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Chapter 1: Introduction, Historiography, and Review 

 

 

 Standing before the assembled bodies of the United States Congress during his 

1984 State of the Union speech, US President Ronald Reagan famously told the 

American and Soviet people that despite their differences, the two nations never went to 

war. While Reagan meant to say that they had never gone to war during the Cold War 

crises of the last half century, his statement was not entirely true. In fact, had Reagan the 

ability to do so, he could have looked back in time sixty-six years earlier to the northern 

Russian city Archangel. There, in snow covered fields along frozen waterways and 

broken railways, he would have seen American men of the 339th Infantry Regiment, from 

Camp Custer, Michigan scanning the horizon for Red Army soldiers. Over the winter of 

1918-19, the two armies of the United States and the newly formed Soviet Government 

fought each other in brutal close combat. Over two hundred American men and thousands 

of their Russian adversaries perished in a conflict fought in the final days and immediate 

aftermath of the First World War. Further east, several thousand more Americans fought 

smaller skirmishes alongside Japanese allies in Siberia.1 Reagan could hardly be blamed 

for not knowing about this often-forgotten chapter of American history. Libraries across 

America contain shelves of volumes on the American involvement in the First World 

War. Even more contain works on then-President Woodrow Wilson’s political ideology 

and his implementation of a new international order based on economic liberalism and 

 
1 The American Intervention into Siberia has received far more coverage from historians. This work 

excludes the Siberian intervention to focus on the North Russian Intervention, a simultaneous event with 

less historiography. For analysis on the Siberian Intervention, see: Richard, Carl J. When the United States 

Invaded Russia: Woodrow Wilson’s Siberian Disaster. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 

2013; Willett, Robert L. Russian Sideshow: America’s Undeclared War, 1918-1920. 1st ed. Washington, 

D.C: Brassey’s, 2003; and the works within the historiographic review to come.  



2 
 

self-determination. However, remarkably little has been written on the American North 

Russian Expeditionary Force, or ANREF, and its mission to the Arctic Circle in 1918. 

Works that cover this critical event in the initial stages of American-Soviet 

foreign relations can be divided into three distinct categories. The first category of works 

covers the United States intervention into Russia only tangentially. Authored by notable 

historians like John Keegan, Hew Strachan, and Richard Pipes, these works seek to tell a 

broader story of the First World War or the Russian Revolution and include the American 

intervention only to profess a “holistic” overview of the world from 1914-20. The second 

category of works by others like John Gaddis, George Kennan, and Betty Miller 

Unterberger focus on the intervention itself, from a “top-down” approach. Their works 

concentrate on the intervention as a critical element of US-Soviet relations in the post-

war era, but eschew any analysis of the conflict on the ground. The final category is 

dominated by less prominent authors and memoirists who write exclusively on the 

intervention with little analysis of its impacts on leading political figures in Russia and 

the United States. This work seeks to bridge the gap among these categories.  

In this investigation, I attempt to analyze three critical questions that remain 

debated or unanswered a century later. The first, and most well-known, question asks 

why Woodrow Wilson, who prized self-determination and liberalism, decided to send 

American combat soldiers into another country. The second question asks why the 

intervention itself failed. Few historians argue that the US intervention in North Russia 

provided America with any tangible benefit, but even fewer examine the actions on the 

ground that shaped and reshaped foreign policy and led to the ultimate withdrawal of 

American forces in 1919. Finally, I attempt to understand what impact the intervention 
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had on US-Soviet relations in the 20th century. This question remains the most difficult to 

answer. Isolating an event from its surrounding context and analyzing its impact on ever-

changing foreign policy goals of two nations at odds with each other over a seventy-year 

period is likely a fool’s errand but one I welcome warmly.  

Historiography on The Intervention 

By far the most authoritative account on Wilson’s decision to intervene in North 

Russia is George F. Kennan’s aptly named The Decision to Intervene.2 Kennan argues 

that the overriding factor leading Wilson to intervene was a series of faulty intelligence 

reports emanating from Russia, London, Paris, and even within Washington itself. 

Kennan also asserts that the American, British, and French Allies placed enormous 

pressure on Wilson to aid them in their already established interventions in North Russia. 

Wilson resisted their pressures in the spring and early summer of 1918, but could not 

resist any further when reports came to Washington concerning the Czech-Slovak 

Legions.  

The Legions were units formed of Czech and Slovakian men who dispersed into 

Russia during the early years of the First World War and became a foreign army, akin to 

the modern-day French Foreign Legion. On March 3, 1918, the Soviet government 

signed the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk with the Germans, ending their role in the First World 

War and stranding the Czech-Legions in a neutral country. Allied and American reports 

from Russia after the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk erroneously reported that the Legions could 

make their way to the Western Front, but were being harassed within Russia by partisan 

bands and in some cases the Red Army itself. Wilson relied on those reports to come to a 

 
2 George F. Kennan, Decision to Intervene. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015). 
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faulty conclusion that an intervention could save the Czech-Slovak Legions fighting their 

way across the Bolshevik Siberian interior to re-form on the Western Front. Kennan 

argues that Wilson’s ideal of self-determination and genuine trust of small states over the 

actions of larger ones, like Russia, meant that he had a moral obligation to assist the 

Czech-Slovak Legions. Kennan resists any assertion that Wilson felt enough pressure 

from the Allied governments to act on the pressure alone, although substantial evidence 

exists otherwise. He also does not give credit to the theory that Wilson sought to protect 

massive stores of Allied wartime aid at risk in Murmansk and Archangel, nor does he 

think that Wilson ever sought to re-establish an eastern front in Russia via the 

intervention. Kennan dismisses out of hand any idea that Wilson intervened to help 

overthrow the Soviet government, a theory that gained significant traction within Russia 

during the intervention and in the west in its aftermath. The Decision to Intervene comes 

closest to this author’s conclusions that the intervention sought not to overthrow the 

Soviet regime, but the work rests too much on the idea that Wilson genuinely believed 

that the Czech-Slovak Legions could be saved and does not pay enough attention to the 

overwhelming pressure placed on Wilson by London and Paris.  

The next western work that does the most to shape modern historiography on the 

intervention is John Gaddis’ Russia, the Soviet Union and the United States.3 Gaddis 

takes direct aim at Kennan’s earlier work and declares openly that a fundamental loathing 

for Bolshevism allowed Wilson to believe dubious claims that the intervention could 

work in solving several ails plaguing the Allies in 1918. Gaddis is careful to say that he 

does not believe Wilson overtly hated Bolshevism, as that could be easily repudiated by 

 
3 John Gaddis, Russia, the Soviet Union, and the United States: An Interpretive History (New York: John 

Wiley and Sons, Inc., 1978). 
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the President’s private and public papers available to historians today. Instead, Gaddis 

insists that Wilson resented the Bolshevik’s perversion of Russian self-determination 

through sham elections and suppression of political opposition.  

With this element established, Gaddis formulates an idea that western leaders 

willfully allowed themselves to believe reports beneficial to the idea of intervention. 

Unlike Kennan, Gaddis believes that Wilson sought to aid the Czech-Slovak Legions, 

protect military stores, and prevent the Japanese from gaining a foothold in Siberia 

through the use of military force. Deep down, Gaddis argues, Wilson knew that an 

intervention was unlikely to achieve those aims, but by using them as a salve to fix his 

own misgivings over the idea of violating Russian self-determination, he went ahead with 

the intervention. While Gaddis is correct in asserting that Wilson’s decision to intervene 

included thoughts on the military stores in North Russia and the growing influence of 

Japan in the Far East, he is incorrect to blame anti-Bolshevism, conscious or 

subconscious, for the intervention. Wilson’s public and private papers make no mention 

of anti-Bolshevism before January 1919, and the special relationship the United States 

enjoyed with the Bolsheviks between November 1917 and September 1918 belie the 

argument that Wilson loathed the communist movement when making his decision to 

intervene. Gaddis also refuses to acknowledge the overbearing requests of the Allies, 

mainly in London and Paris, for intervention. Numerous public and private requests and 

pleas for intervention, combined with threats about what would happen during and after 

the First World War if America did not intervene litter communications between the 

Allies. By not incorporating them into his work, which is substantially shorter than 

Kennan’s, Gaddis work is less credible on the topic of intervention. 
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Leonid Strakhovsky remains the most prolific of Russian authors writing on the 

intervention that he himself witnessed as a young man from Petrograd. Of his many 

writings, Intervention at Archangel: The Story of Allied Intervention and Russian 

Counter-Revolution in North Russia, 1918-1920 is the most accessible to a common 

reader and succinctly summarizes the road to intervention.4 He counters the partisan 

writing of his party-aligned colleagues by asserting that the North Russian intervention 

sought to reopen an eastern front. Strakhovsky states that at least in this regard, the 

intervention was a complete success. Even though the Allies never reopened an eastern 

front in North Russia, the very threat of it tied up several German Imperial Army 

divisions that were previously moving toward the west after the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. 

Strakhovsky also gives credence to a theory put forth by William Chamberlin in The 

Russian Revolution, 1917-1920 that credits the North Russian intervention with checking 

the western expansion of Bolshevism in the critical months after the end of the First 

World War.5 Both arguments give more praise to the successes of the intervention than 

most western writers, but both are built upon thin evidence. First, Wilson explicitly 

refused to reopen an eastern front via Archangel and Murmansk, stating that to do so 

“would injure Russia more than help her.” Furthermore, the second claim that the 

intervention checked Bolshevism’s western advance does  

not consider social and economic elements that influenced the development of political 

thought in post-war Europe. Even without the American intervention, the Bolsheviks in 

1918 had a civil war to fight on no less than three fronts simultaneously and their most 

 
4 Leonid Strakhovsky, Intervention at Archangel: The Story of Allied Intervention and Russian Counter-

Revolution in North Russia, 1918-1920 (New York: H. Fertig, 1971). 
5 William Henry Chamberlin, The Russian Revolution, 1917-1921 (New York: Macmillan Company, 

1935). 
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valuable leaders Vladimir Lenin, Leon Trotsky, and Gregori Chicherin were all 

consumed with the war.  

The final school of thought concerning Wilson’s decision to intervene is led by 

historian Betty Miller Unterberger and Christopher Lasch.6 They posit that the 

intervention was Wilson’s final attempt to check the more imperialistic designs of Allies 

Great Britain and Japan. Their works also focus almost exclusively on the Siberian 

intervention, and therefore have less influence on the topic of this work. The two authors 

contend that Wilson agreed to the intervention to limit the advance of Japanese and 

British imperial designs on the war-torn Russian economy. Unterberger and Lasch point 

to Wilson’s change of heart in 1918 as a sign that while he respected Russian self-

determination, he figured it was always easier to enact change from within rather than 

wrangle his allies from Washington. So, according to these two historians, Wilson 

decided to take the lead on both interventions to control their scope. I do not find 

considerable evidence that supports this claim. Wilson surely knew of the British 

imperial designs on Russia, but nowhere in his writings does he mention anything akin to 

a desire to lead the interventions. Instead, the evidence suggests that Wilson did his 

absolute best to avoid the topic of intervention at all.  

A Review of What is to Come 

In this work, I will demonstrate that contrary to Kennan’s argument, it was Allied 

pressure to intervene that ultimately drove Wilson to send the 339th Infantry to 

Archangel. For the period of 1917 and 1918, Wilson dealt with frustrated Allied leaders 

who resented the United States’ delayed entry into the First World War. Their frustrations 

 
6 Betty Miller Unterberger, American Intervention in the Russian Civil War. (Lexington, Mass: Heath, 

1969). 
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grew greater when to them, it became clear that an intervention into Russia after the 

Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was necessary to win the war. The British thought a sufficient 

force in North Russia could reopen another front, prevent the Germans from using the 

region as a staging base, and keep Russia from falling under German influence. They 

made their case to Wilson no less than a dozen times throughout 1918, each time 

ratcheting up the pressure on the US President. In July, their requests became demands, 

and even threats. Wilson, reluctant about undermining his stated ideal of self-

determination, only relented after the British applied significant pressure. The British 

convinced Wilson that a failure to intervene threatened his vision of post-war order, a 

vision that underpinned Wilson’s entire diplomatic career.  

Once Americans arrived in Russia, Wilson simply refused to give adequate 

attention to the matter and instead focused his efforts on the far larger Western Front of 

the war against Germany and her allies, where the war would be won or lost in 1918. 

Within this work, the reader will notice a distinct one-way flow of information between 

Russia and Washington. Despite numerous pleas for guidance, leaders in Russia received 

exactly two directives from the President. One, penned by Wilson himself, is called the 

aide-memoire. It is a short, mostly ideological speech made public days after Wilson 

privately decided to intervene. In it, Wilson gives only vague, and sometimes 

contradicting, guidance to his subordinates to “make safe” the northern regions for 

Russian self-determination, secure the ports of Murmansk and Archangel, and if possible, 

create a route for the Czech-Slovak Legions to rejoin the fight on the Western Front. The 

second, and final, issuance of guidance comes seven months after the American landing 

and simply orders his ground force commander to leave “at the earliest possible 
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convenience.” Between the two documents, during a period in which hundreds of 

Americans died fighting the Soviets, Wilson never issues a single memo or telegram of 

guidance or intent.  

Simply put, Wilson had too many other things to do. While any combat death is 

tragic, the losses in North Russia pale against the losses on the Western Front. Woodrow 

Wilson in 1918 was juggling the largest war the western world had known up to that 

point, a contentious domestic mid-term election cycle wherein women’s suffrage gained 

significant momentum, and the creation of Wilson’s post-war vision which he outlined in 

his Fourteen Points speech in January of that year. Apathy is a hard motive to defend 

when examining the decisions of key leaders in world-altering events, but it has its place 

in discussing Woodrow Wilson’s thoughts on the North Russian intervention. 

If we can accept apathy, or at least a harried mind, as a major contributor to 

Wilson’s decision to intervene, we can also accept that it played a critical role in the 

failure of the intervention. Due to Wilson’s inability to properly focus on the 

intervention, its execution fell to the headquarters on the ground. Unfortunately for 

Wilson, those headquarters were British, and they had their own designs for the 

American men inbound from Michigan. British leaders repeatedly ignored Wilson’s 

guidance to limit American military activities to the areas around Archangel and sent the 

men instead on audacious offensives hundreds of miles away. In doing so, the British 

failed to incorporate the concept of “nesting” military operations within strategic and 

political intent. In any military operation, tactics on the ground, those small-scale fights 

between men, must “nest” within the intent of the operation the fights support. In turn, 

the operations, which represent weeks-long maneuvers that seek larger goals, must enable 
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higher level strategy for military employment. Finally, this strategy must achieve the 

political objective that necessitated military intervention in the first place. Tactics, 

operations, strategy, and policy must all orient towards a shared objective. Should any 

one of them deviate, or fail to “nest” within the higher intent, the operation is sure to fail. 

By sending American men towards the key Soviet cities of Petrograd and Moscow, 

British leaders adopted operational goals far outside of Wilson’s political intent. The 

presence of American men so close to the seat of Soviet political power undermined 

Wilson’s standing with Bolshevik leaders and played into their propaganda that the 

American intervention sought to subjugate the Russian people under imperial rule. By the 

time Wilson could address these issues over the winter of 1918-19, the damage to the 

American-Soviet relationship was done, and neither country would ever fully trust the 

other again.  

To say that the two nations never fully trusted each other again is no mere 

exaggeration. Until the fall of the Soviet Union in the late 1980s and early 1990s, the 

United States and Russia infamously faced off with each other in the Cold War. This 

thesis argues that the intervention spoiled a unique opportunity for America to shape the 

rise of Bolshevism within Russia. Before the intervention, Bolshevik communication 

with the US was distinctly different from communications between the socialists and 

other capitalist western nations. Russian letters to Wilson in 1917-18 overflowed with 

praise for American democracy, and often referenced a special relationship built on a 

shared anti-imperial worldview. Even after the first Americans landed at Archangel, 

messages from Gregori Chicherin and Leon Trotsky remained remarkably friendly. 

However, once American men began engaging in British-led offensives deep within 
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Russian territory, the tone changed. The Bolsheviks lumped America into the same 

category as Britain and France, regarding Wilson no differently than his imperial-minded 

peers.  

While American leaders soon forgot the intervention in the years after the First 

and Second World Wars, Soviet leaders like Joseph Stalin and Nikita Khrushchev used 

the intervention to emphasize a contradiction between espoused American ideals of 

democracy and its foreign policy. In the Soviet era, communist historians used the 

intervention as a convenient antagonist to explain the horrors of the Russian Civil War 

away. For almost half a century, every Russian mention of the intervention served a 

political purpose, painting the United States as a traitor to self-determination. Stalin and 

Khrushchev were expert manipulators of historical memory, and the intervention gave 

them ample opportunity to attack American morality during the Cold War. There is no 

doubt that even without the American intervention in North Russia, the United States and 

the Soviet Union would have been at odds in international relations. However, the impact 

of the intervention reverberated through Soviet generations and remained a core element 

of Soviet historical myth-making.  

This work uses primary and secondary sources to tell a story of lost opportunity 

and the nature of warfare. To bridge the gap between “great man” approaches and 

“subaltern” perspectives, I incorporate the papers of Woodrow Wilson alongside the 

diaries of enlisted men on the front lines. I seek to demonstrate that both classes of men, 

the decision-makers and the implementers, equally impacted the course of history. To 

fully explain this thesis, I start well before the Americans arrive at their destination in the 

frigid Russian north. Chapter 2 discusses the world prior to Woodrow Wilson’s decision 
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to enter the First World War in April 1917. Wilson’s reluctance to go to war showed how 

difficult any decision to attack another sovereign nation was for him. This chapter 

broadly covers the First World War and pre-revolutionary Russia to provide context for 

Wilson’s actions. Chapter 3 introduces the reader to the 339th Infantry and its men. It 

traces the 339th’s formation, their training, and their lives in Camp Custer, Michigan 

before they depart for what they believe is the western front. The chapter also covers the 

Russian revolution, and how the Bolshevik party, led by Vladimir Lenin and Leon 

Trotsky came to power. Chapter 4 examines the critical months of 1918 that drove 

Wilson reluctantly to intervene in North Russia. It highlights the poor intelligence 

emanating from Wilson’s subordinates and British pressures that factored into Wilson’s 

decision. In Chapter 5, the 339th goes to war in North Russia. This chapter will be of 

particular interest to the military historians reading this work, as it covers in detail some 

of the first battles and highlights the failure of British ground force commanders to “nest” 

their operations under Wilson’s political intent. Chapter 6 continues with the Americans 

at war with Russia and at odds with their British counterparts. It also takes a close look at 

Wilson as he decides to end the intervention without achieving any of his intended gains. 

Chapter 7 draws conclusions. 

This work is not comprehensive, or even complete. Future writings built upon this 

work would incorporate more internal Russian documents, more personal diaries of 

American soldiers, and explore more of Wilson’s private letters. Without these additional 

sources, the reader cannot fully understand the plight of American servicemembers 

suffering and dying in a land none of them knew for a cause none of them grasped. Their 

stories are important for both the geopolitical ramifications of their actions and for the 
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insight they provide into the horrors of war. I recommend that any reader still interested 

in the American intervention in North Russia upon finishing this work start with works 

that center those men above the comfortable lives of the men who ordered them to war. 

This work is meant to mark the beginning of such an investigation. 
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Chapter 2: 1917 and How the World Arrived There 

“The day has come when America is privileged to spend 

her blood and her might for the principles that gave her 

birth and the happiness and the peace which she has 

treasured. God helping her, she can do no other.” 

- Woodrow Wilson’s address to Congress, 

 April 2, 19177 

Liberalism to War 

 Wilson’s plea before Congress on April 2, 1917, came only after years of internal 

and external pressures on the President to intervene in the “Great War.” Despite 

deteriorating relations with Germany and increased Allied pressure, it was Wilson’s sense 

of duty to promote and protect international liberalism and democracy that finally 

convinced the President to seek war. From the outset of the war to Wilson’s address 

before Congress, three key developments helped to shape the President’s policy towards 

armed aggression. Perhaps the foremost development in the war for the American public 

was Germany’s submarine attack on the RMS Lusitania, especially the deaths of 128 

Americans on board. The resentment against Germany that the incident ignited would be 

fueled in 1916 and early 1917 by Germany’s unrestricted submarine warfare in the 

Atlantic and her appeals to Mexico for warfare in North America. To Wilson, these 

developments provided the domestic support he would need to head to war, but with the 

anti-democratic Tsar Nicholas II in power in Russia, he could not bring himself to fully 

support the Allied cause. Fortunately for Wilson, at least in 1917, the Tsar was removed 

via Bolshevik revolution, and with it, the major Allied Powers (referred to in most 

 
7 “Text of the President’s Address,” The New York Times, April 3, 1917, 1.  
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histories as the Entente) were all at least nominally democratic and representative. 

Wilson, with the public increasingly agitated, the Allies increasingly impatient, and the 

moral high ground seized, could go to war. Let us examine briefly how each of these 

developments pushed Wilson and the United States closer to the trenches.  

First, chronologically, the sinking of the RMS Lusitania on May 7, 1915, aroused 

enough American, French, and British sentiment to shift Wilson’s administration from a 

position of balanced neutrality towards a policy more favorable to the Allies and less 

accommodating to the Central Powers. Prior to the Lusitania, Wilson declared that 

“Every man who really loves America will act and speak in the true spirit of neutrality, 

which is the spirit of impartiality and fairness and friendliness to all concerned… The 

United States must be neutral in fact as well as in name during these days that are to try 

men’s souls.”8 To Wilson’s credit, in 1914 and early 1915, he followed through with his 

statement, offering public-facing statements that pined for peace, while privately 

expressing a distaste for German militarism.9 However, after the deaths of 128 Americans 

on the Lusitania, both domestic and international pressure began to build towards a more 

active US presence in the conflict.  

 Immediately following the sinking, both public opinion and Wilson’s advisors 

began to turn against neutrality. Colonel John House, Wilson’s closest confidant 

throughout the war, wrote to him that “We can no longer remain neutral spectators… 

[America] must determine whether she stands for civilized or uncivilized warfare.”10 

 
8 Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS), 1914, Supplement, The Great War 

(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1928), 886. 
9 Edward House, The Intimate Papers of Colonel House. (Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin 

Company, 1926), 4. 
10 House, The Intimate Papers of Colonel House, 437. 
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Meanwhile, the Sunday, May 9, New York Times ran twelve pages of anti-German 

headlines, with “Weep for the Dead” and “Queenstown a Big Morgue” sandwiching Lord 

and Taylor ads.11 Across the Atlantic, British sentiment was even more forceful. US 

Ambassador to Great Britain Walter Page wired that “the freely expressed unofficial 

feeling is that the United States must declare war or forfeit European respect.”12 Perhaps 

knowing what tone struck the President best, Page reiterated on May 11 that within 

British circles “fear grows of a moral failure on the part of the United States.”13 In turn, 

Wilson instructed then Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan to dictate three 

messages to the Germans. The first, on May 13, reasserted US rights to sail freely 

anywhere in the world but expressed fraternity with the Germans. However, the second 

and third, coming four weeks after each other, were more hostile. Bryan was more 

committed to neutrality than Wilson and refused to transmit the notes. Wilson forced him 

to step down as Secretary, and replaced him with Robert Lansing, a close Wilson ally. 

Lansing, with fewer reservations than Bryan, transmitted the third and final note in July 

1915 and informed Germany that “The Government of the United States is, however, 

keenly disappointed to find that the Imperial German Government regards itself as in 

large degree exempt from the obligation to observe these principles [of lawful warfare], 

even where neutral vessels are concerned.” While the language of the message appears 

benign, Lansing’s appointment and the public accusation of unlawful warfare displayed 

the Wilson administration’s shift away from Germany and towards war.14 However, with 

the Western Front stalemated and domestic concerns to attend to prior to the 1916 

 
11 “Queenstown a Big Morgue,” The New York Times, May 9, 1915, 1. 
12 FRUS, 1915, Supplement, The Great War (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1928), 565. 
13 FRUS, 1915, Supplement, The Great War (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1928), 572. 
14 FRUS, 1915, Supplement, The Great War (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1928), 692. 
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election season, Wilson felt that increased arms contracts with the Entente and strongly 

worded letters were sufficient to keep Germany at heel and the US out of war for the time 

being. 

After winning reelection in November 1916, on the platform of retaining 

America’s independence from Old World rivalries, Wilson made a last attempt to 

advocate for a “league for peace” in the winter of 1916-1917. Addressing both the 

Entente and Central Powers through a speech to Congress on January 22, 1917, Wilson 

called for a “peace without victory…not a balance of power, but a community of power” 

one built upon governments “built by the consent of the governed.”15 Nine days after 

Wilson’s appeal to the belligerents of the war to pursue “peace without victory”, German 

Ambassador Count von Bernstorff informed Secretary of State Lansing that Germany had 

decided to resume unrestricted submarine warfare. Lansing wrote immediately to Wilson 

that “if Germany adopts that policy, every possibility of conversations regarding peace 

will vanish.”16 The British government seized upon the growing hostility between 

Germany and the Wilson administration by releasing the Zimmermann Telegram to US 

Ambassador to Great Britain Walter Page on February 24, 1917.17 The telegram, sent by 

German Secretary of Foreign Affairs Artur Zimmermann in Washington D.C. to the 

German Ambassador to Mexico, promised generous financial support and the US states 

of Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona should Mexico ally with Germany against the US.18 

Privately, Wilson was enraged, but he withheld the publication of the telegram until 

 
15 Woodrow Wilson, The Public Papers of Woodrow Wilson (PPWW): The New Democracy, eds. Ray 

Baker and William Dodd (New York, 1926), 410. 
16 FRUS, The Lansing Papers 1914-1920 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1939), 555.  
17 FRUS, 1917, Supplement I, The World War (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1931), 158.  
18 Ibid. 
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March 1, and even then, sought only to arm merchant ships and break diplomatic ties 

with Germany.19 This would be Wilson’s last feeble attempt to retain his position as 

arbiter of peace and democracy, for if the United States entered the war, on either side, it 

would immediately lose its ability to confer and negotiate with the opposing side and 

therefore its place as a world-wide political power. In his second inaugural address on 

March 5, 1917, Wilson alluded briefly to the seeming inevitability of war, lamenting that 

“the tragic events of thirty months [past]… have made us citizens of the world.” He went 

on to warn that “there can be no turning back. Our own fortunes as a nation are involved, 

whether we would have it so or not.” By mid-March, the United States stood on the 

precipice of war, but without a final impetus, seemed content to remain there a while 

longer. 

Petrograd, the former name of St. Petersburg, of all places undergoing upheaval in 

1917, would provide just that impetus. The persons, places, and motives responsible for 

the overthrow of Tsar Nicholas and the events of 1917 will be explored further, so for 

now let us briefly examine the impact the Tsar’s abdication in March on Wilson.20 On 

March 20, five days after the Tsar stepped down, the Provisional Government of Russia 

announced its presence to the world, promising its people their “immutable rights of 

equality and liberty,” and its allies that “the Government will faithfully observe all 

alliances uniting us to other powers and all agreements made in the past.”21 Two days 

 
19 “Senate Postpones Till Today Vote on Arming Ships,” The New York Times, March 3, 1917, 1.  
20 Note: The Russian Old-Style calendar was 13 days behind the New Style, used by most other nations. 

Therefore, in the Old Style, Tsar Nicholas abdicated on March 2nd, not March 15th. The New Style dates 

will be used throughout this work. 
21 “Manifesto by the Provisional Government of Russia to the People, March 20,1917,” in Caroline 

Cumming, Walter W. Pettit, Russian-American Relations, March 1917-March 1920; Documents and 

Papers. (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Howe, 1920), 5.  
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later, March 22, the official US reply came via Ambassador to Russia David Francis, who 

expressed the US government’s recognition of the Provisional Government’s authority 

and the wish that “the cordial relations between the two countries continue to obtain.”22 

When Wilson went before Congress ten days later, he celebrated the Russian people, who 

“democratic in heart, in all the vital habits of her thought”, finally unyoked from the 

burden of autocracy, “have been added in all their naïve majesty and might to the forces 

that are fighting for freedom in the world, for justice, and for peace.”23  

With the Provisional Government at least democratic in name, all major Allies 

retained representative governments whereas the Central Powers remained autocratic in 

name and nature. Wilson could associate the United States, and his own political prestige, 

with the Allies and use the alliance of Great Britain, France, Italy, Russia, and now the 

United States as a framework for his “league of peace”.24 Whether or not Wilson truly 

believed his words in the Capitol on April 2 is debated by historians as notable as John 

Lewis Gaddis, who argued that while Wilson would have eventually joined with a tsarist 

Russia against the Imperial German Government, the abdication of Nicholas enabled him 

to harness more rhetorical and sweeping language to advocate domestically in favor of 

war. 

Regardless, Wilson now had swelling public opinion in support of the war, which 

had built since the sinking of the Lusitania, a casus bello in Germany’s submarine 

 
22 “Statement conveying Recognition of the Provisional Government by the United States and the 

Provisional Government’s Reply, March 22, 1917,” in Russian-American Relations, 6. 
23 “For Declaration of War Against Germany,” in Woodrow Wilson, Ray Stannard Baker, and William E. 

Dodd, War and Peace: Presidential Messages, Addresses, and Public Papers (1917-1924). (PPWW) (New 

York: Harper and Brothers, 1927), 13. 
24 Lloyd Ambrosius, Woodrow Wilson and American Internationalism. (New York, NY: Cambridge 

University Press, 2017), 53.  
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warfare and the Zimmermann telegram, and a moral imperative to intervene on the side 

of representative democracies against an aggressive autocracy. The pieces now all in 

place, Wilson carefully constructed his speech to Congress over the course of a week 

before finally calling a special session on April 2. Famously arguing to a welcoming 

audience that the US “make the world safe for democracy,” Wilson completed his speech 

in a mere 38 minutes, in that time reversing his statements made three years prior and 

reestablishing a new role for American foreign policy. Congress erupted in applause, but 

Wilson was less enthusiastic. Later that evening back at the White House, Wilson 

allegedly told his private secretary Joseph Tumulty: “Think what it was they were 

applauding. My message today was a message of death for our young men. How strange 

it seems to applaud that.”25 

Russia: Regiments and Regimes 

While Wilson contemplated how to lead a nation into war, Russia was navigating 

a way out of it. As Wilson spoke of America’s place in safekeeping democracy across the 

world, Nicholas II, gave the order to his most loyal regiments to begin violently putting 

down a “bread riot” that was growing out of hand in Petrograd. The Tsar’s reprisals 

against the striking men and women only served to fuel an economic revolt in the city, 

which quickly worked its way along rail lines to other cities and eventually the Eastern 

Front. This revolution, which ultimately cost the Tsar his life, forced Russia out of the 

war, and formed the germ of the Soviet Union, was rooted in political and class strife too 

 
25 Mitchell Yockelson, “America Enters the War,” Prologue Magazine, the National Archives, 49, no. 1 

(Spring 2017). 
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broad and complex for this work, but was ultimately started by the horrors brought upon 

the Russian people by World War I.  

 The Russian Army entered the war on the Eastern Front and almost immediately 

suffered a series of defeats that left it on the strategic defensive for the rest of the war. 

After Germany declared war against Russia on August 1, 1914, and Austria-Hungary as 

well on the sixth, the Russian Army mobilized and met its foes near the town of 

Tannenberg, East Prussia. Four days of warfare left 50,000 Russians killed or wounded, 

and another 92,000 captured along with all Russia’s heavy artillery, and the Germans 

advancing east.26 This type of result would repeat itself over and over, but with different 

place names. In August 1915, it happened again near Warsaw when another 1.4 million 

Russian men were killed, wounded, or captured.27 Afterwards, Nicholas, thinking himself 

a better commander than his cousin Grand Duke Nicholas Nikolayevich, left Petrograd 

for the front as the commander of all Russian forces. Fatally, this meant Nicholas was 

personally accountable to the population for what happened in battle. As the Battle of the 

Verdun raged on the Western Front in May 1916, the Russians began what would be their 

final attempt at victory along a wide front. Led by the Tsar and, more importantly, GEN 

Alexei Brusilov, the Russians succeeded at pushing the Central Powers back 

approximately sixty miles near L’viv, Ukraine at a cost of almost a million casualties.28 

The Russian Army, while victorious, lost the last of its best men, replaced by men and 

 
26 Hew Strachan, The First World War. (New York: Penguin Books, 2005), 137.  
27 Strachan, The First World War, 143. 
28 “Armed forces mobilized and casualties in World War I,” Statistical Services Center, Office of the 

Secretary of Defense, Nov. 7, 1957 in Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed August 18, 2021,  

https://www.britannica.com/event/World-War-I/Killed-wounded-and-missing  
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boys the home front could ill afford to lose. Overall, 9.2 million men would end up killed, 

wounded, or captured, comprising three quarters of all Russians mobilized in the war.  

 Besides the incalculable emotional, familial, and cultural destruction wrought by 

the grotesque casualty numbers, these losses meant the loss of able-bodied men in the 

Russian workforce. When those men lost to war were replaced, their replacements thus 

needed replaced. This cycle created an ever-deepening skill shortage, and the inefficient 

agricultural and transportation networks became even more so as the war progressed. The 

resultant economic crisis compounded Nicholas’ already complex domestic issues. 

Russia’s economy had surged in 1914 and so had wages, due to both a labor shortage 

brought on by conscription and the implementation of paper money.29 Rampant inflation 

and reduced supply brought on by the qualified labor shortage rapidly increased demand, 

and prices, for food and fuel in the cities, especially Petrograd. By 1917, peasant farmers, 

who could not possibly keep pace with the increase, began to withdraw from the market, 

reverting to sustenance farming. The cities, fed by the peasant farmers and dependent on 

skilled railway workers, received only half the necessary supplies throughout the winter 

of 1916-1917. Combined with runaway inflation, the common family lost its ability to 

earn enough to eat.30 Thus, without any natural cause, Russia entered an urban famine.  

 Petrograd was hit especially hard. An agent of Nicholas’ secret police warned in 

January 1917 that “children are starving in the most literal sense of the word.”31 The 

people left behind by war, left without any other recourse, took to the streets by the 

thousands. Initially only a riot against the price of bread, the protests began to coalesce 

 
29 John Keegan, The First World War, (London: Cassell, 1999), 358.  
30 Strachan, The First World War, 240. 
31 Ibid. 
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around a general anti-war and anti-Tsar sentiment. Nicholas and his wife assumed it 

would pass once the planned shipments of grain made it into the city. If not, Nicholas had 

a back-up plan. His five most loyal garrison regiments, numbering 16,000 men, remained 

in Petrograd and Nicholas retained no reluctance to employ them any differently than he 

had done in 1905 during the last round of riots in the city.32 However, those units had 

also been stripped of their best men, and the remaining men grew familiar with the 

citizens of Petrograd. Instead of carrying out Nicholas’ orders, they would eventually join 

the 200,000 strong protest in late February. 

As the protests gained steam on March 7, Nicholas returned to the front to oversee 

the spring campaign plans and avoid the crisis in Petrograd. His departure signaled the 

end of his monarchy. The garrison at Petrograd mutinied on March 8, and the riots 

swelled considerably. Empowered by the army’s refusal to execute civilians, the 

organizers of the Petrograd protests began calling for the Tsar’s abdication and the 

creation of a Provisional Government. On March 11, Nicholas received a telegram from 

the Chairman of the Duma, Mikhail Rodzianko, urging him back to Petrograd: “The 

situation is serious. The capital is in a state of anarchy…Any procrastination is 

tantamount to death.”33 Nicholas never made it; his railcar was stopped by revolutionaries 

outside Petrograd on March 13. Three days later, he abdicated, and the Provisional 

Government of Russia announced the end of the Romanov dynasty. The news, while not 

a shock to the rest of the Allied Powers, came at an inopportune time, as the 1917 spring 

campaign season was about to start. Germany, on the other hand, sensed an opportunity. 

 
32 Keegan, The First World War, 360. 
33 Robert Browder, and Aleksandr Fyodorovich Kerensky, The Russian Provisional Government, 1917: 

Documents. (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 1961), 41. 
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In April, it sent a train car of expatriated revolutionaries in a circuitous route back to 

Petrograd. Chief among them was Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. 

J’attends 

President Woodrow Wilson’s address to Congress came after almost three years 

of terrible warfare spanning the whole of Europe. At the time of his plea, the Allied 

Powers, led by France, Britain, Italy, and the Russian Empire had sacrificed almost 6 

million fighting men, while the opposing Central Powers, comprised of the German 

Empire, Austria-Hungary, and Ottoman Empire, had themselves lost 3 million, to say 

nothing of the enormous civilian toll on each side.34 Despite numerous pleas from the 

Allies, Wilson had steadfastly refused to ask for a declaration of war throughout, 

preferring instead to advocate for peace and the creation of liberal international order, led 

by none other than America and Wilson himself.35 However, the resumption of 

submarine warfare, Zimmermann’s public confirmation of his telegram, and shifting 

public sentiment eventually forced Wilson’s hand.36 On April 6, Congress, by a vote of 

82-6 in the Senate and 373-50 in the House of Representatives, declared that President 

Wilson shall “exert all of [America’s] power and employ all of its resources to carry on 

war against the Imperial German Government.”37 With that declaration, the last major 

western power was now entered into the greatest conflict in European history.  

 
34 “Armed forces mobilized and casualties in World War I,” Statistical Services Center, Office of the 

Secretary of Defense, Nov. 7, 1957 in Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed August 18, 2021,  

https://www.britannica.com/event/World-War-I/Killed-wounded-and-missing 
35 The Allies of World War I were also referred to as the “Triple Entente” comprised of France, Britain, and 

the Russian Empire. Throughout this work, the forces opposing the Central Powers will be called the 

“Allies” in order to incorporate the fifteen other nations who fought alongside the Entente during the War. 
36 Strachan, The First World War, 227. 
37 Declaration of War on Germany, S. J. 1, 65th Cong. (1917). 
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 British Prime Minister Lloyd George was at once appreciative and anxious with 

Wilson, imploring the United States (US) to quickly enter the war. His response to the 

US declaration was regretful that America “waited until she found a cause worthy” and 

“held back” from the war for years, but also exuberant that the entrance of the US 

assuredly meant inevitable Allied victory.38 Likewise, French President Raymond 

Poincare cabled Wilson within hours of learning about the declaration to express, on 

behalf of the French people “the joy and the pride which we feel today as our hearts once 

again beat in union with yours.”39 The only member of the Triple Entente not to publicly 

address the US was Russia, still engrossed in the February Revolution. Regardless, the 

entrance of US forces into combat theaters was still months away, and the Allies were in 

desperate need of help by the summer of 1917.  

  While the American Expeditionary Forces were training in makeshift camps and 

established bases across the eastern United States, the British and French armies on the 

Western front continued to press the offensive against a dogged German resistance. Prior 

to America’s entrance into the war, French General Robert Nivelle insisted upon a spring 

offensive in the center of the German line, oriented between the cities of Rheims and 

Soissons. Gen. Nivelle’s assumption was that an attack using the same tactics as the ones 

used to break through in Verdun in 1916 would yield swift results and that within 48 

hours, “the ground will be open to go where one wants.”40 However, Gen. Nivelle’s plan 

failed to incorporate two key developments since the fall of 1916. One, the Germans had 

learned from Verdun as well, and pulled back to the well-developed Hindenburg Line 

 
38 “British Premier Praises Wilson,” The New York Times, April 7, 1917, 1.  
39 “France Aroused by Our Decision,” The New York Times, April 6, 1917, 1. 
40 Strachan, The First World War, 243.  
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(see below in solid red), and two, that the coordinated Russian assault on the eastern front 

was no longer feasible while the nation remained embroiled in revolution. Nivelle’s 

failure to adapt his strategy would lead to the failure of his offensive within weeks. After 

initial progress on the opening day, April 16, the offensive stalled amidst robust German 

defense-in-depth positions. Instead of “opening” the ground in 48 hours, Nivelle’s 

offensive made seven kilometers of progress in three weeks at the cost of 187,000 French 

casualties.41 Worse yet for the Allies was what the failed offensive did to the surviving 

men in the trenches.  

 
41 Robert Doughty, Pyrrhic Victory: French Strategy and Operations in the Great War. (Cambridge, Mass: 

Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2005), 325. Of note, the British Expeditionary Forces on the 

Allied left near Arras achieved remarkable success, using updated tactics and technology. The success and 

bravery of Canadian forces at Vimy Ridge became a central element of Canada’s military mythology. 
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Figure 1: The Military Situation of the Western Front shortly after the US Declaration of War – Spring 191742 

 

 Faced with another summer of brutal fighting and demoralized by the lack of 

success that Nivelle had promised, units in the French army began to mutiny, agreeing to 

stay in the trenches, but refusing to attack. Unlike mutinies in armies past, the French 

mutinies in 1917 were relatively bloodless, for both the mutinous and their officers. The 

Soldiers, understanding that most of the men leading them were in the same position, 

instead insisted not on new leadership, but for more leave from the front, more food, and 

an end to the “butchery” of the last several years.43 The French government, concerned 

 
42 James Agnew, Clifton R. Franks, Thomas E. Griess, William R. Griffiths, and Edward J. Krasnoborski. 

“Atlas for the Great War,” (Wayne, N.J: Avery Pub. Group, 1986) no. 16.  
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also with growing discontent on the home front and with an eye towards the revolution to 

the east, replaced the unpopular Nivelle with Marshall Phillippe Petain. On May 10th, 

Petain restored order in the trenches before the Germans could seize the opportunity to 

attack by issuing 3,500 courts-martial, but only forty-nine executions were ever carried 

out.44 More critical to the war effort, Petain issued a new doctrine of “J’attends les chars 

et les Americans” or “I wait for the tanks and Americans.”45 

Detroit’s Own 

 Across the Atlantic, the US military was expected to expand its peacetime army 

from approximately 133,000 active-duty men to the two million needed in Europe.46 

While Wilson considered conscription to be an act more aligned with the authoritarian 

armies he was engaging, he did authorize the creation of the Selective Service to identify 

eligible men in the United States who were found fit for duty. The Selective Service 

differed from previous drafts in that it outlawed substitutions, and therefore made the 

draft fall more equally amongst the political and economic classes in America, a key 

facet of Wilson’s vision for the Allied Expeditionary Force (A.E.F.).47  

Unfortunately for the A.E.F, racist Wilsonian policies and administrative 

implementation meant that conscripted and volunteer African-American men were 

segregated into their own units (led by white officers), provided inadequate arms, 

training, and equipment and eventually most were consigned to menial labor.48 The 

 
44 Strachan, The First World War, 248. 
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A.E.F., deprived of the 9.6% of eligible men that comprised the African-American 

population in 1917, would be embarrassed by the performance of integrated French units 

in combat during 1917-1918. Despite their mistreatment at home and misuse abroad, the 

combat-tested African-American 92nd and 93rd Infantry Divisions would carry on the 

proud tradition of the “Buffalo Soldiers” of America’s past through engagements 

alongside French and British forces throughout the remainder of the war.49 In his final 

speech before his death in 1919, President Theodore Roosevelt remarked upon the 

conduct of African-American units during the war: “I want as an American to thank you, 

and as your fellow American to congratulate you, upon the honor won and the service 

rendered by the colored troops on the other side [of the world]; … I congratulate you 

upon it in the name of our country. For in the end services of this kind have a cumulative 

effect in winning the confidence of your fellows of another color.”50 While Roosevelt 

surely overstated the impact of African American service on 1910s race relations, he 

nevertheless captured the debt that America owed its minority men and women for their 

role in the war. 

Though ignoring the combat capability of African American men and other 

minorities, over 24 million men were enrolled via the Selective Service and 

approximately 2.1 million would eventually serve in some capacity by November 1918, 

an increase of over 10,000% from January 1917. As a part of this surge in active-duty 

forces in the summer of 1917, the 85th Infantry Division was formed at Camp Custer, 

 
49 Emmett Scott, Scott’s Official History of the American Negro in the World War. (New York: Arno Press, 
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Service Crosses, and the entire 1st BN, 367th IN Regiment was awarded the French Croix de Guerre, an 

honor bestowed upon only 11 other units in the entire A.E.F. 
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Michigan. Located just outside of Battle Creek, the 85th Infantry (IN) was nicknamed the 

“Custer Division” after its training ground. The unit was comprised mainly of men from 

the upper Midwest and especially the greater Michigan area. While this style of “Pals 

Battalion,” as they were known in the British Expeditionary Forces, would eventually be 

replaced in the United States military, it was the primary form of volunteer recruiting in 

the summer of 1917. Units formed based upon localities, so that recruiters could promise 

indecisive young men that they could serve alongside their brothers, cousins, friends, and 

townsfolk. That combat operations, and therefore casualties, would fall 

disproportionately on certain units and localities was either not considered or ignored.  

At any rate, the 85th rapidly filled out its ranks with the Midwestern men, 

eventually consisting of two infantry brigades, an artillery brigade, and several support 

battalions. One of those infantry brigades, the 170th Infantry (IN), included two smaller 

infantry units, the 339th Infantry Regiment and the 340th Infantry Regiment. The 339th 

Infantry Regiment was officially formed on August 5, 1917, only a few days after the 85th 

officially stood up and less than four months after Congress’ declaration of war.51 By 

September 9th, 1,800 men drafted mostly from Wisconsin and Michigan arrived at Camp 

Custer and began training for the western front.52 During the fall of 1917, another 3,700 

draftees and volunteers filled out the rest of the 339th, for a total force of approximately 

5,500 men.  

They spent almost a year at Camp Custer training for the trenches and fields of 

France, Belgium, and Germany, while other specialized units conducted training for 

 
51 “Lineage and Honors Information: 339th Regiment (Polar Bear),” United States Army Center for Military 
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alpine combat. The 339th, like most of the entire A.E.F., had little military experience, 

and of the tens of thousands of commissioned and non-commissioned officers in the 

A.E.F., only a few hundred previously served in combat operations, excepting the 

counterinsurgency waged by the United States in the Philippines after the Spanish-

American War. To remedy the issue, GEN John J. Pershing, Commander, A.E.F., 

imported French and British instructors while increasing the ratio of Soldiers to leaders in 

each US infantry division.53 Further compounding training shortfalls was the general lack 

of war materiel that could be spared for combined arms training at a division-sized level. 

While the war had brought the US out of a recession in 1914, the limited US armaments 

factories were completely committed to Allied orders in 1917, and could ill afford to 

spare weapons for a “tent city” outside Kalamazoo, Michigan.54 Compounded by the 

effective German submarine blockade of Britain, the shortage of arms available to the 

Allies meant that back home, US infantrymen resorted to using sticks and wooden 

cannons to ready themselves for the front.55  

 
53 Jim Garamore, “World War I: Building the American Military,” DoD News, Defense Media Activity, 
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Figure 2: Clockwise from Top: A Bird’s Eye View of Camp Custer56; Custer Mess Hall57; The Camp 

Hospital. Photos Courtesy of the National Archives58 

For the officers and enlisted men of the 339th, their minds were often not bothered 

by the quality of training, but instead by the quality of their new surroundings. Camp 

Custer, like the 29 other camps erected in the summer of 1917, was built hastily to 

accommodate the influx of draftees and volunteers with little time to spare for amenities. 

 
56 Training Camps and Schools – Military – Camp Custer, Battle Creek, Michigan (TC-M-CC), File Unit: 
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The   men were greeted upon entry to Camp Custer by rows of long blockhouses, each 

intended to hold hundreds of men, with each enlisted man allowed a bunk with 

approximately a nine-by-five’ section to himself. However, due to overcrowding and 

slow construction, most men were required to share bunks, blankets, and sometimes 

clothes as the weather turned cold in the fall.59 The result was a death rate to pneumonia 

seventeen times higher than before the war and an overall death rate of 8.9 per 1,000 in 

the fall of 1917.60 While horrific for those who would lose their lives to disease, these 

casualty rates were significantly lower than both the Spanish-American War just twenty 

years prior and the rates of disease amongst the Allies in the European Theater. Still, the 

effect on morale, military and civilian, was significant and the foremost concern for US 

military leaders throughout 1917. The Americans would have to overcome the challenges 

inherent in building an army, and quickly, as their Allies across the Atlantic were facing a 

crisis of their own in the final months of 1917. 
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Chapter 3: Wilson’s War and Russia’s Revolution 

With the decision to go to war made, President Woodrow Wilson turned his full 

efforts towards the execution of warfare in Europe. From April 1917 onwards, Wilson’s 

primary and sometimes singular purpose was the victory of the Allies over the Central 

Powers. His vision of the post-war world and his legacy within and outside the United 

States, rested upon a decisive victory in the First World War. Wilson’s first order of 

business was selling an international war to the remaining isolationist elements within the 

United States. Even though the vote in Congress was substantially in his favor, Wilson’s 

vision for a democratic post-war world needed the legitimacy of execution with a willing 

populace. To that effect, Wilson began a pro-war campaign during the course of the 

summer of 1917 encouraging volunteerism in the military, rationing on the home front, 

and assuring skeptics of the purpose for war. In speeches, letters, and official 

proclamations in the press, Wilson outlined his vision for the prosecution of the war.  

Wilson’s campaign had a secondary, and equally important task of introducing to 

the American people Wilson’s outline for the post-war world. While Wilson sold the 

American people on the necessity of war and the sacrifices it demanded, he also 

attempted to lay the groundwork for his post-war world, based upon self-determination, 

free trade, and a collective world organization. Wilson was aware of the political 

necessity of gaining domestic popular support before he could go before Congress and 

later the Supreme War Council. He appealed to Americans’ sense of patriotism, 

moralism, and righteousness to convince them the necessity, and even duty, the United 

States had in forming what he envisioned for post-war Europe and the World. Later 
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called Wilson’s “Fourteen Points,” these speeches, alongside the necessity of influencing 

wartime economic and political energy, occupied the majority of Wilson’s 1917.  

However, to Wilson’s frustration, his vision of the post-war world, built upon a 

US-involved military victory, was in danger of collapse thanks to events occurring across 

the globe. The Entente, shattered by the February Revolution, needed to keep Russia in 

the conflict or face the entirety of the German Imperial Army in the peak of summer 

fighting season. Wilson spent significant energy from April 1917 to the Treaty of Brest-

Litovsk in March 1918 trying to keep Russia in the war and his Allies out of Russia. 

Wilson directed much of his energy towards the more stalwart Allies, Britain and France, 

who as early as July 1917 were designing plans to intervene in Russia. However, the 

summer of 1917 also provided Wilson his first interactions with his short-lived socialist 

allies, an experience that shaped Wilson’s later diplomatic maneuvers in post-war Paris. 

Wilson’s communications with British, French, Russian political leaders throughout 1917 

became central elements in the United States decision to intervention later in 1918.  

Immediately following Congressional approval of his declaration of war on April 

6, 1917, Wilson took to the printing press and radio to convince the still-divided 

American people of the necessity of war mobilization. In his speech “The Supreme Test 

of the Nation Has Come” on April 16, Wilson delineated the measures necessary for 

success in the war. In his first address to the American people since his declaration, 

Wilson sought to “remind all who need reminder of the solemn duties of a time such as 

the world has never seen before... we must supply abundant food... we must supply ships 

by the hundreds... the things without which mere fighting would be fruitless.”61  
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Wilson’s address to the American people was well received, but again, not 

without criticisms. Farmers, rail workers, and industrial workers were especially called 

upon to take “small profits,” or otherwise face the ire of their compatriots. Alabama US 

Rep. James Heflin, who previously voted against the declaration of war, spoke on behalf 

of isolationists and made his doubts about Wilson’s motivations known in May 1917 in a 

letter to the public opposing Wilson’s actions. Wilson, seeking to stifle the anti-war 

sentiment early, publicly replied that Heflin’s motivations were “incomprehensible,” and 

had no purpose “except the purpose of weakening the hands of the government.”62  

Wilson’s exasperation was the effect of a harried President, with little time to devote to 

his critics, seeking to both bring the United States into war and keep another belligerent 

from leaving.  

Even before Wilson’s campaign to recruit the remaining isolationists to his cause 

wound down in the late summer of 1917, his attention turned east to the ongoing crisis in 

Russia. In the aftermath of the February Revolution, Wilson reached out directly to the 

Russian Provisional Government in a public message on June 9, 1917. He assured the 

eastern power that “[America] seeks no material profit or aggrandizement of any kind... 

no advantage or selfish object of her own, but for the liberation of peoples everywhere.”63 

The address also included Wilson’s first outline for his post-war vision but tailored to the 

wearied Russian people. Wilson spoke to Russians of a future wherein “No people must 

be forced under sovereignty under which it does not wish to live. No territory must 

change hands except for the purpose of securing those who inhabit it a fair chance of life 

 
62 Woodrow Wilson, “An Answer to Critics, May 22, 1917,” in Woodrow Wilson, In Our First Year of 

War, (New York: Harper and Brothers Publishers, 2008), 55.  
63 Wilson, “A Statement to Russia, June 9, 1917,” in Wilson, In Our First Year,” 60. 



37 
 

and liberty… No readjustments of power must be made except such as will tend to secure 

the future peace of the world and the future welfare and happiness of its peoples.”64 These 

four points, soon joined by ten others, received a lukewarm welcome within the 

Provisional Government, but established the United States as a western power with a 

vision unlike the other Entente members with whom the Provisional Government shared 

a common military cause. 

Wilson’s ideological appeal came alongside a more conventional diplomatic 

approach. Almost simultaneous to his speech on June 9, an American diplomatic 

commission arrived in Petrograd to obtain information on Russian intentions and to 

gauge the effectiveness of Wilson’s words. Headed by Elihu Root, a previous Secretary 

of State and key Wilson ally, the commission officially sought to “cooperate and aid 

Russia in the accomplishment of the task [of war].”65 Secretly, however, the Root 

commission looked to gauge the capability of Russia to remain in the war and learn how 

influential the newly established socialist elements in the military were in reducing 

Russian capacity to fight.66 Root’s first report back to the Secretary of State David 

Francis reflected the impetus the United States had on combating German and socialist 

propaganda. Root, recognizing that “conditions here [Petrograd] are critical... the line 

[armies] have simply been unwilling to fight, demoralization has been aided by a 

tremendous German propaganda... aided by the extreme socialists.”67 Root, while 

acknowledging the deteriorating morale of the Russian Army, failed to make any mention 
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of the rising Petrograd Soviet or Kerensky’s assumption of power during the July Days 

incident in Russia that coincided with his mission. Root’s mission, and the prospect of 

millions in American economic aid, was more warmly welcomed than his June 9 speech 

by the Russian Minister for Foreign Affairs Mikhail Tereshchenko, but Root’s mission 

left Russia via Vladivostok less than a month later with only the promise of a meager 

anti-German propaganda campaign to show for its efforts. If the Root commission’s 

stated purpose was “the accomplishment of the task [of war],” then by the end of 1917, it 

was a failure. If it was to counter the effects of socialism, then the failure had already 

occurred.  

With the first elements of the A.E.F. in France with Gen. Pershing and the Root 

mission making at least nominal overtures to keep Russia in the war, Wilson redoubled 

his energy towards the formulation of his post-war world. The overthrow of the Tsar in 

March and the entrance of US forces on the western front enabled Wilson to speak for his 

vision with more legitimacy abroad. Overlooking his own administration’s policies 

towards self-determination in Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean, Wilson set 

out to convince a domestic and international audience of his new world. In a Flag Day 

address to both Americans and their European allies, Wilson reiterated that he viewed the 

war as “a war for freedom and justice, and self-government amongst all nations.”68 His 

words, spoken primarily to Americans, were aimed abroad. The A.E.F. had barely landed 

in France when both the Imperial German government and Pope Benedict XV began 

covert peace overtures. Less a testament to a fear of American might and more an attempt 

to retain some balance of power antebellum, these peace attempts had the ability to 
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remove any post-war negotiations at which Wilson could posit his post-war vision. 

Furthermore, the deteriorating conditions on the eastern front and the very success of 

German and socialist propaganda warned of by Root threatened to completely remove the 

Russians from the war. Wilson was racing against the tide of war and revolution. 

 To speed along his ideological outline, Wilson enlisted Col. John House, his 

close friend and aide, yet again to lead an informal body of scientists, lawyers, 

ethnographers and others to identify key public policy points that the American people 

would accept. Called “The Inquiry,” they settled on an outline focused upon broad self-

determination for all peoples, the reduction of German military might, and the end of 

secret diplomacy. Taking The Inquiry’s advice, Wilson codified his thoughts into a 

succinct list over the fall of 1917, incorporating the four broad points he outlined to the 

Russian people in June, adding a clause about the freedom of navigation on the open 

seas, and included nine more specific points to the rights of sovereignty within specific 

European states (France, Belgium, Russia, Austria-Hungary, Rumania, the Balkans, and 

Poland).69 Although still weeks from officially announcing these ”Fourteen Points” to 

Congress, Wilson finally had his framework upon which to build a stable, ideologically 

liberal post-war world. He planned to use the winter of 1917-18, and especially his 

annual address to Congress in December, to sell his vision.70 

Unfortunately for Wilson, he lost the race against revolution when the Provisional 

Government dissolved in early November. With the Bolsheviks now in power, Wilson 
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could no longer count on the eastern front maintaining viability long enough for his 

“Fourteen Points” to take hold. Although the new “All-Russian Convention of Soviets of 

Workers’, Soldiers’, and Peasants’ Deputies” (Soviet Government) vowed to not 

immediately quit the fight, Wilson knew that time was running out on the Russians’ 

contribution to the war. From April 1917 forward, Wilson had dedicated himself to 

winning the war and controlling the post-war settlement, and now the collapse of the 

Provisional Government threatened the entire enterprise. The Russian peoples’ war 

weariness was shared by almost every other European nation, and should the eastern front 

collapse, the Germans march west, and the war turn against the Allies, Pope Benedict’s 

status quo antebellum peace became increasingly likely. If not peace, then the Russian 

and French mutinies of 1917 showed the Allied leaders just how tenuous their grasp on 

the warfront could be, and an outright Central Power victory was not out of the question. 

For Wilson, such an outcome would be the death of his vision, his legacy, and his 

dream for the new world. Although Wilson is correctly called an international relations 

idealist, he understood that realist power politics underscored his efforts in wartime. The 

preceding pages have shown the efforts, idealist and realist, Wilson took to craft and 

publicly pursue his “Fourteen Points” and the international post-war negotiations he 

envisioned. The following pages display the lengths, including international armed 

intervention, he was willing to go to achieve that vision.  

The Western Front: Stalemate and Fresh Life 

While the A.E.F. embarked on a rapid build-up and integration into the western 

front, Marshall Petain made good on his strategy to wait. The French launched only 

limited engagements in the final six months of 1917, and even then, only upon the urging 
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of their British allies. The British, for their part, conducted a limited engagement in the 

vicinity of Ypres, for the third time in as many years, and came away with similarly 

mixed results. The British main effort was instead intent on counteracting the submarine 

warfare that brought the Americans into the war to begin with. The combined effect of 

British distraction and French discontent was to free up German divisions for the eastern 

front, increasing the pressure on a crumbling Russian Army. With A.E.F. Soldiers still 

months away, the result would be, in the words of then-Lieutenant Colonel Erwin 

Rommel “the eradication of the entire (Eastern) front.”71  

While Petain waited, British Prime Minister Lloyd George took to his Admiralty 

to stem the rising losses in shipping. The German Chief of Naval Staff Admiral Henning 

von Holtzendorff had committed the German navy to unrestricted submarine warfare in 

January 1917. While the action risked dragging the United States into war, Holtzendorff 

figured that the German U-Boats could starve Great Britain and France well before the 

Americans could find their way across the Atlantic. His colleague, Admiral Capelle went 

even further, arguing that the new tactics meant “America from a military point of view 

means nothing, again nothing, and for a third time nothing”, for if America decided upon 

war, her armies “would not even come [to the front], because our submarines will sink 

them.”72 Holtzendorff’s plan worked in the spring and summer of 1917. In April 1917, 

860,000 tons of Allied shipping had been lost to submarine attacks, more than in all of 

1915 (855,000) or 1916 (610,000).73 Holtzendorff estimated that a shipping loss of only 

600,000 tons a month would drive the British to surrender before he figured America 
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could substantially impact the war in 1918. Lloyd George, faced with a legitimate crisis, 

convened his naval staff and established a new policy of convoying numerous ships 

together, theorizing that a group of ships is no more noticeable in the vast Atlantic than a 

single one, and the protective measures of multiple destroyers would de-incentivize U-

Boat commanders. The change in tactics slowed the bleeding to 450,000 tons per month 

throughout 1917, but the damage was done. Lloyd George and the British military 

leadership sensed a need for urgency, as the aggressive German policy was emboldened 

by developments in the east. Like Wilson on the diplomatic front, the Western Allies 

were racing against time.  

Through the early summer, Petain’s insistence on limited offensive efforts to 

destabilize any German advance began to frustrate his British allies. The mutinies in the 

French trenches and a demoralized and recessed economy within France meant the 

French armies were unable to conduct any joint operations with the British, had Petain 

wanted to in the first place.74 Although Lloyd George knew that the British alone now 

retained the capacity to go on the offensive, the costly attacks of 1916 made him entirely 

reluctant to do so. In contrast, the senior British military officer on the ground, Sir 

Douglas Haig, was adamant about another broad scale attack, and in a place well known 

to the British: Ypres. Twice before the British fought the Germans in the Belgian town, 

once in 1914 to prevent a French envelopment, and again in 1916 as a part of a large 

offensive. Both battles turned the entire region into a mud-strewn wasteland, depleted of 

concealment and impossible to traverse with heavy weapons. Haig knew these truths, but 

pressed Lloyd George anyway, convinced that the attack, combined with an amphibious 
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assault on German U-Boat facilities behind the front line, could turn Germany’s flank and 

end the war by 1918.75 His optimism was not shared amongst the ground commanders. 

After the war, Sir David Watson, commander of Canadian forces in Ypres wrote that “no 

one of us... could anticipate without horror and dread, the orders received for the great 

effort” to attack.76  

Nonetheless, the British and Canadians attacked across the 31-kilometer front on 

July 31, 1917. The attack lasted for four months until early November and succeeded 

only in capturing the town of Passchendaele, less than six kilometers ahead of the front 

from which it started. Haig’s optimism cost 18,000 British and 5,000 Canadian men their 

lives, with only a pitiful swath of Belgian soil to show for it.77 The last quality recruits the 

British Army had to offer were now either entrenched in French and Belgian mud or 

buried under it, and the British people were exhausted. German Chief of Staff Gen. Erich 

von Ludendorff admitted after the war that the battle of Passchendaele “appeared to 

prevent the execution of our plans elsewhere” on the eastern front, but only for so long.78 

With the French unwilling, and the British now unable, to fight, the Germans looked east 

to go on the offensive.  

While Petain and Haig slogged through the trench warfare in the west, the 

Russian Provisional Government attempted to use the open terrain of the eastern front to 

end the war before the exhausted Russian population lost the will to fight. Since Tsar 
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Nicholas left Petrograd for the front in 1916, he became the leader of the Russian military 

while retaining his authority as leader of the Russian people. His abdication meant that 

Russia, still very much at war with a powerful enemy, was left rudderless. Into the 

vacuum left in Nicholas’ wake stepped lawyer turned politician Alexander Kerensky. It 

would be up to Kerensky and the Provisional Government to hold back the released 

German units on the western front long enough for the United States to bring the A.E.F. 

to bear on the Western Front. Wilson and the western Allies needed all the time Kerensky 

could give, but it would not be long enough.  

Russia: Collapse 

 When Tsar Nicholas left Petrograd for the last time on March 4, 1917, bound for 

Tsarskoe Selo to reside in internal exile until the Provisional Government could 

determine their future, he took with him the backbone of Russia’s political structure. 

Considered the “linchpin” of Russian political life, the Tsar’s form of authoritarian 

government meant that “all the strands of authority converged in his person, and all 

bureaucratic and military personnel owed allegiance to him.”79 With the Tsar gone, the 

newly formed Provisional Government and Soviet Government based in Petrograd 

(Petrograd Soviet) formed a mutually supporting, but mostly adversarial, power sharing 

relationship. The Petrograd Soviet retained the popular support of the socialist 

revolutionaries within the capital city, but had yet to consolidate its power over the other 

soviets across Russia. The Provisional Government, however, was the only one of the 

two recognized internationally and as such bore the burden of international relations. It 

set out to immediately calm the Allies and continue to prosecute the war, albeit in a far 
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more limited manner than the Allies hoped. Led by Prince G.E. Lvov, the Provisional 

Government announced that the Russian army would continue the war on April 9, 1917, 

only a week after the United States entered it. However, domestic turmoil and battlefield 

catastrophe stressed the weak power sharing relationship between the Provisional 

Government and Petrograd Soviet, ultimately leading to the dissolution of the dual power 

relationship and sent Russia towards yet another revolution nine months later, in 

November 1917. The domestic political and military situation of Russia between March 

and November of 1917 established the basis of Russian foreign relations, and directly 

contributed to the armed conflict between Russia and the United States a year later.  

 The initial reaction from Washington to the overthrow of the tsar was one of mild 

surprise and genuine happiness. Even before Wilson’s speech to the Russian people on 

June 9, the US Ambassador in Petrograd, David Francis, extended official recognition to 

the Provisional Government. From his post in Petrograd, he wrote to the Russian Minister 

of Foreign Affairs P.N. Miliukov that he was “pleased to continue intercourse with 

Russia through the medium of the new Government” and that “cordial relations between 

the two countries continue to obtain.”80 In his reply, Miliukov gladly acknowledged the 

recognition, noting that the Provisional Government was “proud to be recognized first by 

a country whose ideals we cherish.”81 The messages, written within Petrograd in late 

March, obscured the turmoil which beset the city during the first days following 

Nicholas’ abdication. The Cossacks and soldiers Nicholas sent to put down the revolution 

were now fully embedded within it and several times threatened to destroy the American 
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consulate in Petrograd. The chief foreign service officer in Petrograd, North Winship, 

frantically notified Secretary of State Robert Lansing that “there was immediate danger 

of civil war,” and numerous bands of intoxicated soldiers brought kerosene cans and 

torches into the consulate building, talked out of arson only because of Winship’s 

personal pleas even as Francis and Miliukov were drafting their messages.82  

 The disconnect between official US and Provisional Government attitudes and the 

situation on the ground in March 1917 served as a precursor to the rest of 1917 and 

beyond. The primary reason for the confusion stemmed from the rapid rise in power of 

the Petrograd Soviet. As Prince Lvov and the Provisional Government began the arduous 

process of establishing a government, the Petrograd Soviet, unencumbered by the 

requirements of international relations, expanded its reach to other cities in Russia and 

consolidated its power within Petrograd itself. The Petrograd Soviet, with the popular 

support of occupying Russian soldiers and city workers, soon took control of the internal 

operations of the city. The Petrograd Soviet became the All-Russian Central Executive 

Committee (CEC) in late March, and was initially composed of twenty-two Socialist 

Revolutionaries, twenty-three Mensheviks (Socialist Majority) and fourteen Bolsheviks 

(Socialist Minority).83  

The CEC acknowledged that while a power sharing deal had to be struck with the 

Provisional Government, the long-term political goal remained a socialist revolution. 

Nikolai Sukhanov, a Menshevik leader, asserted that “the Soviet had to entrust the power 

to its class enemy… but the condition of this transfer had to assure the democracy of a 
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complete victory over the class enemy.”84 Barely a month into the dual power 

relationship, Prince Lvov and the Provisional Government recognized the CEC’s power 

and formed a coalition with the three socialist parties. In an attempt to avert political 

disaster, Miliukov resigned as Minister of Foreign Affairs, and Alexander Kerensky, the 

non-aligned socialist lawyer, was appointed Minister of War. In return, six Mensheviks 

of the CEC were appointed to the coalition cabinet.85 The resulting cabinet modified 

Russia’s war aims, incorporating the Provisional Government’s desire to stay in the war 

with the CEC’s desire to avoid any “imperial” gains of territory in victory.86 With 

diplomatic aims now identified, the new coalition refocused its efforts on averting 

political catastrophe within Petrograd itself, relying on the official organs of both the 

CEC and Provisional Governments to quell the violence.87 During the first weeks after 

Nicholas’ abdication, the political organizations of Russia strove to retain some 

semblance of authority and power and keep Russia from devolving into a violent 

revolution. Unfortunately for the Provisional Government and the Menshevik members 

of the CEC, a train arrived in Petrograd station on April 16, 1917, carrying a man firmly 

determined to undermine both.  

 Vladimir Lenin arrived from Berlin in mid-April and immediately called for the 

dissolution of the coalition government he called an “utter falsity.”88 A day after his 

arrival in Petrograd, Lenin published his “April Theses” which he developed on the train 

from Berlin. The “theses” called for an immediate dissolution of the army, confiscation 
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of all landed estates, and the nationalization of all banks.89 Contrary to future Soviet 

Russian history, Lenin’s ideas were taken as the work of an out of touch revolutionary 

with little understanding of the current situation. Pravda, the Petrograd Soviet newspaper, 

at first refused to publish the theses.90 Lenin’s own party, the Bolsheviks, were 

disconcerted by Lenin’s lack of acknowledgement for the February Revolution’s success 

and his immediate call for further revolution.91 Even in the streets of Petrograd, “every 

banner of Lenin was destroyed when seen, evidently by the action majority of citizens.”92 

While Lenin’s initial attempts at fomenting revolution in mid-April failed, his takeover of 

the Bolshevik party in Petrograd did accomplish two things. First, by refusing any 

participation within the coalition, the Bolsheviks could criticize the new government as it 

attempted massive domestic reforms during a time of war without shouldering any 

burden of governance. Secondly, Lenin’s arrival signified the beginning of his 

“skirmishing” style of political warfare. Over the next several months, Bolshevik agents 

would probe the Provisional Government, Mensheviks, and Socialist Revolutionaries for 

weaknesses. Once found, Bolshevik agents could exploit popular anger against the 

governing parties while avoiding a direct revolutionary confrontation until their enemies 

were sufficiently weakened. Lenin and the Bolsheviks continued this method of low-level 

revolutionary struggle until July 1917, when military and political turmoil once again 

threatened to destroy Russia.  

 While Lenin concentrated Bolshevik energies on undermining the coalition 

government, Alexander Kerensky worked to consolidate his power within it. Throughout 
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late April and May 1917, Kerensky leveraged his position within both the CEC, as a 

representative for the Socialist Revolutionaries, and the Provisional Government as 

Minister of War. As a member of both parties of the coalition, Kerensky served as liaison 

between the two while in Petrograd and as ambassador when on the front. His strong 

position in the new Russian government was bolstered by his relatively young age, he 

was only thirty-six when appointed Minister, and his energy, matched at the time only by 

Lenin and the Bolsheviks. Kerensky departed Petrograd for the Eastern Front in May 

1917 determined not to repeat the failures of Nicholas by assuming command in the field, 

but instead to gauge the readiness of the Russian Army to continue the war. Kerensky 

was receiving messages from the western Allies, namely Britain and France, to initiate an 

offensive in summer 1917 to tie down German divisions in the east while the British 

attacked Ypres in the west.  

Kerensky chose Lavr Kornilov’s Eighth Army in southern Ukraine for several 

reasons. Kornilov was an accomplished and popular commander, one who participated in 

the February Revolution and then reformed the Russian Army units under his command. 

Additionally, the opposing army in Galicia, the Austrian Seventh Army, was considered 

significantly weaker than its German counterparts further north.93 Most importantly, the 

Eighth Army was the furthest from Petrograd. Any unwelcome news emanating from the 

front could be filtered and countered as it made its way to Petrograd, and unlike previous 

campaigns in the north, no wounded or deserting soldiers would find their way to the 

city. On July 1, Kornilov’s Eighth Army broke through the Austrian line and gained 

several miles of territory while capturing thousands of Austrian soldiers. Kerensky’s 
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offensive was a success. For two days. On July 3, German reinforcements, patiently 

waiting behind their Austrian allies for the Russians to exhaust themselves, 

counterattacked along the entire front. The Eighth Army under Kornilov fled, and the 

Germans sped east, beyond the original Russian line and to the Romanian border sixty 

miles east.94  

The Kerensky Offensive was the last major operation undertaken by the Russian 

Army in World War I. In the months that followed until the treaty of Brest-Litovsk in 

March 1918, German supply shortages often hindered German advances more than their 

Russian opposition. At this point, it must be stated that the average Russian soldier did 

not perform objectively worse than his counterpart due to cowardice or capability. By 

1917, the army lost over five million men either killed, captured, or wounded.95 The field 

armies were often left without adequate food, fuel, or ammunition and faced an enemy 

that could use interior lines of transportation to move men and equipment more quickly. 

In the face of battlefield shortcomings and revolution back home, the Russian army 

conscript served as admirably as any reader of this passage would in similar 

circumstances.  
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Figure 3: The Kerensky Offensive, July 1 - August 4, 1917
96

 

 When the news of the Russian collapse reached Petrograd in mid-July, the 

resultant outcry threatened to destabilize not just the Provisional Government, but any 

aligned Socialist parties as well. In a desperate attempt to stem the German advance, 

Kerensky ordered several regiments from the Petrograd garrison to the southern front, in 

direct contravention of the agreement between the Government and Petrograd Soviet. The 

troops revolted and were soon joined by the citizens of Petrograd. Lenin and the 

Bolsheviks identified the movement as another opportunity to challenge the Provisional 

Government’s power, screened in their collusion by the popular anger at the news of 
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military catastrophe.97 The Bolsheviks focused their attention on the First Machine Gun 

Regiment, the largest unit within Petrograd and one of the many armed units within 

Petrograd with loyalty only to their elected officers and the Petrograd Soviet.98  

The Bolsheviks, with Lenin in hiding, planned a demonstration for July 7, to be 

led by the Regiment and with the route to end at Tuarida Palace, the seat of Soviet 

control. Lenin returned to Petrograd for the march, and addressed the marchers on June 6. 

When the march arrived at Taurida, Kerensky himself went in front of the collective 

mutineers and announced his intention to repeat Lenin’s speech to the crowd. As the 

crowd cheered Kerensky’s words, he concluded his speech by revealing that his message, 

which almost exactly matched Lenin’s of the previous day, were not from the Bolshevik 

leader, but instead from an intercepted radio signal sent by the commander of the German 

forces in the east to Lenin.99 While the provenance of such information was never 

established, Kerensky’s words were a near fatal blow to the Bolshevik movement. The 

crowd, led by the First Machine Gun Regiment, was enraged by the apparent betrayal of 

Russia and began a bloody campaign to capture all Bolsheviks in Petrograd. The sudden 

reversal of fortunes drove Lenin back into hiding in Finland and resulted in the capture of 

Leon Trotsky and other Bolshevik leaders. Kerensky used the episode to seize control 

from Prince Lvov, appointing himself Prime Minister, and elevating Kornilov to Minister 

of War. The July Days certainly marked the high point of Kerensky’s time as a political 

leader in Russia. However, his success in suppressing the revolt must be taken in context. 

The events of July proved that the Russian Army was no longer capable of any serious 
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resistance to a German advance and that Petrograd remained extremely vulnerable to 

revolution. Those facts were apparent to Kerensky, who became increasingly paranoid in 

the ensuing months.  

Somehow, these facts were not apparent to Wilson’s special mission led by Elihu 

Root. Root, whose team was in Petrograd and Galicia in July during the critical July Days 

riots, failed to report with any sincerity or depth the facts on the ground. Root and his 

team met during the course of the mission with various leaders on every side of the 

Russian situation. Root himself was greeted by Kerensky and Lvov, but never once 

informed Robert Lansing or Wilson of the leaders’ goals. Root’s military attaché, Lt. 

Riggs, was physically present at the front in Galicia, and yet there is not a single mention 

of the Kerensky Offensive’s failure in Root’s final report. Root’s mission could be 

considered a failure on many counts, but the absolute lack of information gathered on the 

political and military situation in Russia during the critical days of July 1917 colored 

Wilson’s decision-making over the next year and a half.  

If instead, Wilson relied upon the reports emanating from North Winship out of 

the consulate in Petrograd, the entire United States response to the deteriorating situation 

in Russia may have been different. Writing only a week before Root attested that 

“[Russia’s] most serious lack is food and money,” Winship recounted the July Days 

revolt and the growing power of the Bolsheviks in the Petrograd Soviet. On July 3, 

Winship warned Robert Lansing that Wilson’s speech to the people of Russia on June 9 

was received as “unsatisfactory, imperialistic” and that the people of Petrograd “[gave] 

up all idea of ending the war by defeating the Central powers.”100 How differently the 
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history written on the proceeding pages may have occurred had Wilson heeded Winship’s 

advice instead of Root’s is in its very nature unknowable. What can be known is that 

Wilson was misled by his subordinates into thinking that the Russian government was 

still stable enough to continue the war to its conclusion in decisive victory over the 

Central Powers. While the end state remained true, the Central Powers capitulated in 

November 1918, Russia as it was known to the west ceased to exist far before Wilson 

could incorporate it into his post-war vision. 

The collapse of Kerensky’s government after the July Days came not from a 

resurgent Bolshevik, or even Menshevik or Socialist Revolutionary plot, but from the 

erratic leadership of Kerensky himself. When Kerensky appointed Kornilov Minister of 

War, Kornilov accepted only on the condition that significant elements of the military be 

reformed, namely the repeal of socialist committees within units and the reinstatement of 

standard military hierarchy.101 Kerensky, once a beneficiary of his dual relationship with 

the Provisional Government and the Petrograd Soviet, was now trapped by his dual 

loyalties. To acquiesce to Kornilov’s demands would both strengthen Kornilov’s standing 

and enrage the Soviet. Denying them meant the possibility of a military coup or dismissal 

by the Provisional Government.102 Furthermore, Kerensky fell victim to the proximity 

bias that doomed Tsar Nicholas and Prince Lvov. It seemed that the closer one was to 

Petrograd, the more accountable they were to the people’s ails. Kerensky was in the city 

itself and Kornilov, already popular with the army, was all the way in Romania. 

Kerensky became increasingly concerned about Kornilov’s popularity, and when the 

military commander returned to Moscow for a conference to loud cheers, Kerensky wrote 
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that “it became clear to me that the next blow [to his power] would come from the right 

and not the left.”103  

Kerensky’s paranoia directly led to the death of the Provisional Government. In 

August, Kornilov maneuvered troops near Petrograd in case of another Bolshevik 

rebellion. Kerensky interpreted this move as the first stage of a military coup. Posing as 

an emissary for both the Prime Minister and Minister of War, Prince Lvov deliberately 

pitted Kerensky against Kornilov to sow the seeds for his own conservative party to gain 

influence in the Provisional Government. Manipulated by Lvov, whom he deposed in 

July, Kerensky called for Kornilov’s removal due to “treason.” Kornilov, enraged by the 

insult to his patriotism, marched with loyal army units to Petrograd to demand answers. 

Fearing a bloody coup, Kerensky sought the help of his enemy merely six weeks prior: 

the Bolsheviks. He had Bolshevik leaders released from prison and the soviet workers 

armed to repel any Kornilov loyalists. Kornilov abandoned his effort when it became 

clear that it would lead to further bloodshed and was arrested. With Kornilov’s arrest, 

Kerensky lost the support of both the Provisional Government and the army. 

Unsurprisingly, the Bolsheviks refused to give up their arms and actively began to plot 

the downfall of the much-weakened Kerensky government.  

The end came swiftly. Less than a month after Kornilov’s arrest, the Bolsheviks 

gained a majority of seats in both the Moscow and Petrograd Soviets.104 Soon after, they 

arranged for a Second Congress of Soviets all through Russia on November 4. Their rush 

was necessary. New Soviet elections scheduled for mid-November predicted a 

Menshevik majority, and any further coup taken after that would be seen as inter-socialist 
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conflict, far removed from a proletariat revolt.105 With the date set, Lenin returned yet 

again to Russia to finalize the plans. After convening the Second Congress, Lenin’s 

Bolsheviks quickly took physical control of the most important government offices in 

Petrograd on November 7, 1917. Early the next morning, they seized control of the 

Winter Palace, along with all important cabinet members within the Provisional 

Government apart from Kerensky, who slipped away in the night.106 After four years of 

bloody war and nine months of violent domestic turmoil, the Russian government 

became Bolshevik over the course of one relatively bloodless night. Russia, bled white by 

war, now displayed the red banner of Bolshevik rule. The next day, November 9, the 

newly appointed Commissary of Foreign Affairs, Leon Trotsky, informed the Allied and 

Central Powers of the newly created Soviet Government’s unilateral armistice.107  
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Chapter 4: A Decision and a Unit 

 

 

Michigan: The 339th Comes Together 

 

For the men of the 339th, 1917’s holiday season was their last with their families 

before their call to war. However, most men were unable to head back to the Midwest 

farms, towns, and cities of their youth and were confined to the drab barracks of Camp 

Custer. The 85th IN was undergoing rapid leadership turnover alongside its increasingly 

demanding training schedule. Maj. Gen. James Parker, fresh off commanding the 32nd 

Division, arrived at Camp Custer to assume command of the 85th Division, the 339th’s 

higher headquarters on January 3, 1918.108 While Parker assembled his staff, the men of 

the 339th continued to train in the harsh Michigan winter. Their lives in the half-finished 

barracks would be made substantially worse by brutal weather throughout January and 

February. While the supply situation that left the men under supplied in fall began to 

improve, they were still without proper winter equipment and clothing when the brunt of 

Michigan’s winter arrived in January. On January 13, the 339th ceased training altogether 

due to a severe winter storm that killed at least two people in nearby Detroit and sent 

numerous men to the hospital for frostbite on the face and hands.109 The rest of the late 

winter was little better, and the men of the 339th would eventually end up enduring the 

third coldest winter in the history of Michigan.110 The cold snap would serve as an omen 

of things to come above the arctic circle later that same year.  
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The leadership churn continued into the spring. Parker, who once earned the 

Congressional Medal of Honor for actions in the Philippine Insurrection, retired from his 

brief time in the command of the 85th on February 20, 1918.111 His replacement, Maj. 

Gen. C. W. Kennedy, served only briefly in the spring, and was replaced by Brig. Gen. G. 

D. Moore in July.112 The rapid changeover in leadership while the unit remained at Camp 

Custer created a void of experienced leaders at the highest echelon and likely inhibited 

purposeful and directed training in line with the A.E.F. commander’s intent. For the 

enlisted men of the 339th, the leadership churn had negligible impact on their day to day 

lives. The constant fear of gas attack and close combat required a continuous training 

regimen emphasizing gas mask drills, rifle ranges, and grenade pits, when ammo and 

time could be afforded.113 Finally, after a difficult nine months in the mud, then snow, 

then buggy heat of rural Michigan, the 339th received orders to pack their things and head 

east. And east they would go, past England and the Allied training camps, past the 

quagmire quickly subsuming the first American units in France, even further east than the 

city of Brest-Litovsk, where the machinations of war and diplomacy transformed the 

world order and began the course of events that shaped their future. For most of the 339th, 

however, they were merely glad to be leaving the hasty huts of Camp Custer and their 

“pestering” camp officers.114 While the 339th slogged through the Michigan mud during 
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the spring of 1918, President Woodrow Wilson found himself toiling in a diplomatic 

morass. 

Towards Intervention  

Wilson’s decision to intervene in North Russia ultimately rested upon another 

intervention, one closer to the United States than the frozen Murman province. In early 

1918, as Russia exited the war, Entente governments began a pressing campaign to gain 

the political support of Wilson’s administration for a joint Japanese-Entente invasion of 

Siberia, beginning in Vladivostok. Wilson repeatedly implored the governments to take 

no such action but was refuted at each turn. In a telling sign of Wilson’s international 

stature, the Entente eventually convinced a very willing Japanese government to 

intervene. Over the course of five months in early 1918, Wilson’s position on the 

prospect of intervention radically changed. His initially hardened position against 

intervention changed not because of an anti-Bolshevik desire for Russian regime change, 

as some scholars argue, but because of a combination of misperception and 

misinformation fed to him by his Allies and his own staff.  

As early as late 1917, the French military and diplomatic staff introduced the idea of 

an allied incursion into Russia to save it from itself and keep the Germans sufficiently 

occupied on the Eastern Front. On December 1, 1917, French Prime Minister Georges 

Clemenceau first floated the idea of a Japanese-led intervention into Russia to Col. John 

House, one of Wilson’s most trusted advisors.115 House, in turn, informed Wilson of the 

French idea just a week before his “Fourteen Points” speech, and the proposal was 

rejected. House and Wilson at the time shared a similar belief that any intervention into 
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Russia could serve only the Bolshevik cause and severely limit any future diplomatic 

relationship between the United States and the fledgling Soviet state. During the depths 

of winter, in early 1918, Wilson and House again returned to the idea of intervention. 

Even as the Germans presented increasingly harsh terms to Trotsky during the 

negotiations at Brest-Litovsk, Wilson gave no legitimate thought to the intervention. On 

February 2, House again wrote to Wilson that “it would be a great political mistake to 

send the Japanese troops into Siberia. There is no military advantage that I can think of 

that would offset the harm.116  

Wilson and House debated the topic at length until Allied pressure became too great 

to bear. On the last day of February, as the Allies moved forward with a Japanese 

intervention in Siberia, Wilson circulated a note to all the Allied ambassadors in 

Washington. In it, he articulated that “the Government of the United States has not 

thought it wise … in asking the Japanese Government to act in Siberia,” but in order to 

placate his impatient European friends, reassured them that “[the government has] no 

objection to the request being made.” 117 Wilson thought over his own words for five 

days before ensuring that his message was heard. He foreshadowed his own mistakes 

weeks later when he wrote the ambassadors yet again. In his note, he warned the Allies 

that “it is bound in frankness to say that the wisdom of invasion seems to be most 

questionable.” If the Allied intervention did not take the sincerest steps necessary to 

assure the Russians of their intention, “the Central Powers could and would make it 

appear that Japan was doing in the East exactly what Germany is doing in the West.” 

Even those assurances “could be in the same way discredited by those whose interest it 

 
116 House, The Intimate Papers of Colonel House, 391.  
117 House, The Intimate Papers of Colonel House, 419.  



61 
 

was to discredit them” and that in response, a “hot resentment would be general in Russia 

itself and the whole action might play into the hands of the enemies.”118 Wilson’s ardent 

criticism of the intervention, months after the rise of Bolshevik power and during the 

negotiations at Brest-Litovsk, represent an early and steadfast example of his desire to 

remain free of any expedition into Russia regardless of the regime in power. Although his 

position changed rapidly over the course of the next several months, his early reluctance 

to meddle within Russian domestic affairs strikes a blow to the existing scholarship that 

centers anti-Bolshevism and imperial designs in Wilson’s decision-making in 1918.  

Whatever Wilson’s notes attempted to announce, they announced upon deaf ears. A 

day after issuing his second memo, on March 4, Wilson instructed Col. House to write to 

Lord A. J. Balfour, British Foreign Secretary and former Prime Minister. In House’s note, 

he relayed Wilson’s concern that the “proposed Japanese action in Siberia may be the 

greatest misfortune that has yet befallen the Allies.”119 Balfour replied the next day, and 

with a hint of cynicism, wrote that while the British “much appreciate[d] the frank 

exposition” of House’s note, the Bolshevik government brought intervention upon itself 

when it capitulated.120 The same day that House and Balfour sent their increasingly terse 

notes, the British Embassy in Washington doubled down on the slow march towards 

intervention, this time in asking for US warships to join a growing British presence in 

Murmansk, on the other side of Russia from the proposed intervention in Siberia.121  

Confusingly, Soviet People’s Commissar of Military Affairs Leon Trotsky himself 

welcomed the British endeavor. The ever-changing situation ongoing at Brest-Litovsk 
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and a renewed German offensive caused the Murmansk Soviet to appeal to Trotsky 

himself for guidance. Trotsky initially approved the British move to reinforce Murmansk, 

but only to combat a possible German occupation of the vulnerable city. 122 Trotsky’s 

support meant little though, his position within the party suffered irreparably during the 

negotiations at Brest-Litovsk, and his support did little to change the opinions of other 

Bolshevik leaders in Petrograd and Moscow. While Allied support for a Japanese 

intervention into Siberia was at least ostensibly unrelated to combatting Bolshevism, this 

request marked a decidedly different tone. Here, the British openly blamed “anti-Ally 

attitudes” within the Murmansk Soviet as the reason for additional reinforcements.123 

This time, the British were at least partially right to worry. The threat of intervention 

changed Soviet attitudes towards the west and started the two largest countries then in 

existence on a path to war.  

Despite Chairmen Vladimir Lenin and Trotsky’s political ideology that claimed a 

permanent and inevitable alteration of the capitalist world, their relationship to the 

world’s largest capitalist state in early 1918 was markedly different from their 

relationship to other Allies. Official and unofficial American missions in and around 

Petrograd had remarkable access to the key leaders of the revolution. Communication 

between Lenin and Trotsky on one side and the American Red Cross, State Department, 

and military advisors on the other continued throughout the negotiations at Brest-Litovsk 

and the repudiation of all Russian debts over the winter. During the winter, each note 

between the Soviets and Americans displayed modest cordiality and a tone of pleasant 

professionalism. Furthermore, Wilson’s declaration of intent for the post-war world, 
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known as his famous “Fourteen Points” speech, issued in early January 1918, received a 

warm welcome in the east. Edgar Sisson, reporting from Petrograd as a member of the 

US Committee on Public Information, noted that the Soviet capital embraced 

wholeheartedly Wilson’s Fourteen Points speech, with hundreds of thousands of copies 

distributed in the city and “placarded” on walls throughout Petrograd.124 However, the 

relationship between the democratic capitalist nation and a fledgling socialist one 

changed when word spread of the coming Japanese intervention into Siberia.  

In the days after it became known in Russia that the Allies would invite Japan to 

intervene in Siberia, Leon Trotsky met repeatedly with numerous allied representatives, 

official and unofficial alike. In each meeting, the end result was the same: an Allied 

intervention at this crucial juncture in the war would only serve to push the Soviet 

government into the arms of Germany. On March 5, Trotsky met with Col. Raymond 

Robins, head of the American Red Cross mission in Petrograd and Wilson’s back-

channel contact with the Petrograd Soviet. During their midnight meeting, Trotsky 

implied that any Japanese intervention would “result in non-resistance [to German 

demands] and eventually make Russia a German province.”125 When US Ambassador to 

Russia David Francis relayed the meeting’s notes to Secretary of State Robert Lansing, 

he warned that “in my judgement, a Japanese advance would be exceedingly unwise.”126 

Three days later, another US envoy, Col. James Ruggles, met again with Trotsky, but 

with even worse news: the people of Petrograd now expected to actively resist any 

 
124 “Cable from Edgar G. Sisson to George Creel, January 13, 1918,” in Russian-American Relations, 74. 
125 “Telegram from Tchicherin to Colonel Robins, received March 9, 1918, in Russian-American Relations, 

87.  
126 “Telegram from Tchicherin to Colonel Robins, received March 9, 1918, in Russian-American Relations, 

87. 



64 
 

interference. Francis urgently reiterated that the Japanese intervention would be an 

absolute “folly” that he “could not too strong urge” against.127 

The move toward intervention in the east precipitated the causes of intervention in the 

west. In mid-March, the leaders of the various Soviets across Russia met in Moscow to 

ratify the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. Formally signed on March 3, the treaty included harsh 

terms for the new Soviet government and gave Germany almost a quarter of Russia’s 

population and industrial capacity. However, a renewed German offensive along the 

Eastern Front almost guaranteed a collapse of the Soviet government if a treaty were not 

signed. Wilson, in a desperate attempt to forestall the ratification, sent a final note to the 

congress, expressing that the “whole heart of the people of the United States is with the 

people of Russia.”128 The All-Russian Congress’ replied that while “the congress 

expresses its gratitude … for the sympathy”, the time “is not far distant when the laboring 

classes of all countries will throw off the yoke of capitalism.”129 This taunting note, more 

forceful than any other sent yet, markedly changed the dynamic between the countries.  

Soon after the ratification became official on March 15, the Soviet government began 

shipping hundreds of thousands of tons of Allied war materiel from North Russia into the 

interior.130 Thus began the true impetus for the United States intervention to follow. The 

Allies could afford to shelve the issue of the Soviet Government’s repudiation of all war 

debt until after the war, but the movement of war materiel posed a significantly different 

threat. First, the Bolshevik government was in no position to guarantee that the arms and 
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equipment would not fall into German hands should another offensive commence. 

Secondly, the shipment of the materiel away from the battlefield aroused suspicions that 

the arms would be used not in accordance with Allied wishes. When word reached Paris, 

London, and Washington, the clamor for further intervention reached a fever pitch.  

In April 1918, Wilson’s official stance against intervention wavered. Instead of a 

steadfast opposition, Wilson wrote that “I have found nothing more difficult than 

determining what course would be the best to pursue” regarding the growing Soviet 

problem in North Russia.131 Wilson saw the ideas of intervention in Siberia and North 

Russia not as two parts of one whole, but instead discrete problems to be solved 

individually. In a letter to Secretary of State Lansing in May 1918, he recounted a 

meeting with Rufus Isaacs, British Ambassador to the United States that “intervention in 

Murmansk and Archangel would receive far more favorable consideration on our part 

than intervention in Siberia… we could understand the military advantage of the former 

but had been unable so far to find any advantage in sending troops to Siberia.”132 Soon 

after, the German army moved to isolate Murmansk and Archangel from the rest of 

Russia by cutting the railway networks south towards Vologda, Petrograd, and Moscow. 

Further German attacks on Russian and Norwegian boats outside of Murmansk harbor 

only heightened Allied fears that the vast stockpiles of Allied weapons would soon fall 

into German hands.133 Fears of a German attack on the western front using the units freed 

in the east following the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk reinforced Allied consideration that 

American forces in Russia could tie down German divisions preparing to head west. 
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Finally, on May 28, 1918, Woodrow Wilson gave his first indication that American 

intervention was a possibility.  

During a cabinet meeting held in New York, Wilson informed Gen. Tasker Bliss that 

“any practical military effort which can be made at and from Murmansk or Archangel… 

should proceed.” However, it would proceed only “if at all, upon the sure sympathy of 

the Russian people … and should not have as their ultimate object any transformation 

with the political liberty of the Russian people.134 At the time, Wilson reasonably 

believed that such a sympathy may well still exist. Even though Trotsky’s position with 

the Bolshevik party declined rapidly after Brest-Litovsk, he still played a significant role 

within the Soviet administration. As commander of the newly formed Red Army, one of 

his primary tasks involved ensuring the future of any possible military cooperation 

between the Allies and his forces. Throughout May 1918, he gave Wilson and the Allies 

numerous assurances that cooperation could still exist between the two parties and invited 

the British and American military representatives to help rebuild the Russian Navy. In 

return, the Allied stores that supposedly still existed in Archangel and Murmansk would 

be given back to the Allies.135 Unfortunately for Wilson, Trotsky no longer carried the 

political capacity to act on such promises.  

Nevertheless, the political tide continued to turn towards intervention. On the same 

day that Wilson met with Bliss and his cabinet, A. J. Balfour sounded another alarm in 

Murmansk. There, he wrote, “every day the position of Murmansk is more seriously 

endangered” by a possible German invasion.136 Balfour reiterated the dearth of available 
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British and French soldiers on hand to strengthen the Murmansk garrison, and that 

“assistance from America is badly required.” Furthermore, in a veiled threat, he 

mentioned that “there is a further consideration which is worthy of careful consideration 

by the President.”  Balfour warned Wilson that “great use has been made already of the 

divergence of view among the Allied countries with regard to the Russian situation, and 

for this reason it is of great importance that the United States should show their 

agreement with us on this matter by taking part in the steps adopted for preventing the 

closing of the only remaining door through which assistance can be given to Russia in her 

hour of need.”137 Balfour knew exactly how to strike at Wilson’s political ideology. 

Wilson’s entire political legacy rested upon Allied success in the war and the 

implementation of his “Fourteen Points,” of which Russia’s right to self-determination 

weighed heavily. By appealing to Wilson to help Russia in “her hour of need,” Balfour 

sought to demonstrate how Wilson, with relatively little political cost, could ensure his 

future would be remembered as the American savior to a desperate people. The next day, 

May 29, Francis echoed Balfour’s urgency, regarding the intervention not only necessary, 

but that the Soviet government would likely not oppose it, and any further delay in its 

implementation was dangerous to the overall war effort.138  

It is critical here to reflect on the outsized importance David Francis played in the 

development of interventionist thought in Washington in the spring and summer of 1918. 

How Francis came to his catastrophic conclusion is hard to deduce. Throughout his 

posting in Russia, little communication between himself and various consuls within the 

country exists. His own memoir, Russia from the American Embassy lacks significantly 
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in any mention of key developments reported to him from the officers on the ground. 

During the critical period of American-Russian diplomatic development in April 1918, he 

remained confined to his bed from a “possible ptomaine poisoning”, and communicated 

almost exclusively not with Washington, but instead with Col. Robins, of the American 

Red Cross. How his opinion changed from early March, when he called an intervention 

“exceedingly unwise” to his urgent request for that very intervention in May while ill was 

never written down. Even more confusingly, even after echoing a sincere desire for 

intervention, he notified the Russian people through the newspaper Izvestia that the 

United States government policy was “not to intervene,” and that “this policy has never 

been violated.”139 Francis’ wavering opinion on the feasibility of an intervention created 

confusion in Washington and obscured the ground truth from political leaders who relied 

on his reports to make accurate assessments. Unlike Wilson, Francis’ actions cannot be 

explained by the information he received from his subordinates. The day after his 

announcement in Izvestia, Francis received the most prescient report given from any 

diplomatic officer, official or otherwise, regarding the danger of intervention. 

In June 1918, Felix Cole worked as a junior consul officer in Archangel, assigned to 

Francis’ mission. As a thirty-one-year-old recent graduate from law school, he held little 

diplomatic gravitas, but retained three years of valuable knowledge of the North Russian 

countryside.140 Knowing that intervention in North Russia was becoming a distinct 

possibility, he decided to detail every probable reason that such an endeavor would fail 

spectacularly. First and foremost, he refuted Francis’ claim that the Russians would either 
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passively allow American intervention, or barely oppose it. Instead, he warned, “the only 

men who will fight are a few Red Guards and Red Army men, and their best stomach for 

fighting is against the bourgeois in their own land … The Socialist Revolutionists, 

Mensheviks, and Cadets who now advocate intervention are discredited officeholders 

seeking to regain power.” The Bolsheviks, who controlled the seats of power all through 

Russia, would “always and everywhere oppose intervention.” Possibly alluding to 

Francis’ bravado, Cole quipped that “no child can ever be convinced that it is spanked for 

its own benefit.” Cole went on to remind Francis a valuable history lesson, that “every 

foreign invasion that has gone deep into Russia has been swallowed up.”141  

And for what end would such an intervention be risked? “The recovery of a few 

thousand tons of materials that we once gave to Russia after deciding we could ourselves 

do without them.” In return, “[the United States] shall have sold our birthright in Russia 

for a mess of pottage.” Such a valuable birthright included the “future friendship and 

economic cooperation with a great and free democracy controlling untold riches … This 

policy of building up a strong and independent commercial, financial, and industrial 

Russia will be the task of the Allies’ whole policy in Russia in the future, and now is the 

time to begin.” Cole closed his long telegram forcefully. “The time for soldiers in Russia 

has gone beyond recall,” he wrote, “the Allies must [now] fight Germany in Russia with 

merchandise.”142 Tragically, Cole never received a word in reply from Francis on his note 

and was jailed by the Bolshevik-controlled Archangel Soviet a month later.143 Cole’s 

 
141 FRUS, 1918, Russia, vol. 2, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1932), 589.  
142 FRUS, 1918, Russia, vol. 2, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1932), 589.  
143 This claim is admittedly conflating an absence of evidence with evidence of absence. However, in the 

entirety of the Foreign Relations of the United States, Francis’ Russia from the American Embassy, and 

collections of primary source papers available in person and online, not a single mention of Francis’ reply 

exists.  



70 
 

telegram was Wilson’s last chance to receive accurate information on the true situation in 

Russia. That he never received Cole’s dire prediction, or at least never acknowledged 

receiving it, marked a failure by Wilson and his aides to ensure accurate and detailed 

information provided by persons on the ground impacted diplomatic decision-making. 

The failure of the Wilson administration to heed its subordinates advice on how to 

approach Russia became a critical element of the failed intervention.  

Despite Cole’s warning, American resistance to intervention slowly gave way 

throughout June and early July 1918. This change in heart depended on three 

developments over the course of the early summer. The first occurred far from the 

eventual American landing points in Murmansk and Vladivostok. After the Treaty of 

Brest-Litovsk, a contingent of roughly 40,000 Czechoslovakian soldiers, called the 

Czech-Slovak Legion, or more simply Czech Legion, remained stuck in a now neutral 

country. With Russia out of the war and Germany occupying the space between the 

Legion and the Western Front, the Legion simply had nowhere else to go but east, across 

the vast expanse of Siberia and towards the only open port at the time in Vladivostok. 

And so there they went, accumulating men and arms along the way to continue the fight 

against Germany and the Central Powers. To the nascent Soviet government, however, 

the existence of such a cohesive, battle-hardened, and well-armed Legion posed a 

significant threat. Writing in Izvestia, on June 13, 1918, Soviet Commissar for Foreign 

Affairs Gregori Chicherin announced that the Legion seized food supplies, instigated an 

armed counter-revolutionary rebellion in Chelyabinsk, and fired on Red Army forces 

throughout Russia. Further instigation ensued when the Czech Legion simply refused to 
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disarm and began a fighting withdraw across the Siberian railroad.144 Whether the Legion 

or Soviets fired the first shots, or that any of the claims of “counter-revolutionary 

rebellion” are merited, belong in a different work by a different author. Regardless of 

cause, the resulting disarmament attempts and open conflict between the Legion and the 

Red Army agitated the British and French, and pushed their decision-makers closer 

towards intervention.  

As the Czech Legion fought its way across Russia, British and American 

interventionists continued to press their case to Wilson along other lines. Isaac Rufus sent 

a cable to Wilson on June 15 to articulate in detail how any further US dalliance on the 

idea of intervention would ensure a conditional German victory. The British Ambassador 

opened his cable with yet another threat, that “unless Allied intervention is undertaken 

forthwith, … we have no chance of being ultimately victorious.”145 Rufus contended that 

if the Central Powers could not be threatened in the east by a sizable force, the freed 

German divisions would break through the tenuous Allied lines on the Western Front and 

drag the war well into 1919. Of course, he reminded Wilson, the British and French were 

tied down in the trenches, but America had plenty of young men available owing to their 

three-year delay in arriving in the trenches.146 While Isaac referenced the possibility of 

such an intervention taking place only in Siberia, his work had a double meaning. He 

understood that an American, or even Japanese, landing force in Vladivostok had the 

same effect on drawing German forces into battle lines on the Eastern Front as a landing 

force might have in Alaska. Vladivostok remained several thousand miles east and posed 
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little to no threat to any German war effort. However, a closer port to the Eastern Front, 

possibly an ice-free one on the Kola peninsula with an established British presence, could 

pose a more serious threat to the Central Powers. According to those around him, Rufus’ 

words were met with serious consideration from Wilson. 

Sensing that Wilson was now nearer to intervention than at any previous time and 

knowing that the summer solstice meant the slow decline towards winter, and its frozen 

roads, the British pressed their attack on Washington. Lord Milner, a sort of unassigned 

British advisor in the same capacity as Col. House, wrote to Wilson within two days of 

Isaac’s letter. In it, he recounts a meeting with Gen. Ferdinand Foch, Supreme Allied 

Commander, wherein both men agreed that an American force be sent under British 

command urgently to Murmansk and Archangel for the purpose of retaining the supplies 

still there after the capitulation of Russia in Brest-Litovsk.147 Wilson appeared caught off 

guard. He replied that he “does not know how fully the matter was presented to General 

Foch” and that he “could see no reason why a British General Officer should command 

an expedition in which a large majority of the soldiers are American.”148 Furthermore, 

argued Wilson, it was his own “personal belief that politically it would be much wiser” to 

have an American in charge, since “the known separation of America from all European 

interests would at once impress the Russians favorably.” This was not the answer Milner 

was looking for. Three weeks later, Robert Cecil yet again attempted to make clear just 

how damaging any further delay in intervention would be to the President’s standing 

across the pond. He warned Col. House that “there is a growing feeling in this country 

that Allied intervention” is being unduly delayed by the Americans. Furthermore, he said, 
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“I am afraid that sooner or later [that] feeling will become too strong to repress and a 

dangerous explosion may follow.”149 The British now threatened Wilson’s standing not 

just amongst the leaders of the Allied war effort, but the very democratic people he 

depended upon to uphold his post-war vision of collective security and international 

order.  

Even though Cecil’s words were no doubt powerful, his cable to House need not be 

sent. Two days prior, on July 6, Woodrow Wilson finally capitulated to his Allied 

demands and made his first steps toward ordering American forces into Russia. That day, 

in a meeting at the White House with Sec. Lansing and other key military advisors, 

Wilson gave his first draft of what would become known as his “aide-memoire.”150 

Wilson typed the short three-page document himself, and its contents reveal insight into 

the mind of America’s leader during the First World War. In it, Wilson articulated that 

any intervention by the United States be strictly limited, in full accordance with the right 

to self-determination for the Russian people, and play no role in any territorial expansion 

into Russia by any Allied power. He mentions specifically that any forces in Russia were 

to be used solely to guard military stores at Kola [Murmansk], make it safe for Russian 

forces to come together in “organized bodies,” and if possible, enable the Czech Legion 

to leave Russia at the earliest possible time. However, Wilson also wrote in it that at the 

time “it [the United States] is not in the position … to take part in organized intervention 

in adequate force” in either North Russia or Siberia. Conversely, wrote Wilson, “military 

intervention there [in Russia] would injure her rather than help her,” if the intervention’s 

goals were to open an eastern front against the Germans. Wilson’s aide-memoire was 
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both a limited and straightforward document, but one riddled with inconsistencies and 

vague guidance. Although Wilson stated that military intervention could only serve to 

“injure” Russia, he goes on to agree to enable the Czech Legion, then in armed conflict 

with Russia, to exit the country through whatever means possible, including force. 

Furthermore, the aide-memoire refutes “any interference of any kind with the political 

sovereignty of Russia,” but provides for a safe haven for “organized [political] bodies” 

that may arise in North Russia once the United States intervened. The contradictions 

within the aide-memoire demonstrate Wilson’s reluctance to intervene at all and his 

inability to balance his desire to appease his Allies with his ideological aversion to 

violating state sovereignty. In some ways, the aide-memoire reflects Wilson’s diplomacy 

succinctly. The president often wavered in his commitment to self-determination when it 

stood in the way of his other political goals. Had the aide-memoire been the precursor to 

a more formal and detailed framework, such inconsistencies could be rewritten or 

omitted. However, the aide-memoire remained the only official declaration of intent 

made by the Wilson administration on the conduct of American forces in Russia until 

their withdrawal almost a year later.  

After reading his aide-memoire to the assembled staff on July 6, Wilson turned to his 

advisors for their opinions. Secretary Lansing reportedly commended the paper. Gen. 

Peyton March, Chief of Staff of the United States Army, shook his head. To him, the 

intervention seemed to only further the schemes of Japanese territorial aggrandizement. 

Wilson replied that “we’ll just have to take that chance.”151 Later, Secretary of War 

Newton Baker recalled Wilson’s somber mood during the meeting. He recalled Wilson 
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feeling pressured by the Allies, and that “he had refused so many of their [Allied] 

requests that they were beginning to feel that he was not a good associate, much less a 

good ally.” March later wrote that even then he thought “the expedition was nonsense 

from the beginning and always seemed to me to be one of those side shows born of 

desperation.”152 Eleven days after meeting with Lansing, Baker, and March, Wilson 

officially published his aide-memoire to the world on July 17, 1918. Begrudgingly, 

warily, and at the insistence of his Allies, Wilson sent American men to Russia. How 

such a monumental decision would play out in the arena of global politics was yet to be 

known. All that was known then was that the United States needed to get men to Russia, 

and quickly. The summer would soon turn to fall, and fall to winter, and with winter 

came darkness, frozen waters, and great uncertainty. 

“Why Choose the 339th?” 

 The date was July 21, 1918, and New York City was buzzing with news. On the 

warfront, the Battle of Marne had significantly swung in the Allies direction, with all 

Imperial German Army elements forced back across the river by the combined weight of 

the A.E.F. and British Expeditionary Forces, augmented by French FT-17 tanks.153 The 

world learned that four days prior in Russia, ex-Tsar Nicholas II was executed alongside 

his family by a small band of Bolshevik partisans. Meanwhile, at Pier 62 in Manhattan, 

just west of 11th Ave. and 22nd St., 1,314 men of the 339th Infantry waited aimlessly for 

their embarkation to the front. Led by then-Lt. Col. George Stewart, the men of 1st BN 

and the Regimental HQ were the first of the regiment called forward from Camp Custer 

to serve overseas. As the officers and enlisted watched the U.S.N.T. Plattsburg and 
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U.S.N.T. Harrisburg load up other elements of the 170th BDE, their thoughts drifted to 

the fields and trenches of the Western Front, where, in their minds at least, they were 

surely destined. The USNT Harrisburg’s logbook of embarkation even denotes the 

destination of its cargo as “England (for France),” indicating that the secrecy of the 339th 

real destination was maintained at all costs throughout the voyage.154 Finally, just before 

3 p.m. on an increasingly hot July day, 1st BN, 339th boarded their ship for the front. For 

238 of them, it would be their last footsteps on American soil. Early the next day, July 

22, 1918, the Harrisburg and Plattsburg slipped away from Pier 62, down the Hudson 

and east towards the rising sun.  

The Plattsburg and Harrisburg soon joined another dozen ships bound for 

England. Joining the ships was an armada of anti-submarine defensive measures, the 

result of hard lessons learned earlier in the war. Dirigibles, submarine chasers, and 

reconnaissance aircraft brought great comfort to the Michigan men until they turned back 

on July 24 to repeat the process for another convoy.155 The journey to England lasted less 

than two weeks and occurred without any significant issue on board. By mid-1918, Allied 

shipping doctrine reduced the German submarine threat significantly from its peak in 

1916-17, and the Spanish Flu had yet to ravage the crowded hulls of American and 

English ships. Like soldiers before and after, the men of the 339th focused most of their 

attention on food, weather, gambling, and combating seasickness on the first transatlantic 

journey of their lives.156 For the first few days of their journey, the seas and stockpiles of 
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fresh meat on board comforted the thousands of men aboard the Harrisburg and 

Plattsburg. When the calendar turned to August, seas began to take their toll on the men. 

Clarence Scheu, an enlisted infantry soldier in Bravo Company (B Co.), 339th Infantry 

noted during this period that despite the ship being “overcrowded”, the men were forced 

to always don their life preservers, as the waves made it “roll like a peanut” for days on 

end.157 Despite the reduced submarine threat, several men reported a few scares as they 

made their way south of Iceland and into St. George’s Channel between Ireland and 

Great Britain.158  

Finally, on August 3, sea-weary, but still alert lookouts sighted the reassuring 

English coast, providing the 339th their first look at their new homes. The Plattsburg and 

Harrisburg landed in Liverpool on August 4, whereupon the 339th immediately 

decamped for the English countryside. For the group of mostly land-locked Midwestern 

men, the thought of a long march to Stoney Castle seemed a welcome reprieve from the 

cramped hulls of their previous homes. They arrived at Stoney Castle, outside Liverpool, 

on the same day they disembarked and then headed for Aldershoot.159 The English 

countryside appeared to the 339th even further distant from the fighting than their ad hoc 

camp in the Michigan wilderness. Daily strolls into the countryside and the occasional 

off-duty journey, with or without permission, into London occupied most of their time. 

Cpl. Frank Douma, of Delta Company (D Co.), took the opportunity to note that “roses in 

this country are the most beautiful I’ve ever seen.”160  Little else occupied the minds of 
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the enlisted men in their first few days in Europe, except maybe the gender equality that 

the war brought about within the English countryside. Here, unlike most states in 

America, women drank in pubs, openly, and without any form of escort. For men still 

years away from officially recognizing women’s suffrage, the contrast was stark.161 

Early August brought swift and surprising change to the 339th’s camp. Rumors of 

a different destination than the expected Western front trenches picked up strength when 

the men turned in their American rifles for Russian ones.162 The weapons were initially 

bound for the Russian army before the Czar’s abdication, but now found themselves in 

use by unaccustomed American men. Unsurprisingly, the men initially rejected the new 

arms, arguing that their training on American and British rifles for almost a year was now 

rendered mostly moot.163 Meanwhile, Lt. Col. Stewart and his staff, knowing their true 

destination, scrambled to find adequate trench coats, parkas, gloves, and boots to shelter 

their men throughout the coming North Russian winter. Between August 9th through the 

17th, nearly every second of attention that could be spared was dedicated to the task. The 

scramble to assemble as much proper clothing and equipment possible portended two 

critical elements of leadership that defined the next year of operations in North Russia. It 

demonstrated the sincere dedication of the brigade and battalion-level planning elements 

to the most complete execution of their mission as the situation allowed. It also 

demonstrated a lack of foresight and planning at the strategic level that repeated itself in 

the months to follow.  
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Rumors became truth in late August. Most of the men knew their destination after 

a surprise visit from Sir Ernest Shackleton in mid-month. The enlisted men, most of them 

only recently graduated from high school and almost all from the Midwest, knew enough 

that his expertise was not in trench warfare. On August 22, official word reached the men 

in D Co., and soon after, the entire battalion became aware of their future.164 The men’s 

initial responses were not enthusiastic. Clarence Scheu, B Co. rifleman, pondered the 

crime for which he thought his unit was being punished. “Why pick on the 339th for exile 

duty,” he thought, before slipping away to London for “probably the last time we’ll see 

civilization again.”165 Begrudgingly, all the men continued to turn in their arms, 

equipment, and clothing for their new winter outfits the officers cobbled together at the 

last minute. Then, on August 25, the men decamped from Aldershoot and trained to 

Newcastle-on-Tyne, where three American transports awaited them. Drifting in the River 

Tyne, the Nagoya, Somali and Tydeus soon loaded their cargo of soldiers and equipment. 

The next day, August 26, the three American ships, joined by another Italian transport, 

left the River Tyne and sailed into the North Sea, bound for the Russian coast. For nine 

days, the roughly 4,800 men of the 339th and her support units repeated the guidance of 

Shackleton in their heads and pondered their fate. They departed the choppy waters of the 

North Sea, turned their azimuths to true north and began the perilous journey across the 

mine-laden Norwegian Sea, before reaching the relative safety of the Barents Sea, gazing 

at the snow-covered peaks of the Lyngen Alps the entire way. Finally, on September 4, 

 
164 “Diary and Roster, Company D from the Gordon W. Smith diary, 1918-1919,” Folder 1, Item 1, PBEM, 

BHL-UM, 5.  
165 “Diary, typescript from the Clarence Scheu diary with transcript, 1918-1919,” Folder 1, Item 2, PBEM, 

BHL-UM, 4.  



80 
 

the first outline of the Russian coast appeared. The men disembarked their ships and set 

foot on the soil that would eventually lend them their motto and their fame. 
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Chapter 5: Archangel to Armistice 

 

 

 The Americans landing at Archangel in early September met a city in turmoil, and 

a nation on the brink of catastrophe. However, even as these events unfolded, the Soviet-

American relationship continued to enjoy limited success where others, chiefly the 

French and British, failed. Earlier in the summer, as President Woodrow Wilson 

produced his aide-memoire for the world, conditions deteriorated politically for both the 

Bolsheviks and the Allies in the region surrounding Archangel. On July 17, the Murman 

Regional Soviet, in charge of the Archangel region and the Russian Far North, concluded 

a unilateral treaty with the British, French, and American consuls against the protest of 

the Petrograd Soviet.166 In the treaty, the Murman Soviet sought British and American 

help in construction, food production, and military training and in return provided the 

British with a legal framework to establish a military foothold in the region. Commissar 

for Foreign Affairs Gregori Chicherin and the Petrograd Soviet were livid. Chicherin’s 

response to the British warned that Soviet troops would “do everything possible in order 

to protect Russian territory, and will offer the most determined resistance to the foreign 

armed invasion.”167 

 His tone changed, however, when addressing the Americans. Writing through the 

Soviet newspaper Izvestia, Chicherin implored the United States to reconsider its 

position. Instead of an angry determination to thwart the Americans, as he wrote to the 

British, Chicherin instead reminded the United States of their “friendly attitude” that was 
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“so highly valued” to the Petrograd Soviet.168 The stark dichotomy of Chicherin’s 

responses to the British and Americans articulated that even after receiving word of 

Wilson’s aide-memoire, and in the light of a breakaway Soviet allying itself with the 

British, French, and Americans, the Petrograd Soviet in late summer 1918 still desired a 

favorable relationship with the United States. Even after the United States began training 

and equipping its men to fight in Russia, a special relationship between the Petrograd 

Soviet and the United States remained possible throughout the fall of 1918. 

 On August 3, the Murman Soviet, tired of heeding Petrograd’s guidance, 

officially declared themselves the “Provisional Government of the Country of the North,” 

(PGCN) a deliberate reference to the Provisional Government the Bolsheviks dismantled 

the October prior.169 The first line of the new PGCN charter declared “the power of the 

Bolsheviki [has] ended” and the PCGN immediately expelled pro-Bolshevik politicians 

from the region.170 The PCGN called upon British and Americans for aid, assuring the 

Allied governments that “the people will welcome the allied troops who have come to 

fight against the common enemy.”171 The Allied and Russian responses were predictable. 

The British gladly reminded the PGCN that “your allies have not forgotten you” and the 

incoming soldiers were “coming as friends to help you save yourselves from 

dismemberment and destruction.”172 Leaders of the Petrograd Soviet were not as 

confident in the British form of friendliness.  
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Three days after the PGCN’s announcement and the British response, Chicherin 

wrote a letter to Dewitt Poole, the American Consul in Moscow. In it, he called the 

British landing at Murman an “unjustifiable” invasion, a declaration of war. However, he 

reminded Poole that the Russians considered the Americans different, that the United 

States and Russia were at peace, and that he expected relations to continue.173 In doing so, 

Chicherin reiterated a special relationship with the United States that existed in the minds 

of Soviet politicians until the American landing at Archangel in September.  

At the time, the Soviet leadership in Petrograd, Moscow, and Archangel were 

dealing with multiple dangers, domestic and international. They viewed the British as 

imperialists, the Germans as aggressors, and the leaders of anti-Bolshevik factions within 

Russia as traitors. However, they also understood Wilson’s Fourteen Points speech from 

January 1918 as a promise that the United States would respect their integrity as a 

political party. The uniquely democratic nature of the United States in comparison to the 

other Allies appealed to the Soviets as well. It is unlikely that Lenin, Trotsky, and 

Chicherin truly felt a kinship with the United States even as the Americans prepared to 

land on their soil, but at the time, they knew their best hope for international recognition 

lay in the halls of Washington.  

While the Nagoya, Somali and Tydeus steamed across the Barents Sea on August 

30, Dora Kaplan, a Ukrainian Social Revolutionary, fired three shots at Chairman of the 

People’s Commissars Vladimir Lenin outside a factory in Moscow.174 Her shots struck 

Lenin twice, once in the shoulder and once in the neck, severely wounding the Bolshevik 
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leader. Even though Lenin survived, and Kaplan did not, the leaders of the Petrograd 

Soviet immediately turned their anger outwards, convinced of a conspiracy to decapitate 

the communist regime. Not believing that Kaplan acted alone, the Soviet government set 

out to identify through whatever means necessary a conspiracy directed by the British 

and French to overthrow the communist regime. The next day, Red Guard elements 

stormed the British Embassy in Petrograd, partially destroying it and looting documents 

from the interior. In the chaos, the Soviets killed a British Army captain and mutilated his 

body.175 Further south, the Bolsheviks arrested Bruce Lockhart, Chief of the British 

Mission in Moscow, and accused him and another French diplomat of carrying 1.2 

million rubles to bribe Red Guard commanders into taking part in the conspiracy.176 In 

the aftermath of the assassination attempt on Lenin, the Soviets also reinstated the death 

penalty within Russia for the first time since the March Revolution in 1917, thus 

initiating the Red Terror that swept through the country for the next four years. American 

consul reports from Moscow in the following days described that over 1,000 citizens 

were shot in the city alone.177 While the decree applied to all persons “agitating against 

the Soviet government,” the majority of all foreigners targeted in the days following 

Lenin’s shooting were French and British. Although the Russians knew through Wilson’s 

aide-memoire that the Americans would soon take part in the intervention in the Russian 

north, they withheld taking any measures against US personnel and assets in the region, 
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believing even at this late juncture that any American involvement was “compelled by its 

allies.”178  

 Just as after Wilson’s aide-memoire, the decision of the Murman Soviet to break 

away from the Petrograd Soviet, and the intervention of British troops in the Russian 

north, Bolsheviks in power in Petrograd deliberately spoke different languages in 

communication with the Anglo-French and Americans after the attempt on Lenin’s life. 

Unique amongst Entente powers, the Bolsheviks in Petrograd and Moscow attempted to 

retain positive foreign relations with the United States. Even as Wilsonian liberal 

internationalism directly contrasted with the ideals of a world-wide socialist revolution, 

the Bolsheviks viewed America as a unique capitalist democracy that could be trusted for 

the time being – or at least not as hostile as the British and French. However, after the 

339th landed, actions on the ground precipitated a sharp departure from the cordiality that 

pervaded Soviet-American diplomatic discourse. From the beginning of September 1918 

until the American troops’ departure in June 1919, the actions of the 339th shaped policy 

and strategy between Petrograd and Washington as much as any other group of men in 

either capital.  

Immediate Departure:  

The 339th and the gulf between American and British Objectives 

After three days floating in the Archangel harbor waiting for a suitable pier to 

disembark from, the 339th walked wooden planks onto dry land for the first time in 

almost two weeks. The men were happy to be ashore, since the Spanish Flu began 

ravaging the below decks during their voyage and turned their living space into a 
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biological nightmare. They were not as happy, however, to see just exactly where they 

had landed. Clarence Scheu, standing aboard the Somali, recoiled at the sight of the 

“barren and desolate” wasteland before him. Upon further inspection, he grew even less 

fond, noting that Archangel “was the dirtiest city we had ever been in. Russian civilians 

all gathered around and began eating out of our garbage cans. There were cockroaches by 

the millions.” Other accounts were less graphic, but still unflattering. Cpt. Joel Moore, M 

Co. commander and unofficial 339th biographer after the war, described the city as a 

strange place, full of strange people, under a perpetual gray sky.179 The men had little 

time to appreciate the city for what it was, the next day they headed south to meet their 

foes.180 

The British high command, led by Maj. Gen. F.C. Poole, wasted little time in 

employing their fresh American reinforcements.181 As soon as Lt. Col. George H. 

Stewart, commander of the 339th, came ashore, Poole realigned the 339th in line with the 

British units already on the ground. Poole organized the 339th into three major 

detachments, with smaller ones formed and dissipated at will. The 1st Battalion of the 

339th (1/339), comprising most of three companies, formed “Force C”. The 2d Battalion 

(2/339), remained in Archangel as a civil guard and relief force, and went unnamed by 

Maj. Gen. Poole. The final large element of the 339th, 3d Battalion, also with roughly 

three companies, formed “Force A”. Thus aligned, each element received its first 

marching orders.182 
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 Force A disembarked in Bakharitza on September 6, and headed for the Vologda 

Railway. Poole tasked this unit to drive as hard as possible towards the city of Vologda to 

keep the railway open and enable the British to sever the line of Soviet communication 

between Murmansk and Moscow. This force formed the main effort of Poole’s military 

planning. Poole tasked the Archangel detachment, made up of the 2/339, to retain the city 

and continue the normal operations necessary to maintain order and control. To do so, 

2/339 disembarked on September 7 at Smolny Quay and began patrolling operations 

within the city. Force C disembarked after Force A at Bakharitza and boarded steamboats 

on the Dvina River. Poole instructed that unit, made up of several companies within 

1/339, to form a flank guard. Their task was to protect the left, or western, flank for the 

main effort, Force C.183  
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Figure 4: North Russia Expedition 30 July - 15 October 1918.
184

 

 
184 John House and Daniel P. M. Curzon, The Russian Expeditions 1917-1920, (Washington, D.C: Center 

of Military History, United States Army, 2019), 33. 



89 
 

 

 With the 339th spread across three fronts, Lt. Col. Stewart decided to occupy the 

Archangel Technical School as his Regimental Headquarters on September 7, officially 

establishing for the first ever American combat headquarters on Russian territory. In less 

than three days, the entire 339th Infantry Regiment departed three ships, at three places, 

and occupied positions hundreds of kilometers distant along three unique, unsupported 

axes. Such a rapid dispersal of arriving forces in a warzone is difficult to comprehend. In 

comparison, a regiment with the American Expeditionary Force in France could expect to 

find itself arrayed within the span of a few hundred meters, all within the commander’s 

line of sight.  

Wilson himself could scarcely believe it. His aide-memoire, deliberately worded 

to express a completely defensive posture for the Americans on the ground, meant 

nothing now. One of Wilson’s primary expressed purposes for the entire expedition was 

to guard military stores in Archangel and Murmansk. Within three days, Poole moved 

almost two-thirds of the Americans so far from the warehouses along the Archangel coast 

that they could scarcely be resupplied by the very stores they were sent to protect. 

Wilson, usually calm in his written communications, seethed at Poole’s actions. 

Flabbergasted at the blatant disregard for his orders, he wrote to the Allied 

representatives on the ground that “in the most striking way, the utter disregard of 

General Poole and of all the Allied governments of the policy to which we expressly 

confined ourselves. Is there no way, no form of expression, by which we can get this 

comprehended?”185 Wilson’s note reflected his fears that a rapid drive by American 
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forces towards Moscow could sabotage any relationship the United States had with the 

Petrograd and Moscow Soviets. As upset as he was at Poole’s actions, Wilson, nor his 

diplomatic and military subordinates, never altered the operational situation Poole placed 

the 339th in before the first contact with the Red Army. Instead, they awaited the Soviet 

response. Would the recently “independent” PGCN be able to develop a positive 

relationship with the military units in the region? Did the Red Army, then under the 

command of Leon Trotsky, view the Americans as their enemy or mutual ally against the 

Germans? The answer, in the form of a single artillery shell, whizzed over the heads of 

one hundred and thirty men of Mike Company (M Co.), Force A, near Verst 466 on 

September 11, 1918.186  

The First Engagement 

1st Lt. Gerald Danley saw them first. Danley belonged to I Co., and occupied a 

position dug into the crest of a small knoll protecting the main American force, composed 

of M Co. and the rest of Force A, from observation. On the night of September 10, an old 

man approached him to warn of an impending attack. Danley sent word to the main force, 

led by Cpt. Moore, who readied his men for a possible assault. The next morning M Co. 

decided to spoil the Red Army attack by conducting a reconnaissance in force. 

Technically a mission designed to scout an enemy position, a reconnaissance in force in 

such conditions actually meant that M Co. was to bait the Russians into firing at them – a 

hardly enviable task. As M Co. left Verst 466, south towards a bridge at Verst 464, the 

Russians greeted them with a brief artillery volley. The first shell fell short, and the 

 
186 Versts, almost exactly one kilometer long, were the typical unit of marking positions along the Vologda 

Railway front throughout the war. When written “Verst,” it references a position. When lowercase, as in 

“verst,” it measures distance. Most reports from other fronts use town and bridge locations to identify 

places.  
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second went long. Moore knew that more than likely the third would find its mark and 

hurried his men along the railway on two fronts. The left front, guided by 2nd Lt. Robert 

Wieczorek, rushed ahead to occupy a firing position. As Wieczorek did so, 1st Lt. James 

Donovan’s platoon on the right flank poured fire into the Russian position near Verst 

464.187 The two units bounded ahead of each other, each firing while the other moved. 

After a brief firefight, the Russians retreated south towards Vologda and the Americans 

held the bridge at Verst 464, without casualty.188 This first engagement portended many 

engagements to come. The Americans, adept at small unit tactics, routinely beat back the 

Russians as long as their supplies and artillery could support them. However, while the 

Russians were little match early on against the Americans tactically, their operational 

plan, to trade space for time, eventually led to greater successes as the Russian winter 

settled in. After every Russian retreat, Americans inched closer to key Soviet cities, 

namely Vologda and Moscow. They also advanced further from their base of operations, 

by which the only links were rapidly freezing rivers and easily sabotaged railways. This 

advance, while militarily successful, destroyed any image of the Americans in Russia as a 

guard force for supplies, as Wilson articulated in his aide-memoire. With each American 

attack, the soldiers improved the tactical situation on the ground, but the operational 

situation became more tenuous, and the strategic and political goal of retaining a 

relationship with the Russians was increasingly challenged. The mismatch between the 

goals of commanders on the ground and the leaders in Washington only grew wider as 

the dimming Russian summer sun moved lower in the sky. Successive American attacks 

throughout the fall and early winter continued to bring tactical success, but at higher costs 
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against an adaptive Red Army, and with perilous outcomes for the Soviet-American 

relationship. 

Cracks and Surfaces:  

Allied Military Divisions and the Hardening of Soviet Resolve 

While Force A battled the Soviet army along the railway on September 11, US 

Ambassador to Russia David Francis battled the growing divide between American intent 

and British execution in Archangel. On the same day that Cpt. Moore’s men attacked the 

Russians near Verst 464, Francis sent an urgent telegram to Washington. Addressed to 

Secretary of State Robert Lansing, Francis’ note warned of British Maj. Gen. F.C. 

Poole’s flippant attitude towards the American purpose in North Russia. “If Poole has 

unlimited control,” worried Francis, “his contempt for sovereign government and his 

general mistrust of Russians will handicap American policy in Russia.”189 Francis 

recognized that Poole’s actions deliberately flew in the face of Wilson’s guidance, but 

without any direct military control in the region, he could do little to stop the Brit’s 

actions without seriously endangering the Allied nature of the mission.  

Lansing recognized the grave strategic danger in Poole’s actions and crafted an 

even more strongly worded letter for the American Ambassador to Great Britain Walter 

Page to pass along. Addressing the British government directly, Secretary Lansing 

relayed that his department “has received most disturbing reports concerning the high-

handed methods taken by General Poole.”190 Lansing sought to re-emphasize the 

importance that President Wilson placed upon the purely defensive nature of the 

American expedition by reminding the British that “the course which General Poole is 
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reported to have taken is entirely at variance with the policy of this Government as set 

forth in the aide-mémoire … and with the understanding [between Britain and the United 

States] when American troops were sent to Russian territory.” Lansing reminded the 

British that the Americans alone retained friendly relations with the Russian people in 

and around Archangel. He argued that by “being a participant in an expedition whose 

commander apparently is indifferent to the rights and feelings of the Russian 

communities with which he comes in contact,” the United States risked losing the only 

chance of normalized relations the Allies had with the Bolsheviks.  

Poole, oblivious to the growing American discontent, pushed the 339th further 

toward the Bolshevik lines via the Vologda Railway and Dvina River. Fighting increased 

across the entire front during mid-September. After Force A captured the bridge near 

Verst 464, the Bolsheviks first tried to use rudimentary airplane bombing techniques to 

dislodge the Americans from the key transportation bottleneck at the bridge. When the 

communist plane fell from the sky, the Bolsheviks instead decided upon a full-scale 

attack.191 On the morning of September 16, the Red Army initiated their assault with a 

heavy bombardment, followed by machine gun fire and grenades. They focused their 

efforts on Lima Company (L Co.), Force A, but were eventually beaten back when two 

reinforcing platoons from India Company (I Co.) arrived just in time to hold the 

American position.192 At the end of the fight hours later, the Americans retained the 

crossing, but at a price. Three Americans, the first to die in combat in North Russia, lay 

lifeless along the lonely Kola peninsula railroad.193 Privates Anthony Soczkoski and 
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Philip Sokol, and Mechanic Ignacy Kwasniewski became the first of over a hundred 

Americans to perish by fire in the coming months of the campaign.194  

Across the entire front, from the Dvina River on the left (western) flank to the 

outposts guarding the right (eastern) flank of the Onega River, the Russians continued to 

probe their new American foes. Most engagements occurred much as the one near Verst 

464. American forces initially drove their Russian enemies from semi-entrenched 

positions only to receive artillery counterfire and small-scale attacks the next morning. 

These engagements through the last weeks of September resulted in five to ten American 

casualties195 each time and an unknown, but generally higher, number of Russian 

casualties.196  

The Americans considered the engagements a battlefield success since they either 

held their ground or inflicted greater casualties on the Russians. However, the increasing 

complexity and audacity of the Russian defense and counterattacks indicated a higher 

level of sophistication and willpower than initially anticipated. The Russian efforts, while 

tactically inferior to the American infantrymen, changed the dynamic of the operational 

situation in North Russia. Instead of reaching Vologda by the end of September as Poole 

initially conceived in his war plan, the advancing American and Allied forces lost 

momentum halfway between Archangel and Vologda in the face of hardening Russian 

resistance. The combination of Russian defensive power and Poole’s disregard for 
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American war aims created friction between the Americans and their Allies at both the 

highest and lowest levels of cooperation. Despite limited battlefield success and the 

absence of any threat to the stores at Archangel, the American mission’s position in 

North Russia became significantly worse by the end of September. In the span of a few 

days, irreparable differences in Allied policy combined with battlefield catastrophes on 

the ground to effectively destroy any chance the US had to achieve its initial intervention 

aims.  

While the American effort to drive the Soviets back to Petrograd stalled, another 

American effort in Washington gained momentum. Throughout late September, the 

American diplomatic corps in Washington, London, and Archangel led a spirited 

campaign to remind their allies and world of the true intention behind Wilson’s aide-

memoire. Their first goal, to stymie Poole’s predilection for offensive operations, met 

little resistance in London. Lansing’s telegram to Walter H. Page warning of Poole’s 

overreach arrived to Arthur Balfour, British Foreign Secretary on September 13. Balfour 

replied the next day via Page that he “shared the views [Lansing] set forth” concerning 

Poole’s actions and “had taken vigorous steps to mend matters at Archangel.”197 Lansing 

relayed the reply to Francis in Russia on the 21st, and considered the matter settled.198 

While Poole’s misuse of the US forces continued unabated, Lansing received no further 

word back from Francis about the situation on the ground, and at any rate, had a much 

larger issue demanding his attention.  
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French Ambassador to the United States Jean Jusserand decided to seize the 

moment to push for further American involvement in Russia. Jusserand supposed that the 

hardest part of getting the Americans involved was over, and that he could now ask for a 

gradual increase of men until enough Americans were on the ground to alter the strategic 

stalemate in North Russia. Jusserand decided to ask Secretary Lansing for a modest, at 

least in his opinion, increase in American involvement; another five battalions of men, at 

first. Knowing that the Americans might balk at doubling their force posture in Russia, 

Jusserand invoked Supreme Allied Commander Ferdinand Foch’s approval to justify his 

request. The Frenchmen reiterated what he then knew to be a lie, that the new Americans 

would merely be used in “the defense of Murmania,” a position then hundreds of miles to 

the rear of the 339th’s frontline positions.199 Furthermore, any other use of Americans that 

might end up near Archangel would be only in the immediate support of the Czech 

Legions. Jusserand framed his argument to exactly mimic Wilson’s aide-memoire while 

also invoking the powerful name of Foch to alleviate any American fears of a military 

catastrophe. In both cases, he chose to bend the truth to his advantage. No significant 

American presence existed at Murmansk, and Marshall Foch’s support came at a time 

when the Allied war chief was preoccupied with the Battle of Meuse-Argonne, where 1.2 

million Allied soldiers were battling the remnants of the German Imperial Army. It 

beggars belief that in such a situation, Foch cared much about the deployment of 

approximately 5,000 Americans a thousand miles from his position.  

Jusserand’s gamble to further involve the Americans failed in a catastrophic way. 

Lansing took Jusserand’s note directly to the President the next day. In a short meeting on 
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the afternoon of September 26, Wilson, Lansing, and Army Chief of Staff Peyton March 

deliberated over the French request. After only a few minutes, the men determined that a 

definitive statement must be made to the Allied nations. No further Americans would go 

to Russia.200 The next morning, Secretary Lansing sent Francis, then still in Archangel, 

the final and authoritative guidance from Washington. Lansing informed Francis that 

despite any pressure from Allied governments, “no more American troops will be sent to 

the northern ports.”201 Furthermore, Lansing told Francis, “we shall insist with the other 

governments, so far as our cooperation is concerned, that all military effort in northern 

Russia be given up except the guarding of the ports themselves.”202  

There was no ambiguity in Francis’ statement. In the face of stiff resistance and 

considering the tepid Russian response to a call to arms in Archangel, the Americans 

were effectively ending their mission in North Russia only three weeks after it began. To 

ensure no Allied party could claim ignorance of America’s new stance, Lansing allowed 

the same message he sent to Francis to be published by the Associated Press on the same 

day. Openly, the Americans’ whole purpose in North Russia revolved around the support 

they provided their Allies and friendly Russian groups through a defensive posture. 

Lansing recognized in the open telegram that no hope of extrication through the ice-filled 

ports and rivers now existed, and he gave no indication that the Americans scheduled any 

departures for their men. On the contrary, the open note allowed a continued relationship 

between American, French, and British military effort, if the Americans remained 

confined to the ports and surrounding regions.  
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While the Allied world received one telegram explicitly marking America’s 

position in North Russia, Francis in fact received two. At the end of his September 26 

telegram, Lansing included another passage for the American ambassador’s eyes only. 

Away from view, and with only a few select people involved, Lansing typed out 

Washington’s true feelings towards their Allies in North Russia. Marked “Confidential,” 

this extra telegram eviscerated America’s partners in Russia. Referring to the British and 

French aims to strike hard into the Russian interior and threaten Vologda, Lansing 

explained that “the ideas and purposes of the Allies” in North Russia and Siberia, “are 

apparent, and purposes with which we have no sympathy.”203 Furthermore, wrote 

Lansing, he and the President considered the tactics employed by the French and British 

to be completely worthless. “We do not believe them,” wrote Lansing of the British-led 

operations, “to be practicable or based in sound military judgement.”204 Lansing ended 

his telegram by warning Francis to steer American forces clear of any future British 

military adventures that were “wholly impossible” to achieve, including seizing Vologda 

by winter’s end. If the Americans were careful on the international stage to avoid 

fracturing their military alliance with Great Britain and France, they were just as careful 

to avoid combined operations in North Russia with that very partnership.  

What took Allied leaders across Europe months to craft, Poole and the British 

headquarters in Murmansk undid in a matter of three weeks. Upon receiving the first 

reports of British misuse of American resources, Wilson and his aides in Washington and 

Russia began searching for an exit from North Russia. However, even the most capable 
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minds are overwhelmed in times of significant uncertainty and stress. While the 339th 

marched south from Archangel and away from their initial Commander in Chief’s intent, 

millions more American Expeditionary Force men marched east through France. The 

President, Secretary of State, and Supreme War Council could thus spare precious few 

moments in the weeks leading up to the November 11 armistice. Even when they could 

concentrate on the North Russian Expedition, they could scarcely impact the actions on 

the ground. Telegrams and memoranda were the primary forms of communication to the 

Allied and American headquarters. Their very nature meant that a conversation between 

policymakers in Washington and strategic leaders in Archangel took days, if not weeks. 

The communication between Archangel headquarters and the American front lines took 

even longer. 

The situation on the ground, however, changed quickly. In the days between 

David Francis’ first warnings about Gen. Poole’s actions on September 10, and Lansing’s 

reply that he had the situation under control on the 21st, 68 American men died of disease, 

accident, or in combat. The difference in pace between the war and cross-Atlantic 

communication created a void in which lower-level combat leaders seeking guidance 

received none in time and thus crafted their own operational and tactical mission set. 

From the ground up, leaders began diverging from the policy and strategy crafted in 

Washington, to fatal effect. Combined with growing resentment and mistrust amongst 

Allied leaders, the ground commanders’ actions beyond the scope of their original 

mission permanently wounded any chance of success in North Russia.  
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“We Can’t Replace Them When They Fall” 

British Maj. Gen. F.C. Poole, still completely unaware of the impact of his actions 

on the strategic level, sought a decisive battle to continue his thrust south along the 

Vologda Railway and Dvina River. He conceived a plan to break the pattern of 

widespread skirmishing that defined the fights between the Allies and Bolsheviks in mid-

September. On September 28, Poole ordered the entirety of Force A to attack the Russian 

position at Versts 455-457 along three routes. His plan called for Mike Company (M Co.) 

to attack through several miles of marsh, while I Co., on the other side of the railway, 

supported with three mortars. As they attacked, an armored car would fix the Russians in 

position along the railway. If successful, Poole’s bold plan would dislodge the Russians 

from the railway and open miles of undefended terrain to be rapidly exploited by the 

Allied forces.205  

The attack was decidedly not successful. No one scouted out the terrain that M 

and I Cos. were to attack across, and not a single officer had a map. Communication was 

exclusively by runner, a feat that took two to three hours to complete a single round 

trip.206 I Co., M Co., and Force A became separated by time and space, without any 

means to reestablish a coordinated strike. The supporting artillery unit back near Verst 

464 fired their first shots at 6:15 a.m. on September 29. According to Poole’s plan, the 

first burst was to be accompanied by M Co.’s charge and I Co.’s mortars. Instead, silence 

permeated the battlefield. Even the defending Russians held their response. After a brief 
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pause, the American commander on the ground hastily sent one platoon, barely a quarter 

of M Co.’s strength, into the Russian positions to make contact and regain the initiative.  

Unbeknownst to that forlorn platoon, the Russians snuck back into their firing 

positions after the initial artillery strike and opened with devastating machine gun fire on 

the unsuspecting Americans. Within seconds, nine men were struck down. One enlisted 

man and an officer died where they fell; the other seven soldiers survived and were 

evacuated to safety. The Americans sent yet another platoon piecemeal into the hail of 

gunfire, with similar results. The second platoon lost seven more wounded men before 

the Russians broke contact and withdrew under pressure. Bit by bit, the commanders sent 

small units into the open terrain until the Americans matched the Soviets’ firepower and 

drove them from the battlefield in the late afternoon.  

The engagement cost the Allied forces eleven French and nineteen American 

casualties, and twenty-two men were reported missing in action.207 Unlike previous 

engagements, the Russians at Verst 455 were well-led and tactically proficient. 

Remarking on the ability of the Russians to fight back ferociously, Cpt. Moore later 

recounted that on September 29, “the Bolshevik earned our respect as a fighter…now it 

was evident that the Bolshevik rear-guard action was not to be scared out, it was bent on 

regaining its ground.”208  

After the battle, the Americans on the ground took aim not at their Bolshevik 

enemies, but at their British General Headquarters. Cpt. Moore wrote that the entire 

operation was “hurriedly contrived” by the British commander on the ground, and “was 
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doomed to failure before it started.” A regimental history later called “the entire plan 

poorly conceived and planned” by the British.209 Only later did the Americans along the 

railway know just how poorly contrived the plan was in its entirety. On the eastern flank 

of the Battle for Verst 455, a similarly planned and executed attack on the same day cost 

Kilo Company (K Co.) the lives of seven men and another twenty-four were wounded.210 

The mounting American casualties embittered the men on the ground against their 

British leaders. If their mission, as outlined by their own Commander in Chief, was to 

guard supplies and rally Russians to their cause, why were they fighting and dying along 

desolate stretches of railroad a hundred miles from Archangel? Far from the headquarters 

at Archangel, and with limited communication back home, the Americans began 

formulating their own rationales. The 339th increasingly believed that the British saw 

them as expendable, useful only to achieve British war aims. They became disillusioned. 

Writing near Toulgas, a village on the banks of the Dvina River, Clarence Scheu sought 

an answer to his feeling of purposelessness. “Why this expedition,” he implored no one in 

particular under a cold October sky, “when one man has to do the fighting of ten, and we 

can’t replace them when they fall.”211 He had valid reasons for his despondency. By the 

time he wrote that note on October 14, 101 American men who had boarded the Nagoya, 

Somali, and Tydeus were dead, and the mission was only six weeks old.  

During October and early November, the days grew shorter, and the cold, lonely 

nights grew longer. With the Russians hardening their positions and movement slowed by 
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the onset of frequent snowfalls, the Americans in northern Russia had time to 

contemplate their fate. Joyous news from the Western Front on November 11, 1918, did 

not alleviate their stress. Instead, with the war officially over, the men now saw no real 

purpose in their existence. By then, ice encased the Dvina River and Archangel harbor, 

barring any possible withdrawal. The men settled in for a long winter, not concerned with 

their impact on a now-decided war, but concerned with one thing only: survival.  
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Chapter 6 - Adrift in Ice:  

 

 

Washington’s Apathy and The End of Soviet-American Relations in late 1918 

 

Armistice Day, November 11, 1918, passed without any fanfare in North Russia. 

In fact, most of the 339th Infantry Regiment fighting the Bolshevik Red Army along the 

Vologda Railway and Dvina River system did not learn about the end of fighting along 

the Western Front until weeks later. After all, the armistice did not apply to them. Their 

enemy, 10,900 men in the Soviet 18th Rifle Division, were not parties to the ceasefire that 

officially ended the First World War.212 The armistice did, however, remove the final 

rationale for the American presence in the first place. Despite British Maj. Gen. F.C. 

Poole’s thoughts to the contrary, the Americans in Archangel were there to ensure that 

the massive stores of supplies in Archangel did not fall into German hands. Their 

secondary mission, to establish a corridor for the Czech Legions to maneuver to the 

western front, also became moot when the western front ceased hostilities. Now without a 

clear mission, the diplomatic and military leaders in Archangel pressed Washington for 

solutions.  

Two days following the armistice, Dewitt Poole, the Chargé d’Affairs in Russia, 

cabled Secretary of State Robert Lansing looking for guidance.213 He noted that in the 

wake of the armistice, “the reasons heretofore assigned for [American] presence in north 

Russia no longer seem valid.”214 He also cited American suspicion of “imperialistic” 

British designs as a growing source of uncertainty and discontent within the 339th and 
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adjacent units in North Russia. Poole stopped short of advocating a full withdrawal of the 

Americans, citing an obligation to the few Russians who did support the Allied cause 

against the Bolsheviks, but ended his message by urgently pressing Washington for an 

authoritative statement of goals. Lt. Col. George Stewart, commanding officer for the 

339th Infantry Regiment, went even further than Poole in advocating for a clear mission 

statement. In a secret telegram to Washington on November 14, he bluntly stated that 

“the original object of this expedition no longer exists.”215 He warned that in a few 

weeks, even the barely navigable ports in Murmansk would be ice-bound, preventing any 

hope of American withdrawal until June. Aware of his subordinate position to Dewitt 

Poole, he stopped short of contradicting his political boss by advocating directly for an 

American withdrawal, but made clear that his “inference is plain.”216 The messages from 

Poole and Stewart demonstrate a clear desire by the men charged with executing 

America’s intervention in Russia for a decision, any decision, on the future of the entire 

operation. They knew better than anyone across the Atlantic that the military and 

diplomatic situation in Russia was deteriorating. Russian counterattacks began in earnest 

in early November, and the news of armistice made any friendly Russian soldiers uneasy 

as to the permanence of their western Allies.  

Washington did not share Poole and Stewart’s sense of urgency. Secretary of 

State Robert Lansing waited two weeks before even addressing Poole’s telegram. In his 

response, Lansing deferred making any statement on the situation in North Russia until 

Wilson could confer with his Allies in Paris during the peace negotiations with Germany. 

Until then, Lansing informed Poole that “the Government of the United States proposes 
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to inform [you] that the signing of the armistice will make no change in the general 

situation relative to the troops in north Russia.”217 Lansing’s entire reply, all of three 

sentences, made no mention of what Poole or Stewart were to do with the 5,000 

American men in North Russia. Neither Lansing nor Wilson made any further reference 

to the North Russian men for the remainder of 1918. They were both myopically focused 

on the ensuing negotiations in Paris that would define the post-war world and the 

implementation of Wilson’s post-war vision of liberal internationalism. Yet the men still 

at war around Archangel needed concrete answers to their questions of purpose and 

direction. Without any guidance from Washington, Dewitt Poole decided to make his 

own proclamation to the men, with catastrophic effect.  

Two days after receiving Lansing’s short telegram telling him to hold fast, Poole 

gathered as many men as could be spared to make an announcement in Archangel. He 

started his speech with flowing oratory, imploring the men gathered in the dark Russian 

city that they alone “hold the light steady” in North Russia. The head of the American 

diplomatic corps in Russia told the gathered mass that “you are protecting one spot in 

Russia from sanguinary bedlam of Bolsheviks, you are keeping safe one spot where real 

progressives of Russian revolution may begin to lay foundation of [a] great free Russian 

state.”218 “Don’t think you are forgotten,” Poole comforted, “Washington knows what 

you are doing, what you are up against.” If Washington knew what the 339th was doing, 

they surely did not know what Poole was doing by reorienting the entire intervention 

against Bolshevism.  
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Until Poole’s speech, no American decision-maker made a public reference to 

regime change or anti-Bolshevism in their speeches, cables, or telegrams on Russia. 

Poole’s words were a stark departure from the official line in Washington and caught the 

American government off-guard. With Robert Lansing and Woodrow Wilson under sail 

in the Atlantic, it was up to Under Secretary of State Frank Polk to respond to Poole’s 

egregious error. A week after Poole’s announcement arrived in Washington, Polk sent a 

cable to Archangel plainly reiterating the American stance. “As already made quite 

clear,” Polk reminded Poole, “American forces were sent to Archangel only [emphasis 

added] to safeguard Russian stores and to protect the port of Archangel from attacks … 

by German or Austrian prisoners of war.”219 Poole never responded to Polk’s 

admonishment, and neither Polk nor Lansing ever pressed Poole to alter his statement. In 

the absence of any direct guidance from the Commander in Chief or his subordinates, for 

the second time a leader on the ground in Archangel, this time an American, crafted his 

own statement of purpose without thinking about the possible ramifications of his 

actions.  

Russian leaders in Moscow and Petrograd, however, gave much thought to 

Poole’s statement. Soviet Commissar for Foreign Affairs Gregori Chicherin issued a 

rebuke of Poole’s statement through Soviet Russia, the official organ of the Russian 

Soviet Government Bureau in New York. Addressed to the Entente governments, 

Chicherin called the intervention in North Russia “plans hidden in the dark” from the 

laboring masses in western nations. For the first time, Chicherin equated American 

actions with British and French intentions. No longer did Americans enjoy a privileged 
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place in official Soviet communications. Instead, Chicherin accused the Americans of 

“coming to these [North Russian] regions as the enemies of the great popular masses.”220 

Whereas before the armistice and Poole’s declaration the Soviets avoided the language of 

war, they now condemned the American intervention as “invasion,” called the Americans 

a “menace,” and blamed any future bloodshed on Wilson.221 The changing tone of Soviet 

communications with America, and especially the end of any demarcation between 

America and the British and French, indicated a final rupture between the two nations. 

Poole’s message alone did not end Soviet-American relations in 1918-19, but it did serve 

as a marker for the end of normalized relations. 

Not quite a full year passed between Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points Speech 

and Chicherin’s letter to Wilson and the Allied Governments. A US-Soviet relationship 

that both nations had called “friendly,” sympathetic,” and one filled with “gratitude” as 

late as March 1918 devolved into a state of war by the end of the year.222 Growing 

Bolshevik confidence and chauvinism and American preoccupation with the war on the 

Western Front played a considerable role in destruction of the Soviet-American 

relationship, but not the primary role. Misuse of American forces by commanders on the 

ground and poorly worded official communications issued from Archangel set the 

Americans and Soviets at odds. Communications between the Bolsheviks and Americans 

even after the landings at Archangel on September 4, 1918, still contained dialogue 

aimed at peace, de-escalation, and the avoidance of full-scale conflict. However, actions 
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on the ground in fall 1918 belied America’s stated aims and gave rise to Soviet 

skepticism and outright hostility. When British Maj. Gen. F.C. Poole adopted tactics and 

operations directly at odds with the American statement of purpose, he eroded an 

international relationship from the ground up. No amount of American public and private 

communication with Petrograd could assuage the fears of Soviet leaders while F.C. Poole 

continued his march south towards Soviet population centers.  

Likewise, the contradiction between Wilson’s concept of a fully “defensive” 

mission and the employment of American men in wholly offensive maneuvers paralyzed 

American combat leaders on the ground. Hesitant to defy their British military superiors 

and without any further guidance from Washington, they dutifully obeyed and pressed 

the attack on the Red Army. The result was that after only a few months of conflict, 

unprepared Americans were ice-bound in remote outposts hundreds of miles from their 

headquarters, slowly dying in attritional combat for no military purpose. The end of 

hostilities on the Western Front on November 11, 1918, only exacerbated feelings of 

abandonment and purposelessness. American diplomat Dewitt Poole’s catastrophic 

speech reorienting his fighting men against the Bolsheviks served only Russian interests 

and confused the 339th’s men. However, Dewitt Poole alone does not bear the full 

responsibility for his actions. The lack of interest in and deliberate thought about the 

North Russian intervention among Wilson, Lansing, and the administration caused as 

much damage as any speech Poole could have made. It would not be until mid-January 

1919 before Wilson and his aides returned to the topic of intervention. In the interim, due 

to their inaction and the ambiguity of the military situation on the ground, another 60 
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American men would die in the bitter January cold on a military expedition which an 

armistice two months earlier had rendered moot.  

The Final Trials: Americans Fight to a Stalemate in Paris and Archangel 

The international diplomatic situation was radically different when Woodrow 

Wilson and his aides reconvened to cover the North Russian Intervention at the Paris 

Peace Conference in January 1919. No longer concerned with ensuring Allied victory 

over Germany and her allies in the First World War, Wilson turned his full intention 

towards rebuilding the western world in accordance with his vision outlined in the 

Fourteen Points speech the year prior. Much of what Wilson wanted to accomplish he 

could do without addressing the several thousand American troops fighting the 

Bolsheviks in and around Archangel. However, his sixth point, concerning “evacuation of 

all Russian territory … and ensuring opportunity for the independent determination of her 

own political development and national policy” necessitated his immediate attention on 

the subject. Soon after negotiations started in January among the previous Entente allies, 

Wilson decided on an immediate withdrawal from North Russia. However, he faced 

resistance from the British and French delegations in Paris. The two Allies considered a 

withdrawal at the time hasty and wanted to reorient the object of their military mission 

against the rising Bolshevik power in Russia.  

Although Wilson’s relationship with the growing communist power centered in 

had Petrograd cooled in 1918, he still refused to commit American forces to the task of 

regime change. However, ice-blocked ports, frozen rivers, and a lack of shipping capacity 

thwarted any chance Wilson had in removing the Americans for the immediate future. 

So, he waited. After a brief and unfruitful discussion about a possible peace conference of 
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all competing Russian political groups, Wilson handed the intervention problem off to his 

Secretary of State and moved on to other tasks.  

The talks between the Allies convened in earnest on January 16, 1919. Gathered 

in French Minister of Foreign Affairs Stephen Pichon’s office in the Q’uai d’Orsay, were 

the leaders of every allied government. French, British, Italian, American, and Japanese 

heads of state and their highest lieutenants dedicated the entire session to the task of 

solving their collective Bolshevik problem. For over eight hours, the leading statemen 

debated how to incorporate a Bolshevik Russia into their post-war world. British Prime 

Minister David Lloyd George emphasized the importance of their meeting, considering it 

“manifestly absurd” for the leaders to move onto further peace talks while “one half of 

Europe and one half of Asia is in flames.”223 While all the men present agreed with his 

statement, none could agree to a solution. Woodrow Wilson acknowledged that the 

concept of Bolshevism had its benefits and attracted “much sympathy” from the working 

class within the United States.224 However, the “more brutal aspects” of Vladimir Lenin 

and Leon Trotsky’s implementation of a socialist government “caused general disgust” 

amongst the leading men of American society. Therefore, Wilson proposed a diplomatic 

solution. Wilson argued that if the Bolsheviks promised not to invade Lithuania, Poland, 

Finland and other adjacent countries, the Paris Peace Conference should allow them a 

delegation in Paris. Wilson’s idea met stiff resistance.  

Pichon, on behalf of French Prime Minister Georges Clemenceau, deferred any 

such suggestion until he met with his French advisors in Russia. Lloyd George countered 
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with three other possibilities. The British prime minister first suggested that the Allies 

continue their intervention with an additional influx of up to a million men in a drive to 

Moscow. Lloyd George admitted that this course of action would never succeed, and only 

proposed it to accentuate the actual cost necessary to achieve regime change within 

Russia through military force.225 Instead of going through with what would amount to an 

invasion, he proposed a second option. He recommended an Allied blockade of Russia 

proper. Lloyd George argued that this option would drive starving Russians against their 

Bolshevik leaders sometime in 1919 or 1920 in what would be a third revolution in as 

many years.226 This option had significant drawbacks as well, he confessed. First, the 

deliberate starvation of million would damage all credibility the western leaders had on 

the international stage. Furthermore, the Russian people could easily notice that their 

suffering was imposed on them not by the Bolsheviks, but by Allied nations, whom they 

would resent for the rest of their lives. Since both an invasion and an embargo both 

carried significant risks, Lloyd George proposed a final option akin to Wilson’s 

proposition. He suggested that Bolshevik leaders and various counter-revolutionary 

leaders could come to Britain after attaining a cease-fire or peace amongst themselves.227 

Lloyd George’s final option, while superficially remarkably similar to Wilson’s, was 

contingent upon a reality he knew himself unlikely to exist in the near future. The 

Bolsheviks, gaining momentum in North Russia and near Ukraine in the south, were 

unlikely to cease their successful operations to discuss peace terms. Likewise, opposing 

Russian leaders, called “Whites,” distrusted any form of ceasefire as an opportunity for 
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the Bolsheviks to reposition forces for a future attack. Neither side seemed keen to accept 

any pre-condition for talks, and so the Allies were stuck with three options all rooted in 

realities unacceptable to the parties at hand. Discouraged, the men departed Pichon’s 

office for the day to reconvene on the question at another session five days later.  

Meanwhile, the American diplomatic and military leaders on the ground in North 

Russia pleaded for further guidance. In January, the political situation continued to 

deteriorate in Archangel. The Bolsheviks launched a successful propaganda campaign 

that reduced any Russian peasant inclination to fight alongside the Americans and 

British. At the same time, Vladimir Lenin and Leon Trotsky centralized power in the 

Bolshevik government and military, respectively, to form a nascent but formidable state 

apparatus. Militarily, the American position deteriorated even faster. Over the first 

months of 1919, American offensive operations halted, and the opposing Bolshevik 18th 

Rifle Division began coordinated assaults designed to isolate the strung-out Americans 

and destroy them one position at a time.  

These operations, called envelopments, relied on Soviet frontal attack tactics. In 

battle after battle along the Vologda Railway, Dvina River, and outposts spread across 

the frozen tundra, Soviet forces isolated their American foes, fixed them in position with 

artillery and stormed defenses with infantry. On January 19, 1,200 Red Army men 

attacked the isolated outpost of Company A., (A Co.), Force C, near the village of Ust 

Padenga. Using overwhelming infantry numbers and artillery, the Russians forced an 

immediate evacuation of American forces to a larger stronghold in Shenkhursk, fifteen 

versts away. In the rush to avoid capture, the Americans lost 8 men killed in action, 24 

more to wounds, and an additional 17 men went missing, a total loss equivalent to almost 
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a third of all men present.228 As a result, A Co. became combat ineffective and morale 

within Force C plummeted. Four days later, the Soviets pressed the attack on Shenkhursk 

itself. American-allied Russian forces abandoned their positions in the face of the Soviet 

attack leaving the 339th to defend themselves alone. Over the next three days, Soviet 

soldiers methodically captured the small town as the Americans fought a desperate rear-

guard action until a new defensive line could be established further north. While the 

Americans again avoided capture, they lost an additional fifteen men killed, wounded, or 

missing.229 

 In each attack, the Americans lost dozens of men wounded and killed, while 

Soviet losses occurred on a scale ten to fifteen times greater. However, the 18th Rifle 

Division could replace its losses with conscripted peasants, Red Army units from 

Petrograd, and recently returned POWs. The Americans, owing to the lack of 

transportation to the rear and a lack of vision in Washington could not replace their 

losses. So, even though the Americans on the ground “won” their engagements by 

repulsing Russian attacks, they routinely abandoned their positions soon after, fearing 

another large attack could overwhelm their depleted numbers.  

This war of attrition wore down the 339th’s men. Long gone were the battles of 

September and October, when Americans marched confidently south, defeating an 

untrained, ill-equipped Red Army. Instead, the short days of winter brought unrelenting 

attacks, followed by long nights of nervous anticipation. Such a state of combat eroded 

the American morale to a new low by late January. Letters home were often captured by 
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Red Army raids or sunk aboard foundering supply ships in the North Sea.230 The lack of 

communication with loved ones increased the isolation felt by the Americans on the last 

front lines of the First World War. When the occasional letter, usually weeks old, finally 

arrived in the trenches along the railways and waterways, they brought disturbing news. 

In early February, the men learned that the Paris Peace Conference had yet to 

agree on a strategy for North Russia. A second meeting in Pichon’s office on January 21 

resulted in an Allied call for peace with little chance of success. The Allies sent a 

message to every warring faction in Russia to attend a conference held on Prinkipo 

island, near Istanbul. The Allied leaders placed onerous pre-conditions on attendance. 

First, the Allies required a general truce among all fighting elements in Russia. 

Furthermore, the invited parties were not to receive any Allied food aid until the truce 

was established. Finally, the Allies insisted that all military elements existing outside 

their original territory, as defined by pre-war boundaries, were to be withdrawn.231 
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Figure 5: Locations of Red Army Forces on May 20, 1919232 
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For the 339th, the message meant that the men were to hold their positions until 

the Prinkipo conference attendants could negotiate their way to peace in mid-February. 

Given the usual delay in information dissemination and the history of the American 

government to confer guidance only weeks after it should have, the Prinkipo timeline 

meant that the men could abandon any hope of removal to the rear within the next six to 

eight weeks. Only then, after the vernal equinox, would the spring sun melt the rivers 

enough to transport the men and their equipment north to Archangel. However, the 

Americans knew they would not be the only ones making use of the springtime 

waterways. Russian forces gathered upstream (south) of the Dvina River in the winter. 

They planned to exploit the navigable waters to surround the 339th’s exposed positions 

before the Americans could retreat. 

The American men knew of the Russian plan to annihilate them. One can only 

imagine the mental state of the American soldiers sitting in a blockhouse struggling to 

stay warm as they contemplated their lives. Isolated physically from reinforcements and 

emotionally from their loved ones, unsure of their mission, and with their lives in danger, 

thoughts of mutiny, abandonment, or treason surely swirled in their heads. Here though, I 

want to put to rest the false narrative that any such activity occurred on a wide scale 

among the 339th in North Russia. On April 11, 1919, The Washington Post ran a front-

page article headlined “U.S. Troops Mutiny on Archangel Front.”233 The article claimed 

that the War Department received a message that an entire company refused to fight and 

that to restore order, Lt. Col. George Stewart, commander of the 339th gave into their 
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demands. The article never references exactly which company revolted, or where, or 

what their demands were. Nevertheless, the damage to the 339th’s reputation was done. In 

the same article, California Sen. Hiram Johnson said the affair made him “hang his head 

in shame,” while the Post itself said the affair rendered the men “liable to severe 

disciplinary punishment.”234  

In response, Lt. Col. Stewart commissioned two reports on the affair. Led by 

trusted officers of different units, neither could find any instance of mutiny, mutinous 

action, or a refusal to follow orders.235 Instead, the investigators found that the men in 

question, of Lima Company (L Co.), had the utmost confidence in their officers. The 

entire affair stemmed from a list of demands written on a piece of scrap paper that ten 

enlisted men gave their junior NCO. The NCO looked it over once, threw it in the fire, 

and convinced the enlisted men to carry on with their mission. No officer reported any 

further issue from the group and by all accounts, they performed admirably throughout 

the rest of the mission.  

That news of such an insignificant event traveled to Archangel, to say nothing of 

the front page of a national newspaper is an astounding, and confusing, feat. No man in 

the entire regiment appreciated their reputation back home being tarnished, and each 

would no doubt be enraged by the traction the “mutiny” later gained in historical writings 

that do not examine the ample available primary sources on the event. The overblown 

event also masked real concerns the men had and removed nuance from the debate within 

 
234 “U. S. Troops Munity on Archangel Front,” The Washington Post, April 11, 1919.  
235 Reports on the Morale of the AEF, North Russia, by Capts Jacob A Harzfeld and Eugene Prince, 

American Military Mission to Russia, Feb 2-20, 1919, 5; AEF-NR, M924; RG 120, NACP.  



119 
 

the United States over the ethics of forcing men to fight a war without any stated purpose 

months after their brothers in arms returned home.  

In fact, by the time The Washington Post decided to run its unverified headline, 

the 339th’s spirits were on the rise. Following the collapse of talks between Soviet and 

White Russian leaders in mid-February and facing resistance from his Allies in Paris, 

Wilson unilaterally ordered the Americans home on February 18, 1919.236 His order to 

withdraw, as unceremonious as his order to intervene, arrived to the 339th at the same 

time their new commander, Col. Wilds P. Richardson, landed at Archangel on February 

21, 1919. Richardson came to Russia for the explicit purpose of bringing the men home. 

Wilson personally told Richardson that his only task was to ensure that “the troops be 

withdrawn as early as practicable after the opening of navigation.” Richardson noted a 

tinge of anger and frustration in his Commander in Chief’s direction, which the Colonel 

noted was “coupled by a somewhat emphatic expression of disapproval of the policy 

adopted by the first commander,” Maj. Gen. F.C. Poole.237 Wilson finally had a 

commander on the ground who understood his message, and followed it. Richardson did 

undertake one offensive operation around the village of Bolshie Ozerki on April 1, 1919, 

at the cost of another dozen dead and wounded Americans. However, this fight served a 

purpose. Called a “spoiling attack,” it denied the gathering Red Army units the ability to 

adequately mass their forces and direct them in a coordinated maneuver by striking first. 

The fight at Bolshie Ozerki forced the Red Army to regroup instead of attacking the 

retreating Americans, buying the 339th time to reach the safety of Archangel.  
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As the ground thawed, it became clear that neither the Americans nor the 

Russians had much incentive to fight any longer. After the Battle of Bolshie Ozerki and 

news of the impending American withdrawal, the Red Army refrained from launching 

any further attacks. They contented themselves with reorganizing forces and 

maneuvering units to other fronts of the Russian Civil War. Likewise, the 339th remained 

contented to await their transports back home, and the Red Army decided to not waste 

valuable men and equipment in further attacks. By May, the mood in Archangel 

improved. The 339th passed its days at the local Y.M.C.A., playing baseball, enjoying 

regular mail deliveries, and occasionally stealing rum from their British officers.238 

Archangel harbor opened early in 1919. Usually ice bound until the summer solstice; the 

harbor became navigable to large transports in late May.  

Upon hearing the news, Richardson ordered seven companies of men, 

approximately half his force, to the town of Economie, twelve versts south, where the 

ports could facilitate deep water vessels. Companies A, E, G, I, L, M, and the Machine 

Gun Detachment all boarded trains on June 2, 1919, for their final Russian quarters. 

Upon arriving, they met a sight that surely warmed their hearts more than the midnight 

sun of their temporary arctic home. Floating pier side, the S.S. Czar awaited the 339th 

men bound for Brest, France.239 Slowly, 52 officers and 1,509 enlisted men boarded the 

ship on June 3. The Czar pushed away from Economie on June 3, slowly turned 

downstream, and slipped past the city of Archangel. Nine months to the day after arriving 

in Russia, the 339th headed home.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusions  

 

 

The men arrived in Brest nine days later, on June 11. There, they spent two weeks 

readjusting to society, delousing, and trading their well-worn uniforms for newer dress. 

Then, on June 22, they boarded ships for home. Aboard US-bound steamers like the 

U.S.S. President Grant, the men anxiously awaited their arrival home.  

Silently, the U.S.S. President Grant entered Boston Harbor. As the sun set, she 

passed the old Boston Lighthouse, the last daylight of that July day giving way to the 

cool harbor breeze and the reassuring guidance of the harbor lights. The President Grant 

slipped south, then west, and the men of Bravo Company, 339th Infantry caught a glimpse 

of their native land for the first time in a year. As Clarence Scheu stood along the 

crowded deck, an officer gave their final order: disembark. “A mighty roar goes up from 

the ship, it’s all over now, we’re home.”240  

Of the 4,800 men of the 339th who departed aboard the U.S.N.T.s Plattsburg and 

Harrisburg, only 4,562 would return merely twelve months on the President Grant and 

ships like her. 238 American men died in combat, of wounds, or from disease, and 

another 450 were physically scarred by the fighting. Hundreds more came home with 

unseen wounds that the fighting men and women across every continent carried in the 

aftermath of the First World War. Reliable data on Russian losses are unknown, but 

official reports from 339th after action reviews demonstrate a loss ratio average an order 

of magnitude greater than the Americans during major engagements. While the losses on 

both sides represent a fraction of the bloodletting at the Somme, Marne, and Verdun, they 
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still require an explanation for their suffering. What did the United States gain in 

exchange for its young men? To fully examine the impact of the American intervention in 

North Russia, this thesis began with the road to intervention itself.  

 President Woodrow Wilson decided to intervene in North Russia only after 

several months of Allied pressure. It was this pressure, and the faulty intelligence coming 

from American diplomatic stations in Washington and Russia, which forced him to make 

a decision he ultimately regretted only weeks after the first Americans arrived in Russia. 

British Foreign Secretary Lord A.J. Balfour led the Allied effort to sway Wilson’s 

opinion. All through late 1917 and early 1918, Balfour applied pressure not only to 

Wilson, but Wilson’s trusted aides, including Secretary of State Robert Lansing and 

Presidential Advisor Col. John House. Balfour carefully crafted a messaging scheme to 

induce the President towards intervention over a course of several months. He began his 

campaign with Siberia. There, he proposed that Wilson join the Japanese in an 

intervention. Balfour portrayed a Japanese intervention as inevitable, and convinced 

Wilson that American support could serve as a dampener on Japanese imperial designs. 

When Wilson decided in February 1918 to no longer object to a European intervention, 

Balfour knew he had completed the first step of his plan. With the taboo of intervention 

in sovereign territory of a self-determined people broken, the Allies shifted their attention 

to the west, towards Archangel and Murmansk. There, Bolshevik leaders were moving 

vast stores of Allied military aid from Archangel into the interior following the Treaty of 

Brest-Litovsk. That treaty also freed several divisions of German Imperial Army soldiers 

to break the stalemate on the Western Front. The Allies returned to Wilson to advocate 

for another intervention in North Russia.  
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To Wilson, such an intervention in the west made far more military sense. It could 

enable the Allies to keep safe their military stores, keep at bay any German interference 

into Russian affairs, and possibly even provide a safe corridor for 50,000 Czech-

Slovakian Legion fighters trapped in Russia after the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. Wilson 

agreed with these sentiments, but profoundly rejected any interventionist aims to either 

restore an eastern front or enact regime change within Russia. To do either, argued 

Wilson, would injure Russia more than help her. During the summer of 1918, Wilson 

continued to analyze the merits of intervention. A key element of his analysis came from 

intelligence reports emanating from Russia. Wilson relied on Ambassador to Russia 

David Francis and a special commission led by Elihu Root to determine the feasibility of 

an American-led intervention. Both men failed Wilson terribly, neither Francis nor Root 

correctly estimated popular support for the Bolshevik regime. They also failed to weigh 

the costs such an intervention might have politically with the gains that military action 

could achieve. Their failure is theirs alone. Other Americans in Russia, exemplified by 

Felix Cole, Archangel Consul Officer, correctly assessed that an intervention would fail 

without undertaking a massive military invasion and that the end result of the folly would 

be to “have sold our birthright in Russia for a mess of pottage.” Unfortunately for the 238 

American men who would later die for Russian pottage, Cole never received Wilson’s 

reply. With Allied pressure building in July 1918 and with incorrect assessments reaching 

his desk from inept officers in North Russia, Wilson made the decision to intervene.  

Wilson crafted his intervention announcement in the form of an aide-memoire, a 

short pamphlet designed to keep together his thoughts as he spoke. Written by Wilson 

himself, the aide-memoire offers historians a rare glimpse into the mind of the President. 
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The aide-memoire accurately reflected Wilson’s conflicted feelings on the intervention. 

In it, Wilson outlined that any American presence must first be welcomed by the 

Bolsheviks, and that America’s primary goals were to safeguard the ports around 

Archangel and enable an escape route for the Czech-Slovakian Legions, should they fight 

their way to Archangel. He also promised the Russian people that the American presence 

posed no danger to their right of self-governance, yet the aide-memoire also made clear 

that the American zone of influence would make safe any peoples seeking to rule 

themselves outside the bounds of Bolshevism. Wilson’s decision, outlined in the aide-

memoire, demonstrated his binary approach to state sovereignty. He consistently sought 

to reassure the Bolshevik leaders that he meant no existential threat to their political 

existence. However, he was willing to send military expeditions deep into Russian 

territory to satisfy his Allied partners, without which his post-war vision of global 

economic liberalism and self-determination of all peoples could not exist. It is also 

important to note that given the ongoing war on the western front, midterm elections in 

America, and Wilson’s own failing health, he did not actually give significant thought to 

the intervention. After all, only 5,000 American men steamed for North Russia in August 

1918, while millions more were headed for the Western Front against Germany.  

The lack of attention from Wilson explains why the intervention failed almost as 

soon as it arrived. After issuing his aide-memoire in July 1918, Wilson never gave any 

further guidance to his subordinates on the ground in Archangel until the time came to 

pull out of North Russia. Wilson’s lack of attention opened the door for other Allied 

leaders to exploit the Americans. On the ground, British Maj. Gen. F.C. Poole led the 

entire Allied intervention. He did not share Wilson’s reluctance to strike at Bolshevism. 
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Within three days of the Americans arriving in Archangel, he sent them on wide ranging 

offensive operations designed to strike at the heart of Bolshevism. Poole ordered the 

Americans along three fronts oriented at the railways linking Petrograd and Moscow to 

weaken the Bolsheviks’ power in North Russia. His efforts belied Wilson’s goal of non-

interference in Russian internal affairs. In the fall of 1918, Bolshevik leaders still 

believed the Americans to be pawns in a British imperial war on the Asian continent. 

However, after Armistice Day, November 11, 1918, they began to view the intervention 

as an invasion, one that placed the Americans front and center. Without Wilson’s 

attention and without a focused goal, American military leaders under Poole complied 

with their superior officer’s orders, further eroding American standing with the 

Bolsheviks.  

This work has demonstrated how the incorrect application of tactics and 

operations impact the strategic and diplomatic goals of a military operation. F.C. Poole’s 

rapid assault south within days of the 339th’s arrival directly contradicted stated 

American goals, to devastating effect. The Russians, including Commissar for Foreign 

Affairs Gregori Chicherin, Chairman of the Council of People’s Commissars Vladimir 

Lenin, and Red Army Commander Leon Trotsky concluded that despite Wilson’s 

declaration of openness to Russian self-determination, the Americans under Poole were 

actually an imperial military operation designed to smother communism in the cradle. 

However, the early months of 1919 inverted the failure of “nesting” intents with 

operations. Unlike September, American tactics and operations on the ground in January 

and February did support Wilson’s intent to prevent military stores from falling into 

enemy hands and provide a route for the Czech Legions to return home. By retaining 
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ground and avoiding a drive to Petrograd, the American military operation signaled to the 

Russians that their presence signified no realistic existential threat. With the correct 

tactics nested in strategic intent, the mission could be considered a success, if the 

strategic intent remained the same. By January 1919, however, it did not remain the 

same. No longer did Germany pose a threat to the stores at Archangel, which at that point 

had been removed, and the idea of using the Czech Legions on the Western Front became 

moot when the war ended in November. If any strategy for the employment of American 

men in North Russia existed at all in January and February 1919, it emphasized the 

preservation of American life and a desire to avoid antagonizing the Bolsheviks.  

The change in strategy never arrived to the men charged with its execution in 

foxholes and blockhouses on the Russian northern frontier. There, they continued to 

occupy vulnerable positions that enticed massive frontal assaults by the Soviets. In each 

case, American men and Russian men and women died needlessly, hardening resolve 

amongst the fighters, and stirring discontent on the home front. American leadership 

responded to the negative public reaction by belatedly withdrawing their men, to mixed 

reactions within the 339th. Because so many of their brothers, friends, and allies perished, 

some infantrymen resented abandoning their positions. The reluctant men considered any 

form of retreat a betrayal to their Russian allies, and believed that by heading back to 

Archangel, their suffering was all for naught. As in any situation concerning over 5,000 

individuals with unique desires, ideals, and tolerances, other men in the 339th openly 

embraced the news of departure. They welcomed the tugs, sleds, and trains that 

transported them back to the relative safety of Archangel because they viewed their 

mission in entirely different terms than their compatriots. To them, the mission 
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represented a folly from the outset. The armistice on November 11, 1918, made them 

contemplate their true purpose, and they struggled to justify the misery of their existence 

when little of what they did ever made a difference. 

Unknown to any men alive when the Americans retreated from Russia in June 

1919, the 339th’s actions did make a significant difference, just in ways they never 

thought imaginable. When President Ronald Reagan declared during his 1984 State of the 

Union that the United States never went to war with the Soviet Union, he echoed a belief 

long held in American diplomatic circles. George Kennan aside, few men in the United 

States executive or legislative branches knew about the American intervention in North 

Russia, and even fewer considered its long-lasting impacts. That ignorance of history did 

not occur on the other side of the Iron Curtain.  

Soviet leaders during the course of the Cold War remembered the intervention as 

a key element of making the Soviet nation. Joseph Stalin, leader of the Soviet Union from 

1924 until his death in 1953, was a key leader within the Bolshevik party during the 

intervention. Stalin never forgot the key years of 1918-19. He considered the American 

intervention as an element of the broad capitalist plot to overthrow communism. Stalin 

internalized the intervention, believing it as evidence that capitalism could never exist 

peacefully with communism. While he left few writings about the intervention, possibly 

because of Trotsky’s involvement with expelling the capitalists, his thoughts on the 

intervention are captured in conversations with other communist leaders. In a 

conversation with Chinese Communist Party Chairman Mao Zedong in 1949, he told the 

rising Chinese general that capitalists would soon invade his country much like they did 

to Stalin’s in 1918. “[America] does not want peace,” warned Stalin, adding that the 
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Americans believed “the only way to achieve peace … is to organize an armed 

intervention.” He recounted that the intervention by foreign powers like the one which 

had taken place in Russia for four years from 1918 to 1921 demonstrated a capitalist 

determination to eradicate socialism through force whenever possible.241 Stalin’s 

conversation with Mao occurred over thirty years after the United States ended its nine-

month intervention, and yet Stalin believed intervention was likely in 1949 as it was in 

1918.  

Stalin’s successor, Nikita Khrushchev, echoed his predecessor’s remarks in 

several key speeches in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Speaking to the Conference of 

Front-Rank Agricultural Workers of Byelorussian Republic on January 22, 1958, he 

called the intervention an “onslaught” that hardened the revolution in the trials of war. He 

praised his communist forerunners by invoking a warrior mythology of the early 

Bolshevik republic. “The Soviet people,” Khrushchev bellowed, “squared their mighty 

shoulders, routed the counter-revolutionary forces and expelled the armies of the 

interventionists.”242 Khrushchev, like Stalin, viewed the intervention as an existential 

threat to the nascent communist party. He masterfully crafted a mythical origin story of 

the Bolshevik party, one born in war, alone against the ravages of capitalist greed. Later 

in the same month, Khrushchev relayed a story once told to him by Stalin himself. Sitting 

together during the Second World War, Stalin and British Prime Minister Winston 

Churchill discussed the unlikely success of the Soviet Army facing the Nazi regime. 

 
241 "Cable, Filippov [Stalin] to Cde. Mao Zedong," January 14, 1949, History and Public Policy Program 

Digital Archive, APRF, f. 45, op. 1, d. 330, pp. 110-113, and RGASPI, f. 558, op. 11, d. 330, ll. 0110-0113. 

Contributed by Sergey Radchenko. https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/116969.  
242 “’Some Aspects of International Situation,’ Speech at Conference of Front-Rank Agricultural Workers 

of Byelorussian Republic January 22, 1958,” in For Victory in Peaceful Competition with Capitalism. 

(Moscow: Foreign Languages Pub. House, 1959), 80. 
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Churchill turned to Stalin part way through their conversation and half-jokingly said “you 

should have awarded me an Order because I was the first to help train your young Soviet 

army in the art of war” during the North Russian intervention.243 Khrushchev recounted 

the story during an interview with Ian McDonald, foreign editor of The Times London, 

and added that the foreign intervention indeed saved the Bolshevik army from devolving 

into a militia by providing an external threat. On March 5, 1958, Khrushchev renewed his 

attacks on western imperialism in a letter to Bertrand Russel. In it, he called the 

intervention an “attempt to drown the newly-born Soviet socialist state in rivers of 

blood.”244 Khrushchev obscured, or outright dismissed, Wilson’s public position to take 

no stake in Soviet internal affairs and accused the west of “plann[ing] to put a noose 

round the people’s neck.” Khrushchev’s fervent denunciation of western imperialism was 

no mere piece of propaganda. Khrushchev was in many ways much unlike Stalin. 

However, he continued the tradition of using historical memory as a key element of 

foreign policy development and adeptly used the American intervention in North Russia 

in 1918-19 as a tool to erode American moral standing during the Cold War.  

Even Mikhail Gorbachev, the last Soviet leader of Russia, remembered the 

intervention and its effects. Gorbachev is famous for implementing the policies of 

glasnost and perestroika, which encouraged openness and transparency, and for his 

openness to rapprochement with the West. However, in his 1987 book Perestroika, he 

blamed the intervention and the fourteen nations who took part in it for the ruinous 

 
243 “Interview with I. McDonald, Foreign Editor of the Times, January 31, 1958,” in Nikita Khrushchev, 

For Victory in Peaceful Competition with Capitalism. (Moscow: Foreign Languages Pub. House, 1959), 

91.  
244 “Letter to Bertrand Russell,” in For Victory in Peaceful Competition with Capitalism. (Moscow: Foreign 
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condition of the Soviet economy after the Russian Civil War.245 Gorbachev stopped short 

of his Soviet predecessors by not explicitly blaming the United States for the 

intervention, but in mentioning the forgotten war between the US and Soviet Union, he 

demonstrated the effect it had seventy years later on Soviet political thought. 

Let us take care not to turn the American intervention into North Russia into a 

cataclysmic shift in American-Soviet relations. American and Soviet foreign policy goals 

in 1918 were divergent at best, and confrontational always. If we allow the counterfactual 

question “would the Soviet Union and United States have engaged in a Cold War without 

the 1918-19 intervention” to exist, the answer is undoubtedly yes. However, the 

intervention caused a rupture of normalized relations between the two nations. By 

sending American men into North Russia, Woodrow Wilson traded America’s birthright, 

in the words of Felix Cole, for even less than a mess of pottage. While American 

presidents chose to forget, Soviet leaders internalized the intervention as evidence of 

capitalism’s inherent imperialist designs. For generations, Soviet leaders used the 

intervention to question America’s motives, stoke Russian nationalism, and rationalize 

outsized military expenditures. Over a hundred years have passed since the S.S. Czar 

transported American men out of Russia, but the impact of their actions on foreign policy 

echo today.  
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