provided power rem~ins in the 
hands of the Russian Communist Party .. · ·The mnth wave 
of the revolution of the toilers is rising and will sweep away the 
base slanderers and bullies from the face of Soviet Russia, 
which they have disfigured." 

However, the next day the ninth wave had become in the 
florid style of the Izvestia leader-writer "a new great revolu
tionary landslide" and "the foundation ston~ of the third revo
lution". This "third revolution" was to. give at last to the 
labouring masses the chance to have the1r own freely elected 
Soviets, to function free from violent pressure from any party 
and to reform the official tr~de ~nio~s into. free associations of 
workers, peasants and working mtelhgents1a. 

The slogan of a "Third. ~evolu~o~" is an important develo _ 
ment in the Kronstadt ns~~g. It IS m ~harp cont:ast with t~e 
aims and slogans of traditiOnal reactiOnary anti-Communi t 
movements. In the hands of a skilful political propagands 
machine it might very possibly have bec~~e at that time anda 
indeed, even much later a powerful pohtlcal weapon It · ' 
plies that the social and economical conflicts which aris~ wit~~ 
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the Soviet State cannot be overcome merely by reforms inside 
the Communist controlled regime, but that remedies have to 
be found and enforced by the masses themselves, if necessary 
by recourse to arms. The opponents of the Soviet regime in 
I 92 I were not ready to accept the idea of a "Third Revolu
tion". They were still all committed to the old abandoned 
political programmes of 191 7· By proclaiming themselves. the 
vanguard of the "Third Revolution" the Kronstadt smlors 
drew a clear line between themselves and those who wanted a 
r~turn to the principles of the February Revolution. In par
ticular they did not endorse the Socialist Revolutionary de
mand for the recall or even the re-election of the Constituent 
Assembly. When the Chairman of that body, Victor Chernov, 
sent them a radiotelegram proposing to come to Kronst<l;dt 
personally and offered 'all his resources and all his authonty 
for the struggle under the banner of the Liberation of the 
People in the name of the Constituent Assembly', the Chair
man of the Provisional Revolutionary Committee, Petrichenko, 
t~an~~d Chernov for his good wishes but asked him to postpone 
his VISit, at any rate until the situation was clearer. 11 This re
fl!sal to adopt the slogan of the Constituent Assembly was con
Sistent with the sailors' political doctrines. They considered 
that the Soviet constitution provided them with all the neces
sary political means for getting rid of the dictatorship of the 
Communist Party (and indeed of any party), provided they 
showed sufficient determination to use these means. There was, 
they .believed, no need either for a Constituent Assembly or for 
pohttc~l alliances with parties which had compromised the.~
selves m the eyes of the masses in 191 7 and during the. Civil 
War. The Communists could be ousted from power If the 
mas.ses could stop their tampering with the elections to the 
S~viets, which was a violation of the existing constitution. The 
sailors had no quarrel with the principle of the dictat?rship of 
~e prole~ariat, but they did not accept the leaders~Ip of the 
. ommumst Party. This is the political platform which fou~d 
Its expression in the slogan of the "Third Revolution" and m 
sue~ captions in the Kronstad t Izvestia as: "All power to the 
Soviets and not to the parties"· "Soviet authority will liberate 
the lab · ' f h C · " ounng peasantry from the yoke o t e ommumsts · 
Th~ Kronstadt rebels were clearly conscious of the originality 

0.f their P?litical ideas. They jealously safeguarded their aspira
tions .agamst all attempts of other anti-Communist parties. to 
explOit them for political aims which were different from theirS. 

11 Mett, Ida, op. cit. pp. 64 ff. 
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A significant leading article entitled "Gentlemen and Com
rades" appearing in the Kronstadt Izvestia on March 6th pro
claimed: "You comra?es are now celebrating the triumph of a 
bloodless and f?reat victory _over the Communist dictatorship, 
but. Y<;>Ur enemies are a!so tnun:phant. H?wever, your joy and 
their JOY are. based _on Irreconcilable motives. You are inspired 
by the burmng desire to restore the real power of the Soviets 
and by the noble hope of providing the worker with free condi
tions of work and the peasant with the right to dispose at his 
free will of his land and the products of his labour; they are 
inspired with the hope of restoring the Tsarist rule of the whip 
and the privileges of the officer class. Your interests differ, 
and therefore they are no fellow-travellers ofyours. You desired 
the overthrow of the rule of the Communists for the purpose 
of peaceful reconstruction and creative work, they wanted it for 
the enslavement of the workers and peasants. You are seeking 
freedom, they seek to shackle you once more. Be watchful. Do 
not let the wolves in sheeps' clothing approach the captain's 
bridge." . 

The question of the support of the orgamzed proletariat 
abroad was very present in their min_ds. On the 8th. of March 
the Provisional Revolutionary Committee sez;tt a radw message 
to proletarians of all countries, reprinted m the Izvestia on 
March 1oth, in which they stated: "We solemnly declare to the 
face of the proletariat of the whole world that we are not led 
by White-Guardist generals of any kind, and. t~at the;e have 
not been and could not have been any negotiatiOns With Fin
land on the subject of military support and. food supplies. We 
are in possession of sufficient stocks of mater~al ~~d food for the 
time required to overthrow the Commums~s. But the last 
assurance was qualified and the message went on: "Should our 
struggle be prolonged, we might be forced to apl?ly for help to 
provide food for our wounded hero~s, ~or the children and for 
the civil population." In fact, negotiatiOns were already going 
on with the Finnish Red Cross about fo?d supplies, and a 
representative of this organi~ation,. a ~ap~am .Wilken, came on 
skis from Finland to supervise t~eir distnbutwn. This episode 
was seized on by the Commumst propaganda machine and 
much has been made of the report that Captain Wilken w 
forme~ly an offi~er of t~e. Ir1~perial Russian N;~.vy. Vario~~ 
Socialist RevolutiOnary emigr~s--:Chernov,_ Zenzmov, Keren
sky a~d others-were also active m prepanng the dispatch of 
supplies for ~ronstadt, should these be needed. Soviet Intelli
gence agents mtercepted some of the correspondence between 
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the various groups on this subject, and it was published by the 
Soviet Government. But in fact no help whatever from emigre 
quarters ever reached Kronstadt. 

The Kronstadt Izvestia also reflects the policy of the Provi
sional Committee vis-a-vis the rank and file of the Communist 
Party. We have seen that the first act of insubordination had 
been the arrest of the Chairman of the outgoing Kronstadt 
Soviet, Vasilyev, and of the Political Commissar Kuzmin. A 
number of other Communists were also arrested, including the 
head of Pubalt, Baetis12 (Izvestia, March 5th). 

By March 16th some goo Communists were detained in the 
Kronstadt prison.13 Their fate was a matter ofgreat concern 
to the Soviet Government. The families of Kronstadt sailors 
livin.g in Petrograd were seized as hostages and the Kronsta~ t 
gamson was warned that these would be shot if only a hatr 
fell from the head of an arrested Communist. Particular anxiety 
was felt over V asilyev and Kuzmin. Rumours were spread 
~bou! the cruel treatment to which the arrested were subjected 
m :pnson, and later some of them. published gruesome reports 
whtch also contained boasts about their heroic resistance. There 
can be no doubt that the Kronstadt Communists were fright
ened and expected to be treated in the same way as their own 
C:heka treated its prisoners. Therefore it is important to estab
lish the truth on this point, in particular as it demonstrates 
an essential difference between the anti-Communist tactics of 
the Kronstadt rebellion and those of other anti-Communist 
movements. The fact is that no Communists were shot, none 
w~re court-martialled, and the Provisional Revolutionary Com
mittee showed no vindictiveness. Victor Serge reports that he 
:ret Kuzmin a few days after his liberation by Tukhachevsky:s 
orces, and expressed his astonishment at the freshness of hts 

cbmplexion in view of all the articles in the Petrograd Press 
a .out the extreme hardships he had undergone in prison. Kuz
~n shrugged his shoulders and answered something to the 
~ ebt that things were sometimes not so bad as they were said 
0 . e. The Provisional Revolutionary Committee were con
~clOus of their responsibility in dealing with Communists right ::;.m the beginning. On March 4th they announced that the 
th ested Communists would not be molested; and they allowed 

r~e repre~entatives of the Provisional Bureau of the Kron
sta t orgamzation of the Communist Party, Ilyin, Pervushin 

12 Or Batis. 
13 See Nd. Kornatovsky, where reminiscences of some of the arrested Communists 

in Kronsta t are ignored. 
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and ~abanov, to visit them. On March 7th the Kronstadt 
!zuestza wrote: "The prolonged oppression of the labouring 
~a~ses by the Communist dictatorship naturally provoked their 
mdignatwn. As a result of this in several places [in Kronstadt] 
r~lat~ves of Commu~ists have been boycotted and have been 
di.smissed from public service. This should not happen. We 
wield no vengeance; we only protect our interests as workers. 
We must act with circumspection and remove only those who 
use sabotage and libellous agitation in attempting to hinder 
the re-establishment of the government and of the rights of the 
toiling masses." 

On March 6th a number of Communists in the Krasno
armeisky fort attempted to follow the example of the trainees 
of the Party Political School. They made their way out of the 
fort and tried to escape over the ice to Oranienbaum. But they 
were intercepted and arrested. Mter this incident the revolu
tionary masters of Kronstadt adopted a rather stiffer attitude 
towards their political enemies inside the fortress. On March 
xoth an order of the Acting Commandant ofJ<:ronstadt required 
all Communists to surrender their arms. On Fnday, March 1 Ith, 
Izvestia gave details of the scale of food rations to be allotted 
to arrested Communists. In the same issue it ~as announced 
that the arrested men had been deprived of their footwear (in 
all, 280 pairs of shoes and boots), which were t.o be han?ed over 
to the fighting forces. The prisoners were Issued With bark 
shoes. On March 13th in the order of the day Nr. 6-when 
:military operations were already in full swing-the Provisional 
Revolutionary Committee announced that "Communists who 
remain in freedom have abused the trust of the Provisional 
Revolutionary Committee and have attempte~ .to communi
cate by light signals with the enemy. The ProvlSlonal Revolu
tionary Committee enjoins on all citizens to keep a watchful 
eye on all enemies of the people and to arrest those guilty of 
such action." Traitors and spies were warned that they would 
be dealt with on the spot without trial "according to the laws 
which are required by the present moment". At the delegates' 
xneeting ~n March I I th Petr~chen~o reported that some of the 
Commumsts who had remamed m freedom were continuing 
to carry on Communist agitation and that Ilyin (one of those 
who visited the arrested Communists on March 4th) had had 
the effrontery to telephone to Krasn~ya ~or~a in order to in
form the Government troops of the situation m Kronstadt 

There is however ample evidence that the conditions u~d 
which the arrested were held were on the whole very tolerabl~~ 
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As a matter offact the prisoners continued to act as a body and 
they even held general meetings, the minutes of which were 
sent to the Provisional Revolutionary Committee. In one _of 
these they asked the Committee to allow the arrested Commis
sar of the battleship squadron, Zosimov, to go to Mos.cow "in 
order to explain to the All-Russian Executive Committ~e the 
true situation in Kronstadt". The Provisional RevolutiOnary 
Committee discussed this proposal and decided that no action 
should be taken as the situation must be well known to the 
Government of the R.S.F.S.R. from the radio messages ofKron
stadt broadcasting station, messages which the Government had 
~ithheld from the people. Also liberation of Zosimov mi~~t be 
mterpreted as a sign of weakness on the part of the ProvlSlonal 
Revolutionary Committee. 

During the final assault on March 16th, when the first wave 
of the attacking forces reached the wall of the prison building 
nea: the naval harbour, they passed arms and ammunition t.o 
the mmates through the windows. The prisoners turned on t~err 
warders, broke out and took part in the last stages of the fightmg. 

However, the arrested Communists were only a minority of 
the total number of Party members. Most of them were left in 
freedom. They established early in March a Provisional Bureau 
?f the Kronstadt organization of the Communist Party and 
Issued an appeal to all the Communists in the forces. The 
ap~eal was published in the Kronstadt Izvestia on March 4th. 
I~ It the Provisional Bureau urged all Party members and can
didates to carry on with their regular work. "Do not believe", 
the appeal went on, "nonsensical rumours spread by prov~ca
teurs who want to bring about bloodshed, that responsi~le 
Communists are being shot and that Communists are prepanng 
an armed rising inside Kronstadt . . . The Communist Party 
h~ve never betrayed and will never betray the workers, and 
Will_fight with arms in hand against all those overt and se~ret 
White-Guardists who seek to destroy the power of the Soviets 
of W_orkers and Peasants. The Provisional Bureau of the Com
rur;ust Party recognizes the necessity for the re-election of tJ:e 
r OVIet, _and appeals to all Party Members to take part in this 
h-el~ctton. They appeal to all Party Members not to oppose 

k_ e Im~lementation of measures on which the Provisional 
evo~ut10nary Committee has decided." 
This document was later denounced by Communist writers 

as pro_of of the degeneracy of the local Kronstadt Communist 
orgaruzation. The support that it offered to the Provisional 
Revolutionary Committee was, however, non-committal, and 
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the good faith of its signatories is open to doubt. At any rate 
one of them was tha~ same Ilyin who, as we have seen, wa~ 
shortly to try to pass mformation on the dispositions in Kron
stadt to the Government authorities on the mainland. It seems 
almost certain that the main motive of the local Communists 
who wrote the appeal was to play for time. At the moment 
they wrote it it was quite impossible for anyone in Kronstadt 
to judge whether the Soviet Government would decide to sup
press the movement by force of arms. 

Mter this first appeal the files of the Kronstadt Izvestia show 
no trace of any further activity on the part of the local "Pro
visional Bureau of the Communist Party". However, the paper 
continued to publish letters from Party members and candidates 
announcing their resignations. These letters were obviously 
spontaneous and are remarkable for the wide variety of views 
they express. Some of them, after accepting the resolution of 
March Ist, go on specifically to renounce the Communist 
principles formerly held. This did not mean that the writers 
were renouncing revolutionary Marxism; they merel~ refused 
to recognize the exclusive authority of the Commumst Party 
and its exclusive leadership of the Soviet State. Others, without 
expressly defecting from the Party, denounce~ the Communist 
bureaucracy as provocations which were leadmg to bloodshed, 
and declared that "true Communists should not force their 
ideas upon others, but should go hand in hand wit~. the labour
ing masses". They pledged allegiance to the ~roVIswnal ~evo
lutionary Committee. The freedom of express10n 31nd vanety of 
opinion in the letters is impressive. Next to t~e dejected lett<;r of 
a telephonist from Fort Shants, who asks his comrad~s to for
give his involuntary stay in the ranks of the Commumst Party' 
and promises 'to live up to the confidence. they. e~tend to him', 
we find elaborate attempts to reconcile an Idealistic Communist 
creed with collaboration with the popular Kronstadt move
ment. A candidate of the Party, possibly one who voted for the 
Kronstadt resolution of March xst, denounces the Government's 
lies about an alleged White-Guardist putsch in Kronstadt and 
writes: "As we now see that we have lost the confidence of the 
masses and in order not to provoke the an~er of those whom we 
claim to represent, w_e. mus~ at once w1th~mt delay declare: 
'Citizen, take the adrmms~ra tlon of the sta.te m your own hands, 
but give us the opportumty to take part m this work one ual 
terms with the others.' " Another Party candidate asks hi~s lf 
what ~.Communist idealist sho~l~ do i~ th?, face of a popul:r 
opposition to the Party leaderslup s pohcy: Some comrades" 
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he writes, "solve the problem by leaving the Party and becom
ing non-party men. But there are such who are firmly attached 
to the idea of the Communist revolution and in whom the 
Marxist ideology has struck deep roots. Such comrades should 
-without renouncing their membership of the Party-publicly 
declare that they assume no moral responsibility for the action 
of the Party bosses directed against workers and peasants and 
should apply themselves honestly to assist in putting right all 
the s~o;;c~mings of which there are all too many in our Soviet 
Russia. Fmally a former worker of the Naval Artillery Labora
tory (who was at the time head of the Financial Department of 
the ~own Soviet) writes: "While respecting the idea of Com
mumsm as any other pure idea, I, as a rank and file member 
of the Party and as one who has served the toiling class from my 
~arly years, openly appeal to you: Let the workers breathe 
6eely. ~here should be no more domination by any party. 

ur. SoVIets should express the will of the voters and not of the 
P~ties. We must implement the will of the labouring masses 
liw~ 0 a:e looking for truth and J·ustice for freedom and a better 

1e With . ' . d out VIOlence, without torture chambers and shootmgs 
~n tortures. Keeping the pure idea of Communism in my 
a~~ast, becaus·e e~ery yure idea is a belief in a bette: future, 

f1 no-one can kill It m a man, I declare at the same time that 
~.ter three years of Party membership I have come to recog
b tze the injustice of the Party bosses who have been infected by 
a u~eaucracy and have alienated themselves from the masses, 
i: f1 I therefore refuse to carry the hallmark of the Party and 

wture do not intend to join any other party." 
the r.e ~ave no reason to doubt that these letters represented 
L . eehngs of the rank and file of the Party in Kronstadt. As 
a~U!n himself admitted, such "moods" were widely spread 
the 0~ Communists and were the psychological back&round of 
ve s orkers- Opposition, whose fate was sealed dun~g those 
in% arne days at the Tenth Congress of the Commumst Party 
den .osc?w. Communists who were in sympathy with these ten-

Ctes 1 h ·1 1 th · bearin n t e mentality of the popular masses east y ost ~1r 
grud .gs, whereas, at the Congress they were ready to sub~t, 
in I<.gtngly and with reservations, to the regimentatiOn ofLenm; 
ing ronstadt, they ruefully went with the tide of popular feel
cor{v~t ~he same time claiming the sincerity of their theoretical 

AslCtions and maintaining their right to profess them .. 
was ~e have seen the Provisional Revolutionary Commtttee 
secti~lVe to the p~ssibility of obtaining support from certa!n 

s of the Communist Party. For the first few days of 1ts 
48 



THE KRONSTADT RISING 

life, the. K~o~stadt Izvestia (up to March 6th) did not attack 
named Individual leaders of the Communist Party and the 
Soviet Government, although the "degeneracy of the Party 
bosses" became an early slogan. On each of these days the 
Izvestia reprinted the leaflets dropped on Kronstadt, as well as 
monitored radio appeals denouncing the Kronstadt rising as 
a White-Guardist, S.R. and Menshevik adventure. Next to 
these they printed their own appeal, stressing the Soviet and 
proletarian character of the movement which they were head
ing. Only after the arrest as hostages of the families of Kron
stadt sailors in Petrograd and the announcement of Trotsky's 
order to crush the Kronstadt revolt by military force did the 
Revolutionary Committee launch a violent denunciation of 
Trotsky as the main villain in the story. "Field-Marshal Trot
sky" ... "this reincarnation of Trepov" ... "the bloodthirsty 
Trotsky" ... "Malyuta Skuratov" ... became standard terms 
of abuse. He was said to hover like a vulture in the sky above the 
heroic town of Kronstadt. Trotsky was also made responsible 
for the suppression of the workers' movement in Petrograd 
(Izvestia, March 16th). Next to him spokesmen o~ the Kron
stadt sailors attacked Zinoviev who was responsible for the 
action of the Petrograd Soviet. There was no attempt to exploit 
the rivalry between the two Communist lead~rs, although the 
Kronstadt Provisional Revolutionary Committee must have 
been well aware ofit. It is significant that in spea~ing of Lenin 
the tone of the Kronstadt Izvestia was somewhat different. True 
to their principle of keeping their a~herents completely. in
formed of the Soviet Government's attitude towards .the nsmg, 
the Provisional Revolutionary Committee gave a fair account 
of Lenin's interpretation of the developments as reflected in his 
speeches to ~he Tenth Co.ngress of :the Party. The article of 
].\/.[arch 14th iS worth quotmg extensively: 

"One would have expected that at a time when the workers 
are rising to defend their downtrodden rights, Lenin would 
give up all trace of hypocrisy and speak the .truth. Somehow in 
the minds of the workers and peasants Lemn has always been 
thought of in a different way from Trotsky and Zinoviev. If 
nobody believes a word of what Zinoviev and Trotsky say, 
Lenin has not yet lost the confidence of the masses. However 
. . . at the Tenth Congress of the Communist Party Lenin is 
repeating the usual Communist lies about the Kronstadt rising. 
He claims that the movement is carried out under the slogan 
of 'Freedom of Trade' and adds: 'It is for soviets, without how
ever the dictatorship of Bolsheviks.' But he does not restrain 
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himself from speaking of White generals and petty bourgeois 
anarchist elements. We see that Lenin in uttering these abom
inations, is contradicting himself and involuntarily admitting 
that the movement is basically a fight for a Soviet regime and 
against the dictatorship of the Party. In his confusion he de
clares: This is a counter-revolution of a quite diffcren.t or~er 
(from the White-Guardist one). It is very dangerous, m spite 
of the fact that the small amendments to our policy which it 
demands might appear at first sight negligible ... The words 
'danger' and 'dangerous' re-occur again and again in Lenin's 
speeches on Kronstadt. The chief of the Communists is now 
shaken, and appeals for the maximum of cohesion, because the 
cleavage concerns not only the dictatorship of the Communists, 
but t.he Party itself .... Quite recently Lenin declared at a 
meetmg when the trade union question was discussed, that h.e 
was dead tired of it all and would be only too glad to drop It 
all a~d retire, quite apart from considerations of his health. 
But his associates will not let him go. He is their prisoner and 
must repeat the same slanders that they do. The Party has 
embarked on a policy which is opposed by Kronstadt where we 
are demanding not freedom of trade but the real rule of the 
Soviets." 

!he theme of the well-intentioned autocratic ruler who is a 
pnsone~ in the hands of his supporters has always been favoured 
m Russian political literature and in Russian popular myth. 
Its variations in the Kronstadt Izvestia only prove that the 
<:ttack on Lenin had to be conducted on somewhat different 
lines from that on Trotsky and Zinoviev. The article quote.d 
sho:w.s how clearly the Kronstadt rebels understood that their 
poli?cal demands came first and that the allegation put out by 
\emn, that they were asking for freedom of trade, was just as 
s hnderous as the bogey of the White Generals. They knew that 
~ e concessions of the New Economic Policy proclaimed at the 

enth Congress of the Communist Party would weaken the 
~~~ular masses'. determin~tion to demand free e~ect.ions t? the 
. . e.ts. Accordmgly, the msurgents were eager to discredit the 
~~~I}Ient .N.E.P. as soon as it was proclaimed. On March 15th 
. zvestza wrote· "That Lenin as a benevolent old landowner, 
mtends t k · ' · h t 

1 . 0 rna e a number of small concessiOns tot e peasan s 
~n Y In. order to screw up even tighter the jaws of the vice of 
d arty. dictatorship is shown by his sentence: 'of course "':e cannot 
. ~ ';thout. coercion, because the country is terribly Impover
IS e .and tired'." In an article, Socialism in Inverted Commas, the 
hvestza enumerated all the misdeeds of the Party leadership 
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which had promised a free rule of labour but which in fact pro
duced ~mly a "bureaucratic socialism" with Soviets consisting 
of officials w~o voted obediently as they were ordered by the 
Party Committee with its infallible commissars. To 'this Kron
stadt opposed its programme "of a socialism of a different 
kind, of a Workers Soviet Republic where the producer himself 
will be the full owner and disposer of the produce of his labour". 

All this is certainly primitive and rudimentary. It shows how
ever that the opposition of the masses in Kronstadt to the policy 
of the Soviet Government was not merely directed against the 
malpractices of Soviet bureaucracy, Cheka terror and the sup
pression of popular democracy, like that practised in Kronstadt 
in 1917, but against the spiritual foundations of Communism, 
and possibly even against Marxism as such. The popular masses 
were beginning to understand that the ideal order towards 
which the leadership of the Communist Party was steering the 
Soviet State was based on a principle accordi~g to which all 
efforts of individual members of the commumty were to be 
regimented so as to serve exclusively the needs of society as a 
whole. What these needs were was to be determined by the 
Communist leadership of the State, which undertook, in ex
change for their loyalty and total submission to t~~ State and 
Party directives, to provide for all indi~dual Cltl~ens th~se 
needs which the leadership considered leg1umate. This Marxist 
ideal was fundamentally unacceptable not only t? the peasantry, 
but also to a large part of the town prol~tanat. They were 
ready to assume the direction of State affairs through elected 
representatives. They were ready to ·mak.e a temporary sacri
fice of their labour, and indeed of their life, to ~eep power in 
the hands of the labouring masses, but they cla1me~ the right 
to dispose of their labour and their individual ~fforts m general 
in order to satisfy their own needs and pr_?VI.de for their ow~ 
ubsistence. This opposition to the basic pnnCiples of 'scientific 

socialism' as represented by Marxism was deeply rooted in the 
~onscious~ess <;>f the Russ~a~ masse~ and, ~owever rudimentary 
"ts expressiOn m the sem1-hterate JOurnalism of the Kronstadt 
~ebels might appear to us, it deserves the attention of the his
torian ~s perhaps the ~ost articulate ex~ression of that stifled 
opposiuon agamst which the Commumst leadership of the 
Soviet State has been waging a relentless war for the last thirty 

years. · h · d" · d" · f h 1· There 1s <~:not er m 1rect m 1cat10n o . ow a Ienated the 
Kronstadt sailors were from orthodox Marxism-Leninism. We 
have seen that they were extremely eager to avoid anything 
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which the Government propaganda could exploit in support of 
the allegation that the rebellion was a White-Guardist move
ment. Yet they allowed religious ceremonies at the funerals of 
those who fell in the skirmishes on the approaches to Kronstadt. 
The Izvestia of March 14th announced that a panyclzyda will 
take place in the Chapel of the Military Hospital. The announce
m~nt was signed by the chairman of the Revolutionary Co~
rruttee ofThree ofthe Naval Hospital. On March 16th l~vest.za 
announced that there would be a religious funeral service m 
tJ:e Naval Cathedral for a number of persons who had been 
k1lled or died of wounds. This was certainly a departure from 
the pr~ctice of solemn civic lay funerals for "victims of the 
rev<?lutwn" which had been a typical feature, in I g I 7 and 
dunng the Civil War, all over Russia. It is hard to believe that 
th~ ~eturn to religious practices was based on a revival <?f 
religious. feeling among the rebels. It is more plausible that their 
~hsum:pt;J.on was a defiant demonstration of independence from 

e spmtual tutelage of the Communist Party. 

VII 

HISTORICAL INTERPRETATIONS OF 
THE KRONSTADT RISING 

~~e account of the events in Kronstadt which we have giv~n 
abfve 'Yas drawn without great difficulty on the basis of avail
b e evidence. And yet no event in the Russian Revolution has 
ly~~n rnore. misrepresented by var~~us interpreters. The und~r
violg conflict which caused the nsmg was not remo.ved by .1ts 
the ent. suppression and still remains unresolved. This explams 
bot~reJudices about Kronstadt among contemporary historians, 
por arno.ng those who play down this conflict as a mere tem
rnu~7 h~tch in the inevitable development towards Co~
confli rn In Russia and among those who believe that this 

ct Will · ' l f h · t initiat d , m the end, spell the fai ure o t e expenme~ 
Kron ~ by Lenin. Communist historians have tried to explam 
Iabo/ adt as the last convulsion of the Civil War. They ha~e 
vi ties 1~~sly disguised the uprising as. a resur~ence of the. actl
feren bthe pre-revolutionary Russian parties, and of mter-

ce Y foreign powers. On the other side, almost every 
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a~ti-Comm~~ist interpreter has tried to establish a link between 
his own political programme and the attitude ofthe Kronstadt 
sailors, and to draw comfort from the fact that at least some of 
?is_aspirati~ns were shared by a spontaneous popular movement 
mside Russia. 

This. picture is made even more confusing by the emergence 
of a third party in the ranks of the interpreters. Mter Trotsky 
had suffered his great political defeat and had become an 
emigre, claiming to be the victim of the Stalinist Thermidor, 
he was faced with the embarrassing task of explaining his vio
lent action in suppressing a movement which had forestalled 
him by some years in denouncing the degeneration of the Com
munist Party and its betrayal of the proletarian revolution. 
He did so with his usual journalistic ardour and with his usual 
disregard for factual exactitude. His defence is not convincing 
and yet it has been accepted by some historians. 

The polemics on Kronstadt are interesting not merely as a 
modern example of the falsification of hist~ry. In them the 
battle which the semi-literate Kronstadt sailors fought with 
arms against a regime which they had help_e~ to install has 
been transferred to an ideological level. And It IS by no means 
impossible that at some future date the same polemics may 
inspire and influence momentous political event~- 14 • 

As we have seen the sailors rose against a basic claim of the 
Communist Party ~o assume and to retain the leadership of the 
proletarian state, to the exclusion not only of all other socialist 
parties, ~ut also of all spontane_ous mass movemen~s whi_ch 
might anse to protect any group mterests not compatible With 
the line laid down by Lenin for progress towards the establish
ment of a Communist society. "Marxism teaches", said Lenin 
in a resolution he proposed at the Tenth Co_ngress, "that only 
a political party of the working class, that IS the Communist 
Party, can unite, educate and organize such a va~guard of the 

roletariat and of all the toilers in general as Will be able t 
~ithstand the unavoidable relapse into professional narrowne 0 

and prejudices in the midst of the proletariat and at the sa~s 
tirne will be able to co!ltrol all the ramific~t~ons of the prole~ 
tarian movement, that IS t~e whole_ of the tmlmg masses. With-
out such a vanguard a dictatorship of the proletariat I·s 

bl '' u~ thinka e. 
In order to maintain that the Communist Party alone c ld 

lead the proletarian masses, Lenin had to assume that theou . vast 
a These lines were written before the events in Berlin in 1953 and in Budapest 

in 1956. 
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majority of the toiling people accepted this leadership. In fact, 
the Soviet Government received considerable support from the 
proletariat and the peasantry in the struggle against vVhite
Guardist movements and foreign intervention during the Civil 
War. But, when the Civil War ended it became obvious that 
this sul?port could not be interpreted as a mandate t? embark 
on social and economic policies which neither satisfied the 
expectations of the masses nor were understood by them. There
~ore, the Communists had to prevent the emergence of any 
Ideology which would compete with theirs in seeking the sup
port of the workers and peasants. This is why non-party con
ferenc~s appeared dangerous and even counter-revolutionary 
to Le;un. Any alternative political and social programme meant 
f<;>r him an implicit denial of the Communist Party's exclusive 
;:ght to leadership. "In such a country as Russia," said Lenin, 

the enor~ous preponderance of the small bourgeo~s element 
<:nd the dxsasters of the last three years have given nse to pa~
ticularly. sharp swayings in the moods of the small bourgeOis 
and s~mi-proletarian masses. At times these swayings go towards 
~0 allianc~ o~ these masses with the proletariat [for which rea? 

mm~msts -G. K.] · sometimes they are towards bourgeOis 
rhstoratron. All the ex~erience of previous revolutions shows 
~at even the slightest relaxation in the unity and strength of 

e vanguard of the proletariat and of its influence on the 
ma~ses .will lead to the restoration of the power and property of 
ca!¥~ahsts and landowners and to nothing else." . . 

e clue to the understanding of such arguments lies m the 
~oncept of semi-proletarian masses whose "enormous prepon
t e~ance" in Russia was admitted by Lenin. These semi-prole-
ardian masses comprised all landowning peasants small artisans 

an sm n ' h . li · a traders who did not employ labour but made t e~r 
P'?-ng by means of their own effort and skill in the use of their 
Inn~ately owned means of production land and trading capital. 

lact ev h ' d h . livin b en t .e proletarians proper (i.e. those who earne ~ eir 
conn~ ? dwo~king for capitalists) were to a large extent socially 
season~f f: With the semi-proletarian masses. Many of t~em. were 
commune~ctory Workers who h~d n?t broker: wit~ thei.r VIlla~e 
peasant rei ":'hereas others mamtamed family ties With their 
political foratrves .. It was the emergence ?f this stratum as a 
· · t bl ce, Which Lenin feared and which he alleged would 
~nt evi a Y restore pre-revolutionary conditions in Russia, unless 
I was controlled b h . p 

Fo L · Y t e Commumst arty . 
. r em~ and for the ·Soviet Government there was no in-

consistency In de . d " nouncmg the Kronsta t movement as coun-
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ter-revolutionary"; anything which was not Marxist-Leninist 
was. counter-revolutionary by definition in their terminology. 
Lemn, Trotsky and Zinoviev were less honest when they went 
further and claimed the movement was White-Guardist. Lenin 
gave his personal support to this lie only once, and that rather 
evasively. In a speech at the Tenth Congress he referred to the 
Kronstadt mutiny, behind which, he said, 'looms the familiar 
figure of a White General'. The Soviet propaganda machine 
could not dispense with the story of a White-Guardist move
ment, because otherwise Government troops would have re
fused to shoot at fellow semi-proletarians. The legend was 
forged as early as February 28th, as testifie~ by Victor Serge, 
and a few foreign anarchists who were staYing at that time in 
Petrograd. It was supported by the weakest and most palpably 
fraudulent arguments. It was alleged that a report in the French 
newspaper Le Matin of a rising in Kronstadt had prematurely 
appeared a fortnight before the event (by an oversight of the 
capitalist Press service). In fact, such newspaper stories were 
continua~ly appearing in the ~estern press at. tha~ time, and 
the one m Le Matin could easily have been msp1red by the 
rumours connected with the resolution of the Communists of 
the Baltic Fleet at their second conference in which they con
demned the work of the Pubalt (see above, p. rs). Mter the 
suppression of the revolt when its character ~auld no longer be 
a secret to anybody, the legend of the White-Gua~dist rising 
was nevertheless officially maintained and has gone mto all the 
popular Communist history textbooks. A;; we have seen, there 
was no public trial of the mutineers. Th1rte~n men were arbi
trarily selected from the many thousand pnsoners and it was 
announced that they had been found guil~ of!'llutiny and shot. 
The announcement carefully recorded the~r social status. Among 
them were five nobles and one former pnest, a~~ the rest were 

easants. None of them belonged to the ProvlSlonal Revolu
~onary Committee and none, as far as can be ascertained had 
played any ~art in politi.cal developments during the rebehion. 
Their executiOn was obviOusly meant to support the story of th 
"class degeneration" of the Kronstadt garrison. We know h e 

h . h h OW-ever that at t e time t ese men were s ot a number of the 1 
leaders o~ Kronstad t were being held ~n C~eka pr~sons. Thusr~~ 
MensheVIk Dan reports that he was m pnson With Pere lki 
a sailor of the battleship Sevastopol who was one of the 0~ • ni 
five member_s of the Provisional Revolutionary Commiuefa:~ 
who heDaded 1hts probpaganda department. Pferhi~pelkin was, accord
ing to an, s ot; ut no announcement o t s was made public. 
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The story of the White-Guardist rising, although it remains 
on the official record, has not been seriously upheld by those 
few Communist historians in the Soviet Union who have been 
allowed to publish the results of their detailed research on the 
event. The attitude towards it of some Western historians is all 
t~e more surprising. Mr Isaac Deutscher in the first ':'olume of 
his Trotsky biography admits that the White-Guard1st legend 
w~s. not true. However, he finds it necessary to explain the 
ongm of ~he legend by a genuine mistake on the part of the 
Com~~mst leaders. These credulous beings were so used to 
assoc~atmg any rising with White-Guardist agitation that they 
g~n.ume~y believed such a monstrous attack on the proletarian 
~gime. m Russia could only have been instigated by White-

uardists. In fact, according to Mr Deutscher the rebellion 
was le~ ~y anarchists. We shall return to the question of 
an.archist mfl.uence in Kronstadt and will show that it did not 
eXIst. As far as the sincerity of the Communist rulers is con
~~~~~? it .i~ enough to point out that the story of a 'White-
28th Ist nsmg by General Kozlovsky' was spread on February 
with ~d t~at Kali~in wen! to Kronstadt the next day to parl.ey 
rul e Sailors. Is It conceivable that the delusion of the SoVIet 
takers went s? far as to believe that Kalinin could safely under
Ge~e:~?official visit to the headquarters of a White-Guardist 

if:;: fair.ness to the Communist leadership we must admit that, 
mighi :Id not believe in the White-Guardist story, they at least 
pro£ ave dreaded that it could become a reality. Lenin always 
of thss~d that the only possible alternative to the dictatorship 
capit:li ommunist Party was the restoration of the "regime of 
K.ronst~ts and landowners" and, indeed., of Tsarism .. If the 
Whit dt rebels had really wanted to JOin hands w1th the 
Blacke~ they might possibly have obtained the support of the 
gel fro~~ naval units, evacuated a few months before by Wra~
~izerta. Thbastopol and at that time interned by the ~rene~ m 
bon of th e K.ronstadt rising had indeed caught the. I!llagm~
Paris h .1e whole of the Russian emigration and Milmkov m 
l 'b aied 't f I eratio 1 as the beginning of a popular movement o 
without bo Be wa.s ready to accep~ a program~e of "Soviets 
Kronstadt rymurusts" which he mistakenly beheved to be. the 
aries not tos tg~n and even to warn the Socialist RevolutiO~
tuent A nsist on their demand for the recall of the Gansu
and tac:se~bly. Lenin paid tribute to Miliukov's intelligence 

· · ' w en he wrote· "The intelligent leader of the bour
geoisie and the landow~ers the Kadet Miliukov, explains 
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p~tiently to the little fool Victor Chernov directly (and in
directly to the Mensheviks Dan and Rozhkov imprisoned in 
Petrograd for their contact with Kronstadt), that there is no 
hurry for the Constituent and that one can and ought to join 
the movement for a Soviet regime without Bolsheviks." Lenin 
explains that the White-Guardists, with whom he identified 
Miliukov, knew much better than the S.R.s and the Mensheviks 
how to drive in the thin end of the wedge to loosen the Bolshevik 
hold. Miliukov as the representative of a genuine class conscious 
of its interests was not prone to the waverings and verbosity of 
the petty-bourgeois parties. Lenin's belief in Miliukov's cun
ning and class consciousness in no way supports his gratuitous 
assertion that without the Communist Party power would in
evitably slip back into the hands of the capital and landowning 
classes according to some inexorable law of social dynamics. 

In I 92 I Lenin drew a clear line between the version of the 
Kronstadt uprising which could be published in the press and 
the one he was prepared to expound to members of the Com
munist Party. To Party members he admitted th~t. in a political 
sense, if not in a military one, the Kronstadt upnsmg was more 
dangerous for the Soviet regime than 'Kolchak, Denikin and 
Yudenich put together'. 1 S He explained to them that the defec
tion of the semi-proletarian element in Kronstadt from the 
cause of the proletariat was due to the influence of the S.R.s, 
Right and Left, of Mensheviks camouflaged as non-party men, 
and of anarchists who had underground links with the remnants 
of the Makhno movement in the Ukraine. No real evidence to 
support th~se allegations has ever been prod~ced by _Soviet his
torians. It1s true that all the groups and partles menuoned were 
to a greater or less extent in sympathy with tJ:e K_ronst~~t rising, 
and all of them would have been ready to glVe It political sup
port, had there been any time for this. B~t events to_ok them by 
surprise perhaps even more than they did the SoVIet Govern
ment itself. 

A.s far as the Right S.~.~ are conc~rned, w~ have seen that 
the l{ronstadt rebels exphc1tly repudiated their main politi 1 
demand, that for the recall of the Constituent Assemb~a 
Whether or not Lenin was right in alleging that Chernov h Yd 
ent a personal emissary to Kronstadt is irrelevant. The I. a 

s . . f h d d r. C . nsur-gents' rejeCtiOn o t e eman 10r a onstltuent Assembly 
became a source of embarrassment for S.R. emigres. An ~v~t 
publication on th~ Kronstadt rising issued by the S.R. Vj.[ • 
Rossii in Prague m 1921 reports a conversation with s;~~ 

I& Lenin: Sochinen!J•a (grd edition) val. 26, p. 2 14 
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members of the Provisional Revolutionary Committee who es
caped abroad, in which the latter refused to support the demand 
for a Constituent Assembly, because they did not trust elections 
based on "party lists". And the S.R. publication makes the 
melancholy comment: "This is how the Bolsheviks have suc
c_eeded in discrediting and vitiating the very idea of ~ree elec
tlons on party lists." Of course the Party lists, of which there 
were dozens during the Constituent Assembly elections in 
Nov~~ber 1917, were a bewildering and unpopular fe?-ture of 
~ussia s only free election. However, the Kronstadt sailors rc
Jec~ed the idea of a Constituent Assembly for simpler reasons, 
which everyone but the S.R.s understood: they did not want to 
be compromised by the bankrupt ideas of 1 g 1 7, when a reforx:n 
of electoral abuses in the existing Soviets could satisfy their 
de.mands. Allegations that the Provisional Revolutionary Com-
111!-ttee had secretly agreed to support the demand for a Con
~tltuent Assembly in negotiations with Chernov have been put 
~rward, but have never been substantiated. Nor does the fact 
~h a~t.he S.R. emigre executive committee was trying to organize 

~ d Is patch of food supplies to the besieged fortress provide any 
ebV! hence for the theory that the rebellion had been instigated 

Y t em. 

P r~e Left S.R.s were certainly much closer in their general 
•0 111

1cal outlook to the programme of the Kronstadt Provi-
SIOna Re 1 . . b . m d ;ro utwnary Committee, ut few accusabons were 
S R e agamst them, perhaps just because of this fact. The Left 
s~·l .s themselves emphatically denied any connexion with the 
L~ ~rs. Both in his speeches at the Tenth Congress and later 
sta~~n a_lso accused the Mensheviks of having incited the Kron
shevil~.a~rs to rebellion. In this connexion he named the Me~
Petr an who had been arrested on February 26th m 
withoihad: pan has since declared that he had nothing to do 
of a e nsmg. In February he was directing the political work 
the ~m~l Menshevik group in Petrograd and was a witness of 
sangufr e~s' demonstrations in the city. He did not share the 
crats 0~e hew of the situation held by some of the Social Demo
Worke t e Plekhanov fraction Edinstvo who believed that the 
. rs Wer ' · bl ' D Instructed .e ready to fight for a 'Constituent Ass_e~ Y · .. an 
demand .his group to proceed cautiously and to bmit political 
Soviets' .s S ln their clandestine press, t~ 'f:ee ele~tions to the 
and its t uch a Menshevik leaflet was distnbuted In Petrograd, 
was expe~~t has. been published by a Soviet historian.16 D~n 

ng h1s arrest any moment and did not try to avmd 
18 Kornatovsky, op. cit. P· 9 
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it. Finally, he was taken to the Cheka on February 26th, and 
was incarcerated in the Petropavlovsk Fortress with a number of 
other Mensheviks and S.R.s. His first intimation of unrest in 
Kronstadt (which he had believed to be firmly on the side of 
the Government) was the sound ofthe naval guns, which shook 
the prison fortress on March 6th. Dan learned later that some 
of his assistants in the Menshevik organization had actually 
printed an appeal to the Kronstadt sailors on March 6th, when 
the rebellion was in full swing. Dan's evidence is supported by 
the fact that Menshevik influence had never been strong in 
Kronstadt, which in 1917 was considered to be a special pre
serve of S.R.s, anarchists and to some extent of adherents of 
Trotsky. Had the Mensheviks expected anything serious to hap
pen in Kronstadt, Dan would have done more to try to evade 
arrest. On the contrary, Dan was so little informed of what was 
going on on the island that he believed that the Government 
could rely on the Kronstadt sailors to put down any rebellion 
in Pe~rograd. Possibly this error of j~dg~ment of_ his in a critical 
situation made him somewhat preJUdiced agamst the Kron
stadt sailors, whom he later met in prison and whom he accused 
of "anarchist tendencies". During the few weeks he spent in 
Petrograd he seems to have been depressed and demoralized. 
He did not believe there was any fight left in the Petrograd 
proletariat and he found it difficult to explain how, in this 
general atmosphere of depression, such an outburst of political 
determination could have ever matured. . 

The relations between; the leaders of the rebellion and the 
anarchists are somewhat more complicated. However, the 
question has been thrashed over so much that we probably 
know more about these relations than about any of the other 

olitical complications connected with the Kronstadt rising. 
lt is therefore more than surprising that in 1~54 Mr I. Deutscher 
·n his book Tlze Proplzet Armed states, Without quoting any 
1 eferences, that the Kronstadt rising was "led by anarchists" 
r The facts are as follows: in 1917 the ~narchis!s had a stron : 
hold in Kronstadt where they had a resident agitator a certa ~ 
yarchuk, who was wo~king: under the directives of th~ anarchi~~ 
·ntellectualleader Volin {Eichenbaum) .17 The anarchists play d 
~certain part in the defiant Kronstadt Soviet, where they we 
opposed by Trotsky's followers. In June 1917 a groupe~~ 

11 Yarchuk described his experiences in Kronstadt in a book Kronshtadt R k . 
Revolutsii (New York 1923) translated into several languages. The role fY uss 01 

in Kronstadt has been referred to in Soviet literature on 1917 (Flerovskyo K: arhh~ 
v. Oktyabrskoi Revolutsii). ' rons ta t 

59 



ST ANTONY'S PAPERS No. 6 

Kronstadt sailors attempted to kidnap the Minister of Agri
culture, Chernov. These men were anarchists and were carrying 
the anarchist black flags. We have mentioned the closure of the 
Constituent Assembly. Here again it was an anarchist Kron
stadt sailor, Zheleznyak (or Zheleznyakov), who in January 
1918 helped the same Chernov-the chairman of the Con
stituent Assembly-rather roughly from his chair, saying that 
t~e men guarding the hall (whom he commanded) were all 
tired and needed a rest and that the talking should stop. In the 
Ci~l War years both Yarchuk and Zheleznyak left to fight the 
White-Guardists in the south of Russia and neither of them 
ever returned to Kronstadt. 

When the Kronstadt rising broke out most of the anarchist 
~e?-ders in Russia, including Volin and Olga Taratuta, were in 
J~~· A f~rtnight before the ~ronst?-d~ outbreak the funeral of 
las 0 P?tkin took place, on wh1ch occasiOn the black flag, for the 
h t time, was carried through the streets of Moscow. It was . 

tht en that the Cheka was forced to release reluctantly, six of 
e an h" ' h · 1 arc 1st leaders on parole so that they could make t e1r 

tas\farewell to their spiritualle~der. During the Petrograd dis
l ur fl. an~es in February 192 I the anarchists managed to issue a 
Ca et m. which they called for an insurrection against the 
, ~mmunists, but they warned the proletariat against seizure of 
t~ ~~ power' ·18 This, according to the leaflet, would lead only 
pl . e re-emergence of tyranny, as had been recently made 
th auy by the seizure of power by Communists. It is possi?le 
to ~0 a~chu~, wh? was in freedom at that time, had somethmg 
and With this agitation. But Yarchuk never went to Kronstadt 
with ~s arrested on March 8th. He was accused of "contact 
at th t e.Kronstadt rebellion", but all political suspects arrested 
peri~ time were accused of just this crime. There were at t?at 
Ale~ da number of foreign anarchists in Russia, includmg 
quitea~is~r B~rkman and Emma Goldmann. They were by 0en 
run b Lllu_s1oned with the way the proletarian state was bemg 
diary yth emn and the Communists. As is clear from Berkman's 
not b~ e Kronstadt rebellion took them by surprise. They did 
and so come the dupes of the "White-Guardist rebellion" legend, 
prepar~~ Understood that this slanderous accusation was only a 
hachevsk on for the. bloody s~ppression at the han.ds of Tuk
Zinoviev y. T~e for~1gn anarchists addressed a pathetic appeal to 
startin ~eas~ng. him to intervene and prevent bloodshed by 
of six 1 1go~xatxons, and they offered to appoint a Committee 

' nc udmg two anarchists, in order to resolve the differ-
18 Publi h · 

8 ed In Komatovsky (see Bibliographical note), p. 164. 
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ences with Kronstadt by peaceful means. The appeal, signed 
by Goldmann, Berkman, Perkous and Petrovsky, was handed 
to Zinoviev on March 5th and it is not impossible that the 
telegram, dispatched to Kronstadt from Petrograd on the 6th 
and offering to send to Kronstadt a joint Party and non
Party fact-finding Commission (which we mentioned on p. 33) 
was a direct consequence of the initiative taken by the foreign 
anarchists. But even so-the fact that it was rejected by the 
Kronstadt Provisional Revolutionary Committee tends to show 
that there was no direct contact between the bewildered anar
chists in Petrograd and the determined leaders of the Kronstadt 
sailors and soldiers. 

The anarchists were mentioned only once in the Izvestia, of 
the Provisional Revolutionary Committee, namely in the text of 
the Kronstadt resolution of March 1st. Point 2 of the resolution 
demands ''freedom of speech and press for workers and peasants, 
anarchist and left-wing socialist parties". The resolution docs 
not contain the usual anarchist denunciation of the State. On 
the contrary, they claim that the State machinery should be 
han~ed over to the representatives of wo~kers and peasants. 
Nor IS there any mention of insurgents fightmg under the black 
flag either in the Provisional Revolutionary Committee's pub
lications or in those of the Communists. True, th_ere are vague 
insinuations by Soviet historians that the chair~an of the 
Provisional Committee Petrichenko, had anarchist leanings· 
but all these amount to ~re rumours that Petrichenko had spen~ 
a certain period in the Ukraine in an a:ea where Nestor 
Makhno's gangs were operating. This area IS some:vhat larger 
than the whole of the British Isles and has a populatwn of some 
seventeen million people. . 

Kronstadt produced a strong impression on ~he International 
anarchist movement. The anarchists were qmte outspoken in 
their condemnation of the Soviet methods of suppression and 
in their sympathies with the rebels. They embarked on bitter 
polemics wit~ Trotsky on this question, a~t~r his exile, and pub
lished a well-mformed pamphlet. on the nsm~. B_ut they always 
daime~ that they had neve~ led It. In a p~bh~atwn by Russian 
anarchists on the persecutiOn of anarchists m Soviet Russ· 
which we have seen in a Bulgarian translation (Sofia 192 I)' 
there is a list of all the names of anarchists who had been sh 3 t' 
imprisoned or banished by the Soviet Gover!lment. The ~st 
includes Yarchuk and Zheleznyak, but contams no names f 
other Kronstadt sailors. Both Berkman and Goldmann de 0 

having ever instigated or led the Kronstadt rising. And Vol::; 
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having devoted a chapter to the Kronstad t rising in his La 
Revolution Inconnue, deplores the fact that the Kronstadt sailors 
could not rise to a full understanding of anarchist ideals. The 
furthest one can go in meeting Mr Deutscher's extravagant 
assumption that anarchists led the Kronstadt movement is to 
repeat Ida Mett's cautious estimate: "One can only conclude 
that the anarchist influence on the Kronstadt insurrection was 
confined to the idea of workers' democracy, which anarchism 
propagated." 

We have seen that the propagation of the idea of a camou
flaged White-Guardist plot as the motive force behind the 
Kron~tadt rebellion had a very understandable practical pur
pose: It was necessary in order to make the reluctant Red Army 
men fight against their brothers in Kronstadt. But Lenin's 
the~ry., that of camouflaged collusion (smychka) on the part of 
Socialist Revolutionary, Menshevik and anarchist lead~rs, wh_o 
Pl?-nned under the disguise of non-party men to regam their 
gnp on the unstable mass of the semi-proletariat, served no such 
purpose. And it is not borne out by the facts. How did it arise 
In Lenin's mind, and what was his purpose in proclaimi~g it? 
h It Was not invented on the spur of the moment. Such Ideas 
A~d bee~ con~eived and promulgated as far back as July 1~19 • 

. the time, m a communication of the Central Comrmttee 
entitled All to the Struggle against Denikin, Lenin stated: "We 
v_ery Well know the breeding ground in which counter-revolu
ti_onary enterprises, explosions of popular discontent, co~spira
ches, etc., are hatched. This is the milieu of the bourgeolSle, of 
~/t bourgeois intelligentsia, of the rich peasants in the villages, 
andhe non-party populace everywhere, as well as of the S .. R.s 

of the Mensheviks." The document vituperates agamst 
~U:!"-b.ou~geois democracy, headed by the S.R.s and Menshe-
sh '.With 1ts chronic tendency to sway to and fro between Bol-

eVIsrn d D 'ki "W and the counter-revolution of Kolchak an em n. 
be ~~hould not", the document continues, "allow ourselves ~o 
pers led by the words and ideologies of their leaders, by the~r 
biog~~al ~onesty or hypocrisy. A-1:1 this is of importance for the1r 
tion bPhies, but of no political Importance as far as the rela
work ,~tween classes are concerned." The Left S.R.s may well 
tiona . Independently" without any agreement with the reac-

rles a d . f: D 'k' , allies n (or with Chernov, "but m act they a~e em ~n.s 
far b~t~:-rwns 1?- his game". The passage ends by saymg that It IS 

a t . to p1ck out imprison and even shoot hundreds of such 
C IVe Opp ' , · · 1 d' . d .1 onents of the Soviet regime, me u mg prmters an 

rai way Workers, than to allow a victory of the counter-revolu-
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tionary generals, which would lead to the torture and execution 
of tens of thousands of peasants and workers. Those who did not 
understand this necessity and who continued to whimper and 
cox:nplain of injustice should be made a laughing-stock and an 
object for public scorn. 

Lenin's interpretation of the role of Mensheviks, S.R.s and 
anarchists in the Kronstadt rebellion in 192I was modelled on 
the pattern ofthese accusations of counter-revolutionary activity 
raised against them in I gIg. Lenin did not accuse them of 
conspiracy (zagovor) with the leaders of the Kronstadt rising, but 
of collusion (smychka). And he certainly was ready to apply .to 
them the repressive methods recommended in the document of 
I gig. 

The theory of 'collusion' could have been applied equally 
well to some of the Bolsheviks, in particular to those of the 
'Workers Opposition'. Indeed, one point of the Kronstadt 
rebels' programme closely resembles some points made by the 
Workers Opposition in their statements before the Tenth Con
gress. The Kronstadt rebels were fighting for a "Workers Soviet 
Republic", where "the producer himself will be the supreme 
master and manager of the produce of his labour". The key
word here is "producer". It was also the keyword in the pro
gramme of the Workers Opposition. They proposed to set up an 
"All-Russian Congress of Producers", representing all the pro
ducing Trade Unions. This Congress was to el~ct a central body 
to which the administration of the whole n~tiona~ economy of 
the Republic should be entrusted. It was agamst this conception 
that the resolution of the Tenth Congress "On syndicalist and 
anarchist deviation in our Party" was directed. "The concept 
producer", said the Leninists, "is a dangerous departure from 
Marxism which teaches us to draw up cl_early the boundaries 
between the classes. 'Producers' coll?'pnse both proletarians 
and semi-proletarians whose interests m the class struggle are 
opposed. By putting forward the slogan _of a 'Congress of 
Producers'. th~ Opposition ignores t_he. pnmary educational 
and orgamzdatlo~al task of the Pahrty m1 I~s relatiOns with pro
letarian tra ~ umons. ~t confuses t ere ati?ns of the proletariat 
with the senn-bourge01s and petty-bourgeOis masses and it th 
undermines the work oft~e Party. Sue~ ideas have ~o be fou ~~ 
relentlessly and systematically and their propagation is inc g 
patible with the membership in the party." om-

Another resolution of the same Congress "on the Uni f 
the Party" stressed the events in Kronstadt as an exam 7 ° f 
how deviations and factions in the Party could be exploit~J ~ 
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the enemies of the Soviet regime. The resolution ends with a 
paragraph which was kept secret for a number of years, author
izing the Central Committee to remove from the Committee 
~nd even to exclude from the Party any member who persisted 
m practising these vices. Incidentally this paragraph was in
voked when the expulsion of Trotsky was staged. 

However, Lenin did not think it wise or necessary publicly 
to charge the Workers Opposition with collusion with the Kron
stadt rebels. Here Lenin had his own good reasons. The Men
sheviks and S.R.s had demonstrated-at least as far as their 
emigre members were concerned-their admiration for and 
support of the Kronstadt insurgents, whose programme they 
could ~ot share and which they were to an appreciable degr~e 
comrrut!ed to oppose. The Workers Opposition, whose economic 
and social aspirations were much closer to those of the Kron
stadt movement (although politically more elaborate and arti
culate), abhorred the very idea of supporting this movement 
by o~en political action. They even applauded the violent sup
pressiO~ of the "mutiny" by force of arms. For Lenin to charge 
t~em With collusion would have involved expelling them from 
\ e Pa~ty and driving them underground. Outside the Party, ! e.Y nught have provided fresh leadership for the semi-prole
Bnan ~asses who had in fact inspired their political programm~. 

Y ~panng them the accusation of collusion, Lenin secured their 
~~tlVe support for his policy of suppression in Kronstadt. They 
~Ined up with the other members of the Congress who went 

orth to take part in the final assault on the fortress under the 
~h~mand ofTukhc:c~evsky .. It is no~eworthy that a membe_r of 

b Workers OppositiOn factwn, Lutmov, who was at that time 
a road· · · 
a . In Berlin expressed his approval of the suppressiOn m 

n Int · ' d" ci l" erview with the Press. Such was the power of Party Is-
w p Ine ~hat these Party members who, at that very moment, 
p~re being deprived of the means for propagating inside the 
tu rtyfl the views which they held to be right were unwilling to 
vi~~s or support to the masses, whose needs. had ii?-spired thes(" 
to th and who had shown in Kronstadt the1r readmess to fight 
Le~ d~ath for them. 

in a sins .analysis of the Kronstadt ~ebel~i<;m has been. repec:ted 
ment. xwhfied form by Trotsky in hiS wntmgs after hiS _bamsh
asked hen a~ that period he was heckled by anarchists c:nd 
again !° Kxplain his decision, he simply stated that the actwn 
tiona s ronstadt had been a tragic necessity; the revolu-

t ry_ government obviously could not abandon the fortress 
pro ectmg p t . .r h" d e rograd simply because a 1ew anarc Ists an 
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dubious Socialist Revolutionaries were leading a handful of 
reactionary peasants and rebellious soldiers. 

Lenin and Trotsky chose of their own free will to fight the 
Kronstadt men as counter-revolutionaries, and were inescap
ably driven to invent the evidence of connexions between 
Kronstadt and all possible counter-revolutionary groups. They 
made this choice because the only alternative to it-the tolera
tion of a proletarian movement developing independently of 
Communist tutelage-was unacceptable to them. They claimed 
that such a movement would have swept them from power. In 
this they may have been right. All available evidence supports 
such an assumption. Where they were wrong was in pretending 
to believe that their probable downfall would have been the 
occasion for a Tsarist restoration. Of course they had no other 
choice. They could not admit that the Communist regime was 
capable of being threatened by a genuinely proletarian move
ment, and when such a movement arose, they had to crush it, 
and to interpret it to themselves and to the world as a counter
revolutionary coup. 

AFTERMATH 

The final attack against the Kronstadt insurgents ended on 
March 18th, the day on which the Soviet Press commemorated 
the anniversary of the Paris Commune. At the very moment 
when the reluctant (Menshevik-influenced) typographers were 
setting pages depicting the horrors of G:eneral Galife's ~trod
ties, Tukhachevsky's troops were butchenng wounded pnsoners 
of war in the streets of Kronstadt. Those who survived filled 
the Petrograd prisons and some of them were shot by the Cheka 
many months later. Others were sent to the concentration 
camp on the Solovetsky Islands, where they lived for years and 
where, if one can trust the report of a fellow-inmate the 
helped to organize the first concentration camp labour' fore[ 
Those who escaped to Finland were interned by the Finns. Sam · 
of them, including Petrichenko, the leader of the Provisiona~ 
Revolutionary Committee, published st.atements in the Russian 
emigre Press. The S.R. emigres orgaruzed collections to assist 
them financially. This did not prevent many of the sailors who 
reach;d Finland from going back to ~ussia, lured by the 
promise of an amnesty. Dan reports havmg met a number of 
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them in the Petropavlovsk fortress, where he was at that time 
incarcerated. They were bitter, he says, about having been 
fooled once again, for the Cheka kept a firm grip on them, and 
they as well were either shot or sent to concentration camps. In 
Kronstadt itself the Soviet was never reconstituted. All author
ity became vested in the Commander of the Naval Fortress. 
The troops brought up from various parts of Russia for th:e 
final assault were dispersed, and Tukhachevsky turned to Ius 
next task-the suppression of the peasant rising in the Tambov 
and the adjoining provinces, a less-urgent and less-spectacular 

· assignment. 
It has frequently been said that the Kronstadt events forced 

~he hand of the Communist Government and speeded up the 
mauguration of the New Economic Policy. This is certainly not 
so. The New Economic Policy was devised at the beginning of 
~he year and the principal newspapers opened a discussion on it 
~~the middle of February, before the outbreak of the Petrograd 
nots or of any major unrest in Kronstadt. The discussion did 
not prove particularly fruitful, the political struggle inside the 
Communist Party being centred mainly on the Trade Union 
pr~blem and the activities of the Workers Opposition. The reso
lut10ns introducing the New Economic Policy were prepared in 
advance for the Tenth Congress and they certainly took the 
m.ajority of the delegates by surprise. But they were linked 
~Ith the campaign to s?ppress any devia~ic;mal movement ~n
Side the Party, which m1ght reflect the po?tical m?od ofwhich 
Kronstadt was an instance. The resolutions agamst factions, 
dealt with summarily and under pressure b~ the T.enth Con
gress, should be considered as a much more 1mmedmte conse
quence of the Kronstadt events than the inauguration ofN.E.P. 
rh~ entrenchment of the Communists in the g?vernment of 

ov1et Russia was secured by two sets of defensive measures. 
The one dealt so to say with the outer defences. It put an end 
toall · ' ' · · Th · f pohtical activity by non-commumst parties. e claims 
~ the Communist Party for exclusive leadership in the Soviet 

tate Were emphasized and this time it was clearly stated that 
non-pa~ political activity would not be tolerated unless it was 
~~~trolled by the Communist Party and wo~ld tend ~o strengt~en 

Communist Party's grip on the swaymg semi-proletanan 
~asses. Political agitation and propaganda were entrusted to a 

arty organization-"Glavpolitprosvet". Although it was to be 
\part of the People's Commissariat of Education, "this link with 
~ e s~ate apparatus should not pre~ent the Gtr:vpoli~prosvet 
rom ecoming by the very essence of Its work a direct mstru-
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ment (apparatus) of the Party in the system of state organiza
tions". As far as its work with non-party masses was concerned 
the "Party should maintain its monopolistic control of non~ 
party conferences [sic] and congresses, as well as of agitation in 
Soviet elections." This was a clear enough answer to the Kron
stadt demands for free electoral agitation and the divorce of 
political propaganda work from the State. A further detail 
illustrates the desire of the Communist leadership to make the 
ban on non-communist controlled political propaganda abso
lutely watertight. In its resolution on the Glavpolitprosvet, the 
Tenth Congress stated that the General Trade Union Council 
(V.Ts.S.P.S.) and the Provisional Trade Union Councils 
should join their efforts with those of the Glavpolitprosvet and 
"should use for their purposes the apparatus and the resources" 
of the latter. This meant the complete subordination of the 
political and cultural educational work of the Trade Unions to 
the control of the Party bureaucratic machinery. At the same 
time, the Komsomol (the Communist Y~u~ Org~nization) 
was allowed far more freedont in the orgamzatwn of Its educa
tional and recreational activities. The Komsomol ~as merely to 
co-operate with the Glavpolitprosvet. We see that. m the mind 
of Lenin, who inspired these resolutions, Commu~u~t youngsters 
could be trusted with running their clu~s, ?rgamzmg their lec
tures, etc., while experienced Trade Umomst 'Yorkers, many of 
whom were former Mensheviks or Menshevik sympathizers 
could not, and therefore must be made to use the apparatus of 
Party dictatorship. . . 

As far as the inner defences of Party dictatorship were con
cerned, the main task in Lenin's view was to prevent the forma
tion of oppositional groups inside the Party, which ~ight act 
as spokesmen for the demands of t?e no~-commumst prole
tariat and semi-proletariat and W~Ich. rmght be tempted to 
seek the support of these masses m mte.rnal party-political 
strife. In an angry, aggressive s~e~ch Lemn shouted that this 
was no time for oppositional activity,. that the Party had had 
enough of it, that he would "put the hd" on a~l opposition. N 
factional activity, no political pressure groups InSide the Partyo 
no inner Party caucus would be tolerate~. To enforce th" ' 

· b t k t d · · Is, a secret clause on sanctwns to e a en a!5ams eviatlonists 
inserted in the resolution. At the same tlme Trotsky's plat{; was 
which was to perpetuate and to develop the policy of ~m, 
Communism, was brought under fire. Th1s provided an 0 ar 
tunity to make the policy inaugurated at the Tenth C ppor
appear not only as one of economic concessions but of onligt~essl 
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moderation as well. But in point of fact it signified the final 
abandonment of the 1917 principle, that the Communist 
Party would play the same part in the proletarian state as a 
parliamentary majority played in a bourgeois democracy. The 
resolutions of the Tenth Congress consolidated the triumph of 
the theory which was openly stated at the Twelfth Congress of 
the Communist Party in 1922, that the dictatorship of the pro
letariat was impossible without the dictatorship of the Com
munist Party .1o 

10_This formula, which emanated from Zinoviev, was strongly criticized by 
Stalm, although never officially corrected. Stalin's criticism docs not affect the 
substance of the formula or attack the principle of the exclusive, all-pervading 
con.trol. o~ public life by the Communist Party. It only stresses the importance of 
mamta~mng the make-believe that the State and the masses arc only educated 
~d guldc~ by the Party, which does not even possess an instrument of coercion. 

u:;ta;t?rship is the business of the Soviet State, which is merely guided in its 
acUVlUes by the Party. 
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EPILOGUE 
Lenin seized power · . , . 
F those who h d In ~9I 7 m the name of the proletanat'. 
h~~e been clear ~ studi~d his p~ilosophy. of history it might 
t · ti at by proletanat' he d1d not mean any of 

J:C:: eXIsf;~ ophressed classes in the Russian Empire, but a 
yiswn ° u ure urnanity. Those, however, who supported him 
m the streets of Petrograd and Moscow in I 9 I 7 did not and 
co';lld not under~tand the ambiguity of this keyword in Lenin's 
philosophy h of history. The Baltic sailors who followed him in 
I9I7 and t rough ~he years ofthe Civil War believed that they 
were the proletanat in whose name Lenin was ruling the 
c_ountry and preparing the imminent battles of :vorld revolu
tion. They were confirmed in this mistaken belief by the be
haviour of t~e confirmed leaders, by Trotsky's ad~l~tions, by 
~he dema~ogic encouragement of Zinoviev, by Lemn s public
Ized warnm&s to the Party Leadership urging !hen;t to renew like 
Ant~aus ~eir. revolutionary powers by keepmg m touch with 
the mfalhbJe Instincts of these masses. It was not ~e fault of 
~he workers and peasants who supported the s.oVIet _regime 
In the first few years of its existence that they beheved Its pro
gramme to b~ an implementation of their ?wn economic, poli
tical and social aspirations. The Bolshe~k leaders. ha? con
sciou~ly or unconsciously done everythmg to mamtam this 
delusiOn. True, during the three and a half years of the Civil 
War sacrifices had been imposed on the popu~a: masses by their 
leaders, which they probably had not ongmally_ ~xpected. 
These were, however, explained away by the necessitle~ of war 
and were to a large extent compensate?.by ~he change I~ social 
status and the ostensible increase of political m~uence which the 
formerly depressed classes seemed now to enJoy. 

Awakening from these illusions came first t~ the peasants, hut 
it did not remain confined to them for the Simple reason th 
the revolutionary masses who supported t~e. Bols.heviks bo~ 
in I 917 and in the Civil War were neve: diVId~d Into sociall 
opposed gro';lps. The small strat~ of mdustn_al workers i~ 
Russia was still closely connected With the agranan populati 
and was to a great extent nothing but an oyerflow of the Ian~~ 
starved peasantry. No wonder that tJ:ey d_Isplayed the lack of 
that proletarian class-consciousness which (m the eyes of Le . ) 
alone could qualify representatives of the oppressed rnassesnifcn 
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the title of real proletarians and predetermine them (according 
to Lenin) to embrace his own revolutionary Marxist faith. In 
1917 Lenin had ignored the warning of other Socialists not to 
seize power before the emergence of a genuinely proletarian 
class after many years of democratic capitalist development. 
As it happened he seized power in the name of a proletariat 
which did not exist, with the help of revolutionary masses 
which were not consciously proletarian (i.e. not ripe to identify 
their yital aspirations with the Utopian components of Marxist 
doctrme). The opposition that he later met from these masses 
should not have come as a surprise to him. 
~y 1921, however, every political group and organization 

which <:ould have given a programmatic expression to the 
economic and social aspirations of the revolutionary masses had 
been ~~shed between the millstones of the opposing camps in 
~he CIVIl War. Lenin did his best to bring this about by slander
I~g the other ·socialist parties as supporters of counter-revolu
tion. The Kronstadt rising is the most conspicuous attempt of 
the~e r_evolutionary masses to come out in defence of their 
asp1ra,:no~s by putting out a programme and creating an 
~rgamzat~o~. of their own, without the leadership of profes
SIOnal poht1c1ans and intellectuals. 

They succeeded in formulating their programme. They even 
succeeded in the initial stages of creating an organization. 
J.hey managed after three and a half years of bitterness, mutual 

Istrust and wartime discipline to recapture the rapturous 
~00~ of the first days of the February Revolution, of that 
I~toXIcation with the sense of liberty which was characteristic 
~ the crowds milling in the streets of t~e. capital in F~bruary 
h 9 1 7 · The unfortunate survivors of the nsmg who fell mto the 

fnds of the Cheka spoke of it to their fellow-inmates, and h though the record written down by Perepelkin (which he 
toped would be smuggled out abroad) has since been lost, the 
s~~ ?f the Kronstadt Izvestia and the testimOJ:?-Y of Dan are 
the CI~~t proof of this achievement. But they failed to achieve 
po :;{Ihtary success which would have made. them !ead~r~ of 
in~ ar resistance to the establishment of the dictatonal regime 
Kr~gurated by Lenin and perfected by Stalin. For the people 
and nstadt remained merely a symbol of this popular resistance 
1921 ~sF~ch its significance is just as great now as it was in 
repressed r t~e. Communist Party, Kronstadt has become a 

Amon Pohttcal 'Traumea'. 
r d ghthe Bolsheviks themselves there were many who never 

rea Ize t at there was a profound gulf between the "conscious 
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proletariat" of the future Communist State and the living mass 
of Russian people who were longing for bread, land and peace. 
~any of the_m believe~ ~hat with t~e fall of the regime of poli
tical oppressiOn and pnvilege, nothmg would remain to prevent 
~hese oppressed masses from becoming politically conscious, i.e. 
mstinctively Marxist. The Kronstadt events opened the eyes of 
these Bolsheviks to realities which they had refused to see 
before. Kronstadt forced them to realize that the popular 
masses who had provided them with disciplined troops to fight 
against counter-revolution had ceased to be their allies. The 
masses had been ready to join the Bolsheviks in their struggle 
against legality based on property, so long as property and 
legality were the means of enforcing and maintaining social, 
political and economic privilege. But once these privileges were 
finally abolished the attitude of these masses changed: and they 
were ready to rally to the defence of legality and property 
in so far as these ensured for the worker and the peasant the 
opportunity to take care of his material well-being and the 
freedom to decide for himself what he thought was good for 
him. 

A number of Bolsheviks were in profound sympathy with 
these claims of the revolutionary masses. Their sympathies 
were rooted in the populist (Narodnik) trend of the Russian 
revolutionary movement and had been strengthened ?Y ties of 
blood during the Civil War. They must have r~cog_mzed that 
the defection of the Revolutionary masses was an mev1table con
sequence of by-passing a capitalist stage of dev:lopment under 
a bourgeois democratic regime. Th:se BolsheVIks hoped for a 
development of the Soviet State ~hich. would replace the one 
foreseen by Marx, and saw it commg ~Ith the adv.e~t ofN.E.P. 
With the lessening of economic tensiOns the political opposi
tion of the masses would diminish, they hoped. 

Lenin himself must have shared these views to a certain 
extent. But for him, it was clear that this policy of appeasement 
inaugurated by N.E.P. should not go hand m hand with an 
increase of political influence for the masses. !fe did not seize 
power in I g I 7 in order to become a propagand~st of Communist 
ideas before a socially underdeveloped senn-proletariat. He 
therefore squarely admitted that he did not expect overwhelm
ing popular support for himself and the Bols~evik Government. 
He asked his followers to acc~pt the fact that ~t was necessary for 
his Government to neutralize the _anta~omsm of the revolu
tionary masses by means of econonnc bnbes, by military force 
and finally by slandering the memory of those who had opposed 
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him and fallen in the struggle and denouncing them as counter
revolutionaries. Many of those in the party to whom these 
demands were addressed were taken aback by them. But the 
astonishing thing is that they had caused no defection in the 
ranks of the Bolsheviks. In his memoirs 20 Victor Serge looks 
back with a mixture of remorse, dismay and self-righteousness 
on the moral decision which he made in the K.ronstadt days 
not to join the protest of the anarchists. 

He did not for a moment believe the story of the White
Guardist plot. Like so many Communists at that time he knew 
that the Kronstadt rising reflected far better than the programme 
of the Bolshevik Party the true mood of the popular masses. He 
was, as so many Communists in the opposition groups, in sym
pathy with these aspirations and yet he decided to give his full 
support to the Government just as did the members of the 
Wor.kers Opposition who went to fight on the ice o_f the Gulf 
of Fm~and. Years afterwards he provided the followmg excuse 
for tJ:is surprising decision: Although the Kronstadt sailors 
we~e J~stified in their demands they would never be able to 
mamtam the proletarian dictatorship. According to him the 
defeat of the Bolshevik Government would have led not to 
freely elected Soviets, but to Soviets from which the Bolsheviks 
would have been excluded. It would have meant the return of 
ban~~pt bourgeois and semi-bourgeois parties, the return of 
the ~n;1gn!s to political life and the e~d ?f the social revolution. 
Lenm s government, although doctnna1re and tyrannical, was 
the_ only guarantee against a counter-revolution. "Tota]i
tananism is with us", Serge admitted. 

20 Serge, Victor: Mimoires d'un rlvolutionnaire (Paris 1951), pp. 145 
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BIBLIOGRAPHICAL NOTE 

Documentary evidence on the Kronstadt rising is confined to 
a very small number of publications. The main source is the 
!<:vestia on the Provisional Revolutionary Committee reprinted 
m full in the Appendix to Pravda o Kronshtadte. Ocherk geroi
cheskoi borby Kronslztadtsev protiv diktatury kommunisticheskoi partii, 
published in book form by the newspaper Vo!Jia Rossii, Prague · 
I 92 I. The text preceding the Appendix gives an account of the 
events from the Socialist-Revolutionary point of view, but is 
based on interviews with the participants of the rebellion. 

A first-hand account of the events has been given by the 
Chairman of the Provisional Revolutionary Committee Petri
chenko in a separate pamphlet Pravda o kronshtadtskikh sobyti
yaklz, pp. 24, I92I. 

The earliest literature on the rising has not been accessible 
to the author. Some references to it are contained in M. L. 
Lu~e: Kronslztadtsky myate<;h v sovetskoi i beloi .liter~rure i pechati, 
published in Krasnaya Letopis No. 2 (4I), Lerungrad I931. 
L~rye's work was never completed ~nd only the part. dealing 
With the Soviet literature appeared 1!1 Krasr;ay~ Letopzs. A list 
of contemporary publications in. S~VIet p_eriOdzcals was given 
by the same author in the compzlatzon edited by Kornatovsky 
~see below). Among the works referred to by Lurye the most 
Interesting seem to be the following: 

A: Shepkov: Kronshtadtsky Myate<:h (ed. Moskovsky Rabochy) 
Lerungrad I 924. . _ 

V. Kuznetsov: Is vospominaniy politrab~tmka, GIZ M.-L. I930. 
Rafail: Kronslztadtsky myate<;h, Ukr. G1z, 1921 . 

. The publications on which I had t~ rely are all connected 
w1th the tenth anniversary of the rebellion and. have been com
pos~d by Party histori~ns to wh?m some archive material was 
available. The two mam works m book form are: 

A. S. Pukhov: Kronshtadtsky myate<;h I92I goda (ed. Molodaya 
Gvardiya M.-L. I931 ). (The boo~ w~s not available to the 
author who used the serialized versiOn m Krasnaya Letopis No 
(37) Ig3o, No.6 (39) I93o and No. I (4o) I93I.) • 4 

.N. Kornatovsky: Kronslztadtsky myate<;h. Sbornik statei vospo
mzna_niy i dokumentov ( ed. Leningr,adskoye oblastnoe izdatelstvo. 
Lenmgrad I 93 I). 

& far as the military operations are concerned a full analysis 
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seems to have been given at an early date in the No. 8 issue of 
the military magazine Voenncrye z;nanie for I 92 I in articles signed 
by Tukhachevsky, Dybenko and Verkhovsky. This was not 
available to the author. A fairly detailed account is given in 
the contribution by S. Uritsky to the first volume of Graz;hdan
skaya Voina, edited by A. S. Bubnov, S. S. Kamenev and R. P. 
Eidemann, Moscow I928-I930, and some of the reminiscences 
in Kornatovsky. 

For the political side of the events see the report of the Tenth 
Congress of the Communist Party: Stenografichesky otclzet desyatogo 
syez;da, and the resolutions of the Congress in VKP (b) v rez;o
lutsiyakh. An analysis of the part played by the delegates to the 
Tenth Congress has been attempted by S. E. Rabinovich in 
Krasnaya Letopis No.2 (4I), Leningrad I931, pp. 22-56. For the 
Menshevik version see F. Dan, Dva Coda skitaniy, Berlin I 929, 
and ~hlyapnikov's speech at the Tenth Congress as well as N. N. 
Boldm, Mensheviki v Kronshtadtskom myatez;he in Krasnaya Letopis 
No.3 (42) I93I, pp. 5-31. The anarchist point of view origin
ally expressed in Berkman's The Kronstadt Rebellion and in Emma 
Goldmann's My disillusionment in Russia, London I925, has been 
ex~austively summed up in: Ida Mett, La commune de Cronstadt. 
Crepuscle sanglant des Soviets, Spartacus, Paris I949· This contains 
also. a reply to some of Trotsky's belated apologies for his action 
agamst the Kronstadt sailors. Ida Mett gives the chapter and 
verse for Trotsky's statements on this subject. She also gives a 
shor~ bibliography of periodicals published outside Russia 
dealing with Kronstadt. A much longer list of articles, which 
appeared in I92I in the Soviet Press on Kronstadt, will be 
found in Kornatovsky, in an Appendix by M. L. Lurye. Mter 
1 ~31 the Kronstadt rising ceased to be a ~ubject on which Soviet 
historians would engage in (and pubhsh) research, however 
conformist or biased it might be. 

The most balanced and well-documented accounts of the 
Kronstadt events will be found in Fedotoff-White, The Growth r;. the Red Army, Princeton I 944, and Leonard Schapiro, The 

zse of the Communist Autocraqy, London I 954· 

@GEORGE KATKOV I959 
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NESTOR MAKHNO 





(i) 

Nestor Makhno was an outstanding example of the revolu
tionary peasant. He was a fighting guerrilla leader of rare 
calibre, and made an important contribution both to the Bol
shevik defeat in south Russia in the summer of 1919 and to the 
subsequent collapse of Denikin and later of Wrangel. His was 
one of the very few revolutionary movements to be led and 
controlled throughout by members of "the toiling masses"; and 
he provides the one instance in history where for a period of 
months and over a wide area supreme power was in the hands 
of professed Anarchists. The importance the Bolsheviks attached 
to him is shown by the violence of the vituperation and the 
paucity of fact in relevant Soviet writing. 

While much contemporary material concerned with the 
movement is no longer available, there are four works of par
ticular interest: Makhno's unfinished autobiography; 1 the 
"official" history by one of his close associ~tes; 2 a Soviet 
account written in the early twenties and drawmg on Security 
Service and other archives;s and the memoirs of an Anarchist 
intellectual who served as chairman of the Revolutionary 
Military Soviet at Makhno's headquarters. 4 Further details are 
available in V. A. Antonov-Ovseenko's :(,apiski o Graz;hdanskoi 
Voine, Vol. IV (Moscow 1933). . 

Although Makhno in the course of his campaigns covered a 
wide area, his movement was in some respects a local one, with 
its centre and spiritual capital in Gulyai-Po~ye, a large village 
half-way between Ekaterinoslav on the Dmeper and the Sea 
of Azov. It was here that Makhno himself was born and brought 
up, and it was from the surrounding parts of the Ekaterinoslav 
Tauride and Kherson guberniye that came the great majority 
of his followers. 

These three provinces, sometimes known as the "troika" pos
sess characteristics n~t commo~ to the rest. of the Ukraine: The 
troika's rural population con tamed apprecmble non-Ukrainian 
elements-Great Russians, Germans, Greeks, Bulgarians and 

1 Makhn?, Nestor: Vol.. I, Ru.ss~aya revo{yutsi,)la na Ukraine. (Paris 192g). Vol. II· 
Pod udaram1 Kontrrevolyutsrye (Pans 1936). Vol. III: Ukramskaya revolyutsiy • l' • 
dekabr rgrB (Paris 1937) a '" -

s Arshinov, P.: Istoriya makhnovskogo dvi;:/umi,)la rgr8-rg:n gg. (Berlin 1923) 
a Kubanin, M.: Makhnoshchina (Leningrad n.d.) 
'Voline, V. M. (Eichenbaum): La Revolutiun lnconnue (Paris n.d.) 

77 



ST ANTONY'S PAPERS No. 6 

Miles 
0 .50 100 

u,;an 

!artars, and a number of Jewish agricultural colonies, whereas 
111_ other areas the peasants, all Ukrainians, were confronted 
With a landowning class all Polish or Great Russian and with a 
m.erchant class all Jews. The economic pattern differed also 
With the development of mining and industry to the north and 
north-east and a somewhat more "capitalistic" pattern of 
~rmi~g. It is significant too that the. t.roika as a whole, and 

ulyai-Polye in particular, had a trad1t10n of turbulence, and 
Were the scene of serious disorders in I 905. It has been pointed 
out that it was J·ust those villages which had been most unruly 
Under th · B 1 e Tsarist regime that were to g1ve most trouble to the 

0 sheviks. 

(ii) 
Makhn 
peasa 0 Was born, in October I 88g, of an almost destitute 

nt family. From the age of 7 he earned a little money 
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minding cattle. At I 2 he became a full-time agricultural 
labourer, but three years later he left the land to work at a local 
fou~dry. A year or two afterw.ards as a result of the local reper
cussiOns of the 1905 revolutiOn, he became concerned with 
politics. 

Anarchists of various groups were then comparatively 
numerous in the Ukraine. There were Anarchist-Communists, 
Anarchist-Syndicalists and Anarchist-Individualists (the Anar
chist-Universalists appeared later), but their ideological dif
ferences were blurred. The group to which Makhno adhered 
were nominally Anarchist-Communists, but first and foremost 
fighting revolutionaries. Their aims were to "dispose of the 
myths of the other parties and lead the social revolution". 5 At 
Gulyai-Polye the immediate task was to fight, by terrorist 
means, against the police repression following the disorders of · 
1905-1906. Before he was 19 Makhno wa~ arrested and sen
tenced to life imprisonment for his share m the murder of a 
police officer. The next nine years, up to March 1917, he spent 
m the Butyrka Prison at Moscow. 

Here he made friends with a fellow-prisoner, one Arshinov 
from Ekaterinoslav, an ex-carpenter in a railway workshop 
and editor of an illegal Bolshevik news-sheet and subsequently 
a militant Anarchist who had arrived in the Butyrka at about 
the same time as M;khno. Arshinov was a man who had taken 
great pains to educate himself, and such political an~ general 
education as Makhno ever acquired was due to his fellow
prisoner. Not that he was an easy or an apt pupil. He never 
learned to speak Russian correctly. All the same, he was always 
writing, and his fellow-prisoners were "bombarded:' by his end
less manus~ripts. When not writing h~ w~s argumg. He was 
consumed by a restless and turbulent vitahty, that earned him 
~he sarcastic nick-name of Skromny (modest). He was always 
I? trouble with the prison authorities? and spent much of his 
time in irons or in the freezing pumshment cells-where he 
probably contracted the tubercular trouble th~t eventually 
helped to kill him. He was intensely proud of bemg an Anar
chist. He conceived a lasting horror ofpriso?s, and at the height 
of his success on capturing a town one of his ~rst. acts would be 
to free the prison inmates and destroy the bmldmg. 

~ Arshinov, op. cit. p. 48 
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On the release of the political prisoners following the February 
revol~tion of 1917 Arshinov stayed on in Moscow. Makhno 
rem_amed only three weeks in order to polish up his ideological 
~quipment and to meet the leading Moscow Anarchis~s. Then 

e .returned home to carry on the work of the revolution. His 
ultimate aims were simple. All instruments of government were 
~~be destroyed. All political parties were to be opposed, as all 

the~ were working for some or other form of new govern
~en~ m which the party members _woul~ assume the role of 
. ~~ng class. All social and econormc affaus were to be settled 
~~e ~e_n?-ly discussion between freely elected representatives of 

Oiling masses. 
Makhno was the one political prisoner that Gulyai-Polye 

~sesse_d and he returned as a hero. There was still a small 
:£; ar~hist group in the village and they arranged a reception 
0~: hi_m. Here he issued a firm demand for organization. This 

asi?ned some demur: to the more meticulous Anarchists 
~rganization as such was suspect. Mass action should be spon
Bneous and the only permissible activity was propaganda 
G~we':'er, Makhno had his way, and by the end of M~rch th~ 
s lflyai-Polye Association of Peasants was founded, With him-
e as h . B c airman 

of thfor~ long h~ had made himse~ the e~ective political boss 
the pe district. In August the ~ormlov affair and the appeal of 
for. A.etrograd Soviet provided just the lead he h~d been Waiting 
With _Cornrnittee for the Defence_ofthe RevolutiOn was formed 
of ali Inevitably, Makhno as cha~rman, and the expropriation 
in h large land holdings factones and workshops was taken 
Eka~~- The representati~es of t~e Provisional Government at 
. By c noslav were powerless ~o mterfe,r,e. 

little ?tnparison the Bolshevik coup d etat of October created 
clear~~~- It took some weeks before it was possible to form a 
!:>efore tha as to what had happened; and of course, m~ch longer 
In the e new Petrograd regime could exercise effective control 
"Faq0~rovinces. But the slogans "Land to the Peasants" and 
Makhno;s to the Workers" were p~rfectly acceptable. To 
were d . 8 Peasants it seemed that the mhabitants of Petrograd 
before. Oing just what they themselves had done a few Weeks 

At Gul . 
Yai-Polye the toiling masses proceeded, more or less 

So 
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peacefully if untidily, to consolidate their revolution. The little 
factories functioned, or failed to function, under the control of 
the workers. The estates were split up, without much incident, 
among the peasants. ~ost of the peasants, having got their 
lar;d, took no further mterest in outside affairs. But under the 
dnve of a few idealists a certain number of agricultural com
munes were formed, where an elected committee of elders 
would allot the work, and then themselves work alongside their 
colleagues. Makhno himself became a member of one of them. 

Relations with the Soviets of Aleksandrovsk and Ekaterino
slav. remained friendly if somewhat reserved. They were 
dorrunated by Bolsheviks and Left S.R.s, and it was proper to 
support these revolutionary parties against the Whites on the 
Don and also against the Kiev Rada (regarded by Makhno as 
a gang of bourgeois chauvinists). Arms were obtained, with 
Bolshevik assistance, and a Gulyai-Polye militia was recruited 
and sent off to support the Red forces. At the same time 
Makhno's visits to the neighbouring towns filled him with mis
givings for the future. From what he had seen of the Bolsheviks 
and Left S.R.s in action he felt that they were not loyal to the 
spirit of their slogans. There were too many arrests. ~hichever 
of the two parties attained ascendency-he was convinced that 
sooner or later one would squeeze out the other-was likely to 
endeavour to impose its authority "in the harsh sense of the 
word". Lack of unity and lack of organization among the local 
Anarchists prevented them from being more than "the tail of 
the Bolshevik-Left S.R. bloc". 6 He set his hopes on the Anar
chist movement in the capitals; but his letters to them asking 
for advice and guidance remained unanswere~. . . 

Meanwhile there arose the problem of puttmg Into practice 
the basic principle of Anarchist economy-th~ e~change of 
commodities freely arranged between free orgamzabons off~ee 
producers. The south Ukrainian peasants had plenty of gram: 
what they needed was manufactured goods. Accordingly a 
Gulyai-Polye comrade was sent o~ a tour of the towns. He 
seems to have been cordially recer':ed by "0-e workers every
where and in Moscow he met With tangible success. Two 
MoscC:w trade union representatives arr:ived at Gulyai-Polye to 
fix details. The grain was loaded ~n rail cars, sent off under a 
Gulyai-Polye guard and duly_ arnved. The_ Moscow workers 
held to their part of the bargam, and a consignment of textiles 
and other manufactured goods was dispatc?ed to the south. It 
was held up at Aleksandrovsk. There was mtense indignation 

a Makhno, op. cit. Vol. I, p. 138 
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among the Gulyai-Polye peasants, who threatened to march 
on the town. The threat was enough. The Aleksandrovsk Soviet 
g~ve way, and the consignm:n~ was duly released and dis
tnbuted among its rightful recipie~ts. 

The implications of the Brest-Litovsk Treaty were not im
mediately apparent in Gulyai-Polye. The Kiev Rada propa
ganda could be countered without much difficulty. But towards 
th_e end of March Ukrainian troops 'Yere across the Dnieper, 
With, apparently, German and Austnan detachments in sup
~ort, and there was no evidence tha~ the Red forc_es were put
tmg up an effective resistance. The famter-hearted m the region 
began to waver. At a mass meeting at Gulyai-Polye Makhno 
declared that they could now rely only on themselves and must 
fight for their freedom. There was a rush of volunteers. Makhno 
was elected Commander-in-Chief. Local intellectuals were 
ging~red into organizing a medical service. More arm_s were 
obtamed, and a sizeable detachment was moved up to remforce 
the Red garrison of Aleksandrovsk. 

Meanwhile it was becoming more and more apparent that 
ther~ was no cohesion among the Red units. Each was acting 
on his own, "often in those sectors where there w_as no enemy". 1 

When they did meet the enemy they were hable to panic. 
Makhno was summoned for consultatiOn to the headquarters 
of Yegorov the Commander of the Red Forces. When he 
reached the' rendezvous he found t_hat headquarters had moved 
eastwards, so for the next forty-eight hours he followed, over 
~ountry cluttered with refugees and straggl_ers and drunken 
st~nds of Red sailors, after th~ ever-recedmg headquarters 

ff. On his way news reached him that Gulyai-Polye had been 
occupied by the enemy. He made desperate efforts to rally 
~h~e. groups of stragglers to com: J:>ack with him and liberate 

VIllage. But far too few were wllhng, and his only course was 
t~ go on east again to Taganrog, the point for which all the h ragglers seemed to be making, and collect any of his people th could find. He went on, he records, full of grief and shame at 

e colla I . s 1' pse of his revo utwn. 
gl aganrog was crowded with Red Army detachments, strag-
.A~~~i deserters and civilian refuge_es. A ~ortnight previ<;msly, on 
Chek 13th, Moscow had sta&"ed Its anti-Anarchist dnve. The 
me b had raided their premises and arrested several hundred 
pla Ill _ers; and haphazard arrests of Anarchists were taking 
a ~~ 10 'I'aganrog. Makhno himself~as not moleste~; he found 

Illber of refugees from Gulya1-Polye and neighbouring 
1 :t\1:akhno, op. cit. Vol. I, P· Sg; 8 Ibid. pp. 197-211 
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villages, and in late April they held a congress to decide on 
future policy. 

It would be wrong to consider these refugees ·as typical of the 
~outh Ukrainian population. The bulk of the peasantry (and, 
mdeed, the townsmen) stayed where they were. They had their 
land. They were not particularly interested in politics. A few 
felt themselves good Ukrainians and welcomed the Rada. 
Others hoped that the new regime would mean the establish
ment of peace and order. It was mainly the convinced revolu
tionaries and those whose recent activities marked them out for 
reprisals that had evacuated. The unanimity and bellicosity of 
the Taganrog congress are therefore not surprising. 

They were determined to re-establish their revolution in 
~ulyai-Polye. They now realized that they had little to hope 
either from the Bolshevik Government or from the Bolshevik 
higher command: they must fight their own battles themselves. 
After discussion of ways and means it was decided that late June 
and early July, the harvest season, was the best time for sub
versive work among the peasants. It was therefore agreed that 
the congress participants should infiltrate back to the area at 
that season singly or in twos and threes. Once b~ck they wo"';lld 
re-establish contacts; spread propaganda; orgamze clandestme 
groups of potential fighters; collect arms; and urgently and 
conspiratorially prepare the ground for a general peasant 
revolt.D 

The time chosen for action meant an interval of nearly eight 
weeks; and Makhno decided to spend this period going ro~nd 
the big centres of Soviet Russia. He wanted to find out for him
~ elf what had happened to the Anarchists, and w~at they were 
Intending to do. He wished to see what ~?lshevik su~remacy 
meant in practice, and what was the position and attitude of 
the workers in the big factories. He ~eeded to know ~rst h~nd 
what help and what obstruction he might exl?ect for his commg 
revolution in the south. The account of his Odyssey, which 
takes up the second volume of his m.e~oirs, affor?s a fascinating 
worm's-eye view of Bolshevik Russia m the sprmg of I g I 8. 

(iv) 

Makhno arrived in Moscow in early June after a tour that had 
included Tsaritsyn, Saratov, Astrakhan and Tambov. While 
en route he heard news of the dispersal of the Ukrainian Rada 

8 Ibid. PP· 75-Bo 
83 



ST ANTONY'S PAPERS No. 6 

and of the installation of Skoropadsky with German backing
which convinced him of Lenin's error in accepting the Brest
Litovsk Treaty. Later came news of the Czech revolt and the 
establishment of the S.R.-dominated Government at Samara. 
In all these cities administration was confused if not chaotic. 
In Saratov, for instance, there was a large force of Red sailors 
(from both Kronstadt and the Black Sea) engaged in constant 
friction and intermittent shooting with the Saratov Cheka
each side branding the other as counter-revolutionaries. A 
third irreconcilable element was the "Detachment of Odessa 
Terrorists", two hundred and fifty strong, who arrived about 
the same time as Makhno and who refused either to be dis
armed or to go back and fight the Hetman.1o 

A depressing feature of his tour was to note the general 
eclipse of the Anarchist movement. In some centres the groups 
had disintegrated. Such groups as still existed had no funds, no 
organization, no will to action. Members were in constant fear 
of arrest by the Cheka; and Makhno himself found it wiser to 
con~eal his political affi~ation and only to display his card as 
Chrurman of the Gulya1-Polye Committee for the Defence of 
the Revolution. To the young man from Gulyai-Polye Moscow 
appeared as "the capital of the Paper Revolution" a vast fac
t?ry turning out empty resolutions and slogans while one poli
tlc~l party, by means of force and fraud, elevated itself into the 
position of a ruling class. 

Here again the Anarchists seemed cowed and demoralized, 
largely concerned with keeping out of trouble. His old friend 
Arshinov had taken on the post of Secretary of the Society for 
the Ideological Propagation of Anar~hism. Makhno was present 
at some of their meetings, and was Impressed by their cultural 
and. theoretical range. But th~re seemed no urge for action. 
~gam and again in his memOirs he comes back to his phrase 
. Paper revolution". He attended a conference of Anarchists 
Including a few like himself from the south, but no one present 
Thrned to intend to go back there and fight for his convictions. 
he _meeting would not even accept the proposal to ask Boi

s CVJ.k. permission to set up an organization for underground 
bork In the Ukraine. There seemed an unbridgeable gap 

etween what Makhno was burning to do and the general 
~Ood of the movement. Mterwards, when his revolution had 
thred Up and been extinguished, his historian was to suggest 

at the Anarchist leaders "had overslept" the Makhno move-
ment.ll 

1oM 
akhno, op. cit. Vol. I, pp, 75-80 
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During his three weeks' stay in Moscow he went to the All 
Russian Congress ofTextile Unions, where "were concentrated 
the flower of the Socialists then living in the centre of the paper 
revolution. They got up one after another, talked, waved their 
arms and screamed, each louder than the one before." He also 
attended some Left S.R. meetings. He felt sympathy with the 
Left S.R.s: they had, he believed, not approved of the drive 
against the Anarchists in April, and they were ashamed of their 
impotence vis-a-vis Lenin. He was impressed with Kamkov and 
with Spiridonova. But, like the Anarchists, they had "good will 
in plenty but not enough strength to tackle the enormous task 
of re-orientating the course of the Revolution". 

One episode of Makhno's Moscow visit gave him pleasure. 
As a boy in prison his great hero had been P. A. Kropotkin, and 
in. spite of all his disappointments with the Anarchist leader
ship the admiration remained. He made a number of attempts 
to see the old man, and at last succeeded. 12 They. had a long 
conversation. No practical guidance was forthcolll!ng; he was 
told that even the issue of his return to the Ukrame was one 
which he, Makhno, alone could decide. But he met with a sym
pathy that he had not before experienced. As he was .leaving 
Kropotkin said: "One must remember, dear comrade, that 
there is no sentimentality about our struggle. But selflessness 
and strength of heart and will on our way towards ~:mr goal will 
conquer all." Years later, long after the defeat ofhis_r_ev?lution, 
when Makhno himself was a dying man in the hunnlianon and 
penury of emigration he was to write: "I have always remem
bered these words of Petr Alekseevich. And when our com
rades come to know all that I did in the Russian Revolution in 
the Ukraine and then in the independent Ukrainian Revolu
tion-in the vanguard of which revolutionary _Ma~hnovshchina 
played so outstanding a role-they will recogrnze m my acti
vities that selflessness and that strength of heart ~nd will about 
which Petr Alekseevich spoke to me. I hope t~s precept will 
enable them to develop these traits of character m themselves." 

His meeting with Lenin w<l:s unplallD:ed ~nd unexpected. He 
went to the Kremlin to get himself a billeting card, blundered 
into Sverdlov's office; and Sverdlov. found _the young revolu
tionary from the south sufficiently m!ereshng _to arrange a 
appointment with Lenin for the followmg mo:rung. n 

Makhno was received with a ~aternal Sit;lplicity. Lenin 
patted his shoulder, put him down m one cha1r and Sverdl 
in another, told his secretary they were not to be disturbed f~~ 

12 Makhno, op. cit. Vol. II, PP· 107-116 
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an hour. All through the interview he talked slowly and. clearly, 
with frequent repetitions to make sure there was no rrusunder
standing in question or answ~r .. 

Lenin asked what the Ukrru.ruan peasants made of the slogan 
"All power to the local Soviets". Makhno replied that they 
took it literally-assuming they were to have co~plete con~rol 
of all affairs affecting them, and added, ":'hen Leru~ asked him, 
that he himself felt this was the correct mterpretatwn. 

Lenin: "Then the peasants are infected with anarchism." 
Makhno: "Do you think that is bad?" 
Lenin: "I did not say that; it may be to the good if it speeds 

up the victory of Communism." 
Lenin went on to observe that mere peasant enthusiasm 

would burn itself out-it could not survive serious blows from 
the counter-revolution. Makhno said that a leader should not 
be pessimistic or sceptical. Lenin pointed out that the Anarchists 
h_ad no serious organization, they were unable to organize 
either the proletariat or the poor peasants, and thus unable to 
defend the Revolution. 

Lenin showed particular interest in the military perform
ance. of the Red Guards, and questioned Ma~hno in very great 
detru.I. Then he asked about the propaganda m the villages, and 
~akhno explained that, on the revolutionary side, there was 
little of it and what there was was ineffective. · 

Lenin turned to Sverdlov and said that the true path to vic
tory was the reorganization of the Red Guards into the Red 
Army. Then he asked Makhno his plans, and when Makhno 
sai_d he was going home, illegally, commented that the Anar
chists ~ad plenty of fanaticism and self-sacrifice but they were 
short-sighted; they neglected the present for the far distant 
future. Turning back to Makhno he said he must not take this 
too hardly: he (Makhno) was a good man, and if only a third 
~f the Ru~sian Anarchists were like him the Bolsheviks would 

on c~rtam conditions" be prepared to go a long way with 
them m the free organization of production. 
~akhno records that he was uncomfortably conscious of 

C<;>mtng under the spell of Lenin's personality: he was begin
~ng to feel reverence for the man he knew to be most respon
Sible fo: the drive against the Anarchists. He protested that 
tnarchists were thorough revolutionaries. Lenin said, "We 
~ow the Anarchists as well as you. They all think only of the 

dtstant future and pay no regard to the practical problems of 
the present." Makhno replied that he was a simple ill-educated 
peasant. He could not properly argue with a man like Lenin. 
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But it was quite untrue that the Anarchists did not concern 
themselves with present realities. The whole revolutionary 
struggle in the villages against the Kiev Rada had been carried 
on by the Anarchists and a few S.R.s. There were no Bolsheviks 
in the villages and if there were any they had no influence. It 
was the Anarchists who had done the fighting. 

Makhno records his feeling of frustration at this interview
he realized the enormous opportunities offered to him and he 
could not take them. He could not properly express himself. 
Finally Lenin asked if he would like help for his journey home; 
Makhno said he would, and Sverdlov on Lenin's instructions 
telephoned to a certain Karpenko. Lenin told Makhno to take 
this as evidence that after all he was not so ill disposed towards 
the Anarchists; he should go and see Karpenko who would 
help him cross the frontier. 

Maklzno: "What frontier?" 
Lenin: "Don't you know that a frontier has been established 

between the Ukraine and Russia?" 
Makhno: "And you consider the Ukraine as Soviet Russia?" 
Lenin: "To consider is one thing, to see is another." 13 

In due course the Bolshevik organization in charge of illegal 
frontier crossings provided Makhno with a false passport in 
the name of I van Y akoliev Shepel, school-teacher and reserve 
officer from near Taganrog. On the 2gth June Arshinov came 
with him to the station and saw him off. Mter a long slow 
journey the train reached Kursk, and then Beleni~no, which 
was the terminal. The little station was crowded With refugees, 
one or two from Gulyai-Polye who told Makhno that in his 
absence his mother's house had been burned down, one of his 
brothers executed and another lodged in Aleksandrovsk gaol. 
He hired a cab to take him across no-man's-land and reached 
Belgorod without incident. He found a secluded s~ot and put 
on the Ukrainian officer's uniform that had been giVen to him 
to match his passport. 

(v) 

Events had seen to it that the d;~.te Makhno ~a? fixed back in 
Taganrog for his rendezvous With th~ Ukram1an Revolution 
was well timed. As has been mentiOned, the bulk of th 
peasantry, in spite of Makhno's brave words to Lenin h ~ 
offered no resistance to the Rada and the German arm·' Ia 1es. n 

13 Makhno, op. cit. Vol. II, PP· 12o-135 
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a large number of villages the invaders had been welcomed. 
Even the return of the landlords in their wake did not in itself 
make for large-scale disturbances. Reports reaching Soviet 
Russia tended to show that most of the peasants could have 
been induced to pay a small rent for the land they had taken 
over. But the landlords were greedy: they wanted the harvest, 
and the peasants were firmly convinced that the crops they had 
themselves sown and harvested were their personal property. 
On top of this came the special agreements between Kiev and 
the Central Powers for the bulk delivery of grain and other 
foodstuffs. The peasants tried to ch~at. When that failed they 
started burning barns and sabotagmg transport. There were 
isolated cases of small bands offering armed resistance.I4 

In their occupation of western Russia German troops held 
the northern and central areas, the whole of the territory bor
dering on Soviet Russia as far as the Don, and the Crimea and 
Tauride province in the south. The Roumanians were west of 
Odessa. In between, holding most of the Ekaterinoslav and 
Kherson provinces, were the Austro-Hungarians. It was with 
the latter that Makhno had mainly to do during the first few 
months of his activity. 

The final stages of his journey back were precarious. The 
authorities got wind of his return and he had to jump the train 
to avoid. arrest. He made hi~ way on foot to a village some 
twenty kilometres from Gulyru-Polye where he had friends who 
would hide him, and there estal;>lished ~is conspiratorial head
quarters. On July the 4th he Issued his first secret circular, 
made out in ten copies and passed by safe hand to peasants he 
knew he could trust: in it he announced his return and warned 
recipients to be ready to act. An immediat~ reply from Gulyai
Polye urged him not to come back to the village. There was an 
Austrian garrison. The place was full of spies and all members 
of the former Soviet were under arrest. The Jews had betrayed 
the village back in April, and now it .was the young Jews who 
Wer.e. hunting down the revolutionanes and the Jewish bour
geoisie was encouraging them. 

Makhno was worried at this evidence of anti-Semitism. His 
feople were making the Jews to be the scapegoat of past mis-!Ortu · · h"l nes and the excuse for present mact10n. He wrote that 
w 1• e the rich Jews would naturally side with the invaders 
~~amst the Anarchists the poorer Jews were the peasants' 
nends and allies. He also composed a second circular, dated 

July 2nd, outlining the programme to be undertaken. Peasants 
u Kubanin, op. cit. PP· 33-37 
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must first organize, so that every small village and every 
quarter of each big village had its own proper fighting squad. 
When the squads were formed they .should watch for the op
portunity to start small-scale action against isolated landowners. 

He continued to receive messages warning him against 
coming to Gulyai-Polye; his presence would inevitably become 
known and provoke reprisals on the poorer peasants. But he 
was tired of inaction. One night, escorted by two armed peas
ants, he arrived at the cottage of a widow on the outskirts of 
Gulyai-Polye. Children were sent round with messages, and all 
through the small hours his old friends collected in the cottage. 
There were many absentees-dead, deported or in prison. Of 
those that turned up most were dispirited; some of them urged 
him to leave; a few were anxious to help. He remained in hiding 
for three or four nights and organized some "initiatory groups" 
of three to five men under his own orders. But then came news 
that in some of the neighbouring villages the recipients of his 
first circular had understood it to be a signal to act: peasants 
had staged some premature and ineffective attacks on land
owners' houses. The authorities were alerted and there was a 
wave of arrests and house-searches in Gulyai-Polye itself. The 
pessimists seemed to have beenjustified. Mak.hno was smuggled 
out of the village and went into hiding with some distant 
cousins at Ternovka, a village fifty miles away. 15 

(vi) 

If Gulyai-Polye was the Mecca <?f the ~ak.hnovite movement 
Ternovka has some claims to be Its Medma. There was plenty 
of fighting spirit in the village; also a small stock of arms, left 
behind in the spring by the ~etreating Red Guar~s and care
fully hidden. Makhno orgamzed the youn&" men mto squads. 
A few weeks later, as more and more eVIdence came in of 
peasant unrest, he issued the slogan. "Death to all who with 
the aid of German-Austrian-Hetmamte bayonets remove from 
peasants and workers the conquests of their Revolution" and 
initiated a series of attacks on landlords' country houses. Some 
landlords were killed, as were any guards who might be sta
tioned there; others abandoned their properties and went off 
to the garrison towns to await the restoration of order. Makhno's 
raids covered an ever wider range, more and more volunteers 
joined up with his band and in mid-September he felt his 

u Makhno, Vol. III, pp. 5-30 
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resources were adequate for an attack <;>n Gulyai-P_olye. On the 
march towards the village he surpnsed and disarmed two 
Hetmanite detachments and thus came into possession of suffi
cient Hetmanite army and militia caps and ove~coats to dis
guise his little army. For four days the Makhno~tes operated 
in a circle of about thirty miles roun~ Gulyai-Polye. -~he 
Austrian authorities were warned of therr approach. Pumuve 
expeditions came after them, missed them, took reprisals on the 
villages and the young villagers ran away to join up with the 
insurgents. One night Makhno with a fighting patrol ran into 
a company of Austrians, who took them to be Hetmanite 
militia so that they were able to withold their fire until point
blank range. The Austrian company commander was among 
those killed. The prisoners included three ~alicians who were 
sent back to their battalion with a letter dictated by Makhno 
and addressed to the Austrian rank and file: these were told to 
shoot their officers and make their way home to start a revolu
tion there-otherwise they would be killed by the Ukrainian 
revolutionaries. A problem after !his ~ttle battle was the dis
posa~ of the Austrian corpses, which, If found, would provoke 
repnsals on the local villagers; so a squad of peasants were 
called out to cart them and dump them on the nearest land
lord's property . 

. Pea~ants were now rallying to Makhno in hundreds, some 
With nfles, some without. There were continual councils of war 
as to the next move, and a wide variety of opinion. Some wanted 
!0 l:'l-unch an attack on Gulyai-Polye, others to disperse and 
Insugat~ a general rising in the villages all round. The very 
u!lcerta~nty and constant change of insurgent plans added to the 
d~fficulues of the Austrian Intelligence, and in the event on the 
~ght t~e attack was staged most of the troops had been sent off 
.n vanous false scents. The attack was successful: only the gar
ns~n headquarters staff managed to get away in the darkness 
an_ ~onfusion. The Makhnovites seized the post office, the 
pn~ung press and the railway station (which was some miles 
0~ 1 ofJhe centre of the village). Old scores were paid. Hundreds 
0 cal ~ts were rolled off calling on the peasants to rally to the revo uuon. · 

ho~~ ';'asS one thing to seize Gulyai-Polye, but quite another to 
b t ·~:r orne of the hot-heads wished to hold on at all costs, 
. u h a~no realized he had no prospect of successfully defend
~ng t eh VIllage against regular troops. When news was received 
ro~ t e local stationmaster of the approach of enemy troop 

trams, Makhno moved out his little army; fought a successful 
go 
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rearguard action; undertook a forced march of eighty miles and 
then paused to refit.1s 

The successful seizure and evacuation of Gulyai-Polye was 
Makhno's first important military operation. The second was 
the engagement at Dibrivka which took place a few days later. 

While at rest in the forest near this village he was joined by 
another insurgent force under one Shchus, whom he had met 
during the fighting in the spring and who had attended the 
Taganrog congress. 

The combined army now totalled nearly r ,soo men. Mahkno 
planned a long-range raid (of which he was later to conduct 
so many) across the southern Ukraine to the Sea of Azov. One 
problem was that a number of Shchus's men were wounded, 
but these had found girls in the village, and when the girls 
heard of the proposed expedition they all volunteered to ride 
with their men with the army on peasant carts and look after 
them en route. 

There were busy days of preparation. It was here that the 
Makhnovite pattern of feeding the army first took shape. At a 
mass meeting the peasants would indicate the richest house
holds. These (not unnaturally) would agree to provide one 
s?eep each. All peasants gave bread, according to their capa
City. There was recruiting: but no volunteer~ were accepted 
over and above those for whom arms were available: the others 
~ere put on a register. And there were contin~ous mass meet
mgs and speeches at which Makhno was at pams to emphasize 
the danger not only from the Hetman and the Germans but 
also from the White Generals in the south-east. 

And then one night the Austrians attacked. A few partisans 
held up their advance while the wounded were loaded on to 
carts and taken off to the forest. The villagers panicked and 
implored Makhno not to retreat, but he knew that withdrawal 
was essential. All that night and most of the next day his men 
hid in the forest. Then, when the enemy were reported to be 
on parade in the main square they launched their counter
attack. They moved in surreptitiously, in small groups. One 
girl tried to give the alarm, but she was caught and knocked on 
the head to stop her screaming. The partisans climbed over 
the back walls and occupied the shops a~d house~ overlooking 
the square. The enemy troops were restmg. Their rifles were 
stacked; some men were lying down. Makhno opened fire at 
eighty yards' range. It was a massacre ~ather than a battle. 
Some of the enemy got away. Some barncaded themselves in 

xo Makhno, Vol. III, pp. 5o-7o 
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houses and the houses were set on fire. The village woke up 
"like ~n ant heap". Peasants swarmed out of the houses with 
axes and hammers chasing after the fugitives and beating the 
prisoners. There had been one Austrian battalion, detach
ments ofHetmanite and German colonist volunteers and a con
tingent of militia. Makhno saved some twenty Austrians from 
lynching, tied up their wounds, fed them and sent them off 
to tell the story to their companions. All other prisoners were 
killed, as was the girl who had tried to give the alarm. Next day 
Austrian reinforcements arrived with a number of field guns. 
The makhnovtsi were shelled out of the village and shelled again 
when they took up positions in the forest. Makhno and Shchus 
were both hit, Shchus seriously. Frightened peasants streamed 
after them out of the village. But Makhno had no means of 
helping the peasants. He had no alternative but to withdraw 
again, this time right out of the area. Next night, already miles 
away, he could see the glow in the sky from the burning houses 
of Dibrivka.17 

(vii) 

In the next three weeks Makhno's raids covered many hundreds 
of miles, and were marked by an extreme ferocity. The slogan 
was "Death, death, death to all on the side of the Hetman." He 
wrote afterwards that this was "not a slogan thought out by 
those that sit in offices ... but dictated by factual reality" .Is 
His detachments operated round Berdyansk, Maryupol and 
Pavlograd, exterminating landlords and militia. His main force 
once came up against a Hungarian battalion and was badly 
~auled: he told his partisans they would have to learn to fight 
like _Magyars. But mostly he was able to avoid the occupying 
arrrues who were tending more and more to concentrate in the 
urban centres and big railway junctions. 

The sphere and scope of his operations widened. He felt him
~elf no longer a mere guerrilla leader but, once again, the 
Instrum~nt of a social revolution. The policy of vengeance and 
de~tructJ.On was ceasing to be adequate. The revolution must 
b~lld up its stores of arms, horses, money and essential sup
plies .. Measures were thought out, and approved at a mass 
T?~et.J.ng of the insurgent army, for a system of organized requi
Sitlons. Revolutionary Tribunals were set up; public enemies 
were no longer to be shot out of hand but to be executed 

17 Makhno, Vol. Ill, pp. 71--g6 
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publicly after some show of court proceedings. The main insur
~ent army came to be followed by a long column of carts carry
mg cash and stores, and it was now possible to offer immediate 
relief to any destitute villages on the route. 

]n early October the Austrians evacuated Gulyai-Polye and 
the insurgent army marched in, this time to stay there, except 
for one brief interval, for some months. Makhno's first act was 
to send an ultimatum to the (Hetmanite) Town Commandant 
of Aleksandrovsk, demanding the release of all the prison in
mates. When, eventually, the Gulyai-Polye Anarchists (includ
ing Makhno's brother) came back home they were given a 
resounding welcome and afforded a much-needed reinforce
ment of the military and administrative staffs. 

Makhno was in the field when the momentous news came 
from Kiev that Hetman Skoropadsky was no longer in power 
and that a Directory, of the same political colour and largely 
of the same personnel as the former Rada, ~ad. as~umed the 
government of the Ukraine. There was much JUbilatiOn among 
the peasants, but Makhno had misgivings. He regarded the 
Directory, as he had regarded the Rada, as an instrument of 
bourgeois chauvinism. At the same time there was need for 
caution: his infant revolution had already a great many enemies 
and not nearly sufficient armed forces. Wh~n he. returned to 
Gulyai-Polye there were days of anxious deliberatw_n as to the 
policy to be adopted. Makhno's own account of this. period is 
Incomplete; he was a dying man when he reached this stage of 
his memoirs and there are long gaps in his record_. B~t it is cer
tain that at one stage a decision was made to mamtam, for the 
moment, an attitude of cautious neutrality; and that a few days 
later the decision was reversed in favour of war. Makhno's 
memoirs give no indication of the reason for this. change. It 
may have been the hope of coming to some working alliance 
with the Bolsheviks. 

In the late autumn and winter of 1918 t~~ Red Army's 
counter-offensive on the Eastern front of the CIVIl "yV ar carried 
Bolshevik power as far as Ufa and Orenburg. But_m the south 
the Red offensive against the Cossacks and the Whtte Volunteer 
Army petered out: there were disturbances in the Red rear and 
disaffection among certain subordin.ate Red commanders. In 
addition the Red troops were badly hit by typhus. In November 
Denikin captured Stavropol and a few weeks later the north 
Caucasian Red Army was completely broken. 

In the Ukraine the withdrawal of the German and Austro
Hungarian occupation annies meant the removal of the one 

93 



ST ANTONY'S PAPERS No. 6 

force capable of enforcing some kind of order. In the coastal 
area and the Crimea a number of weak and transient local 
authorities came into being; Denikin sent his representatives to 
the main centres, and the French were soon to land in some 
force. At Kiev the Directory made desperate efforts to r::P.se 
and maintain an army capable of defending its existence. The 
Bolsheviks made ready to stage a second invasion. In the 
interior, throughout the countryside, there operated a wide 
variety of petty war lords and band leaders, some with nation
alist or political slogans and some mere bandits. Makhno's posi
tion was exceptional on account of the strength of his army, of 
the hold he had established on the loyalty of the peasants of his 
area, and of the nature of his political ideals and programme. 

The German-Austrian retirement offered Makhno a unique 
opportunity to build up a reserve of arms and stores, and his 
memoirs are full of incidents with German retreating units. 
There was some fighting. There was a good deal of negotiation, 
and a fair amount of double-crossing. These few weeks saw an 
appreciable increase both in the effective strength of the 
Makhnovite Army and in Makhno's own personal reputation. 
This last was no longer merely local. In the Soviet Russian Press 
he came to be frequently and favourably featured as a true 
revolutionary fighter. In mid-December 1918 he received and 
ac.cepted an invitation from the underground Bolshevik com
nuttee at Ekaterinoslav to take part in an attempt to seize the 
town from the Petlurist garrison and to assume command of all 
the insurgent forces. 

Makhno brought up his troops at night to a working-class 
suburb on the west bank of the Dnieper, and they came into 
town, their arms concealed under their greatcoats, on an early 
morning workmen's train. The station was seized at once. 
Some Bolshevik workers' detac1. _,ents and a few S.R.s also 
came into action. A Petlurist artillery officer changed sides, with 
a number of his guns and gun teams. After three or four days 
of confused fighting the insurgents had occupied the greater 
part of the town. Makhno seized the prison and released the 
li~mates; he arrested and shot the prosecutor who had secured 
~~sdc<;>nviction ten years before; and he issued proclamations for-

1 dtn~ looting. A new Soviet was installed as the governing 
autho~Ity, but it functioned for only twenty-four hours as the 
fcPetlunsts brought up reinforcements and the Makhnovites were 
orced to withdraw. A few days later the Red Army pressed out 

the Petlurists. 
We have an account of the fighting in Ekaterinoslav from 
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a professor of law at the University,l9 who with his wife occu
pied one floor in a house overlooking a square that became a 
no-man's land between the opposing forces. Shells screamed 
overhead, and spent bullets pattered down on the roof. The 
unbellicose occupants of the professor's house gathered to
gether in the first floor, which seemed to them to be the least 
unsafe, and "waited in silence for death". On the evening of the 
fourth day the shooting died down. Then there was knocking, 
and some ten men pushed in through the street door, insisting 
that they required the house. The landlord pleaded and 
argued: eventually they agreed to take the front rooms and 
leave the back to the residents. So the residents retired to the 
back, but their visitors pushed in after them and more crowded 
in from the street. A meal had been laid on the table and the 
partisans sat down to it; the ladies of the house made haste to 
serve them. 

They were members of a Makhnovite machine-gun section. 
Their dress was varied-uniforms of every kind, peasant dress; 
some wore expensive civilian fur coats. All were armed to the 
teeth and hung about with hand grenades. On.e, who was very 
drunk, kept giving accounts of the bourgeois he had shot. 
'~TheX were very stupid," he said. "They squeaked all. the 
tlme. The men were not unfriendly. One produced a prur of 
s~ockings which he offered to the professor's wife. Sh; was con
vmced they had just been pulled off a dead women s legs and 
refused in horror: there was an ugly moment, but the landlord 
accepted them on behalf of his daughter. One elderly peasant 
was awestruck at the splendour of the first urban interior he had 
ever seen, and offered formal thanks between each mouthful. 

The commander of the detachment joined them. He would 
not eat or drink, but he sat a~he table and talked. He was anti
Semite. He described his lea, J Makhno as "a real Communist 
not like the Petlurists who h-~ve sold themselves to the Jews": 
He went on to explain that when they occupied a town Makhno 
allowed his men to take one pair of whatever he needed, pro
vided the man could carry it himself. Whoever too~ more than 
that was shot. Peaceful inhabitants need not be fnghtened, as 
the Makhnovites only killed Germans and jews; these, after all 
were the main bourgeois. . . ' 

In due course the squad went out to relieve their companions. 
The commander gave permission for the door between the 
~ront and back rooms to be bolted. During th~ night men came 
m and rattled at the inner door. In the square m front there was 

10 lgrenev, G., in Arkhiv Russkoy Revolyutsii (Berlin 1921) Vol. III, pp. 234_243 
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intermittent shouting and bursts of machine-gun fire. Next 
morning all was quiet with the men at their posts in the square. 
In the front room a cupboard had been broken open and all 
the linen stolen, and a sack of hand grenades was lying under a 
bed. The landlord called to a partisan who came and collected 
the bombs. When, later, firing began again it was from the 
Petlurist reinforcements, and the Makhnovites retreated. 

(viii) 

Mter the fighting at Ekaterinoslav the Maklmovtsi went back to
wards Gulyai-Polye. For the first few weeks of 1919 the advanc
ing Red Armies by-passed this area, where Makhno and his 
staff went ahead with their work ofmilitmy and social organiza
tion. This period saw the beginnings of what might be called 
the Makhnovite Government in that two Congresses were held, 
the first in January at Velikaya Mikhailovka and the second 
three weeks later at Gulyai-Polye. They were composed of dele
~ates ofpeasants, workers and of the insurgent army, and were 
Intended to clarify and record the decisions of the toiling masses 
and to be regarded as the supreme authority for the liberated 
area. This area, for the time being, was exclusively rural and 
the workers' representation was insignificant. Peasant delegates, 
however, came in from thirty-two volosts. 

There were rousing revolutionary speeches, and tirades 
against European and American imperialists and their instru
~ents such as Denikin, Kolchak and Petlura. There was also 
In the general resolution a warning: "With deep regret the 
Congress must also declare that apart from external enemies a 
perhaps even greater danger, arising from its internal short
comings, threatens the Revolution of the Russian and Ukrainian 
peasants and workers. The Soviet Governments of Russia and 
of the Ukraine, by their orders and decrees, are making efforts 
to ?eprive local soviets of peasants and workers' deputies of 
~h~1r freedom and autonomy." The Bolshevik Party, the reso-
~tion went on, was "demanding a monopoly of the Revolu

tion".2o 

The main civil achievement was the establishment of a 
Regional Revolutionary Military Soviet of Peasants, Workers 
?-X:~ Insurgents, a permanent committee with no powers to 
Imtiate policy but designed merely to implement the decisions 
of the periodic congresses. Otherwise the re-establishment of the 

20 Kubanin, op. cit. pp. 52, 53 
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former agricultural commune was approved. A resolution was 
passe? ur~ing the ~et~ng up of "free", i.e. non-political, Soviets 
of tmlers m all distncts; and another urging "direct union" 
between peasants in the country and workers in the towns. This 
last remained academic; communications were too bad and 
there was too great a variety of military occupation to allow 
any real contact between villagers and big town labour. But the 
Makhnovites did at least make the considerable gesture of dis
patching a large consignment of grain to the hungry factory 
workers of Petrograd and Moscow. 21 

However, the main emphasis ofthe two Congresses was upon 
defence. Makhno had learned the lesson of the spring of 1 9 I 8: 
a social revolution must have an effective military force to protect 
it. All through the early weeks of 1919 Makhnovite detach
ments were fighting the Whites in the south, and this continu
ous campaigning was bringing home to Makhno the short
comings ofvolunteerism. The flow of volunteers did not dry up: 
sometimes there were more than he could arm. But it was spas
modic and unpredictable. Individuals and groups were apt to 
get tired of the war and return to their homes. It was essential 
to put the man-power question on a regular basis. 

Accordingly, at Makhno's insistence, the second Congress 
passed a resolution in favour of "general, voluntary and egali
tarian mobilization". The orthodox Anarchist line, expressed 
at an Anarchist gathering of this period, was that "no com
pul.sory army . . . can be regarded as a true defen~er of the 
social revolution",22 and debate ranged round the Issue as to 
whether enlistment could be described as "voluntary" (what
ever the feelings of individuals) if it took plac~ as the result of 
a resolution voluntarily passed by representatives of the com
munity as a whole. Makhno gained his point. A Soyiet writer 
suggests that the issue proved that Makhno knew his peasants 
better than did the Anarchist intellectuals: peasants held back 
from volunteering because they knew that the Whites shot all 
Red volunteers. As mobilized men they would be safer. 23 

The first contact between Makhno's staff and that of 
Dybenko, the local Red Army commander, took place at the 
end of February. Relations were friendly. Each side needed the 
military alliance. Makhno continued to be featured in the 
Soviet Press as a champion of the toiling masses. When the Red 
Army proposed, in March, a unification of military forces 

21 Arshinov, op. cit. pp. 8g, go, 93 Valine, op. cit. PP· 545, 550 
:: Yarosl~vsky: H!story of Anarchism in Russia (London n.d.) p. 67 
- Kubamn, op. Cit. p. 45 
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against Denikin (now in supreme command of all the 'Whites 
in the south), it took little time to come to an .agreement. 

This first of the three agreements to be negotiated by Makhno 
with the Bolsheviks laid down that the Makhnovite Army was 
to maintain its own internal organization, but would be sub
ordinate for operational purposes to the Red Army Higher 
Command, and would furthermore accept Red Army nom
inees as Political Commissars down to regimental level. It was 
to receive, from the Bolsheviks, arms and supplies on the same 
level as the neighbouring Red Army units. It was to keep its 
name of Insurgent Army [later it was to adopt the title of 
"Insurgent Revolutionary Army of the Ukraine (Makhno
vites)] and to retain its (Anarchist) black flags. Nothing was 
said about the civil administration of the areas of Makhnovite 
occupation. 24 

The agreement with Makhno marked the beginning of a 
number of Red successes in the south. In late March Grigoriev 
(an ex-Tsarist officer who had served the Petlurists and then 
defected with his partisan army to the Bolsheviks) captured 
Kherson. In April the French hurriedly evacuated Odessa and 
the Reds marched in. The same month the Red Army occupied 
t~e Crimea. But in spite of this, the Bolsheviks were meeting 
difficulties in their attempts to assimilate and re-integrate the 
newly re-occupied southern provinces. Bolshevik policy, while 
approving the distribution to the poorer peasants of some of the 
landowners' estates, laid down that the rest was to be adminis
tered as State farms. Vineyards .and sugar-beet plantations were 
!0 be State property, as was all live stock and equipment belong
mg. to t.he dispossessed gentry. The peasants on the other hand 
mau~ta.J.ned that all property of the former landlords was now 
by nght their own, as had been arranged at Gulyai-Polye 
(Makhno's agricultural communes had been entirely volun
thry). Furthermore, the Red Armies lived off the country and 
t ~t meant requisitions and mobilization orders. Red com
nussars and Cheka officials (who often happened to be Jews) 
soon became objects of hatred. Bolshevik Party organization 
and propaganda was weak enough in most of the towns, and 
no~existent in the rural areas. Attempts were already being rr;; e. to form committees of poor peasants, but these were in
c £i ecuve. Poor peasants had no time for committees which were 
~ te~packed with kulaks. In any case there was little incentive 
or t e poorer peasant to co-operate with his new rulers. The 

UArsh" . K Inov, op. Cit. PP· 93-95 
ubanin, op. cit. p. 46 

g8 

Valine, op. cit. pp. 551-553 



NESTOR MAKHNO 

villagers, rich and poor alike, were united in their opposition.· 
~orne of them believed that a new yarty had come into power 
m Moscow. They were, they proclaimed, for the Bolsheviks who 
had given them the land, but they were against the Communists 
who were now trying to rob them. 25 Recent experience seemed 
to have shown that authority could be successfully resisted and 
throughout the area there were refusals to deliver, arsons, 
lynchings, and action by armed bands. Trouble began to 
spread to the locally recruited Red units. The Second Ukrain
ian Red Army Division was confidentially reported to be 
riddled with indiscipline, drunkenness, card-playing, anti
Communism, anti-Semitism, pro-Makhno and Black Flag 
slogans. 26 

The reference to the Black Flag is not isolated. Anarchist 
influence was reported from Aleksandrovsk and other centres. 
Anarchists were holding a conference in Kursk at about this 
time and in one of their resolutions it was stated that "the 
Ukrainian Revolution will have great chances of rapidly becom
ing Anarchist in its ideas".27 The position called for renewed 
Bolshevik measures against the Anarchists. Nabat, the main 
A~arc_hist newspaper in the Ukraine, was suppressed, and its 
editonal board dispersed under threat ~f arrest. Some of. them 
came to Makhno at Gulyai-Polye; Valine, the most emment, 
was delayed en route but arrived there in the SUJ?mer and was 
elected chairman of the Revolutionary Military Soviet. 
Arshinov had already arrived (in April) ~rom Moscow and had 
assumed charge of Makhnovite educatio? and pr~paganda. 
There . was some justification for susp_e~ung Gulyai-Polye of 
becommg a centre of ideological opposition. 

(ix) 

Rela~ons. between ~olshe':'iks and MaJc.?novites :v~re already 
detenoraung when m Apnl the Re':'oluuonary Military Soviet 
at Gulyai-Polye convoked the Third Congress o_f Peasants, 
Workers and Insurgents. When the Congress.wa~ m session a 
telegram was received from Dybenko denouncmg It as counter
rev?lutionary. Makhno was away at the front;_ but the newly 
arnved intellectuals sent back a long reply argwng out that the 
Congress was the expression of the will of the toiling masses 
Meanwhile military co-operation continued. Antonov-Ovseen.k~ 

25 Kubanin, op. cit. pp. 62, 63 
27 Yaroslavsky, op. cit. p. 65 
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paid a friendly visit to the Makhnovite headquarters on April 
2gth, and S. S. Kamenev on May 4th. Kamenev suggested that 
it might be wise to dissolve the Revolutionary Military Soviet: 
he was told that unlike similarly titled bodies elsewhere, which 
were instruments of a political party, the local R.M.S. was the 
creation of the people themselves. 28 

It was now that favourable mention of Makhno ceased to 
appear in the Soviet Press; an increasingly critical note became 
apparent. Supplies failed to get through to Makhnovite units 
and areas. It may be significant that Trotsky (to whom 
Makhno's ideas and methods were bound to be anathema) was 
~ow paying more personal attention to the southern front. But 
In May the whole military position was completely changed 
when Grigoriev main Soviet commander in the south-west 
st.aged a revolt 'against his Bolshevik masters and proclaimed 
himself Ataman of Kherson and the Tauride. 
. Red garrisons in some centres remained true to Moscow; 
In others they declared themselves neu~ral. Many Soviet troops 
came ove.r to Grigoriev. The p~asants (In so far as they counted) 
were .anti-Bolshevik. The Sovi.et south-western front collapsed, 
and It seemed possible that If Makhno defected the south
eastern front would collapse as well. On May 12th Kamenev 
tele~raphed the news of Grigoriev's revolt to Makhno: "The 
deCisive moment has come-either you stand with the workers 
and peasants of all Russia, or you in fact open the front to the 
enei?Y ... I rely on your revolutionary honour." Makhno 
r;Plied that he did not know what were Grigoriev's intentions: 

he were trying to set up a government he was a common ad
vhnturer. Meanwhile the Makhnovite Army remained "un
bu angeably true to the Revo~ution of ~he Peasants and Workers, 
Cht no~, to instruments ~f vwlen~e like your Commissars and 
t ekas . At the same time he Issued a general order to his 
roops facing Denikin: all at the front should stand fast, without 

Bgard to the quarrels between the Bolsheviks and Grigoriev. 29 

ir::ever, it soon became apparet;tt that Grigoriev was not an 
coP . rtant factor. His troops earned out savage pogroms and 
un~~?erable looting: but he had no co~st;ructive ability and was 
little e to keep his army togethe:. W1thm a few weeks he was 
gue lore than a bandit leader With some two or three thousand 
line~n las. The Bolsheviks once more felt able to take a firmer 

28 Arshin 
Volin ov, op. cit. pp. 97-104 

e, op. cit. pp. sss-s61 
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In ~he latter part of May the _Chcka sent over two agents to 
assassinate Makhno; one lost his nerve and confessed to the 
Insurgent Razvedka. Both were executed. By this time the 
secret services both of the Makhnovites and the Soviet autho
ritie_s wer~ busy pe~etrating the opposite party-a state of 
affairs which lasted nll 1921. Makhno received warning not to 
venture into any Bolshevik-held town. The Red hold-back of 
supplies for the Insurgents developed into a blockade of the 
area. Makhnovite units at the front ran short of ammunition. 
(Makhno's people, incidentally, never learned to conserve their 
arms or munitions: despite the huge stocks they acquired by 
one means or another they were always running short.) 

The cause of the open break was a decision to convoke a 
Fourth Congress ofPeasants', Workers' and Insurgents' Repre
sentatives at Gulyai-Polye. The deterioration in relations with 
the Bolsheviks had coincided with the onset of Denikin's big 
spring offensive: and the R.M.S. announced on the 30th May 
that the situation was such that "it could be handled only by 
the toiling masses themselves and not by individual persons or 
political parties". The rank and file of the Red Army were 
publicly invited to send representatives on the same basis as the 
Makhnovite units. 

Trotsky, then at Kharkov, may or may not have been 
informed of the text of the convocation when he wrote the 
denunciation of Maklznovslzclzina in his train newspaper Na Puti 
on June 2nd. In any case, the approach to the Red Army rank 
and file (whose dubious loyalty had been shown up in the 
Grigoriev affair) called for far more drastic measures. Order 
No. 1824, signed by Trotsky at Kharkov on June 4th, forbade 
the holding of the Congress, declared that any participation 
amounted to high treason against the Soviet State and ordered 
the arrest of all delegates and all concerned _with the distribu
tion of the invitations. There is reason to believe that a further 
(secret) order called for the arrest of Makhno. 

No copy of.Order No. r8:4 was sent dir_ect to Makhno. 
Meanwhile the White offensive was gathenng momentum. 
Gulyai-Polye was captured by Cossack~ on June 6th. The fol
lowing day a Red Army armoured tram. was. sent to Makhno 
as a reinforcement, with a mess_age that hi~ uruts were expected 
to resist to the end· and he lumself received an invitation to 
come and confer with Voroshilov and Mezhlauk at their head
quarters. By this time Makhno was in possession of Order 
I 824 and of a subsequent order under which he was to hand 
over his command. On June gth he sent off a long telegram to 
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Voroshilov ,vith copies to Lenin and to Trotsky. He rebutted the 
charges made against him, maintained that the Bolsheviks found 
Insurgent methods to be incompatible with their dictatorship, 
but added that in view of the gravity of the situation and of 
Bolshevik hostility to himself he proposed to resign from his 
command. 

It is difficult, on the evidence available, to trace the exact 
sequence of events in this confused period. But in any case 
Makhno went to Aleksandrovsk and handed over his command 
to a Red Army officer temporarily out of touch with Kharkov. 
He instructed the commanders of his units in Red Army forma
tions to remain at their posts. He himself with a small force of 
picked cavalry crossed the Dnieper. While on the east of the 
river the Bolsheviks were losing successively Ekaterinoslav and 
Kharkov, Makhno, on the right bank, was fighting small 
engagements with any Red units that opposed him, liquidating 
Bolshevik and Cheka organizations in the villages, and encour
aging the peasants to form free Soviets. Towards the end of the 
month he came into contact with Grigoriev. 30 

Makhno believed Grigoriev to be an adventurer, and there
fore a counter-revolutionary (as all adventurers were ipso facto 
counter-revolutionary). At the same time he was more than ever 
obsessed with the necessity of building up his army and he 
felt the Grigoriev force contained good potential material. He 
therefore agreed to hold a conference, and in mid-July Grigo
riev arrived at Makhno's headquarters. He made a bad first 
impression by commenting adversely on the Jews there, and 
followed this up by his attitude throughout the conference. The 
Makhnovites held that the object of joint action was to fight 
against the Whites and the Bolsheviks, but that to fight the 
~olsheviks was a counter-revolutionary act unless this was done 
In the name of the Social Revolution. Grigoriev's line was that 
the Bolsheviks and the Petlurists were swine: he had had experi
enc~ ?f them and he knew. He implied it would be admissible 
to J?In up with any ally against the Bolsheviks. As for the 
Whites, he had had no experience of them and so did not know 
what they were like. 
~he association was a very brief one. Two White Army emis

s~nes called at Makhno's headquarters with a letter for Grigo
nev. Th~ emissaries were discreetly liquidated, and a few hours 
~ater Gngoriev and his bodyguard were shot at a private meet
mg by members ofMakhno's staff. A subsequentjoint congress 

30 Voline, op. cit. pp. 562-575 Arshinov, op. cit. pp. I 16-128 
Kubanin, op. cit. PP· 77-78 
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of both armies was harangued by Makhno and his senior 
officers, and approved of what had taken place on the grounds 
that it was "historically necessary". All partisan detachments 
formerly under Grigoriev were incorporated in the common 
Insurgent Makhnovite Army. 

The Makhnovite propagandists gave the fullest publicity to 
the execution of Grigoriev, and a copy of the circular telegram 
announcing the event was sent to the Kremlin in Moscow. The 
accretion of military strength was not, however, as great as 
Makhno had hoped. The Grigorievtsi had seen little serious fight
ing for many weeks, and unlimited looting, pogroms and 
drunkenness had demoralized them. As Valine puts it "they 
were ignorant, and having contracted bad habits during their 
time with Grigorie~, they were unable to raise themselves to the 
moral level of the Makhnovite partisans". 31 

(x) 

The summer of I9I9 was one of sustained military disaster for 
the Soviet armies in the south. Denikin's advance was con
tin;wus. In July the Red Army had to be pulle~ out of the 
Cnmea. In August Denikin captured Kherson, N1kolaev and 
Odessa along the Black Sea coast, and Kiev to the n~rth. Fur
ther east General Mamontov started his spectacular raid behind 
the Red lines. Arshinov records Makhno's "disgust" at Bol
shevik feebleness. Indeed, the general picture was reminiscent 
of the early months of Igi8 when the Germans were advancing. 
The Red Armies in the south, ineffective and demoralized, 
s~emed to be disintegrating. In July Mak~no sent messages to 
his former units now with the Red Arrmes that they should 
return. Most of them joined up with him near Elizavetgrad in 
August. A number of Red Army soldiers came with them. 
Makhno spent a few days reorganizing his force, which now 
amounted to more than I 5,ooo with four ~nfantry brigades, one 
cavalry brigade, a detachment of artillery ~nd a special 
machine-gun regiment equipped with ?oo 11?-a~~me-guns. 

The inception of this new phase of lus actiVIties was marked 
by the issue of his Order No. I of August 5th I gig. This laid 
down the general principles for Ins~r~ent conduct. Their 
enemies were listed as the rich bourgeoisie-whether Russian 
Ukrainian or Jewish-furthermore, all those who upheld a~ 

a1 Kubanin, op. cit. pp. 79-83 Arshinov, op. cit. pp. 131-134 
Voline, op. cit. p. 672 

I03 



ST ANTONY'S PAPERS No. 6 

unjust social order of a bourgeois nature ~~ch as Bolshevik 
Commissars, the Cheka, or members of pumtlve detachments. 
All these last were to be arrested and sent to headquarters or 
shot on the spot if they tried to resist. Insurgents must renou~ce 
any consideration of personal profit: there must be no. beatmg 
up or robbing of peaceful Jews; there must be no arbitrary or 
independent requisitioning. Behaviour must be orderly and dis
ciplined. Drunkenness was a crime, especially to be seen drunk 
in the streets. An insurgent must always be ready for battle; 
but he must be considerate to the local population. 32 Following 
the issue of this order the Insurgent Army captured Elizavet
grad from the Whites and pressed on towards Odessa. 

There is good evidence that the Whites soon came to regard 
Makhno's new army as their toughest immediate opponent. 
Special troops were detailed for use against him-officers' bat
talions and picked cavalry, whose fighting qualities earned 
Makhno's respect. There was a set battle to the north of Odessa 
and the Insurgents were beaten: their opponents were in too 
great strength, and, as always, they themselves ran short of 
ammunition. White pressure increased, and Makhno was forced 
to retire northwards and then north-westwards. 

Valine, who took part in it, has left a vivid picture of the 
retreat of the main column through the heat and dust of an 
exceptionally dry autumn. T_he cavalry were away to the rear or 
on the flanks, in almost contmuous brushes with White patrols. 
The infantry were carried in two-horse peasant carts (tachankas) 
-two partisans and a driver on each-the first cart of all bear
ing the black flag with the slogans "Liberty or Death" and 
"Land for the Peasants, Factories for the Workers". There 
were innumerable carts carrying wounded, and the column was 
swelled by peasant families, with all their belongings and live
stock-refugees from White brutalities. 33 

One attempt was made to make a stand, but the enemy were 
too strong and the retreat continued. In late September the 
column made contact with a strong Petlurist force near Uman 
an~ ~eregonovka. The Whites were hard on their heels and the 
P0~ltion was critical. Negotiations were started with the Pet
~sts, with the inevitable reserves and suspicions on both sides. 

agreement was reached by which the Petlurists undertook 
to take care of Makhno's wounded and to observe neutrality as 
between him and the Whites. The Makhnovites at once at
tempted to win over the Petlurist rank and file, and leaflets 
were hurriedly printed on the portable press and distributed. 

~ 2 Arshinov, op. cit. pp. 211 -213 ~3 Valine, op. cit. pp. 578-579 
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But before any effect became apparent Makhno received secret 
information that the Petlurists were negotiating behind his back 
with the White Command. He was completely surrounded. 

On September 26th he launched a counter-attack with all 
his force against the White positions. It was the bloodiest 
engagement of all Makhno's campaigns. After twenty-four 
hours of fighting the Whites were beaten (they lost twenty guns 
and a hundred and twenty machine-guns), and the Insurgents 
were driving westwards. The speed of their advance, through 
the thinly-held White rear, is almost incredible. Within a fort
night they successively captured Krivoi Rag, Nikopol, Alek
sandrovsk, Gulyai-Polye; and Melitpol, Berdyansk and Mariu
pol on the Sea of Azov. On October 2oth they took Ekaterino
slav. There is some justification for the claim that Peregonovka 
was one of the decisive battles of the Civil War in the south.34 

(xi) 

The three or four months from October 1919 marked the peak 
of Makhno's career. Denikin's White armies were committed 
to the supreme gamble of the drive towards Moscow, reaching 
Orel, their furthest point north, shortly after ~akhno's ?reak
out at Peregonovka. But the Whites had fa1led .to bmld up 
reserves, and there were no troops available effectlvely to hold 
th:e rear areas. To dislodge Makhno from one. centre entailed 
Withdrawing the garrison from another. Dunng these weeks 
many towns changed hands several times. The operations 
covered almost the whole area of the White communications. 
Huge stocks of stores were seized when Makhno captured the 
big railway junctions, and the supply lines fr~m the Bla~k Sea 
ports to the Whites in the north were cut agam and aga1n. 

Makhno was not the only guerrilla leader operating against 
Denikin · there were a number of smaller bands, some proclaim
ing the~selves pro-Makhno, some pro-Petlurist. ~ut these were 
insignificant in comparison with the MakhnoVltes, who for 
some months constituted what amounted to a free republic 
covering most of the southern Ukraine. The peasants were 
solidly behind Makhno; the State farm system and the enforced 
grain collections had made them anti-Soviet, a!ld the behaviour 
of the Whites had made them even more ant1-Denikin. Soviet 
attempts to split the peasantry and isolate the kulak had so far 

3 ~ Kubanin, op. cit. pp. 86-87 Arshinov, op. cit. pp. 137-143 
Voline, op. cit. pp. 584-587 
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failed. Back in February the Gulyai-Polye Congress had 
declared it is essential not to split the toilers into parties and 
into mutually hostile groups ... ways and means of our new 
agricultural order must be devised by the free and natu;al 
decision and initiative of the peasantry as a whole". The eXIst
ence of Kulachestvo was recognized, but that, it was felt, was a 
problem that would solve itsclfin the course of time. At the end 
of the year the general feeling in the villages was still very ready 
to support this Makhnovite line. 

Makhno and his Revolutionary Military Soviet had no need 
for misgivings regarding the villagers. The towns, however, 
presented a more complicated, but extremely important, 
problem. In early October when Makhno's partisans were 
approaching Berdyansk he issued an order: "Comrade Insur
gents! Every day that passes sees an extension of the area of 
activity of the Revolutionary Insurgent Army. Probably the 
hour is not far distant when the Insurgents will liberate some 
or other town from the grip of Denikin. This will be a town 
[underlined in the original] set free by the Makhnovite Insur
ge~ts from any kind of government. This will be a town in 
which, under the protection of the Revolutionary Insurgents,· 
a free life will spring into being, in which there will grow up a 
free organization of Workers in union with the Peasants and 
Insurgents." A fortnight later, in front of Ekaterinoslav, there 
appears perhaps to be a note of anxiety in the order of the day: 
"The. nature of our behaviour in the towns we capture is a 
question of life and death for the whole of our movement." In 
all ~owns captured notices were posted up to inform the in
habitants that the place was, for the time being occupied by 
the !'-1akhnovite Insurgent Revolutionary Army, 'a force in t.he 
service of no government, no political party and no dictatorship. 
Th~ Army's sole aim was to protect the liberty of the toilers 
agamst ~11. This liberty of the toilers was their own possession 
and subJect to no restriction whatever. It was now for the 
peasants and workers to organize themselves as they wished. 
The Army was willing to help and to advise, but would not 
govern and wo_uld not give orders. 35 • 

a .The ffi<;Jst senous Makhnovite attempt to sponsor free orgamz
hons of Industrial workers took place at Aleksandrovsk, where 

~wfd t.rade~union conferences under Insurgent auspices were 
e In nud-October 1919. Both Valine and Arshinov, who 

were there at the time, admit that their practical results were 
a& Kub . . V .anm, op. clt. pp. 112, 113 

ohne, op. cit. pp. 598-599 
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negligible. Arshinov suggests that the workers were bewildered 
at the novelty of the ideas put to them; also that the town was 
too near the front. 36 Valine speaks offears that the town would 
soon be recaptured either by the Whites or by the Bolsheviks. a? 

But in fact the workers were primarily concerned with wages. 
The railwaymen on the line from Aleksandrovsk to Melitpol 
had had no pay for weeks. Makhno advised them to come to an 
equitable understanding with those that used the railway, and 
recoup themselves out of the proceeds. In point offact, Makhno 
did later allot certain funds seized at Ekaterinoslav to paying 
the railwaymen, but workers in other branches were less 
fortunate; it was pointless to exhort them to organize a free 
economic order from below. The only union that made a 
serious attempt to work on Makhnovite lines was that of the 
bakers (in which the Anarchists had long had a strong footing): 
the union appointed a committee of five to draw ~p a scheme 
for the socialization of bread grains and for the baking of bread 
for the whole population. 

There was plain speaking at the workers' conferences in 
Aleksandrovsk and at a further meeting held in Ekaterinoslav. 
Menshevik speakers were so critical of the Insurgent handling 
of affairs that Makhno referred to them as "bourgeois mon
grels". The Mensheviks then left the meeting, the S.R. 
representatives with them and a number of trade unions 
passed resolutions protesting at the insult to the working class. 
Makhno explained that he was referring only to the Menshevik 
Party. 38 · 

Makhnovite ideas on industrial affairs were of course utopian 
nonsense; but they accentuated their ~fficulties with t?e 
workers by their financial measures. The VIllages could subsist 
for long periods on what they produced thems~lves; but. the 
worker, unless in receipt of rations, must be :prud a sufficient 
wage in an acceptable currency to enable him to cover his 
basic needs. It was the general practice of the opposing sides 
in the civil war to refuse to recognize the eneJ?y's currency 
(though the Bolsheviks for a time accepted Ukramian Petlurist 
roubles). Makhno proclaimed all Russian currencies as valid 
and when he levied contributions on monied classes and institu~ 
tions he would accept currencies annulled by the previous 
occupant. The result, accentuated by the manreuvres of the 
bla~k bourse operators, was a fantastic wave of inflation in 
which the town worker was the main sufferer. 39 

38 Arshinov, op. cit. p. 145 
88 Kubanin, op. cit. pp. 103-107 
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At the end of October there took place in Aleksandrovsk a 
general Congress of Peasants, Workers and Insurgents. To 
prevent manreuvres by the political parties, election campaign
ing was forbidden. It was hurriedly convened, and the re
presentation could not claim to cover the whole of the area 
under Makhnovite influence. Some three hundred delegates 
were present of whom a hundred and eighty were peasants. 
There were seventeen worker delegates including eleven Men
sheviks and two Bolsheviks (one of the latter was subsequently 
shot by the Cheka on a charge of spying for Denikin). The 
workers' delegates played little part in the proceedings. 

Matters dealt with included the perennial question of man
power; there was the old argument as to whether or not a 
"voluntary" enlistment should be enforced. In the end this Con
gress also accepted Makhno's plea for a general mobilization 
in all liberated areas. The maintenance of the Army was dis
cussed, and it was agreed that supplies be obtained by means of 
free contributions, requisitions from the rich and war booty. 
It was decided to hold a further general Congress at an early 
date in Ekaterinoslav. Finally a resolution was passed to speed 
up by every means, and in every town and village the establish
ment of free Soviets and of free associations and committees 
for the unconstrained and amicable settlement of all social and 
economic problems. There were a few doubting voices. A 
peasant from the Melitpol area asked: "If there is a bridge 
between two of our villages and ~he bridge gets broken, who is 
to repair it? If neither village Wishes to do the work then we 
will not have a bridge and we will not be able to go to town." 
But. such objections did not seem wort~ taking into account. 
Valine had laid down months before (m the Kharkov Nabat 
of. March 2nd 1919) that for Anarchists there was "no such 
thing as determined possibility or determined impossibility", 
and the simple revolutionaries of the Aleksandrovsk Congress 
were flushed with victory and filled with the vista of their 
community of free associations spreading ever wider, over the 
whole Ukraine, over Soviet Russia, over the West . 
. At the final session delegates were invited to raise any ques

twn.s they wished, not excluding grievances or complaints 
agam~t the Insurgent Army. One delegate pointed out the 
unsatisfactory state of the medical arrangements; a commission 
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was appointed to enquire and to suggest means of improvement. 
Another, after some hesitation, complained ofirregularities on 
the part of the Makhnovite razvedka; again a commission was 
appointed. A third speaker went so far as to complain against 
no less a person than the commandant of Insurgent troops in 
Aleksandrovsk, one Klein, who after pasting the town with 
notices demanding sobriety, had himself got publicly and 
riotously drunk. A message was sent to ask Klein to appear 
before the Congress. Those who knew Klein's forceful and 
violent personality felt anxious. But when Klein arrived he at 
once confessed to the charge and expressed his regrets. He was, 
~e said in mitigation, a simple soldier; an ad~nistrative post 
m a town made him bored and frustrated; he Wished to go back 
to the front. The Congress accepted this explanation, and passed 
a resolution requesting the Makhnovite staff to transfer Klein 
to a combatant post. o~o 

The Makhnovites implemented their promises of f~eedom of 
the Press, and soon after their capture of Ekatermoslav a 
number of papers began to appear, including organs of ~~ht 
S.R.s, Left S.R.s and Bolsheviks (.{.vezda). The only restrictiOn 
wa~ in the military field: all papers had to foll?w the co~muni
ques of the Makhnovite Put k Svobode. But while expresswn was 
free "the preparation or organization of enforcement on the 
mas~es of any regime affecting their complete fre.edom" was 
forbidden. Any serious work by the local Bolshevik cells had 
thus to be conducted conspiratorially. 

That such work was in fact undertaken we know from the 
record of one Miroshevsky, u a Communist Party official. sent 
to Ekaterinoslav shortly before the Insurgent Army arnved. 
Underground work was based on the editorial office of Zvezda. 
The task was twofold: to work on "neutral" ind_ustrial workers 
and win them over to the Soviet cause, and to split the Makhno
vites. The policy of instigating class struggle in the ~illages, of 
setting the poor peasants against the ~ulaks. was bei_ng vigor
ously and not unsuccessfully pursu<:d m So~et Russia, and it 
was for the little group of Bolsheviks I!l Ek~tennoslav to prepare 
the ground, not only in the surrounding villages but also in the 
ranks of the Insurgent Army. Some progress was made: secret 
Bolshevik cells were formed in the Insurgent Iron Division and 
the Divisional Commander himself, Polonsky, was won ~ver. 
But the Makhnovite razvedka discovered what was happening 

' 0 Arshinov, op. cit. pp. 146-147 Kubanin, op. cit. PP· 91-g6 
Voline, op. cit. pp. 604-619 

11 Miroshevsky, V. in Proletarskaya Revol,yutsya, Vol. 9 (1922) pp. 197_206 
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and Polonsky and others were arrested. The Bolsheviks insti
gated an appeal for their trial in open court. This was refused 
and all were summarily shot. It was the first serious case of 
treachery that the Makhnovite movement had experienced. 

Altogether Makhno's brief stay in the provi:r;tcial capital. was 
an unhappy one. ?is hold on the. town remamed p~ecanous: 
the Whites were still on the opposite bank of the Dmeper and 
the town was intermittently shelled by their artillery. The pro
ject of a Second General Congress had to be abandoned. The 
town remained throughout under the control of the officer 
commanding the troops and the razvedka. Only negligible pro
gress was made with the formation of free associations. But the 
main feature of the occupation was the full impact of the typhus 
epidemic upon troops and civilians alike. Makhno himself was 
soon to fall sick of it. Doctors were pressed into service and 
desperate attempts were made. to organize hospitals: but sur
vivors had nightmare stories to tell of the filth, confusion, lack 
of medicines and equipment, and appalling death-rate. On the 
approach of the retreating White armies from the north it was 
decided to evacuate. 42 

Makhnovite apologists like Arshinov and Valine are ex
tremely sensitive to Bolshevik jibes that neither in Ekaterinoslav 
nor. anywhere els~ did the ~ovement show any constructiye 
achievement. Their answer IS that they never had time for It: 
they were always being forced out of their centres by some 
greatly superior enemy army. Military considerations were 
par~mount, and often incompatible with civilian aspirations: 
Valine, with his strict Anarchist conscience, went so far as to 
lay down that "Every army, of any kind, is an evil." 43 

. As we have seen, the movement now included some Anarchist 
Intellectuals. Arshinov had arrived early in 1919 and start~d 
the newspaper Put k Svobode. InJ une the Federation of Anarchist 
Organizations in the Ukraine, much harried by the Bolsheviks, 
ha.d ~ecided to shift their headquarters to Makhno's area. This 
~Inc1ded with the Bolshevik break with Makhno and with 

enikin's summer advance. Valine did not reach Makhno till 
August, and some of his colleagues never got through at all. 
Of th.ose that did succeed in arriving only Valine and Arshinov 
remruned loyal to Makhno to the end; the others, after a few 
mon.ths, found it impossible to reconcile Anarchist theory with 
partisan practice and left him. But for a time at least the weekly 
JOurnal .Nabat, the most important Anarchist organ in the 

42 Arh" 8 lllov, op. cit. p. 156 
Kubanin, op. cit. PP· 19D-191 
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Ukraine, was edited at the Insurgent headquarters and the new 
arrivals did much to improve the quality of the Makhnovite 
papers and leaflets. 

In one or two areas some progress was made towards the 
establishment of schools. The aim was to put into practice the 
educational ideas of the Spanish Anarchist, Francisco Ferrer. 
Schools were to be the possession of the toiling masses themselves 
and to be entirely independent of any influence from Church 
or State. Teachers were to receive their livelihood from the 
communities they served. We hear of commissions being ap
pointed, who were to work out plans. There is no available 
evidence to show whether such schools actually started to 
function. 44 

Makhnovite opposition to any form of racial or national dis
crimination was frequently and clearly expressed. The Pet
!urists were opposed because they were bourgeois. Makhnovite 
Ideas on Ukrainian independence were defined by the Revolu
tionary Military Soviet in a declaration of October 1919: in
dependence meant the free association of workers and peasants, 
and had nothing to do with "independence of a nationalistic 
~pe":Jews held leading positions in the movement throughout 
Its eXIstence, and anti-Semitism was regularly denounced in 
orders and proclamations and in articles in Put k Svobode. Some 
~nt_i-Semitism of course persisted, but cases of ill treatmen! or of 
mcitement against Jews were on occasion severely purushed. 
We hear of Makhno himself shooting a partisan of lo?g service 
w~o had chalked up a notice: "Defend the Revolution! Long 
Live Makhno! Down with the Jews." 46 • • • • 

The Makhnovite attitude to the admimstratlon of JUStice was 
laid down in a declaration of the Gulyai-Polye Congress of 
~e~r';lary Ig.Ig: "On the question of the need to .org~ni~e a 
JUdicial administrative apparatus we suggest as a ?asic pnnc1ple 
that ~:r;tY rigid permanent court and .Polic~ m~chmery and any 
defirunve codification of laws constitute mfrmgements of the 
pop~l<l;tion's rights of self defence ... True justice. c~nnot be 
adrmrustratively organized but must come as a liVIng, free 
creative act of the community ... Law and ~rder must be up~ 
held by the living force of the local commuruty, and must not 
be left to police specialists". 46 

It ~eems irrelevant to argue the question of .1\;Iakhnovite 
capac1ty for constructive achievement. Many ?fthe1ndeas made 
sense to Ukrainian peasants whose one polincal obsession was 

u Arshinov, op. cit. pp. 176-177 Voline, op. cit. PP: 637-638 
45 Arshinov, op. cit. pp. 203-208 u Kubarun, op. cit. p. 115 
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to be rid of any outside interference. Most of their ideas make 
nonsense when applied to any larger or more developed admini
strative unit. If left to themselves, Makhno and his advisers 
might, by trial and error, have so modified their ideas so as to 
make possible some more or less workable social order. But they 
had too many enemies and were always on the run. They had 
no constitutional apparatus. Their supreme authority was the 
Congress, but they were often chased out of their centres before 
the Congress sessions could be held. The Revolutionary Military 
Soviet was merely the instrument of the Congress, and in point 
of fact the R.M.S. was largely ignored by the military staff. In 
the emotional and physical circumstances of the time Maklzno
vshchina could not be an organized political movement. It was 
an army-an outstanding partisan army-with great powers of 
~rousing peasant enthusiasm and .a number of rather muddled 
Ideas. 

(xiii) 

There were very wide fluctuations in the numerical strength of 
the Insurgent Army. The peak period was late 1919 when 
~akhno's prestige was at its highest and when he had a very 
Wlde area from which to draw recruits. Soviet estimates at this 
:period vary from 4o,ooo infantry and xs,ooo cavalry to 14,000 
Infantry, 6,ooo cavalry, s,ooo gunners and machine-gunners: 
Makhno then possessed 48 field guns, 4 armoured trains, 4 
armoured cars and 1 ,ooo machine-guns. In any case his force 
represented at least the same effective fighting strength as an 
average Soviet army on the Southern Front. 47 

No posts of command were held by former Tsarist officers, 
or by anyone of middle- or upper-class birth. Valine lists thirteen 
of Makhno's principal subordinate commanders, of whom 
e~even were peasants and two workers. A similar list of eighteen 
given by Arshinov breaks down into fourteen peasants, three 
Workers and one village school-teacher. 48 Valine gives the racial 
~rnposition of the Army as 85 per cent Ukrainian, 8 per cent 
Great Russian and the remainder Jews, Greeks, Tartars and 

errnans from the southern Ukraine. 49 It is agreed that a high 
pr~portion of both officers and men came from Gulyai-Polye 
an the surrounding areas. The main weapons were sawn-off 

:: Ku~anin, op. cit. pp. 162, 174 . . 
ta Vol~ne, op. cit. pp. 664-667 Arshmov, op. c1t. pp. 221-227 
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rifles and machine-guns-the latter for the most part mounted 
on tachankas. Dress was very variegated. A man would wear 
what he had till he could take something better. At Ekaterino
slav Miroshevsky saw many insurgents dressed in British 
uniforms captured from the Whites. He noted that morale at 
that time was high and bellicose: the men were determined to 
liquidate Denikin, then to liquidate the Moscow Commissars, 
and then march westwards against the European bourgeois. 60 

The Insurgents were pitiless fighters and gave no quarter to 
the Whites, unless there was reason to believe that the prisoners 
were willing to change sides. There were incessant orders against 
looting and drunkenness, and intermittent drastic punishments: 
a Brigade Commander was shot for looting in October 1919 
and a Regimental Commander in the summer of 1920. But the 
trouble was never eradicated: the peasant insurgents had been 
brought up to regard townsmen as their enemies and conceived 
it their right to take what they wanted from towns . 

. The Army was organized into divisions of three .brigades, 
With three regiments to a brigade and three battalions to a 
regiment. Each unit had a Political Commissar, elected by the 
rank and file. Makhno nominated the officers commanding 
indep~ndently operating task forc~s. Other command~rs were 
sometimes elected sometimes nommated. Makhno retruned the 
right to annul ar: election if he disapproved of the candidate 
selected: at the same time, if a unit was dissatisfied with a 
nominated commander the man was usually transferred. In 
late 1919 in the war against Denikin the Army open~.ted mostly 
as a whole; in 1920 the circumstances of the fightmg against 
the Bolsheviks brought about an increasing tendency to detach 
independent task forces· when these had completed their mis
sion they would return to a given rendezvous, or await further 
orders by courier . 

. The enf?rcement of discipline was a matter of ever-r~curring 
difficulty, m particular the problem of how to ~ake umts obey 
unwelcome orders. Here of course the personality of the com
manding officer was of enormous importance: Makhno issued 
an order in December 1919 laying the blaJ?e for. certain lapses 
upon the commanders. There were c~ses m. whtch units were 
punished for disobeying orders by haVIng th~1r horses and arms 
taken from them. Regimental and b~ttalion mass meetings 
played a certain role. We hear of a regtm~ntal meeting which 
passed. a reso~ution against all c.ard playmg a.nd against the 
Issue of hard hquor either to partisans or to their commanding 

60 Prol. Rev. Vol. 9 (1922) PP· 20o-204 
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officers. The same meeting passed a resolution that all orders 
must be obeyed provided that the commanding officer was 
sober at the time of giving it. 51 

Makhno must have shown remarkable judgement in his 
selection of his subordinate commanders. The qualifications 
were exacting. Apart from acquiring and keeping the absolute 
confidence of their troops they needed initiative, resource, flexi
bility and indefatigable physical toughness. Speed and surprise 
were the essence of Makhnovite tactics. Infantry were carried 
in carts and both infantry and cavalry could move at twice the 
speed of regular army troops. Makhno would seize every oppor
tunity of getting behind his enemy. If attacked he would retreat, 
leave a small unit in front of the enemy to act as decoy, pass his 
main body round the flanks, and counter-attack from the rear. 
The partisans made use of every trick that peasant cunning 
could devise-ambushes, use of enemy uniforms, pretended 
surrenders. If surrounded with no chance of a break-out a unit 
would bury its arms and stores and disappear, as peasants, into 
the surrounding villages, waiting to re-form as soon as the 
enemy had passed on. At the peak ofMakhno's hold on village 
loyalties it was almost impossible for the enemy to locate Insur
gent formations: the peasants would not talk. Intelligence and 
communications were comparatively simple matters for the 
Insurgents. 

Though the question of supply was always appearing on the 
ag~nda of Makhnovite Congresses it ?oes not appear that any 
senous attempt was made to establish an organized supply 
department. There is no record of the setting-up of repair shops 
or S.A.A. factories as was done by the Red Army, and even by 
most of the partisan movements in Siberia. For one thing the 
Insurgents were too frequently on the run; for another, small 
amateur workshops could have done nothing to make good the 
eno~mous wastage of small arms and ammun_ition. In the course 
0~ his career Makhno captured huge quantities of stores of all 
kinds from his various enemies. Much was distributed to the 
local villagers. Of the rest Makhno's habit was to bury, in great 
secrecy, such arms as it was not feasible or convenient to carry 
away. Later on the Bolsheviks dug up a number of these caches. 
We ~lso hear of Makhno burying gold. Food and horses were 
provided by the villages. One secret of Makhnovite speed was 
that his men could always exchange tired horses for fresh ones 
en route. Later on when the incessant passage of fighting bands 
and armies had' drained the Ukrainian villages of their re-

51 Kubanin, op. cit. PP· I83-184 
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sources, the question of food and horses became more difficult. 
Throughout their campaigns the Makhnovites showed extreme 
concern for their sick and wounded, and long trains of carts of 
wounded and typhus cases followed the main body of the Army: 
but their circumstances allowed no opportunity for the setting 
up of any effective medical service. 52 

Of the ¥akhnovite security services-the Razvedka and the 
Kommissiya Protivmakhnovskikh Del-we know very little. Their 
excesses were violently arraigned by the Bolsheviks, and 
Kubanin cites them as proof of Makhnovite hypocrisy in 
vilifying the Cheka. Makhno's later campaigns are among the 
most vindictive and bloody in history, and in the circumstances 
one can safely assume that these services were responsible for 
frequent injustices and atrocities. Valine is witness to the fact 
that they were under no effective control. 53 But, like their 
opposite numbers the Cheka, they seem to have been not 
unsuccessful in carrying out the task which they were set. 

(xiv) 

Makhno himself at the height of his power retained many of 
the characteristics of the young man who, three years before, 
had come home from the Butyrka Prison to make the Ukrainian 
revolution a reality. He retained his remarkable physical 
vitality. In spite of his lung affection and the aftermath of 
typhus and many wounds he could outride and outwork any 
of his colleagues. He would never go to bed till the task he had 
set himself was finished and two hours later he would be tap
pin~ at the windows of'his sleeping sta~ to bring them back to 
their work. He lived like a peasant himself and ~vas always 
accessible to his peasants. He would alway~ make .nme to talk 
to peasants, drink with them, take a hand With <l: flaiL He would 
book the date two weeks in advance for .a VIllage wedding. 
Hence his enormous popularity. It was srud that some of his 
subordinates Kurilenko in particular, were at least as good 
soldiers and probably better administrators than Makhno: but 
no one could carry the countryside as .he c?~ld. 
. He became increasingly engross~d m military matters, and 
It was harder and harder to keep him away from the front line 
when ~litary operations were in. progre~s. ~hen sick or 
severely wounded he insisted on bemg carn.ed 1n a cart with 
the front troops till he was well enough to nde a horse again. 

62 Ibid. pp. 172-173, 189 68 Voline, op. cit. p. 68g 
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He was daring, persistent and resourceful; ~hatever the crisis 
that faced him he was never nervy or parucky. Nerves only 
became apparent in his office. As time went on he grew ~m
patient of admi~stra~ve details, an~ als? of the theoretical 
disquisitions of his articulate Anarchist fnends. He could not 
be bothered with the wordy resolutions of the Revolutionary 
Military Soviet. Voline in his deposition when in Bolshevik 
hands wrote that "Makhno's personal attitude to the R.M.S. 
was partly to ignore it". The Nabat Anarchists who left him in 
1920 carried a resolution at their conference later that year to 
the effect that "Bat'ka Makhno, as leader of the Makhnovsh
china, while possessing many valuable revolutionary qualities, 
belongs, unfortunately, to that class of person who cannot 
always subordinate their personal caprices to the good of the 
movement." Voline in later years was to say of him that "he 
had no theoretical or historical political knowledge; he was 
thus unable to make the necessary revolutionary generaliz
ations and deductions". Arshinov makes the same complaint. 

Makhno was a heavy drinker, increasingly so as time went 
on. Kubanin quotes a number of extracts from the diary of 
his "wife", Fedora Gaenko (which was alleged to have been 
captured by the Red Army and preserved in the archives at 
Kharkov), giving instances of his drunkenness. Arshinov dis
putes the diary's authenticity, pointing out that his legal wife, 
Galina Andreevna (who escaped abroad with him), neither 
kept nor lost a diary. There is however plenty of independent 
evidence of his drinking habits. Voline considers the influence 
of alcohol to have been deplorable. "It had little effect on his 
physical constitution. But alcohol made him ill-disposed, bad 
tempered, excitable, unjust, intractable, violent. How often 
during my time with the Army I was in a state of despair when 
I left him, having been able to get no sense out of the man 
because of his li;bnormal state. Indeed at certain periods it 
almost became his normal state." Voline goes on: "The second 
failing of Makhno and of many of his close associates was their 
attitude towards women. These men, especially when intoxi
cated, could not refrain from behaviour that was improper
disgusting would often be the correct adjective-amounting 
almost to orgies in which certain women were obliged to 
participate." 5 ' 

Makhno became less and less inclined to take advice. As he 
became increasingly dictatorial he developed a false sense of 
security. His decisions were capricious, made on the spur of 

u Voline, op. cit. pp. 681-683 
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the moment. He refused to think things out or to calculate 
possible future developments. It would have been easy to fore
tell the Bolshevik attack at the beginning of 1920, and their 
second attack at the end of that year. But in neither case did 
Makhno make any counter-preparations. 

(xv) 

The Red Army captured Kharkov and Kiev in December 
1919. They marched into Ekaterinoslav a month after Makhno 
withdrew. A few weeks later they took Tsaritsyn and Rostov. 
The Whites were decisively beaten: by the end of March they 
had been driven into the Crimea, and Denikin was about to 
hand over to Wrangel. 

. The Red _Army advance guard first contacted t~e Makhno
VIte Army m Aleksandrovsk in December. RelatiOns at first 
again were friendly: there was a sense of solidarity in the 
victories over the Whites, and there were fraternal meetings 
and greetings. But shortly afterwards, at the turn of the year, 
the headquarters of the Fourteenth Red Army (under Voro
shilov) sent Makhno formal instructions that he should proceed 
with _the whole of his Army to take up positions on the _Polish 
frontler. It is true that there were military reasons for remforc
ing this sector, though the Polish war was not to b:eak. out for 
another five months. But it is admitted on the SoVIet stde that 
th~s order was primarily "dictated by the necessity" of liquid
atmg Makhnovsclzina as an independent movement: Only w~en 
he was far removed from his home country would ~t be posstble 
to counteract his influence and to split up and mtegrate his . ' . partisans into various Red Army formatwn~. . . 
~here were other occasions (notably m ~1bena) of the 

SoVIet authorities solving the problem. of difficult partisan 
leaders by sending them off to fight on distant fronts. Makhno 
and. his staff, however, were perfectly aware of the underlying 
Soviet motives. A reasoned reply was sent t? the Fourteenth 
Army: the Insurgent Army, more revolutw.nary than any 
other army, would stay in the Ukrai~e where It.belonged; the 
proposed transfer to the Polish fronuer was pomtless, and in 
any case impossible until the typhus had abated. At the same 
time an appeal was made over the heads of the Red Command 
to the Red Army rank a'nd file that they sh_ould not be part; 
to this "provocation". There was no immediate response from 
the Bolshevik side. But in mid-January the Central Committee 
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of the Ukrainian Communist Party declared Makhno and his 
force to be outside the law, and the Red Army attacked. There 
followed eight months of the most savage fighting in which 
the Makhnovites were ever engaged. 55 

In their new campaign to assimilate the southern Ukraine 
the Bolsheviks were in a far stronger position than they had 
been in the spring. With Denikin beaten and the Polish war 
not yet started they had far more troops at their disposal. 
Trotsky's reconditioning of the Red Army had had time to take 
effect. Subsidiary services, not least the Cheka, had been re
inforced and improved. Experience of the White Armies had 
made the peasants less hostile towards the Reds, and the Soviet 
Government were now in a better position to work to a set 
policy rather than on a series of hasty improvizations. In 
~ebruary regulations were passed to assure a further distribu
tion of land to the poorer peasants, and within a few months 
the unpopular State farms had been cut down by half in 
numbers and by two-thirds in acreage. More land was taken 
rrom !he ric~er peasants and handed over to the poorer. An 
Intensified dnve was undertaken to split the peasantry and to 
secure the active co-operation of the bednyaks against the 
kulaks. 

The war of 1920 was not a war of large-scale battles. There 
Were a few engagements, and Gulyai-Polye changed hands 
sever_al times with considerable bloodshed. Insurgent strength 
at this. period was certainly less than in late 1919, and Makhno's 
?ffensiVes were necessanly confined to surprise attacks on 
Isolated Red formations. The Bolshevik objective was twofold 
-to round up Makhno, and to eradicate his influence in the 
countryside. In the first they failed; in the second by weight of 
numbers and consistent ruthlessness they achieved a partial 
success. One of the first Makhnovite casualties was Valine: he 
bas lying sick with typhus when overrun by the Reds and sent 

ack to prison in Moscow. 
On the occupation of a village by the Red Army the Cheka 

would hunt out and hang all active Makhnovite supporters; an 
am~nable Soviet would be set up; officials would be appointed 
~h 1x;}Pc;>rted to organize the poor peasants and to arrange for 
1 : eliveries of produce; and three or four Red militia men 
~J as armed support for the new village bosses. This method 

no~ always work. Though the Sovkhoz system had been 
apprectably modified, War Communism remained. There were 

u ~rs~inov, op. cit. pp. 157-158 Kubanin, op. cit. pp. BZ3-124 
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requisitions, mobilization and forced labour. The enforced 
deliveries of produce w~re harsh, haphazard ~nd bitterly 
resented. Peasant obstruction and resentment agam came into 
play. Newly appointed members of Soviets (and even of poor 
peasant committees) would sometimes reveal themselves as 
kulaks. Bolshevik nominees would be murdered, driven out, 
or terrorized into refraining from carrying out their jobs. At 
any moment a Makhnovite band might appear, out of the 
blue, and all the new bosses would be rounded up and shot. 

It is impossible to estimate the casualties involved. Voline 
and Arshinov give a figure of 20o,ooo peasants killed by the 
Reds-a large proportion being Cheka executions. The 
Makhnovites killed all Bolshevik Party activists they could 
catch, all Cheka and Militia members, and all officials of 
forced delivery and poor peasant organizations. In the military 
operations the Bolsheviks shot all prisoners. The Makhnovites 
shot all captured officers unless the Red rank and file strongly 
interceded for them. The rank and file were usually sent home, 
though a number volunteered for service with the Insurgents. 
Red Army reports complain ofpoor morale; certain Red com
manders and political commissars were arrested for the un
satisfactory showing of their units. It is certain that numbers of 
the Red Army rank and file had little heart in this particular 
phase of the civil war. The Reds used a number of Lettish and 
Chinese troops to decrease the risk of fraternization. 

The outbreak of the Polish War did not cause a serious 
depletion of the Red Army in the southern ~kraine. Red 
superiority in numbers continued to be overwhe!rmng. Makhno 
and his main body were pursued hither and thither across the 
country. On occasion he was brought to fight and was beaten· 
but a!ways he would elude his opponent, reform a:r;td reappea; 
to str1ke a blow when least expected. We he~r of h1s capturing 
half a battery, a supply train, a whole Red 1nfan!IJ regiment. 
All the resources of Bolshevik propaganda and rmsmformation 
were called into play. There were frequent rep?rts of his death 
or capture. The Cheka staged further abortive attempts to 
assassinate him. 

However, Bolshevik strength a~d methods began to tell. 
Makhno was appreciably w~aker m the late. summer of 1920 
than he had been in the sprmg. The successiVe occupation of 
village after village by the Red A!m~ and the Cheka meant 
the.st;ccessive elimination (or terr?nzation) of all anti-Bolshevik 
actl"_ls.t~. Furthermore, the continued years of fighting and 
requlSltlons had left the villagers exhausted and destitute. 
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They wanted peace any sort of peace. They had no supplies 
or horses left for ev~n the much-reduced Makhnovite armies. 
They had nothing to give, and they r~sented demands mad,e 
on them. The question of horses was all-Important for Makhno s 
tactics were based on speed, and speed depended on fresh 
horses. sa 

(xvi) 

As opposed to the Polish War, the Wrangel campaign directly 
affected the Insurgent Army. Wrangcl was determined to make 
usc of any available ally. As early as May 13th 1920 he issued 
a~ order that his troops should, where possible, co-ordinate 
With Makhno and other anti-Bolshevik groups, whereupon 
Bolshevik papers published allegations of Makhno-Wrangel 
collaboration. On June 18th the White Command dispatched 
a couple of emissaries (a colonel and a captain) with formal 
J¥oposals to Makhno for joint operations against the Reds. 

he matter was considered at a meeting of the Insurgent 
~ommand on July gth: the colonel was shot and the captain 

anged with a placard bearing the legend "There never was 
Wd· never will be any association on the part of Makhno with 
t hite-Guardists and if any other White Headquarters wish 
0 send a further' envoy he will meet with the same fate as this 

one" M · do · akhno issued a pro~lamatwn stating what he had 
Ie? as refutation of B~l~h~v1k sla?~ers. . 
tIs agreed that the imuauve for JOint acuon against Wrangel 

carne from the Makhnovites. Proposals to this end were tele
~aJ?he_d by Makhno to Khar~ov and Moscow in July and 
cgarn In August Soviet histonans suggest that Makhno was 
tOrcect t . b h op· . o make this approach Y t e pressure of general peasant 
if :on; and Arshinov makes the rather significant remark that 
the ?-khno had to choose between Wrangel and the Bolsheviks 
Bol htnJ?ortant factor was that the masses would prefer the 
anJ 1Vlks-it was true that the Bolsheviks had lied to them 
Wr c eated them but the main enemy of the masses was still 
the ~ngei. 57 Kubacin suggests that Makhno's aims in making 
seco ~}roach were firstly to ensure the defeat of Wrangel, and 

68 n Y to have the chance to infiltrate into the Red Army, 
Arshino K b . . 
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and subvert and win over an appreciable portion of the Red 
troops. sa The second point may be true. But by this time 
Makhno was less than ever inclined to work out a long-term 
programme; he may just have blindly relied on his luck. In 
any case, it is certain he would have run any risk in order to 
annihilate Wrangel. He remained to the end the implacable 
enemy of the Whites. 

Makhno's approach to the Reds was left unanswered till 
September. Then Wrangel staged his big offensive: Berdyansk 
was overrun , then Gulyai-Polye, Aleksandrovsk Sinelnikovo 
and Ekaterinoslav. Towards the end of the month a Bolshevik 
representative arrived at Makhnovite headquarters: then two 
Makhnovite delegates were sent to Kharkov and an agreement 
was negotiated between October 1oth and 15th. 

The agreement was in two parts, military and political. 
The Military Section contained four clauses. (i) The Insurgent 
Army would retain its own internal organization, but would 
b.<? subordinate operationally to the Red Higher Command. 
{n) The Insurgent Army would not recruit or acc~pt as v_olun
teers any Red Army deserters. (iii) Mcikhno was to Issue a Sign~d 
proclamation to be published and distributed by the SoVIet 
autl~orities, calling upon the population to. take no action 
~etrimental to the Red Army or to the SoVIet Gove~n.me~t. 
(IV) The families of members of the Insurgent Army liVIng m 
Soviet-held areas were to enjoy the same rights as Red Army 
families. 

The Political Section contained three clauses. (i) All Makhno
vites and all Anarchists under arrest in Soviet hands were to 
be set free forthwith. (ii) Makhnovites and Anarch~sts were to 
h~~e full liberty of expression, subject to th_e reqlllrements of 
rmlitary censorship and provided that nothmg was expressed 
that tended towards the overthrow of Soviet Power. The 
S<?viet authorities would provide Makl?-novites a~d ~arc~~~s 
With technical facilities for the expressiOn of their VIews. (m) 
Makhnovites and Anarchists were to enjoy full rights of parti
cipation in elections to local Soviets, including the right to be 
electe~. They were to have the _right to par?c.ipate in the 
orgaruzation of the forthcoming Fifth All-Ukrruman Congress 
of Soviets. 

T?ere was, in addition, a fourth clause in the Political 
Section, which occasioned a great dea! of argument, and which 
the Bolshevik negotiators refused to sign, but referred back to 
their higher authorities. It was to the effect that in areas 

68 Kubanin, op. cit. P· 153 
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occupied by the Insurgent Army the populati_on was to crea!e 
and maintain its own free and autonomous soc1al and econormc 
order-these areas subsequently to be federated with Soviet 
Russia by means of agreements to be freely negotiated with the 
appropriate Soviet Government organs. 59 

The Makhnovites pressed for the full agreement to be 
published at once. The Military Section appeared in the 
Bolshevik papers fairly promptly, but the Political Section only 
after some delay. Nothing more came of the draft fourth 
political clause which, as Kubanin points out, was obviously 
quite unacceptable to the Bolsheviks. But an official Soviet 
communique was issued to the effect that Makhno had never 
helped Wrangel and that allegations that he had done so had 
been untrue. And a start was made with the implementation 
of the rest of the Political Section. A number of Makhnovites 
and Anarchists in Soviet prisons were in fact released. These 
included Valine, who came to Kharkov, started up Nabat again 
and made preparations for another Anarchist conference to be 
held in Kharkov at the end of the year. 

The Bolsheviks obviously felt these measures necessary in 
order to ensure the full co-operation of the Makhnovite Army. 
They did not underestimate Wrangel and they wished to 
rally all the resources available for what might prove to be a 
hard and prolonged campaign. A Soviet historian writes that 
the agreement with Makhno was "justified by the strategic 
conditions". 6° But, as Kubanin states flatly, there was never 
the slightest intention on the Bolshevik side of keeping to the 
agreement once its military value had passed. 6 1 Months later 
~hen Valine was in prison again, he was told by his Chek~ 
Interrogator: "When we had need of Makhno we knew how to 
make use of him and when we no longer had need when in 
f~ct he was beco~ng a nuisance, we knew how to get rid of 
him once and for all." 62 

It would be idle to pretend that there was good faith on the 
Makhnovite side. They were all perfectly aware that a further 
~lash would come, and they were determined that their own 
Ideas, and not the Bolsheviks', should in the end prevail. But 
they do not seem to have made any practical plans. The 
!ou~ly voiced Bolshevik accusations of treachery may well be 
JUstified on the score of ultimate intention, but not on the 

~ 9 Arshinov, op. cit. pp. 171-173 Valine, op. cit. pp. 6gx-633 
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score of serious conspiratorial work. Makhnovite hopes seem 
to have laid on a crescendo of popular feeling in their favour 
both in the villages and in the rank and file of the Red Army. 
But this needed time, and events moved much too fast for them. 

Makhno did not on this occasion accompany his units to 
the front. He went back to Gulyai-Polye-his first chance of 
returning home in any security after nine months of hard 
fighting. With him went his headquarters staff and some 3,000 
Insurgents. 

The Red Army counter-offensive against Wrangel was 
spectacular in its speed and success. By early November the 
Whites had been driven off the mainland and the Perekop 
positions defending the Crimea had been forced. In mid
November news reached Gulyai-Polye that the Red Army, 
together with some Insurgent units under Karetnik, were 
marching on Simferopol; and a member of Makhno's staff 
remarked: "This is the end of the agreement. Within a week 
the Bolsheviks will be attacking us." 

The importance that the Bolsheviks attached to Makhno is 
evidenced by the scope, the speed, the thoroug:hn~ss ~nd the 
secrecy of the preparations they made for his liqwdation. 
(Voline, on seemingly good authority, reproduces copies of 
telegrams showing Lenin's personal interest.) On November 
23rd nine Bolshevik security service agents were captured by 
the Razvedka in Gulai-Polye. They confessed under Interroga
tion that they had been sent by the commander of the 42nd 
(Red Army) Division, with the assignment to locate and watch 
the place of residence and movements of 1\;fakhno and his 
principal officers: they were to remain ~here till the arrival of 
the Red Army which was expected m a couple of days. 
Makhno's Chief of Staff contacted Kharkov on the direct 
telegraph line, made a strong protest and deman~ed the arrest 
of the O.C. 42nd Division and any others respo~s1ble. Kharkov 
replied that there must be some misunderstanding: they would 
institute enquiries. In a further telegraphic ~o~versation a day 
or two later Kharkov promised that the mc1dent would be 
settled to Makhnovite satisfaction. When pressed on the 
matter of Clause 4 of the Political Agreement (the Makhno
vites were impatiently awaiting its approval by Moscow) 
!<-ha~kov replied that here too a satisfactory solution wa; 
1mmment. 

In Kharkov on November 25th Voline secured an interview 
with Rakovsky, head of the Ukrainia~ Soviet Government. 
There had been some police persecutiOn of Nabat readers, 
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contrary to the agreement of October. Voline als_o pressed 
for a speedy approval of Clause 4·. Rakovs~y prom1sed ea:ly 
satisfaction on both counts. That rnght Volme, together w1th 
other Anarchists, was arrested and Nabat suppressed. The 
Makhnovite negotiators of th~ October Agreement, who were 
staying on in Kharkov pending settlement of Clause 4, were 
seized, removed to Moscow and there executed. 

At Red Army Headquarters at. ryrelitpol on N?vembe~ 23rd 
Frunze signed Order 00149 requmng complete mtegrat10n in 
the Red Army of all Insurgent units. This order was not made 
public till mid-December. On the 25th or 26th the commander 
of the Makhnovite forces in the Crimea was invited to a Red 
Army command post where he was seized and shot. The 
Makhnovite units were surrounded, but 250 cavalry broke 
through and eventually joined up with Makhno. 

On November 26th the Red Army attacked Gulyai-Polye in 
f~rce. 63 Makhno was completely surrounded. But he fought 
h1s way out of the village, collected some reinforcements 
counter-attacked and recaptured the village. In this engage~ 
~ent the 42nd Red Army Division was routed, losing (accord
mg to Arshinov) 6,ooo prisoners, of whom 2,ooo agreed to 
serve under Makhno and the rest sent to their homes. Three 
d~ys later Makhno defe<~;ted two further Red divisions, again 
Wlth a huge haul of pnsoner~ of whom a large proportion 
volunteered to join him. This Aevelopment caused serious 
concern to the Red Arrf!Y aut?ontles, and a special catchment 
corps was organized, Wlth finng squads, to pick up stragglers 
<~;nd prevent news spreading. Fo: a few days there was con
~lderable optimism at MakhnoVlte headquarters: it was felt 
hat all that was needed was another victory or two and 
~e war against the Bolsheviks woul_? be won. But the Red 
hrmy continued to bring up further remforcements: twice again 

t e Insurgent Army was encircled and had to fight its way out, 
~nd each time the victory was more dearly won. Reports 
RoJght by peasants made it apparent that no less than four 
S~ . Army Corps were being assem~led. At a meeting of the 

Viet of Revolutionary Insurgents 1t was agreed that there ::J no prospect of being able to hold the Gulyai-Polye area, 
I the Makhnovite Army retreated northwards. 

· tWas an extremely severe winter. The Red Army held all 
lrnportant road junctions in force, and for the most part the 

Ga o/sl!inov, op. cit. PP· 180-189 Kubanin, op. cit. pp. 159, 213 
ol!nc, op. cit. pp. 639-648 

Valine: Nineteen Seventeen (London 1954) p. 158 
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Insurge~ts moved over the frozen fields. Up north, not far 
from Kiev, they had to abandon their artillery and heavy 
bag&agc in the snow. In the following eight months of almost 
contlnuous fighting Makhno covered the whole ofthe Ukraine. 
From the Kiev province he struck east, skirting Poltava, 
K~rsk and Kharkov. It was at this period that, a thousand 
rmlcs to the north, the Kronstadt sailors were fighting under 
slogans somewhat similar to his own; but we do not know 
whether news of Kronstadt ever reached him. He was badly 
wounded and when, in early March, he came south again he 
had to be carried in a cart. He passed through the Gulyai
Polye area, reached the Black Sea coast and turned east along 
the Sea of Azov. On his way north again he was wounded 
once more ncar Gulyai-Polye; but was sufficiently recovered to 
ride a horse at the rendezvous of his troops he had fixed for 
April in the Poltava province. 

In I 92 I the Soviet Armies were still on a war footing, and 
there was no external enemy. The whole of the military machine 
in south Russia was available for the elimination of Makhno, 
and for the support of the State and Party organizations and 
Cheka in their work on the integration of the Ukrainian 
vi~lages. It was the story of 1920 all ove~ again, bu~ this time 
Wit~ the scales weighted far more heaVIly on. the side ~f the 
SoVIet Power. It is remarkable too that, 1n spite of the Intro
duction, in early 192I, ofthe N.E.P. measures to remove most 
of the peasants' grievances, Red Army reports sho_uld still 
complain of the support afforded to Makhno by the VIllagers. 

Arshinov reproduces a letter written later by Makhno to 
a friend in which he describes the "nightmare" of those last 
few months. There were victories; more often than not he 
got the better of his brushes with the Bolsheviks. Now and 
then he captured a small town, when his first move would be 
to seize the local printing press and run off leaflets demanding 
free Soviets. There were moments of encouragement, as when 
a delegation of Chernigov peasants came to one of ~is columns 
to offer their support. But in the uneq~al st~uggle his resources 
progressively dwindled. He himself m th1s l_ast period was 
wounded six times, twice seriously. Of th~ thirteen principal 
subordinate commanders listed by Voline (who included 
Makhno's closest personal friends), four were dead before the 
final break with the Bolsheviks in Nov<:mber I~2o. During the 
next six months Makhno lost all the rune sumvors: two were 
seized and shot in the Crimea; two were taken prisoner-their 
subsequent fate unknown; one was executed by the Cheka and 
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the remaining four killed in battle. Casualties among the rank 
and file were very heavy. 

Owing to the intensity of the pursuit and the difficulties 
of supply it became necessary to operate in ever smaller units. 
Small detachments were sent off to operate independently
and mostly disappeared. In early August Makhno realized 
he could do no more, and on August I 3th he crossed the 
Dnieper for the last time, between Orlik and Kremenchug, 
making for the West. On the I 6th he was cornered by the 
Reds but fought his way out, capturing thirteen Maxims and 
three Lewis guns. His own losses were seventeen men. There 
was another battle on the 22nd when he was hit again, this 
time badly, and had once more to be carried on a cart. On 
the 26th, almost in sight of the frontier, there was a final 
~ngagement. On the evening of the 28th the survivors, number
mg two hundred and fifty men, crossed the Dnieper into 
Roumania. 64 

(xvii) 

Arshinov did not accompany Makhno to Roumania. He went 
back to the Anarchist undergrounds of the Ukraine and Great 
Russia where he wrote his book. In due course the manuscript 
was smuggled out for publication in Berlin. 

Valine meanwhile was lodged in the Taganka Prison in 
M~scow. In the summer of I92I h~ staged a hunger strike 
wh1ch came to the knowledge of an mtemational Red Trades 
Union Congress then in session in Moscow. French and Spanish 
Anarchist delegates made r~presentations on his behalf, in 
consequence of which the SoVIet Government released him and 
expelled him from Soviet territory. 
t Makhno a~d his little force were disarme_d and int~med by 
~e R.oumaruans, and there followed a senes of acnmonious 
*plom~tic notes from . Moscow demanding ~s extradition. 

here 1s reason to believe that the Roumaruan authorities 
COnnived at his escape across the Polish frontier. Here he was 
arr~sted and brought to trial on a charge of "anti-Polish 
~twi?es" in the Ukraine. He was acquitted, went on to 
A anz1g and was arrested again. All this time international 

narchist organizations had been vocal on his behalf, and he 
was eventually allowed to move to Paris and settle there. 

84 KuJ;>anin, op. cit. p. 159 Arshinov, op. cit. pp. 18g-2oo 
Vohnc, op. cit. PP· 6s1-661 
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His final period was an unhappy one. He was miserably 
P?Or. Before leaving the Ukraine he had dug up one of his 
~1ddcn stocks of gold, but th~t was soon spent. His turbulent 
life had worn him out and his health was broken. He never 
~earned to speak any French. Valine speaks of his "difficulty 
~~ adjusting himself to circumstances so very different from 
his former way of life". He was moody, quarrelsome, subject 
to fits of extreme depression. He started to work on his memoirs 
and Valine attempted to help set in order his illiterate manu
script. A first volume was completed and issued during his 
lifetime, but then he quarrelled with Valine, and two further 
parts, edited by Valine, appeared only after his death. He 
died in 1935 and his ashes were buried in the Perc Lachaise 
Cemetery. as 

•• Arshinov, op. cit. pp. 253-258 Voline, op. cit. pp. 7-11, 66g 
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I 

The year I 9 I 7 had been a most unfavourable one for the Allies. 
The .losses during the Somme battles in the autumn of Igi6, 
and In the fighting at Ypres and Passchendaele in the summer 
of I 9 I 7 placed a severe strain on British and French manpower. 
There had been mutiny in the French Army. Italy had suffered 
a seyere setback, and the entry of Roumania coinciding with the 
begmning of the Russian collapse was quickly followed by the 
occupation ofBucharest and Constanza by the German Army. 

On the extended Eastern fronts some progress had been 
made against the Turks in Syria and Mesopotamia. The capture 
of Baghdad by a British-Indian force to some extent retrieved 
the disaster at Kut some months previously. But Turkey 
remained a force to be reckoned with. Turkish pan-Turanian 
and pan-Islamic propaganda was not without effect in Persia, 
Afghanistan and even in northern India, and contributed, more 
than was realized at the time, to developments in the Caucasus 
and Russian Central Asia. 

The immediate effect of the October revolution was the 
disintegration of the Russian Army. By the time a formal 
armistice with Germany had been signed early in December, 
no effective Russian force remained on any front. German 
and Austrian armies were shortly to occupy the Ukraine and 
penetrate into the Caucasus. The Russians had withdrawn from 
K_ars and other points on the Caucasian front, and were being 
Withdrawn from Persia where a force under General Baratov 
~ad been operating on' the right flan~ of the British army. in 
Mesopotamia. In N.E. Persia, a Russian Cossack force which 
had shared with Indian troops the task of~creening the Mghan
Persian frontier was also withdrawn. 

The Turks made no secret of their intention to advance 
through the Caucasus and Persian Azerbaijan to the Caspian 
and beyond. General Nuri Pasha, a half-brother of Enver 
Pasha, had been appointed to the command of a newly formed 
"Army of Islam", the object ~f which was to seize Azerbaijan 
and the Caspian coast of J:>ersm, rally_ the Moslem population 
of the Caucasus, Transcasp1a and Turkistan, and threaten India 
from the north and north-west. Central Asia with its large 
Moslem population, mainly ofTurkish stock, seemed to offer a 
prospect for the realization of Turkey's pan-Turanian plans. 
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OPERATIONS IN TRANSCASPIA 

There were also economic factors. The Central Powers were 
short of oil, cotton, non-ferrous metals and other commodities. 
Baku oil, Georgian manganese, and Turkistan cotton ( ac
cumulated stocks of which were stored at Krasnovodsk and 
along the Transcaspian Railway) would inevitably fall into 
the hands of the Turks and the Germans unless counter
measures were taken. With the Black Sea controlled by the 
Turks and Germans, and the railways through the Ukraine 
under German control, the Central Powers would be assured 
of easy access to these supplies. No resistance to their advance 
could be expected from the Russians or the population of 
Transcaucasia; indeed, it appeared likely that the autonomous 
regimes established in Georgia and Azerbaijan would, if any
thing, facilitate their progress. 

Another factor was the existence in Turkistan of some 
35,000 Austro-Hungarian and German prisoners of war, who 
had been freed to fend for themselves by the Tashkent Soviet 
after the October revolution. Reports reaching the Government 
of India suggested that these men might become the spearhead 
of an enemy force threatening In~ia t~rough Persia and 
Afghanistan if reo.rganized by an my~dmg army, pos~ibly 
by arrangement with the local authonties whose anti-British 
attitude had already been shown. Many of th~se prisoners had 
already been enrolled by the Tashkent SoVIet m their Red 
Guards.l 

II 

The decision was therefore taken in January I 9 I 8, after 
consultation between London and the Army Command in 
India, to send a small force of armoured cars for~ Baghdad 
under General Dunsterville through ~· W. Persia to the 
Caspian port of Enzeli, to collaborate Wit~ that part of the 
Cossack foree under General Bicharakov which had refused t 
obey the Soviet order to withdraw from Persia. 2 The instructio 0 

to Dunsterville at that time were to clear the road to t~s 
1 Official History of tlze War (1914-1918) Vol. IV, Mesopotamian Campaign e 
Tod, Col. T. K.: Article in Army Qparter{y, Vol. XVI, No. 2 (1928) 
Etherton, Lt.-Col. P. T.: In the heart of Asia (London 1925) 
Brun, Cap. A. H.: Troublous Times (Lond<?n 1931) . 
2 The decision to send General Dunsterville to N.W. Persia and the C . 

w~.a mili~ary one. At that time no definite decision had been arrived at re asp!an 
British action in Baku. garding 

Official History of tile War (1914-1918) Vol. IV, Mesopotamia Campaig 
Dunsterville, Maj.-Gen. L. C.: Dunsterforce (London 1920) n, 
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Caspian to watch developments in the Caucasus, and to 
establish contact with any who were able and willing to resist 
the Turkish advance. In February, it was further decided to 
send small missions to Tashkent via Kashgar, and to Meshed in 
Persian Khorasan to establish contacts likely to be useful if 
and when the Turkish armies reached the Caspian. 

After some delay, two officers of the Indian Political Depart
ment, Lieut.-Colonel Bailey and Major Blacker, arrived in 
Kashgar, where they came under the orders of the British 
Consul-General, Sir George Macartney. They did not reach 
Tashkent until July 1918, by which time there had been a 
revolt in Transcaspia against the Tashkent Soviet, soon to be 
followed by an appeal from the new anti-Soviet Government to 
the British for help. All this was unknown to Bailey and Blacker, 
who had no means of communicating with India; and it natur
ally created a most unfavourable atmosphere for negotiating 
with the Tashkent Soviet on the disposal of German and 
Austro-Hungarian P.O.W.s, cotton stocks and the Turkish 
threat to the Central Asian Railway. The Allied landings (in 
August) in Archangel and Vladivostock made matters worse, 
and the attitude of the Tashkent Soviet soon became openly 
hostile. Macartney, who had joined the Mission, returned to 
Kashgar with Blacker, and Bailey went into hiding until the 
f~llo~ng year, when he succeede~ in making his way, in 
disgmse, through Bokhara to Persia. Bailey's disappearance 
and the failure of the local Cheka to locate him had caused great 
concern to the Tashkent Soviet, and had given rise to a number 
of le~ends concerning his role in inciting and organizing anti
Russian and anti-Bolshevik revolts throughout Central Asia. 3 

III 

The mission to Meshed under Major-General Malleson, an 
Indian Army intelligence officer, arrived at its destination in 
early july 1918. Meanwhile, Indian troops had taken over 
the screening duties abandoned by the Russians along the 
Afghan frontier between Birjand and Meshed. This force, 
known as the East Persian Cordon, came under Malleson's 
com~and, and was responsible for screening the frontier and 
stoppmg the passage of enemy agents. 4 

3 Bailey, Lt.-Col. F. M.: Mission to Tashkent (London 1946) 
Park, A.. G.: Bolshevism in Turkistan (New York 1957) 

4 Enemy agents both German and Turkish, were active in Kabul at this time. 
Pan-Turanian and pan-Islamic propaganda was being disseminated by Turkish 
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The task of Malleson's Mission (some half-dozen officers 
and a small wireless mobile unit) was to obtain information on 
developments in Transcaspia and to establish contacts. If 
the Turks were to occupy Baku and attempt to use the Central 
Asian Railway from Krasnovodsk to the interior, Malleson 
with the help of any friendly local elements, was to do every~ 
thing possible to render the railway unusable and to prevent 
the stocks of cotton at Krasnovodsk and along the line from 
falling into enemy hands. 

About the time of the Mission's arrival at Meshed a suc
cessful revolt against the Bolshevik-dominated Tashkent Soviet 
had taken place in Transcaspia. Dissatisfaction had been 
developing for some time, partly due to Tashkent's high
handed methods, but mainly to the food shortage, following 
the cutting by General Dutov's Orenburg Cossacks of the 
railway link with Russia. (The substitution of cotton for wheat 
cultivation, brought about by the Ts~rist. regim~, had made 
Turkistan dependent on Russ1an and S1benan gram.) Bands of 
the so-called Bas-machi were active in Fergana and elsewhere 
and there was serious disaffection among the Tekke Turkme~ 
tribes, both settled and nomad, who formed a large part of 
the population of the area between Kr~snovodsk, Merv and 
Khiva. The Tekkes bitterly resented . mterference in their 
affairs by local Soviets compose~ mamly of Russians and 
Armenians. Their leader, Oraz Sudar (a former Colonel in 
the Tsarist Army, and son of the defender ofGoek Tepe against 
the Russians in the eighties), .was less concerned with pan
Turanian ideas than with the nght of self-government for the 
tribal areas, and the preservation of ~aditional tribal life. 5 

The tension had come to a head m June I 9 I 8, when the 
Tashkent Soviet, faced with increasing local· difficulties and 

agents in Persia, and among the Moslem population of Bokhara and Turkistan. 
Two Indian revolutionary leaders, Mahendra Pratap ~d Barkatul!a, who had 
spent some time in Berlin during the war, ~nd who had ~Iscussed their plans with 
Lenin in Petrograd, were actively engaged m.Tashkent ,wtth the encouragement f 
the local Soviet in ami-British propaganda m Afghamstan and India. 0 

Official History of the War (1914-1918~ Vol. rv: 
Malleson, Maj.-Gen. Sir W. in Forl~!ght{! Rev1ew, May 1923 
6 In 191 6 a revolt of the Turkmen, Kirghtz and Kaz~k;s took place in Turki 

following a decision by the Tsarist Government to mobihze the native popul s~an 
for labour service at the front. Hitherto they had not been liable for ·rtlon 
service. mt 1tary 

The revolt was crushed with great severity by General Kuropatkin th ill 
Governor of Turkistan. Resentment still smo~ldered amo!lg the Mosl e m tary 
lation at the time of the revolution and contributed to their desire to emh. popu
autonomous status within a federated Russian republic. ac Ieve an 

Chokaev, Mustafa: Journal of tile Royal Central Asian Sociery No, XVIII ( ) 
Hayit, Baymirza: Turkistan in XX Jahrhundert (Darmstadt 1g56) 193 1 
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cut off from Moscow by Dutovj decided to mobilize Turkistan 
manpower, and to tighten control over all economic res<;mrces, 
including the railway workshops at Kizyl-Arvat. Resistance 
to these proposals came first from the Transcaspi~n railway 
workers. Meetings of protest took place at Kizyl-Arvat, 
Ashkhabad and other centres, where Socialist Revolutionary 
and Menshevik members of local Soviets began to organize 
resistance to Communists. The head of the Tashkent Soviet, 
Kolesov, visited Ashkhabad and declared martial law. As, 
however, there continued to be protest meetings and demands 
for the withdrawal of the mobilization order and for free 
elections to Soviets, Tashkent dispatched a Commissar, Frolov, 
with a detachment of Red Guards and instructions to liquidate 
the opposition. He started a reign of terror and moved on to 
Kizyl-Arvat. Here, however, the railwaymen revolted; the 
Red Guards came over to the railwaymen and Frolov and a 
number of Bolsheviks with him were seized and shot. A few 
days later, on July 14th, the oppositionists set up a new govern
ment in Ashkhabad consisting of Mensheviks, S.R.s and one 
T~kke Turkmen, which rapidly extended its control along the 
railway from Krasnovodsk to Merv, arresting and sometimes 
executing the former Bolshevik bosses. 

The new Ashkhabad government, known as the "Ashkhabad 
Committee", had the support of the bourgeoisie and the rail
way workers (who were strongly represented on it) and enjoyed 
at least the hopeful goodwill of the Turkmen. The government's 
most t;r~ent task was to organize a defence position near 
Chardjm, where the railway crosses the Amu Darya (Oxus). 
Officer~d by Russians, most of the troops available were 
Armeruans, Turkmen and Caucasians, with a few ex-soldiers of 
the former Russian garrison. But they were poorly armed, with 
only a few guns and little ammunition, and were no match 
even f<;>~ the mixed Red force of ex-P.O.W.s, workers, and 
iemobilized soldiers sent against them by Tashkent. The 
~hk1 habad army was forced back to Bairem Ali, some 30 

nu es east of Merv. 
The Ashkhabad Committee well aware that their position 

was pr · ' d M 11 fc ecanous, in early August appeale to General a eson 
~r help. Two r~presentatives, Dokhov (Men~hevik) ax;td 
or~er (S.R.), arnved in Meshed to present their case. Dis

cussiO.ns were held and proposals for an agreement were 
submitted to Simla and London. 



IV 

Meanwhile the position in Baku and Transcaucasia generally 
had taken a turn for the worse. 6 Georgia, Armenia and Azer
baijan had declared their independence in early April and 
were attempting to enter into negotiations with the Turks and 
Germans. Mutual distrust prevented any continued co-oper
ation between the three Caucasian states. Friction benveen the 
Moslem and largely pro-Turk Azerbaijanis and the Armenians 
was exploited by the Turks, who occupied Batum on April rsth 
and were advancing through Armenian territory towards 
Azerbaijan. The Georgians established contact with the 
Germans, who were now in control of the Ukraine and were 
advancing into the Caucasus from Black Sea ports. General 
Kress von Kressenstein the German commander, aimed at 
securing Georgian manganese and Baku oil; and a German 
mission travelled to Astrakhan (presumably with the connivance 
o~ Moscow) to attempt to acquire cotton and oil from the Cas
ptan area. 

_German aims appeared to be mainly ec~nomic, although the 
Htgh Command was not averse to puttmg pressure on the 
weakest links in the British Imperial armour, India and the 
P~rsian Gulf. There appeared to ~~ little Germ~n sympathy 
wtth Turkish pan-Turanian ambttwns except m so far as 
strategic advantages could be derived from them. 7 

Despite the promises of autonomy made at the Bolshevik 
Party Conference of April rgr7 and at the Petrograd Soviet in 
the following November, the actual pro~ess of events in the 
Caucasus, threatening the loss of Baku ml and Transcaspian 
cotton, caused great concern to the hard-pressed ~olshevik 
leadership. Several important members ~f the Party, mcluding 
Shaumyan, soon to play a leading role m Baku, were sent by 
Lenin to Transcaucasia to endeavour to rally local Com
munists and check the move~ents for autonomy. Having 
failed in Tiflis, Shaumyan and hts colle~gues went on to Baku, 
where the oil workers were mostly Russian and Armenian a d 
the local Communists well organized. A Baku Soviet wn 
formed with the co-operation of the S.R.s, Mensheviks a:J 

0 Official History ofth~ IWar (1914-1918) Vol. IV, p. 159 
Dunstcrville, op. c1t. · 

7 Von dcr Goltz, ~e!'eral Frcihc~.: ZwischenJ(aukasus und Si~ai (Berlin 1 2 ) 
Avalov (Avalishv1h), Z.: .Nezavuzmost Gruzzz 1918-1921 (Pans r920) 9 3 
Dunsterville, op. cit. 
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Armenian "Dashnaki", whose fear of the Turks and the pro
Turkish Azerbaijanis drove them into the Russian camp. The 
Soviet proceeded to nationalize industry, banking and shipping, 
and to seize all lands belonging to those considered unfriendly 
to the new regime. The Bolsheviks then set to work to undermine 
the influence of their S.R., Menshevik and Dashnak partners, 
and to secure absolute control of Baku. But the Turks con
tinued to advance and an Azerbaijan Fifth Column was 
actively preparing for their arrival. 

By the middle of May the situation in Baku had become 
chaotic. Soviet troops sent from Astrakhan were unreliable, 
and local levies, with remnants of Caucasian army units, were 
militarily useless. Meanwhile in north Persia the Dunsterforce 
was advancing slowly and with constantly changing instructions 
towards Enzeli. Following a short battle with a Persian revolu
tionary group, theJangalis, the port was occuped on June 27th. 
Dunsterville, who had already received feelers from the Baku 
non-Communist leaders, was now authorized to send a recon
naissance party to Baku. 

At this juncture there was an overturn in Baku. Following a 
stormy session in the Soviet, all Bolshevik members resigned, and 
were promptly arrested by a new government, representing 
o~position groups, and calling itself the Centro-Caspian 
Directorate. Negotiations with Dunsterville followed quickly. 
The greater part of the Caspian merchant marine and several 
warships supported the new Baku regime, and a number of 
the former placed themselves at the disposal of the British. As 
a result of further negotiations, the armed vessels also came 
und~r British control, and were organized into a small Caspian 
Flotilla under a British naval officer, Captain Norris, who had 
been hurriedly posted to Dunsterforce for the purpose. 8 

The Centro-Caspian Directorate, conscious of its weakness, 
urg~d Dunsterville to bring up as large a British force as 
possible. But even with the reinforcements which had arrived 
In Et;zeli from Baghdad, the British commander was unable to 
proVIde more than some nine hundred men and a few guns. 
And by the second week of September, Turkish pressure had 
reached a stage when all hope of holding Baku had to be 
abandoned. In the course of the final Turkish attacks the 
local f~rces disintegrated and Dunsterville's only course was 
to extncate and embark his own troops, who had suffered 
many casualties, and withdraw to Enzeli. 

8 Norris, Capt. D. R.N. in Journal of the Central Asian Society, Vols. IX-X 
(1922-1923) , 
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As has been seen, the events that led up to the Ashkhabad 
revolt against Tashkent, the formation of the Ashkhabad 
Committee, and the appeal to the Malleson Mission for help 
coincided roughly with a somewhat similar pattern of event~ 
across the Caspian in Baku. . 

Malleson's task, as indicated earlier, was to prevent the Turks 
making use of the Transcaspian Railway, and to check their 
advance into Central Asia. It was in no way to promote rebel
lion, to pave the way for British territorial expansion or exten
sion of political influence, or to support this or that group on 
ideological grounds. The sole aim of the Mission was to take 
advantage of favourable circumstances as they arose, to provide 
local support where military advanta~e "':as t? be ~ained, and 
to take all possible steps With one obJeCt m VIew, I.e. to block 
the enemy's advance, and defeat him by all practicable means. s 

The terms of the agreement reach;d ~etween M~~eson and 
the Ashkhabad representatives were m;~tably proVIsiOnal and 
contingent on each party being in a position to fulfil the require
ments of the other. These require~~nts "':ere. not nece~sarily 
matt~rs _of common inte:est. The ~~~sh ObJective was rmlitary 
and lirmted to the duration of hostilities; that of the Ashkhabad 
Committee was to maintain itself against the Tashkent Soviet 
While the Russian members of the Committee regarded them~ 
selves as revolutionaries, their position after breaking with 
Tashkent left little room for ideological considerations. Their 
immediate problem was to defend themselves, to. pay the rail
waymen and other government employees, obtrun supplies of 

e Soviet publications frequently refer to th7 existenc~, of an. agreement Purported 
to have been reached between a representative oft~e TurkJstan Military organ·
zation" and "The British Government",_whereby, m return for ~si~tance, British 
protection would be extended over T_urkistan for 55 years. The ongm of this sto 
seems to be articles which appeared m the ne~spape_r ~ravd'! dated November ~ 
1922 and June 5 1923. It has been rel?eated ~Jth.varJahon~ 1n a number ofS . 
books and articles, including the ?ffic1al pubhcatlon: .Trudr, vol. xix, publishe~bt 
the Tadjikistan Acac_lemy ?f ~c1e~c~! 1954· :Uso .. m A. H. Babakhodzhae/ 
book: Proval anglieskoi agremvnor poliiiki v Sredne~ Asu (1917-1920), Tashkent s 
an interesting but extremely inaccurate account of events in Turkistan tms, 
time. No such agreement ever existed. Schemes of this kind were from t~ at 
time submitted by representatives of counter-revolutionary organizat" lmebto 
received scant attention. IOns ut 

The signing of the "Agreement" is variously stated by Soviet Write t h 
taken place in Tashkent, .Meshed and. Krasnovodsk. No one in any of th!se 0 Ia~': 
wo~ld have had authonty to negotiate any such agreement on behalf ~ H" 
MaJesty's Government. o lS 
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food, and await the outcome of the widespread reaction against 
Bolshevism which at that time seemed to have a reasonable 
prospect of success. The Ashkhabad representatives accordi~gly 
demanded military supplies, especially artillery and machme
guns, officers to train and organize their troops, and a small 
contingent of troops to stiffe~ their own makeshift .ar~y, ~o~ey 
and credit. The British reqUirement was co-operatiOn m mmmg 
the harbour of Krasnovodsk, in denying the Central Asian 
Railway to the Turks, the apprehension of enemy agents, and 
steps to prevent cotton supplies falling into enemy hands. 

The agreement with the Ashkhabad government was 
reached on the 19th August 1918, some five weeks after the 
Ashkhabad revolt and the assassination of Frolov, and not (as 
is asserted by Bolshevik writers) before that event. It will be 
clear from the foregoing that no revolt in Transcaspia would 
have had any chance of success had the government of Baku 
remained in Bolshevist hands. While the timing of both events 
was fortuitous, the coincidence of the fall of the Bolshevik 
regime in Baku and the revolt against Tashkent in Transcaspia 
undoubtedly influenced Simla and London in their decision 
t? give provisional support to both governments, and to autho
n~~ Dunsterville to secure naval control of the Caspian. The 
rmlitary resources at the disposal of both Dunsterforce and 
Malleson's Mission were too small in themselves to offer serious 
res!stance to the enemy advance, but at least they provided focal 
~o1nts for the co-ordination and stiffening of actual and paten
hal local resistance. 

Heartened by the agreement with the Mission, the Ash
~hab~d Corp.mittee proceeded to reorganize. In addition to 

unt1kov (S.R.) and Dorrer (S.R.), its original members, the 
C?mmittee included several other S.R.s and Mensheviks, 
~~m~n (S.R.), a Merv schoolmaster and Orientalist who became 
Mreign Secretary, Belov and Kurilev, both railwaymen (and 

ensheviks), and Obez Sirdar, probably as a sop to the Turk
~en whose horsemen formed a substantial, although unpredictT le, part ofthe Transcaspian army. One Drushkin (? S.R.), a 
fo ash~ent lawyer, was later appointed chief of police. Except 
r r Zimen and Dorrer, the Committee members were men of 
.1ttle education or knowledge of the outside world, doctrinaire 
m outlook, and without administrative experience. Funtikov 
Fturned out to be as brutal and unscrupulous as the Commissar 
•rolov, whose execution he had organized in July. 

The. appointment of a Russian regular officer, General 
Kryutin, as Minister ofWar, brought some order into military 
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affairs. Armoured trains were improvised, similar to those pos
sessed by the Reds, although their guns were of limited range. 
T~e front line near Bairam Ali, cove~ng the Merv Oasis (the 
chief source of the food supply), was little more than a railway 
strong-point, protected by armoured trains and flanked by 
thinly held positions in the desert, mainly occupied by Turkmen 
cavalry. 

The Tashkent Soviet mobilized reinforcements, and in early 
August their troops attacked the Bairam Ali position, driving 
the Transcaspian force back to Dushak, I oo miles west of the 
Merv Oasis. By this time, o~e company of the 19th Punjabis, 
detached from the East Persian Cordon, together with a small 
machine-gun unit, had joined the Transcaspians at Dushak, 
but were forced, in the face of resolute Red attacks, to fall back 
to ~aa~ha, a few miles farther we~t. Here ~he rest of the I gth 
PunJab1s, who had crossed the Persian frontler at Artyk, joined 
up in time to take part in the fierce but inconclusive battle of 
Kaakha. 1o 

The total force under Oraz Sirdar's command at that time 
was less than 2 ooo men, of whom more than half were Turk
men, a courag~ous but unreliable element. The artillery con
sisted of four 16-pounder field guns ~nd some antiquated 
muzzle-loaders. The impact of a. regtment. of well-trained 
Indian infantry and efficient machme-gun uruts, undoubtedly 
prevented the c~mplete rout of Oraz Sirdar's men. 11 

The Bolsheviks once back in Merv started on a policy of 
vigorous repression with arrests (and frequent executions) of 
Ashkhabad sympathizers and those suspecte~ of any complicity 
in the July revolt against Tashkent ~nd m the subsequent 
killing of the Bolshevik bosses. Meanwh!le the loss of the Merv 
Oasis-the main granary of Transcasp1a-was a severe blow 
to the Ashkhabad Committee. There was an acute food short
age. Requisitioning and other co~nter-measures added to the 
discontent. There were riots and d1sturb_ances, and the genuine 
grievances of the poorer classes were skilfully exploited by the 

10 Knollys, Lt.-Col. D. E. in Journal of!he Central ;4sian Sociery Vol. XIII (Ig2 ) 
11 The total strength of British and Ind1an troops m Transcaspia at this "ti 5 

less than 35o men; at the time of withdrawal, th.e total was less than' ~~~~vas 
third of which number were at Ashkhabad or on lmes of communication 'T ' ~ 
caspian Russian, Armenian and Turkmen troops were about double this · rabns 

' d C 1 b 1 . th E num er. Apart from a few Infantry an ava ;Y ~ ongmg to e ast Persian Cordon and 
a.hu1;1dred or s~ Hazara ~d Baluchl,!evu:;;, General !Y.lalleson had no rese~es at 
~s diSposal. Th1~ was the vast army wh1ch, according to some Soviet accounts, 
a1med at occupymg an area almost as large as Europe, and reducing it to colonial 
subjection. 

See Appendix. 
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Bolshevik underground. Finances were chaotic, with all the 
various rouble currencies steadily depreciating. Demands for 
higher wages to meet the rising cost of living could not be met. 
By the end of October, a revolt of the railwaymen seemed 
imminent, and the Ashkhabad Committee again turned to the 
British Mission for help. An ingenious financial scheme was 
negotiated and put into operation, whereby promissory !lotes 
backed by the British Mission were issued, redeemable m go 
days in roubles. At the same time a reserve of silver, provided 
by the Mission with the agreement of the Government of India, 
was made available to enable the Ashkhabad government to 
issue rouble notes to an agreed amount, and in due course to 
pay off holders of promissory notes issued in advance as a form 
of credit by the Malleson Mission. 

By this means the financial crisis was staved off, and tlie 
recapture of the Merv Oasis (after sharp fighting and heavy 
casualties) in November enabled the government to overcome, 
at least in part, the shortage of supplies. But the inept handling 
by the Committee as then constituted of so many important 
~roblems had los~ it sl!ch popularity as!~ had ever enjoyed. The 

urkJ?en were dissatisfied, and the rmlitary pressing for more 
~ffectiVe.leadership; and a plot was on foot, actively supported 
BY. ~untikov, to stage a coup d'etat. In the event Drushkin (with 

X:tish approval) replaced the former government by a "Com
~ttee of Public Safety", consisting of himself, Zimen, Belov 
nd Obez Baev. One of the first acts of the new regime was to 

arrest Funtikov. 

VI 

~ WAsas before the recapture of Merv and the reconstitution of 
C e hkhabad Committee that the incident of the 26 Baku 
whtnmissars took place. These leading Bolsheviks, arrested 
rel en the Directorate assumed power in Baku, were later 
sa~ase~ following discussions with a Russian Bolshevik emis
me ;' 0 arrived in Baku from Astrakhan with a small detach
sio: toof Soviet troops. The Commissars were granted permi~
wa . leave for Astrakhan by sea, but were rearrested when It 
wit~ dishcovered that they had made clandestine arrangements, 

~ e connivance of the Soviet Mission, to ship a large 
9uan_tity of artns and equipment to Astrakhan. They were again 
lmpnsoned, and a charge of treachery was laid against them by 
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the Directorate, but they were still awaiting trial when the 
Turkish Army ~rrived i!l the immedia_te vicinity of the city. 

In the ensumg paruc the Comnussars were once again 
released from prison (either with or without the orders of the 
Directorate), and allowed to take ship to proceed to Astrakhan 
with their families. They accordingly embarked on the S.S. 
Turkman on September 14th, the day before the Turks arrived 
in Baku. The ship's crew, however (who had been working 
for the Directorate), feared they would be arrested by the 
Bolsheviks on arrival in Astrakhan; moreover, some of them 
had their families in Krasnovodsk. They therefore insisted on 
changing course, on the pretext there was not sufficient oil 
fuel to reach Astrakhan, and arrived off Krasnovodsk at dawn 
on the 15th. 

The Turkman was hailed by the Kra~novo_dsk guardship, 
whose commander after a short conversation 'With the captain 

' ' ordered the ship to proceed under escort to Ufra, a few miles 
along the coast from Krasnovodsk. Meanwhile a message was 
sent ashore from the guardship to the Town Commandant 
Kuhn, informing him of the identity of t?e ship's passengers~ 
Kuhn immediately proceeded to Ufra w;th an arme~ escort. 
When the ship had berthed, the Comnussars we~e dts~r~ed 
and placed under arrest, being separated _from therr fa~lies. 

Kuhn a Caucasian Cossack officer With a reputatiOn for 
ruthless~ess was Chairman of the Krasnovodsk Committee as 
well as Tdwn Commandant. He immediately notified the 
Ashkhabad Committee of the arrival of the Commissars, and 
asked for instructions. At that time there was no representative 
of the Meshed Mission in Krasnovodsk, the only British officer 
in the vicinity being a liaison officer, Col~nel Battine, who had 
recently arrived from General Dunstemlle's H.Q. at Enzeli 
with a small guard. He was neither informed nor consulted by 
Kuhn. 

On the 18th of September Malleson. was informed by 
Dokhov, the Ashkhabad liaison officer m Meshed, of the 
arrival of the Commissars in Krasnovodsk and was asked for 
his views. Malleson told Dokhov that in his opinion it was 
undesirable that the Commissars be allowed to proceed along 
the railway, and urged that they should be handed over to the 
British Mission as hostages for the numerous British subjects 
who at that time were being detained by the Soviet Govern
ment. He offered to provide an escort to take over the Commis
sars at a convenient point, and added that arrangements could 
be made for their transportation to India. 
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Dokhov agreed that this might be the most desirable course, 
but doubted whether it would be possible to hold the Com
missars while all the arrangements were being made. He under
took, however to inform the Committee of Malleson's views, 
but hinted tha't it might be too late to seek a solution along the 
lines suggested. 

Malleson, having reported to Headquarters in India, got into 
touch by telegram with his own liaison officer, Captain Teague
Jones, in Ashkhabad, giving him an account of the conversa
tion with Dokhov, and instructing him to press his (Malleson's) 
views on the Committee. This the liaison officer, who in the 
meanwhile had been given some account of the situation by 
Zimen, proceeded to do, and requested the Committee (which 
~as then in Session) to inform him in d~e course of their deci
siOn. The Committee had already receiVed Dokhov's report, 
and had also received an urgent request from Kuhn to take the 
Commissars off his hands as insufficient accommodation was 
available in the local jail, and he feared (or affected to fear) 
that the pro-Bolshevik sympathizers among the dock and rail
way workers would attempt to release them by force. 

The Committee, consisting of Funtikov, Kurilev, Zimen and 
Dorrer, sat until a late hour, apparently without reaching agree
men~. It subsequently became known that both Funtikov and 
Kunlev were in favour of shooting the Commissars, while the 
oth.er two members of the Committee, although opposing this 
~ction, were unable to suggest any practical alternative. There 
Is no sure evidence as to whether the Committee intended to 
c~nsider the matter further at a subsequent session, or whether 
~ ey .empowered Funtikov to act as he saw fit. But in any case 

untikov sent instructions to Kuhn to execute the Commissars 
on th~ charge of having "betrayed Baku to the Turks". 
th This order Kuhn proceeded to carry out. On the night of 
the 1 9t~-2oth September the 26 Commissars, among the~ 
B ~ leadmg members of the former Bolshevik government m 
t ~ u, Shaumyan, Djaparidze, Korganov, and Fioletov, were 
0~ K;. by train to a point in the desert, some 200 kilometres east 

N ~snovodsk, and there summarily shot. 
the 0 1nf<;>rmation regarding the shooting was allowe~ ~o reach 

public, and no explanation as to how the declSlon was 
r1fched Was ever offered to the British. Teague-Jones eventu
~ Y ~kanaged to contact Funtikov late on the night of the Igth; 
~nti ov, who had been drinking, stated bluntly that the Com

~ssars had been shot. Neither then nor later were any details 
giVen. Malleson (who meanwhile had obtained the agreement 
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of Simla to his proposals for dealing with the matter), as soon 
as he heard what had happened, sent a strong protest to the 
Ashkhabad Committee, in which his superiors in Simla fully 
concurred. 

By its action in executing the Commissars, the Ashkhabad 
Committee forfeited any chance that might have remained for 
coming to any sort of working arrangement with Tashkent. The 
Committee were by no means united and some members showed 
a disposition to dissociate themselves from Funtikov's views 
a~d actio!ls. The Committee _beca.me less than ever able to cope 
With thexr tasks and the situation came to a head in the 
financial crisis a few weeks later. The subsequent reorganiza
tion of the government into a Committee of Public Safety has 
already been mentioned. 

It seems unlikely that news of the shooting of the Commissars 
became known in Moscow until February or March of the new 
year, although their disappearance had b~en the subject of 
enquiry to H.M. Government by the Soviet Foreign Minister, 
M. Chicherin towards the end of September. 12 At that time 

' ' H.M. Government in London was not aware of the shooting. 
A number of British officials in Moscow and the North Caucasus 
had been arrested and were being held by the Soviet Govern
ment and it was the desire of the British Government to secure 
their 'release by exchange of Soviet detainees i~ British hands, 
among whom, it was supposed, the Comrmssars would be 
numbered. 13 • 

The first public reference to the incident ~ppear~d in an 
article published in the Baku newspaper, Znamza T rudz, early in 
March 1919. By this time British forces un_der the command of 
General Thompson were now in occupation _of Baku, having 
arrived some time previously from Constantmople to ensure 
that the terms of the armistice with Turkey were carried out 
The article was written by one Vadim Chaikin, a Socialist 
~evolutionary journalist w~o had vi~ited Transcaspia some 
time previously, and had evidently gamed some knowledge of 
the affair either on the spot from ex-members of the Ashkhabad 
government or from persons arriving in Baku from Transcaspia. 
One of his main informants may well have been Funtikov him
self: the latter was under arrest at the time of Chiakin's visit to 

~~White Paper, Russia No. 1 (1923) Correspondence between H.M. Government and 
Somet Government. 

13 Reports of the arrest of British subjects and of the conditions in which th 
were being held. were the s.ubject of.exchanges between. t.he Sovi~t Foreign Offi~~ 
!lnd M. Chicherm at that t1me, and m the absence ofBnt1sh offiCJal representation 
m Moscow were conducted through neutral channels. 
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Ashkhabad and Chaikin claims to have seen him in prison. I tis ' . . . 
very possible that Funtikov and his associates were aruaous to 
shift from their own shoulders any responsibility for the execu
tion of the Commissars; this would not be the only occasion 
during the Civil War where Allied officers were found to be 
convenient scapegoats. . 

Chaikin, in his articles, placed the blame for the shoo~ng 
squarely on the British, suggesting that the action was earned 
out by British instigation, and that British officers had actually 
been present. Not unnaturally, these articles caused some excite
ment. A dementi was issued in the Baku Press, and Chaikin was 
asked to produce evidence, but declined, except on terms which 
were unacceptable to the British commander. 14 

Chaikin's articles were shortly afterwards followed by a book 
which he published in Moscow, in which he reiterated his 
charges, elaborating his previous account by giving a "circum
sta~tial" account of the tragedy, and mentioning the names of 
vanous British and Transcaspian government officials and per
sonalities as having been personally implicated . 

. T~e publication of Chaikin's book was followed by the trans
~ssw~ of a Soviet wireless message en clair on the 23rd April, 
In which the Soviet Government accused the British of being 
responsible for the transportation of the Commissars from Baku, 
and f<;>r their subsequent arrest and execution. The statements 
conta~ned in Chaikin's book were quoted in evidence, and the 
whole incident was presented as an example of British perfidy 
and callous brutality. 
fl The Soviet Government declined to accept any assurance 
rom the British Government that no British representative had 
~nk responsibility for the evacuation of the Commissars from 
th~ u or for their subsequent shooting; and has continued to 

ls day in its internal and external propaganda, and in histori
c~ .accounts of the revolutionary period, including the two 
e bans of the Great Soviet Encyclopaedia to present the case 
~~agly as .stated in Chaikin's articles and book. The fate of t~e 
r 1 o~rmssars has become part of the epic of the BolsheVIk 
i~vo_ution, and is presented in chapter and verse, no less than 
a.Pl~ture and sculpture, as a British-inspired action. (Some 

~~h~~s. go so far as to depict the execution of the Commissars 
nosh officers standing by with smoking revolvers.) 

a Ch ikin 
tatives b demanded that a mixed co~io!l, including Bolshe':ik repres~
was re! e set up as a public board of enqmry With safeguards for witnesses. Th1s 
mcrelie~ed by the British Commander who evidently considered it would serve 

a platform for propaganda. 
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The reoccupation of Mervin November by the Transcaspian 
army, now reinforced by two squadrons of Indian cavalry from 
Meshed, and a battery of artillery and two companies of in
fantry from Enzeli via K.rasnovodsk, enabled Oraz Sirdar, the 
Transcaspian commander, to consolidate his position some 
30 miles east ofMerv. Meanwhile the Red forces had been con
siderably reinforced by troops and military material from 
Kushkh, the terminus of the branch line from Merv to the 
Afghan frontier. Armoured trains were equipped with heavier 
guns. The Red command was reorganized, discipline and 
administration were tightened up, and the lessons of the recent 
fighting with Indian regular troops were noted and digested. 

The surrender of Turkey at the end of October, followed 
shortly by that of Austria and Germany, brought about a 
change in the political and military situation, but some months 
were to elapse before the British we~e ab!e to. disengage them
selves. from Transcaspia. A threate~ng SituatiOn .began. to de
velop m Afghanistan, where the enennes of the ~nnr Hab1bullah 
were plotting his assassination, and the secunty of the North
West Frontier of India became a matter of concern. 

In the reactionary and still independent state of Bokhara, a 
democratic party known as the Young Bok?arans. were in 
touch with the Tashkent Soviet with whom their relatiOns were 
intermittently good and bad. The Emir of Bokhara, anxious 
about his future, was attempting to enlist the support of Kabul 
and Teheran and towards the end of I 9 I 8 had even made 
tentative app;oaches to the British Mission in Meshed. A sirni
l~r situation had developed in the remote an~ equally reac
tlonary state of Khiva, whose goverl?-ment was 1~ the hands of 
an ex-bandit, and whose relations wtth the Russian Reds were 
no less strained. 

Tashkent's relations with Bokhara had been mishandled by 
Kolesov (the Chairman of the Soviet) who, after making a 
clumsy attempt to overturn the Emir's government with the 
co-operation of the Young Bokharans, was forced to come to 
terms, but awaited an opportunity to renew the attack. Mean
while the general confusion was accentuated by the intrigues 
and manreuvres of a number of anti-Bols~evi~ elements from 
Basmachi groups to underground orgaruzatlons of Russian 
ex-officers who, in spite of their very ~ifferent origin and out
look, found common ground for opposmg the Bolsheviks. 
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The Emir of Bokhara received little positive benefits from 
his approaches to Kabul and to the British Mission. The Emir 
of Afghanistan offered sympathy and advice, a few officers to 
assist in training the Bokharan Army, and some equipment. The 
British Mission, conscious of the military advantage of the 
existence of a Bokharan Army as a potential threat to the Turki
stan Red Army flank, encouraged the Ashkhabad Committee 
to keep in contact with the Emir. Early in 1919, in response to 
a plea for Inilitary equipment, Malleson sent a small consign
ment of rifles and ammunition to Bokhara by camel train, 
accompanied by two Indian Army non-commissioned officers. 
But he advised the Einir to avoid, as far as possible, being drawn 
into military operations unless attacked. 15 

. It was in this atmosphere of uncertainty, with no clear direc
tives from Simla or London, that the British Mission continued 
to provide support to the Transcaspian government and mili
tary forces after the surrender of the Central Powers. Early in 
January 1919, the British force in Transcaspia, now about 
I,ooo strong, came under the direction of the British Com-
mand:r-in-Chief Black Sea, General Milne, whose troops had 
?ccupted Constantinople and were taking over key positions k Transcaucasia, including Baku. Brigadier Beatty, an Indian 

my officer, was placed in command of British and Indian 
troops at the Transcaspian front near Annenkovo, the tactical 
~ommand remaining nominally with Oraz Sirdar. Red attacks 
ndJ~nuary 16th were repulsed with heavy losses to the Reds, 

an It seemed certain both to Beatty and to Oraz Sirdar that 
~ reksolute attack on the Red Army would succeed in driving it 

ac to Charcljui on the Amu Darya. 
M~?Wever, by this time it was the policy of the British Prime 
t ll~Ister to put an end to military commitments on Russian 
u~~ory. With the disappearance of the Turkish threat, and the 
a dehhood of the ex-enemy prisoners in Turkistan constituting 
kny Ba~ger to India there was no longer any military reason to 

eep nti h ' · · Afi ha . s troops in Transcaspia. M?reover, the sit~ation m 
beg ~stan was uncertain and any available troops m1ght well 

nee ed to deal with possible disturbance from that quarter. 
sta::J~h~~viet accounts of British relations with Bokhara and Khiva, it is frequen!ly 
their force a Tuhmber of British officers were sent to both places to train and ~rgamze 
a dozen t~· e number of these officers is variously stated as being anythmg from 
the two Ind~oo. In fact, no British officers were ever sent to Bokhara, other than 
rifles Gen Jan N.C.O.s who accompanied the delivery of a small consignment of 
pose; but eral Dunsterville established contact with Khiva for intelligence pu~-

' I no officers were sent to Khiva. Colonel Bailey's whereabouts and h1s 
h~sag': t r~mgh Bokhara in disguise were unknown to the Meshed Mission, until 

IS arnva m Persia in Feb. 1920. 
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Malleson was therefore informed in February of the intention 
to withdra~ all Brj.tish and Indian tr?ops from Transcaspia 
at the earliest possible date. For the time being he was in
structed that British and Indian troops at the fron~ were not to 
advance beyond their present positions. Despite the difficulty 
of complying with such an order (particularly in the event of a 
Red Army attack), Beatty had no alternative but to make the 
best of the situation. To announce the intended British with
drawal before taking steps to safeguard the situation at the front 
as well as at Ashkhabad, was to court disaster. Malleson after 
consultation with his military chiefs, obtained permissi'on to 
postpone the actual departure until March, by which time it 
was estimated the Transcaspian government (warned in con
fidence) would be able to obtain compensating reinforcements 
from Denikin's forces in the North Caucasus. Meanwhile 
rumours were put into circulation designed to reach the ears of 
Tashkent, that the British were planning a large-scale flanking 
operation. These rumours were evidently effective as no further 
attack on the Transcaspian position took place before the 
British withdrawal to Meshed and Baku. 

Early in March the intention to withdraw was made public. 
Not unnaturally, it caused considerable alarm and despondency 
particularly among the Turkmen, with whom British and 
Indian officers and men had become extremely friendly. A for
mal request was made by Turkmen leaders.to q-eneral Malleson 
for British protection to be extended to their tribal areas, a plea 
which of course could not be entertained. 16 Appeals to 
Gener~l Malleson 'to delay the departure of British troops were 
made by all classes. The actual ~ate of with.drawal was post
poned until the rst April, by which date remforcements had 
begun to arrive from General Denikin. By the 5th April, the 
last of the British and Indian troops had left, together with those 
officers of the Mission who had been in liaison with the Com
mittee in Ashkhabad. 

On the departure of the British, the situation on the Trans
caspian front remained quiet, except for patrol skirmishes, until 

1o Even those Turkmen leaders who looked towards the advancing Turks for 
protection turned to the Britisl~ after th? collapse of Turkish pan-Turanian plans. 
Of all the Turki tribes of Russmn Turk1stan, the Tekke were the least reconciled 
to Russian domination. 

From time to time, tentative approac~es were made by individual Basmaehi 
leaders to the British Consulate-General m Kashgar, but they received little en
couragement from tl1at quarter, despite Soviet charges of active collusion. 

Etherton, op. ~it. . Cast~gne, Jos.: Les Basmachis (~aris 1925) 
Malleson, MaJ.-Gen. Sn· W. m Joumal of the Central As~an Society, Vol. IX-X 

(1922-1923) 
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May, when the Tashkent Soviet army attacked in force and 
reoccupied Merv. During the next few weeks the Trans
caspians were forced farther westwards, and by the 15th July 
they evacuated Ashkhabad. They held on to Kizyl-Arvat for a 
few weeks, then retreated to Krasnovodsk, which fell to the 
Red Army in the late autumn. 

Most members of the Committee found their way to Baku 
or crossed over to Persia, where several of the Turkmen leaders, 
including Oraz Sirdar, took refuge. Many Turkmen joined the 
Khivan irregular force under the ex-bandit leader Djunaid
Khan, whose bands were a thorn in the flesh to the Bolsheviks 
until Turkistan was overrun by the Red Army under Frunze 
and Kuibyshev after the defeat of Kolchak. The fate of the 
majority of the Ashkhabad leaders is unknown, but it is be
lieved that several of them were captured in Baku later and 
executed. 

Thus ended an episode, which by now has become merely 
one of the many obscure and incidental side-shows of British 
military history-an almost forgotten campaign. 

The Malleson Mission remained in Meshed until the spring 
of 1920. During the Afghan War, which broke out a few weeks 
after the withdrawal from Transcaspia, the Mission, now some
what precariously situated, conducted intelligence and counter
propaganda activities against the Mghan Government and 
those authorities north of the border who were believed to be 
seeki':lg to exploit the war to their advantage. The confusion 
that 1s reflected in Soviet accounts of the conflict and its sub
sequent repercussions in Turkistan may be attributed to some 
extent to the success of the Mission's propaganda activities. 



APPENDIX 

BRITISH AND INDIAN TROOPS TAKING PART 

IN OPERATIONS IN TRANSCASPIA, 

AUGUST 1918 TO APRIL 1919 

I. From August 1918 until November Igi8. 
28th Indian Cavalry, 2 Squadrons 
1 gth Punjabi Infantry, 2 Companies 

2. From November Igi8 until April Igig. 
28th Indian Cavalry, 3 Squadrons 
Igth Punjabi Infantry, 3 Companies 
I/ 4th Hampshire Regt., I Company 
Royal Warwick Regt., 2 Companies 
44th Battery, Royal Field Artillery 
British and Indian Details, from East Persian Cordon 

and Dzmsterforce-ahout 50 o.fficers and other ranks. 

Total British strength at time of evacuation: 950 officers 
and men. 
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