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Introduction

As the centenary of the American Intervention in the Russian Civil War
approaches, many lessons can still be gleaned from the often-maligned military
operation. The intervention serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of meddling in
the affairs of foreign states, the pitfalls of coalition warfare, and the importance of
having well-defined objectives for every military action. Britain, France, Japan and
America, the powers most heavily invested in the intervention, all pursued their own
ends, which frequently brought the erstwhile allies into conflict. The aims of the United
States were vague, which made intervention inherently untenable. The situation became
more chaotic as elements of the local populations also tried to advance their own

interests.

The American soldiers soon found themselves amid this chaotic situation, caught
between competing interests that certainly did not align with their own. The American
soldiers were adversely affected by mission creep, which refers to the expansion of an
operation beyond its original parameters. The Americans’ objectives changed after they
were deployed, broadening the scope of their involvement. Nevertheless, the local
commanders of the American forces demonstrated surprising diplomatic skill during the
operation. The neutral stance of the American forces led to better relations with locals.
While many facets of the intervention have been investigated, one aspect that has been
understudied has been the interactions between the American troops on the ground and
local actors, like potentially hostile Cossack or partisan elements. The American

Expeditionary Force in Siberia serves as an example of a military operation undertaken



without the intention of making war. The interactions that the Americans had with the

locals provide several cogent lessons.



Background

The First World War stressed the Imperial Russian state to its breaking point.
The political vacuum that existed in Russia after the fall of the Tsarist regime was felt
throughout the former empire. The Provisional Government’s weakness and eventual
collapse exacerbated the instability. The Bolshevik seizure of power led to what the
leader of the anti-Bolshevik White movement in the Caucasus, Anton Denikin,
described as “the Balkanization of Russia.”* The disintegration of the highly centralized
imperial state, the rise and fall of the Provisional Government and the Bolshevik coup
all occurred while the First World War raged on, which further exacerbated the chaos.
Former Tsarist officers, like Denikin, attempted to form armies and even governments,
while the elected leaders of the Cossacks, known as atamans, had a free hand in the vast

areas under their sway.

Governments arose claiming to represent various groups and interests, both
regional and national in scope. Many zemstva, or provincial councils, would also assert
authority in their localities, though their effectiveness varied. As authority collapsed,
banditry and crime increased, though often those in power were the worst offenders. The

American soldiers sent to Russia were thus embroiled in an unstable situation.

! Anton Denikin, The White Army (Cambridge: lan Faulkner Publishing, 1992), 109.
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Intervention

The purpose of the intervention has been hotly debated by scholars, resulting in
several interpretations. The earliest explanations suggested that Wilson intervened to
prevent unilateral Japanese action, which could have endangered his open-door policy in
China.? Another explanation posited that Wilson was pressured into action by the Allied
powers, since the intervention was a small part of a much larger Allied war effort.® The
most common explanation, however, was that Wilson intervened in order to aid the
Czechoslovak soldiers trapped in Russia after the Bolshevik coup.* All of these
interpretations have merit, since most of the enumerated factors influenced the decision
to intervene. The ambiguity of Wilson’s goals bore a direct impact on soldiers sent to
Siberia, as their objectives were quite vague. In order to understand why the American
Expeditionary Force (AEF) was in Siberia, it is important to understand how and why

Wilson decided to intervene.

The idea to intervene was not Wilson’s, nor did he initially appear interested in
the prospect. The White House rebuffed Allied efforts to push Americans to intervene in
Russia. The War Department was almost uniformly against any action in Siberia. Peyton

Conway March, Army Chief of Staff, objected to American action in part because he

2 John Albert White, The Siberian Intervention (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1950); Betty Miller Unterberger,
American Intervention in Siberia (Lexington: Heath, 1969); William Appleman Williams, American-Russian
Relations, 1781-1947 (New York: Rinehart, 1952).

3Eugene P. Trani, “Woodrow Wilson and the Decision to Intervene in Russia: A Reconsideration” The
Journal of Modern History, Vol. 48, No. 3 (Sep., 1976), 440-461

4 Carol Willcox Melton, Between War and Peace: Woodrow Wilson and the American Expeditionary Force
in Siberia, 1918-1921 (Macon: Mercer UP, 2001); George Kennan, The Decision to Intervene (Princeton:
Princeton UP, 1989); Robert Maddox, The Unknown War with Russia: Wilson’s Siberian Intervention (San
Rafael: Presidio, 1977); Carl Richard, When the United States Invaded Russia: Woodrow Wilson’s Siberian
Disaster (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2013).



distrusted Japanese intentions.®> The American ambassador in Japan, Roland Morris,
explained in a telegram that the Japanese were already prepared to intervene in Siberia
but would go no further west than Irkutsk.® While this would entail guarding a massive
amount of territory, the distance from Irkutsk to the Bolsheviks’ stronghold in European
Russia was still enormous. Wilson, questioning whether intervention was desirable,
stated that intervention by Japan alone would not be acceptable.” The Russian people in
Siberia were also against Japanese involvement there unless it was in conjunction with
the other Allies.® Wilson’s desire to secure a common understanding prior to the
intervention appears to have been a tactic to prevent unilateral action by Japan. His
statement forced the Japanese to proclaim that it would not intervene without a prior
understanding among the Allies.® The Japanese, therefore, shifted responsibility for
persuading the United States to intervene to the British and French, who had already

been pushing Wilson to intervene in Siberia.

The British and French were eager for more American involvement in the First
World War, regardless of where it occurred. The Bolshevik seizure of power and
subsequent peace negotiations with Germany meant the collapse of the Eastern Front
and the possibility that the Germans could bring the troops previously fighting the
Russians to the Western Front. The Bolshevik repudiation of foreign debts helped push
France, one of the largest holders of those debts, toward a more interventionist

position.’% In addition, both the French and British were funding White forces in Russia.

5Peyton Conway March, The Nation at War (Garden City: Doubleday, Doran & Co, 1932), 123.
5Roland Morris, Foreign Relations of the United States, Russia, 1918, vol 2., 56.

7Pauline Tompkins, American-Russian Relations in the Far East (New York: Macmillan, 1949), 58.
8Secretary Lansing, Foreign Relations of the United States, Russia, 1918, vol. 2, 57.

9Roland Morris, Foreign Relations of the United States, Russia, 1918, vol. 2, 60-61.

10 1bid., 51.



Allied aid to White forces was a means to an end, specifically the re-establishment of the
Eastern Front, though the Allies likely also hoped for the defeat of Bolshevism. The
British and French aimed to reconstitute the Eastern Front, though their means of

achieving this were unreliable and unsuccessful.

The Czechoslovak legions, comprised of ethnic Czech and Slovak soldiers
recruited from Austro-Hungarian prisoners of war during the First World War, were
fighting the Germans in Ukraine at the time of the Bolshevik seizure of power. At the
time of the October Revolution, they were one of the only viable military forces in
Russia at the time, making them a danger to the Bolsheviks. Distrustful of outsiders, the
Bolsheviks desired the removal of the Czechoslovaks from their territory. The
Czechoslovaks were supposed to be withdrawn to reinforce the Western Front, but the
execution of this withdrawal was chaotic. The Allies attempted evacuations via
Arkhangelsk in the north and Vladivostok in the Far East, leading to confusion and the
splitting of the Czechoslovak forces. The disorder of the evacuation was exacerbated by
interference by local Bolshevik-controlled soviets, which acted independently of each
other and the desires of the central government. The Czechoslovaks, frustrated by the
slow exodus, reached their breaking point in an incident in Chelyabinsk, near the Ural
Mountains in western Siberia. A Hungarian prisoner of war threw a piece of iron from a
departing troop train, which struck and fatally wounded a Czech soldier. The
Czechoslovaks stopped the train and beat that prisoner to death. Shortly afterwards,
troops from the local soviet tried to re-establish order by arresting those responsible,
though they overstepped by also arresting an officer and delegation sent later to secure

the release of those initially arrested. The Czechoslovaks responded by marching into



Chelyabinsk, freeing their comrades and seizing Soviet arms and ammunition for
themselves.™ The result was the so-called “Czech Revolt,” which led to the

Czechoslovaks controlling the majority of the Trans-Siberian Railroad in Siberia.

The Czechoslovak seizure of the Trans-Siberian railway in Russia proved to be
one of the decisive reasons for intervention. The Americans, observing the bleak
conditions of the Western Front, understood how beneficial the restoration of the
Eastern Front would be but, prior to the Czechoslovak uprising, there was no means of
achieving this. Their success appeared to give hope that the Bolsheviks were as unstable
as the Provisional Government had been, and that White forces could potentially topple
them. The Czechoslovaks, as the only effective military force in Russia, menaced the
Bolsheviks and stimulated the hopes of the Allies. Decision-makers at the time
apparently believed that the Czechoslovaks could serve as an anti-Bolshevik force with
the purpose of re-establishing the Eastern Front. In a telegram dated June 13, 1918, the

U.S. Minister to China, Paul Reinsch, wrote that:

It is the general opinion of Allied representatives here in which I concur
that it would be a serious mistake to remove the Czecho-Slovak troops
from Siberia. With only slight countenance and support they could
control all of Siberia against the Germans. (...) Their removal would
greatly benefit Germany and further discourage Russia.'?

Wilson’s response to Secretary of State Robert Lansing was that “there seems to emerge
from this suggestion the shadow of a plan that might be worked, with Japanese and other
assistance.”*3 Wilson believed that the Czechoslovaks provided a legitimate reason to

intervene, and could act as the unifying objective of the intervention. The purpose of the

11 Richards, United States Invaded Russia, 39-40.

12paul S. Reinsch, Foreign Relations of the United States, Russia, 1918, vol. 2, 206-207.

13U.S. Department of State, Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States: The Lansing
Papers 1914-1920 Vol. 2 (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1940), 363.
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intervention was to safeguard the Czechoslovak rear and evacuation route, which meant
helping the them fight the Bolsheviks. Shortly after the decision, Secretary of War
Newton Baker informed March that “the President had yielded to the insistence of the
Allies and had agreed to send troops to Siberia as part of a joint Allied expedition.”** It
seems likely Allied pressure, which had been constant, finally succeeded when there was

a tangible objective to pursue.

While the Czechoslovaks’ success provided the shadow of a plan, the details of
the intervention proved more difficult to prepare. The Japanese refused to go west of
Lake Baikal, which meant that re-establishing the Eastern Front was not possible.’ In a
meeting where the details of the intervention were discussed, Wilson read his aide
memoire aloud, concluding with a statement that Japan “would be asked to accept a
limitation of seven thousand men” and agree to “the objectives proposed by the United
States.”*® The shared objectives would serve to limit Japanese activities in Siberia,
preventing them from acting with a free hand. This attempt to create a unified set of
objectives concerning the intervention was wise, though it was ultimately a failure. The
coalition assembled to intervene in Russia did so without proper cooperation and
consensus. Similarly, none of the intervening powers had a realistic exit strategy. The
aims of the intervening powers were not unified, which prevented the Allies from
working together effectively and fundamentally undermining their efforts. Like the

Americans, the other interventionist powers had similarly murky objectives.

14 March, Nation at War, 123.
15 Richard, United States Invaded Russia, 30.
18 March, Nation at War, 126.



The British and the French, who had landed troops in northern and southern
Russia respectively, were much more overtly opposed to the Bolsheviks than the
Americans. The French landed troops at Odessa, while the British landed troops at
Murmansk and Arkhangelsk. Both powers supported Denikin in the Caucasus, as well as
several other armed White forces. The British also gave money to Captain Grigorii
Mikhailovich Semenov, whose early anti-Bolshevik activity was well-known among
Allied representatives but largely unsuccessful.t” The French and British would also
support the government of Admiral Aleksandr Kolchak, who was based in Omsk, in
western Siberia. The lack of cooperation among the White forces during the Civil War
reflected some of the divisions among the intervening powers, though the British and

French were arguably closer in their aims than any of the other Allies.

The Japanese, the closest geographically, had interests in Russia that diverged
significantly from the other Allies. Consequently, their involvement was more
substantial than the other Allied powers and lasted longer as well. While the British and
French hoped to crush the Bolsheviks with White forces, the Japanese were more
interested in establishing a sphere of influence or even control in the former Tsarist
empire. While their intentions appeared benign at first, the true purpose of the Japanese
intervention was to exploit the chaos in the collapsing empire for their own gain. Given
Japanese imperial ambitions in Manchuria, their interest in the neighboring Russian Far
East is unsurprising. The Far East, with its rich natural resources and sparse population,

likely presented a tempting target of opportunity.

17paul S. Reinsch, Foreign Relations of the United States, Russia, 1918, vol. 2, 206-207; Tompkins,
American-Russian Relations, 64.



The Japanese government and military were at odds over the Siberian
intervention. While the two may have had similar goals, they diverged significantly on
the means to obtain those ends. The civilian government, being dependent on domestic
support for continued rule, debated the idea of intervention incessantly. The military
may have been ready to intervene, but the civilian government had not settled on a
course of action prior to Wilson’s invitation to joint intervention into Siberia.'® Factions
in the government that favored intervention seized upon the opportunity, though the
military took far bolder steps than the civilian government would have preferred.!® The
Japanese deployment of 70,000 troops far exceeded Wilson’s initial invitation. The
military was not alone in the endeavor, however. The military intervention coincided
with commercial penetration, evidenced by the deal to arm an anti-Bolshevik Cossack
force financed by the Kuhara zaibatsu, or conglomerate business company.?° The
economic penetration was also imperialistically motivated, intending to tie the region to

Japan.

The Japanese ultimately aimed to create a buffer state between the Bolsheviks
and China, specifically Manchuria. Initially imagined as a pan-Mongol homeland, the
hypothetical buffer state lacked popular support among the Mongol peoples, which led
the Japanese to scrap the plan. The idea of a buffer state was not abandoned, however. If
the Russian Far East could be detached from the rest of Russia, it could be turned into a

puppet state under local White forces. To that end, the Japanese began patronage of

18 paul Dunscomb, Japan’s Siberian Intervention, 1918-1922 (New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
2011), 62-67.

1% Leonard Humphreys, The Way of the Heavenly Sword: The Japanese Army in the 1920s (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1996), 25.

20\V. G. Beasley, Japanese Imperialism: 1894-1945 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), 159.
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Cossack atamans, like Captain Semenov. The desire for an anti-Bolshevik state
waivered as Kolchak grew stronger and looked as though he might be capable of
reuniting Russia, but, with Kolchak’s demise and the collapse of the anti-Bolshevik front
west of Lake Baikal, the idea regained its initial appeal. The Japanese attempted to
consolidate political power in Siberia in the form of Cossack ataman warlords. Japanese
patronage came in several forms, primarily funds, weapons and ammunition. The
Cossack atamans, for their part, generally followed the wishes of their patrons, as
evidenced by Semenov’s opposition to Kolchak.?! The Cossack atamans of the Far East
“maintained order” through ruthless and usually arbitrary brutality.?? The Japanese
support of the Cossack atamans put them at odds with the American forces on the
ground.?® The Japanese aims did not coincide with those of the other Allies’ and

increased the friction between the United States and Japan.

The Allies failed to decide on a coherent policy for intervention, fundamentally
undermining the possibility of success in the endeavor. The goal of extracting the
Czechoslovaks helped unify the Allies, but their attitude toward the Reds was
contradictory. Most of the Allies had elements in their respective governments that
supported escalating the anti-Bolshevik intervention. Winston Churchill was one of the
loudest anti-Bolsheviks in Britain, while the French General Henri Alba, Chief of Staff
for Marshall Ferdinand Foch, proposed an Allied expedition to depose the Bolsheviks.?*

However, the political realities in each of the Allied countries prevented them from

ZLwilliam Sydney Graves, America’s Siberian Adventure (New York: Jonathan Cape & Harrison Smith,
1931), 107-108.

22 |bid., 147-150.

23 |bid., 260-262.

24|an C. D. Moffat, The Allied Intervention in Russia, 1918-1920: The Diplomacy of Chaos (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 190.

11



acting with a free hand, since the war-weary populations of Britain and France would
never have supported such actions. Though the Allies still tried to influence the outcome
of the Russian Civil War, they were mostly limited to providing funds and supplies,
rather than troops. While the dangers of Bolshevism were not lost on Allied leaders, the
intervention remained only tacitly anti-Bolshevik. The Americans, more than the other
Allied powers, desired a limited intervention in Siberia. General William Sydney
Graves, the American commander in Siberia, interpreted his aide memoire strictly,

leading to stubborn neutrality by the forces under his command.

12



White Forces in Siberia

Allied involvement in Russia bolstered the Bolshevik cause and proved
detrimental to the White side, which most of the Allies had hoped would prevail. The
Whites, by accepting international aid, unwittingly played into the hands of the
Bolsheviks. The Bolsheviks could claim, quite effectively, that the White forces were
merely the puppets of foreign imperialist puppet-masters. The Bolsheviks could then
claim to be defending Russia against nefarious outside forces.? The active involvement
of the Japanese and American forces in the Far East seemed manifest proof of such
accusations. While the Reds attempted propaganda campaigns in Siberia, most Siberian
peasants likely did not see the result of such efforts. Nevertheless, the Siberian peasantry
did not need such propaganda, since the actions of the Whites already undermined

popular support for that cause.

The repressive measures of Japanese-sponsored Cossacks and other Allied-
supported White forces alienated the population of Siberia. By mid-1919, Kolchak was
extremely unpopular. General Graves recalled a report that “on July 1, outside the office
holding and military class, the Omsk Government had less than 1% of followers.”25
While economic turmoil and corruption contributed, the leading cause for popular
discontent was the oppressive measures implemented by the Whites.?” The most tangible
proof of this popular discontent was partisan activity, which was often spontaneous and
meant to defend the peasants’ precious few resources against army requisitions. The

peasants were victimized by every warring faction of the Civil War, with requisitions

2> Thomas Owen, Russian Corporate Capitalism from Peter the Great to Perestroika (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1995), 142.

26 Graves, Siberian Adventure, 227.

7 1bid., 201-202.
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being the most common form. The seizures were usually arbitrary, with soldiers taking
“whatever they wanted, sometimes giving a receipt but more often not.”?® In response,
the peasants organized resistance to White requisitioning expeditions, though this would
frequently lead to a vicious punitive expedition.?® Such partisan activity, as it related to

the Americans, will be explored later.

The repression and cruelty of the Whites was systematic as well as spontaneous.
Lieutenant General Sergei Nikolaevich Rozanov, was a particularly good example of the
Whites’ systemic brutality. Rozanov initially served Kolchak’s government in
Krasnoyarsk, in central Siberia, and later became the commander of the Vladivostok
district.%° Graves highlights Rozanov’s horrifying policy toward partisans and

bystanders alike in Krasnoyarsk:

1. In occupying the villages which have been occupied before by bandits
(partisans) to insist upon getting the leaders of the movement, and where
you can not get the leaders, but have sufficient evidence as to the
presence of such leaders, then shoot one out of every ten of the people.
2. If, when the troops go through a town, and the population will not
inform the troops, after having a chance to do so, of the presence of the
enemy, a monetary contribution should be demanded from all,
unsparingly.

3. The villages where the population meet our troops with arms, should
be burned down and all the full grown male population should be shot;
property, homes, carts, etc. should be taken for the use of the Army.%

The harsh treatment of partisans and even bystanders undermined faith in the regime,

engendering ever more hostility to continued White rule.

Rozanov’s heavy-handed measures alienated the local population. Rozanov kept

hostages as leverage to minimize violence against his followers, since “for every

28 Graves, Siberian Adventure, 237.

2 1bid., 214.

30 Albert Gleaves, The Admiral (Pasadena: Hope Publishing House, 1985), 199.
31 Graves, Siberian Adventure, 214.
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supporter of his cause that met death, he would kill ten of the people kept as hostages.”*?
Worse yet, Rozanov described the “methods used in Krasnoyarsk as handling the
situation with gloves, but declared his intention of taking off his gloves when he came to
Vladivostok, and handling the situation without the consideration he had shown the
people of Krasnoyarsk."*? It is small wonder that Graves declared Rozanov “the third
worst character known to me in Siberia.”** The systemic cruelty of Rozanov was
exacerbated by the spontaneous cruelty of the Cossack atamans, which turned the
population of Siberia against the Whites. Popular distrust of the Allies appears to have
been a result of association rather than action. The repressive measures of the White
forces came to be associated with the Allies who supported those forces. The Cossack
ataman warlords that tormented the peasantry were associated with the Japanese, who
were themselves part of the larger Allied intervention.® The Americans, who remained

neutral, suffered less from this effect than the Japanese did.

The Whites’ lack of popular support was only one of many problems facing the
anti-Bolshevik forces in the Civil War. While the Allied powers certainly provided
immense amounts of financial and material support, the White forces appeared doomed
from the start. The Tsarist army had an enormous number of officers, most of whom
joined White armies during the Civil War. Therefore, White forces frequently proved
top-heavy, with too many officers and too few soldiers, and could not function

effectively.®® Lack of popular support for the Whites meant that the population did not

32 |bid., 215.

33 Graves, Siberian Adventure, 215.

34 |bid., 215.

35 |bid., 129.

36 petr Mikhailovich Volkonskii, The Volunteer Army of Alexeiev and Denikin (London: Avenue Press,
1919), 8.
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comply with mobilization orders, meaning that most soldiers were unreliable conscripts,
rather than dedicated soldiers.®” The poor condition of the men was evident when Graves
visited Kolchak’s soldiers near Omsk. Graves was told that he could not be given an
armed escort because the Russian general “had no soldiers he could trust as an escort,”
which led Graves to conclude that this alleged army was highly unreliable.® Since funds
were perpetually short, salaries for government workers, including soldiers, did not rise
with inflation.® Pay shortages likely pushed unwilling recruits to desert, while those that
stayed likely had low morale. The soldiers were often without pay because of a

combination of poor economic policy and corruption in White governance.*

The economy of Russia was mismanaged prior to the start of the First World
War, by the outbreak of the Civil War it was severely strained. White governance
inherited many problems from its Tsarist predecessor, and no new ideas on how to fix
them. Repressive governance was a Tsarist standard, as was economic mismanagement
and corruption. Pyotr Demianovich Ouspensky, a writer living under Denikin’s regime

in southern Russia, explained a familiar situation throughout the former empire:

The prices of all products and necessities have risen by twenty, fifty, a
hundred, or six hundred times. Workmen’s wages have risen twenty,
fifty, or even a hundred times. But the salary of an ordinary ‘brainworker’
— a teacher, journalist or doctor — has risen in the best cases by no more
than three times, and very often has not risen at all, but has actually
decreased.

37 Graves, Siberian Adventure, 153.

3 |bid., 231.

395, Karpenko, “The White Dictatorships’ Bureaucracy in the South of Russia: Social Structure, Living
Conditions, and Performance (1918-1920)” Soviet and Post-Soviet Review No. 37 (2010), 84-96.

40 John Ward, With the Die-Hards in Siberia (New York: George H. Doran Company, 1920), 244.

41p. D. Ouspensky, Letters from Russia 1919 (Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978), 6.
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The rampant inflation was often the result of economic mismanagement, though graft

certainly exacerbated the situation.

The military and bureaucratic organs of the Whites were plagued by corruption
and inefficiency. According to Graves, the military officials in charge of the railway
“were Kolchak appointees, and he would not remove them although the railroad was
permeated with scandal and graft.”*2 The officials in charge of the railroad prioritized
cargo for the Kolchak regime, though a well-placed bribe would help move other cargo
along.*® The resulting backlog in “normal” rail traffic was another problem that White
governance did not attempt to solve.** The governance of the Whites brought difficulties
to those under their rule, but was largely limited to heavily-populated areas. The rural
areas of Siberia were subject to a more cruel and arbitrary sort of “governance,” that of

the Cossack Atamans.

42 Graves, Siberian Adventure, 242.
43 |bid., 243.
44 |bid., 243-244.
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Atamanshchina

Siberia and the Far East were less organized and less developed than most of
European Russia. While some Siberian and Far Eastern cities, like Omsk, Irkutsk and
Vladivostok, had large populations, the overall population density in Siberia was much
lower than European Russia, with even less infrastructure connecting it. The relative
underdevelopment of Siberia meant that the organs of state control that had existed
during the Tsarist times were already weak, so the collapse of the Tsarist system would
have brought a near complete collapse of Siberian governance. While numerous
governments laid claim to power in Siberia, the vast stretches of territory with little
infrastructure to connect it all meant that wielding power effectively was incredibly
difficult. In such chaos, the Cossacks remained one of the few cohesive social groups

capable of self-governance in the countryside.

The Cossacks were a relatively advantaged social group in the Tsarist empire.
They were renowned horsemen and earned their privileges through military service,
usually as cavalrymen. Given the blood they shed to obtain their status, they were loath
to surrender their privileges. Their military obligation to the Tsar ended with the Tsar’s
abdication, however. The sudden disappearance of the object of their obedience led them

to pursue their own ends, primarily maintaining their privileges and status.

The Cossacks in Siberia, more than their European counterparts, were used to a
large amount of autonomy. The autonomy of the Transbaikalian, Ussuri and Amur

Cossack Hosts stemmed from Tsarist concessions intended to entice Russian settlers

18



further east to consolidate Russia’s hold on far-flung territory.* The Cossacks held a
meeting, known as a krug, and elected a new leader, known as an ataman. Given their
privileged status, Cossacks tended to be conservative or even reactionary, though their
ranks did contain some Bolshevik and other leftist elements.*® Consequently, Cossack
atamans throughout Russia tended to align with White rather than Red forces, though
Cossacks fought on both sides.*” Moreover, the autonomy they enjoyed was threatened
by Bolshevik ideology, which would have largely eliminated the Cossack way of life.
The desires of the Cossacks, therefore, tended to align more with the White than Red

forces.

Among the first White forces organized in Siberia were the Cossack Hosts. The
Orenburg and Ural Cossack Hosts rose and formed regiments to aid the White cause.*®
The Cossacks further east, however, were less inclined to join a fight so far from their
homes. Since the Bolsheviks were considerably weaker in Siberia, the threat they posed
likely seemed minimal to the better organized and trained Cossacks. Though pro-White
atamans pushed the Cossacks into greater involvement in the Civil War, the Cossacks
who left their homelands and ventured west to fight for the Whites against the
Bolsheviks were outnumbered by those who stayed home. The Cossacks that stayed

home were not idle.

Expansive and sparsely populated, Siberia was difficult to govern during the

Civil War. The Cossacks, whose lifestyles predisposed them to living in the countryside,

4> Bisher, White Terror, 8.

46 \/olkonskii, Volunteer Army, 10.

47Sergei Staikov and Roy Medvedev, Philip Mironov and the Russian Civil War (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1978), 44-66.

8 Denikin, White Army, 122.
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acted as a repressive policing force for the Whites. They launched punitive expeditions
against peasants who resisted the Whites, as well as carrying out anti-partisan
operations. The purpose of some of these raids might not have been ideologically or
politically motivated, such as land disputes between Cossacks and the peasantry.
Similarly, personal reasons, such as grudges, could have motivated such violence.
However, the varied nature of such raids and the lack of reliable documentary evidence
prevent drawing solid conclusions. The effectiveness of such policing is dubious, given
how harshly the Cossacks treated those who resisted. Moreover, the arbitrary cruelty of

the Cossacks was never countermanded by higher authorities.*®

The chaos and arbitrary rule of the Cossacks became infamous, leading to a
moniker to describe it; “Atamanshchina,” literally meaning “the evil deeds of the
atamans,” refers to the ruthlessness of the Cossack atamans.*® The conditions in Siberia
allowed the atamans freedom to do as they wished. As Paul Dotsenko, a member of the

Socialist Revolutionary Party, explained:

The flourishing of atamanshchina in Siberia was preceded by a power
struggle among certain members of the Siberian government. Instead of
establishing discipline under a common command, they sought support
from underground military organizations — support for which they would
somehow eventually have to pay. With the cooperation of these military
organizations (quite helpful when it came to this kind of inner power
play) the Siberian government, as last constituted, came to power. It was
also by this means that Admiral Kolchak came into power. Admiral
Kolchak did show some opposition to the Cossack ataman in Chita, but
purely on grounds that the latter did not recognize his authority. In
general, voluntarily or involuntarily, the supreme ruler made no serious
effort to control atamanshchina and thereby contributed to its growth. As

4 Graves, Siberian Adventure,
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a consequence, he himself became a captive and the leaders of these
organizations became masters of the situation.>?

Kolchak owed his position to the same forces that later caused him trouble. Moreover,
the Kolchak government, based in Omsk, had little means to challenge the authority of
the Cossack atamans in the rear or control their actions. Even after declaring himself
“Supreme Ruler and Commander-in-Chief of All Russian Land and Sea Forces,”
Kolchak was unable to command the actions of his alleged subordinates to the east.>? He
was not concerned about the atamans’ mistreatment of the peasantry or civilians. Instead
he expressed opposition to those atamans who would not recognize his authority.

Kolchak, therefore, was powerless to stop the spread of atamanshchina.

The growth of atamanshchina, which occurred across Russia but was worse in
Siberia than European Russia, proved dangerous for anyone in their territory, regardless
of allegiance. While the Cossack atamans were nominally White forces, they were
frequently more motivated by self-interest than ideology. Given their flexible allegiance,
the atamans proved to be detrimental to their own cause. Ataman Grigori Semenov was
well-known for robbing trains that passed through his territory, even if they carried
weapons and ammunition to his supposed superior, Kolchak.>® The atamans essentially
had free rein within their territories and suffered no consequences for any of their
misdeeds. It was into this chaotic situation that the American soldiers were sent to try to

fulfill Wilson’s vague objectives.
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The AEF in Siberia

The American contribution to the Allied intervention was divided into two
contingents that operated on opposite sides of the country. The American Expeditionary
Force (AEF) in Siberia, largely from the Philippines, was sent as a peacekeeping force to
the easternmost reaches of Russia, like Vladivostok, while the second force was sent to
northern Russia, primarily Arkhangelsk. The American soldiers sent to Arkhangelsk,
under the command of British generals F. C. Poole and subsequently Edmund Ironside,
were actively fighting the Bolsheviks, simplifying their relationship to most of the
inhabitants of the region. Conversely, the AEF in Siberia had a complicated and
ambiguous relationship with the inhabitants of the region. The Americans in Siberia
ceased most anti-Bolshevik operations after the arrival of their commanding officer,

Major General William Sidney Graves.

The AEF in Siberia was much less involved the civil war but was nevertheless
surrounded by it, necessitating at least some participation. The AEF’s commander,
General Graves, took pains to avoid unnecessary conflict with the locals, insisting upon
neutrality and non-interference in Russian affairs. While American forces in Siberia did
fight Bolshevik elements, the majority of casualties resulting from such combat were in
northern Russia, where American forces were commanded by the British, who were
much more openly anti-Bolshevik. While sporadic combat occurred, it was primarily
aimed at protecting the railway, meaning that Bolshevik forces could avoid conflict with
the Americans by avoiding the railroad. The Americans in Siberia maintained a stricter
neutrality in Russian affairs than the other intervening powers, which likely reduced

American casualties.
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Like many other political leaders during the First World War, Wilson failed to
understand what the AEF could potentially achieve through intervention.
Problematically, he agreed to intervene without a detailed plan or viable exit strategy, as
well as vague objectives. The armistice with Germany in November and the subsequent
end of the First World War meant that some of the initial objectives of intervention,
namely resurrecting the Eastern Front, were no longer necessary. The Czechoslovaks
were still in need of evacuation, but they were spread out across Siberia fighting the
Bolsheviks. The Allies, therefore, needed to amend the objectives of the intervention to
match the changing circumstances. The beginning of the Paris Peace Conference in
November offered the opportunity to revise the Allies’ goals and work together to plot a
course of action. While Wilson was at the Peace Conference, the AEF remained in
Siberia and received no new orders. Some American consular officials, like the consul-
general at Irkutsk, Ernst Harris, wanted the United States to be more actively involved in
the anti-Bolshevik struggle. According to Graves, Harris used the President’s absence
during the Peace Conference to push for greater AEF involvement in the civil war, since

Wilson “could not give any personal attention to Siberia.”®*

Wilson’s reasons for intervening initially did not match the situation on the
ground in Siberia, as Graves discovered upon his arrival. Shortly after arriving in
Vladivostok, Graves noted pithily that “the military situation has completely changed
since | left the United States.”® The change in circumstances was partially reflected in a

change of goals for the AEF. Wilson’s initial reasons for intervention were amended and
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new objectives added after the Paris Peace Conference. Prior to the start of the First
World War, the Trans-Siberian Railroad was completed, but the rail network was in dire
need of repairs even before the war. The stresses of near constant traffic during the war
years meant that by the time of the Bolshevik seizure of power the rail network was in
poor shape. The long empty stretches of Siberia posed additional problems for
infrastructure repair. To address this issue, the Allies concluded the Inter-Allied Railway
Agreement, which gave each of the Allies a portion of the railroad to guard while
engineers made necessary repairs. The repairs were likely intended to aid the White side,
expediting supplies destined for the Kolchak government in Omsk. In response to a
Senate resolution requesting clarification on the purpose of the American deployment to
Siberia, Wilson reiterated his initial reasons for intervention, though he added that “in
February, 1919, the United States accepted a plan proposed by Japan for the supervision

of the Siberian railways by an international committee.” Wilson concluded:

The purpose of the continuance of American troops in Siberia is that we,
with the concurrence of the great allied powers, may keep open a
necessary artery of trade and extend to the vast population of Siberia the
economic aid essential to it in peace time, but indispensable under the
conditions which have followed the prolonged and exhausting
participation by Russia in the war against the Central Powers.

The Inter-Allied Railway Agreement, which the United States agreed to after AEF
soldiers were already deployed in Siberia, changed the operational parameters of the

intervention.

The changing objectives for the intervention caused the AEF great difficulty.

Wilson’s evolving expectations demonstrate that the AEF was a victim of mission creep.
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The AEF was sent to Siberia for the reasons outlined in Graves’ aide memoire. The
Inter-Allied Railway Agreement extended American involvement greatly. Initially,
American troops were confined to a relatively small area along the railway in the
Maritime Province, which runs along Russia’s Pacific Coast near Vladivostok. The
Inter-Allied Railway Agreement sent American soldiers farther west into the
Transbaikal Province, which stretched from Manchuria in the east to Lake Baikal in the
west.%” The Agreement was signed after the end of the First World War, and shifted the
purpose of the AEF in Siberia. The situation was exacerbated by Graves’ stubborn
adherence to neutrality, which meant that he would not support any particular faction
against any others. His neutrality was attested to by Wilson himself in a letter informing
the Senate about the purpose of the AEF in Siberia in 1919, well past the conclusion of
the war in Europe.>® This mission creep had a direct impact on the health of the soldiers

of the AEF.

Given their apparent lack of purpose, it is unsurprising that the men suffered
from low morale, depression and homesickness. In June 1919, there was a spike in
venereal disease among the men stationed in Verkhne-Udinsk, modern Ulan-Ude, which
was attributed to “the lack of moral control of the men due to their feeling of depression
on not moving homeward.”*® While the Victorian perspective of the commanders likely
attributed to this explanation, the men apparently had little to do in their camps other

than their duties, leading them to pursue outside entertainment. Venereal disease was
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evidently a problem for most of the AEF. General Graves informed Chaplain Joseph F.
Loughran of the 31% Infantry, who was stationed near Vladivostok, was about the
situation. Loughran “decided to make my talks on character building more frequent.
Even in my sermons | tried to show the men how dreadful it would be to carry back to
Wichita a ‘package’ as a Siberian souvenir.”® The effectiveness of Loughran’s methods
are not known, though he would later become the escort for all of the Russian women
who married men of the AEF.®! The mission creep of the intervention clearly had a
direct impact on the soldiers of the AEF, most of whom did not wish to get involved in

the Russian Civil War.

The American soldiers’ low morale was not helped by their supposed Allies,
particularly the Japanese. The majority of the foreign soldiers in the Far Eastern
intervention were Japanese. The Czechoslovak forces numbered fifty thousand and the
American forces never exceeded ten thousand, while the Japanese forces numbered
seventy thousand at their peak. While Wilson had hoped to curb Japanese ambitions in
Siberia, the presence of American troops does not appear to have achieved this end,
though it may have forced a change in tactics. The Japanese were disingenuous about
their intentions and troop deployments. As previously mentioned, Wilson had initially
hoped to limit the number of Japanese troops. The Japanese, however, surreptitiously
transferred far more soldiers to Siberia than they let on. By November of 1918, the

Japanese had moved at least seventy thousand troops into Siberia.%? In addition to their
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own military forces, sponsorship of local elements, notably the Cossack atamans, further

extended Japanese influence.

The Japanese justified their increased military presence as a response to greater
than expected enemy strength. The Japanese military claimed that the limit had been
“disregarded on grounds of operational necessity.”%® According to Graves, the Japanese
estimated that approximately fifteen thousand enemy troops stood between Vladivostok
and Khabarovsk and forty thousand between Khabarovsk and the Czechoslovak forces
at Irkutsk. The inflated enemy strength baffled Graves, who reasoned that: “one must
conclude that the Japanese Military Intelligence was absolutely ignorant of the real
conditions, or that their statement was not candid, but aimed to satisfy what they
presumed to be Allied desires, by exaggerating the magnitude of the military
problem.”® Graves’ reasoning seems valid, given the discrepancy between the actual

level of the threat and the scale of the Japanese military involvement.

Japanese communications with the AEF were usually cordial, though interactions
between the Japanese and American soldiers were rarely so pleasant. In one instance, the
Japanese left a dead horse at the AEF camp in Ussuri.®® While this action could be
considered a rather perverse prank, some of the interactions between the Japanese and
American soldiers were deadly. Lacking unified command, the Americans and Japanese
troops occasionally fought each other accidentally. One example of such inadvertent

friendly-fire occurred in the village of Sviagino in June 1919, where one Japanese
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soldier was killed.®® While the Japanese wanted the Americans to leave Siberia, they
eschewed overt violence, preferring to let their Russian counterparts do that. The
Japanese and their Russian clients proved to be as dangerous to Americans to in Siberia

as the Bolsheviks.

Since they were tasked with protecting the railroad, the American forces were
primarily reactive, rather than proactive. The Americans spent most of their time
patrolling and guarding the railway. The defensive stance of the Americans was at odds
with the desires of the Allies and local White forces. The British and French wanted to
defeat the Bolsheviks, if possible, while the Japanese sought to carve a buffer state out
of a collapsing empire. The problems for the AEF were numerous, not the least of

which was interactions with the various factions struggling for supremacy.

Since the situation in Siberia was exceedingly complex, the AEF in Siberia
presents a useful means of exploring aspects of armed intervention without actively
conducting a war. One of these aspects is how those on the ground in Siberia dealt with
local power players, whatever side they may have been on. In a report dated April, 1919,
Captain Laurance Packard described the situation that the AEF found upon its arrival in

Siberia:

Political conditions were in some ways more difficult, at this moment,
than the military. The Czecho-Slovak echelons had at various places
smoothed the way for the appearance of local Anti-Bolshevik
governments, within which various elements were working for the
creation of an united Siberian government, and later, perhaps, of an All-
Russian Government. Aside from the numerous factions which these
ambitions developed there were several ‘independent’ political factors —
some in the form of military leaders in the field at the head of loosely
organized detachments — such as those of Semenov and Kalmykov, and

® Ibid., 70.
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some of a semi-military, semi-civilian character such as the group around
Horvat.%’

The complex political situation frequently devolved into violence as infighting
hamstrung many of the factions Packard refers to. Semenov and Kalmykov, dubiously
labelled “independent” in Packard’s report, proved to be perhaps the most significant

threats to the American forces stationed in Siberia.

The Cossacks, given their military background, frequently acted autonomously
during the Civil War. They largely sided with the White forces, but their autonomy, as
well as their freebooting reputation, meant that the Americans were never fully
confident of the intentions of the Cossacks. This axiom is best reflected in the two most
notorious atamans of the Far East: Ivan Pavlovich Kalmykov and Gregori Mikhailovich

Semenov.

Vast distances separated General Graves and the AEF headquarters in
Vladivostok from the numerous AEF positions along the railroad. The local
commanders could not necessarily communicate regularly or reliably with headquarters.
In such instances, the local commanders’ decision-making takes on greater importance.
Therefore, the local commanders of the AEF played an oversized role in dealing with
these local power actors, who will be examined individually and then assessed.
Kalmykov, since he interacted with the Americans earlier than Semenov, will be

examined first.
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Kalmykov

Ivan Pavlovich Kalmykov was born a Cossack in the Terek Oblast, west of the
Caspian Sea on the Terek River. Canadian intelligence officer Major James Mackintosh

Bell, after meeting Kalmykov, described him as:

A little man, about five feet two inches in height, with a trim lady-like
waist, small and delicate hands, and a face even more boyish than his
twenty-five or twenty-six years would suggest. (...) His manners were so
courtly as to be almost elegant, so much so that in recalling him to
memory at a somewhat later date, it seemed impossible to associate so
apparently gentle a creature with the bloodthirsty excesses he
committed.%®

Kalmykov’s appearance proved deceptive, as his ruthlessness and cruelty were infamous
among the Allies. At the outbreak of the Civil War, Kalmykov was in the Russian Far

East, where he sought to become ataman of the Ussuri Cossacks.

The Ussuri Cossack Host was based in the Maritime Province between
Khabarovsk and Vladivostok, along the Ussuri River. After the February Revolution, the
Ussuri Cossack Host held a krug, or assembly, and elected Captain N. L. Popov ataman.
The Cossacks, however, were relatively divided between revolutionary and conservative
elements, and Popov’s leadership did not last long. The Ussuri Cossack Host, in its
fourth krug, elected Kalmykov to be ataman, though he was soon forced to flee to
Vladivostok after the Bolsheviks attempted to arrest him.%® Kalmykov took the
opportunity to recruit a detachment, which he named the Special Cossack Detachment,

known by the Russian acronym OKO.
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Kalmykov’s OKO, which lacked the strength to act on its own, later joined with
Allied forces in their drive to capture Khabarovsk. Kalmykov was rewarded for his
service with control of the strategically importance city, which he subsequently turned
into his own personal fiefdom. The OKO formed the nucleus of Kalmykov’s power in
Khabarovsk, although he had little interest in governance. Kalmykov’s governance, if it
could be so described, was through fear and brutality. Packard gave an account of the

start of Kalmykov’s rule:

To maintain a sort of political control, Kalmykoff resorted to the
unscrupulous arrest of well-to-do civilians, tortured some to procure their
wealth, and executed them as political malefactors. Their property was
confiscated. These arrests and executions became almost ‘wholesale’ and
caused alarm and terror among all classes of the population. Some of
these arrests included the Habarovsk Judicial Commission, and the
Judicial Section of his own troops. (...) It is estimated that several
hundred persons were executed by the Kalmykoff troops in the vicinity of
Habarovsk. The peasants, even, were subjected to robbery and cruel
treatment. These cruelties and acts of oppression were not confined,
however, to civilians; they were practiced by Kalmykoff and his Officers
upon their own troops.”

Kalmykov’s initial mistreatment of the inhabitants of Khabarovsk was merely the

beginning of a regime of disorganized plunder and terror.

Ataman Kalmykov, though his time in Khabarovsk was limited, earned his
reputation as he plundered the area under his control and terrorized its inhabitants. The
arbitrariness and cruelty of his regime helped discredit him in the eyes of the population
and the Allies alike. Graves was quite definitive in his assessment that Kalmykov was
“the worst scoundrel | ever saw or ever heard of and | seriously doubt, if one should go

entirely through the Standard Dictionary, looking for words descriptive of crime, if a
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crime could be found that Kalmikoff had not committed.”’* While his brutality alienated

the other Allied powers, the Japanese were less concerned.

The AEF would forward reports of Kalmykov’s nefarious activities to the
Japanese military representatives, but little would ever be done. The Japanese were the
only potential check on Kalmykov and had leverage over him, since he was entirely
dependent on them for supplies. The funds, ammunition and weaponry that Japan
provided him meant that they could have controlled him. He was a tool in their imperial

toolbox but, unless they needed something specific, Kalmykov could do as he pleased.

Kalmykov employed harsh methods to maintain order in civilian and military life
alike. While attempting to raise an army, he found out that brutality was not always
effective. A group of one hundred reluctant recruits, comprised of former Red Guard
soldiers, was trained by two officers, who were “well known for their free use of whips
and fist.”’2 The former Red Guards, out of fear of execution, submitted to this harsh
discipline. The technique appeared successful, so the two officers were transferred to
train a new “Hundred” in the same fashion. The next “Hundred,” which was a group of
Cossack volunteers, did not react well to the measures. Their mutiny was only quieted
after “the obnoxious officers were placed under arrest.””® Kalmykov, however, did not

learn from this experience and kept his methods harsh.

The civilians, who had no recourse but to flee, suffered greatly under Kalmykov.

He had established “a regime of extortion, terror and bloodshed, which eventually
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caused his own troops to mutiny and seek the protection of the American Command.”’*
The mutiny of his own soldiers and their desertion to the Americans created hostility
between Kalmykov and the AEF and revealed the Japanese to be the true power behind

the ataman.

In January of 1919, Kalmykov’s troops mutinied and a large number deserted,
fleeing to local villages, the Chinese or even to the Americans. Nich Hochee, a private

of the 27" Infantry, posted near Khabarovsk described the chaos:

Non-commissioned officers and soldiers of one of the two regiments
stationed in Khabarovsk revolted and killed their officers. Seeing that
they were about to be overpowered and captured by the rest of
Kalmikoff’s Cossacks, they came to our camp in the evening with their
arms and horses and gave themselves up for protection. Oh! What a mess
we had that night. Immediately a “Call to Arms’” was sounded, alert
everywhere, because Kalmikoff with an army of over two thousand
demanded the return of the rebels. | am glad to say that we did not return
the prisoners.”

Of the mutinous seven hundred, three hundred and ninety-eight went to the
Headquarters of the 27" Infantry.”® The group offered to surrender their weapons and
equipment in exchange for protection, though they stated that “if the American
Commander would not protect them, they would return in a body and fight it out with
the remainder of Kalmikoff’s troops.”’” Kalmykov mustered the remainder of his forces,
including the prison and hospital guards, which were left undefended.”® While there was
a confrontation between the Americans and Kalmykov, disorder had broken out in

Khabarovsk.
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The American commander, Colonel Styer, made a wise decision by disarming
the deserters and putting them under guard. The American troops were also dispatched
to restore order in the aftermath.’® The actions of the American commander prevented a
dangerous situation from escalating and his quick thinking helped restore order in the
local area. The situation was safely de-escalated and there was little bloodshed. The
Japanese, however, soon became involved, demonstrating their position as Kalmykov’s
benefactors. Initially, the Japanese requested the deserters be put under joint Japanese-
American guard, though after Colonel Styer refused the offer their demeanor changed.
The Japanese delivered a memorandum questioning the American involvement,
claiming “this case is believed as interference with the interior administration of
Kalmykoff’s detachment.”® Styer was ultimately ordered not to release any of the men

without first notifying Vladivostok.8

The situation grew more complex with the death of one of Kalmykov’s officers
who had been wounded during the mutiny. The sudden existence of a murderer among
the deserters created a new problem. Graves ordered Styer to investigate whether any of
the men in American custody could be the murderer. The investigation conducted led to
the release of most of the men, though further unexpected complications arose before the
situation was resolved. An assembly of Cossack delegates in Khabarovsk demanded
information regarding the mutiny, which the Americans agreed to and “every facility

was afforded its representatives to learn all the facts at the disposal of the American
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Command, and to interview those in charge of the Americans.”®? The result was not

what the Americans expected.

The conference held by the delegates was covered by most of the local press,
though the coverage was not positive. While the accounts were published by many of
the newspapers of the Maritime Province, some of the newspapers had “a virulent anti-
American attitude, grossly unfair, distorted and provocative,” which Packard concluded
was “strongly suggestive of deliberate propaganda, and seemingly akin to the attitude of
the Japanese position at Habarovsk throughout the episode.”® The AEF near
Khabarovsk entered a state of siege as anti-American sentiment grew. This localized
anti-American sentiment did not last long, since it was primarily a product of the

inflammatory newspaper coverage.

To combat what he perceived as the root of the AEF’s image problem, Styer
wrote a letter to the Japanese Commander at Khabarovsk, General Oi Shigemoto. Styer
declared that “Kalmikoff is responsible to no one and no nation assumes responsibility
for his acts, therefore, | object to the American forces being considered in the same light
that you consider Kalmikoff’s detachment.”®* The letter concluded with Styer’s opinion
that “unless you exercise authority over this individual, a clash between his men and our

troops is imminent.”®® Luckily, a clash did not occur, in part because Styer restricted the
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movements of his men and increased the guards.® Additionally, General Graves got

involved to help defuse the situation.

Graves approved all of Styer’s actions and took control of the situation himself,
since he could interact with the Oi’s superior officer, General Otani. Graves had a
relatively cordial relationship with Otani, though the bureaucracy of the Japanese
military prevented easy access to him.8” Graves sent a copy of Styer’s letter to Otani
along with his own letter, which requested the Japanese restrain Kalmykov’s forces. He
added “in case the Japanese forces are no longer responsible for the action of these men,
| request that | be so advised.”®® Otani’s response, while denying responsibility for
Kalmykov’s forces, stated that the Japanese forces felt it was their “duty to see that
Kalmikoff be duly advised and that a satisfactory and smooth solution be reached.”®

The situation in Khabarovsk began to diffuse after this exchange.

While Graves’ relationship with Otani likely kept the matter from escalating,
Graves did not doubt that it could have. He asserted his belief that General Oi “would
not have been adverse (sic) to seeing a clash between the American forces and
Kalmikoff’s men.”?° The peaceful resolution, may have been a tactical consideration,
since the Japanese subsequently sought the release of the arms and equipment that the
Americans had been given by the surrendering troops. After demanding proper

documentation that the equipment belonged to the Japanese military, Graves sanctioned
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the transfer of the stores to Japanese custody.* With the return of the arms and supplies,

the Japanese appear to have been somewhat satisfied with the conclusion of the incident.

By disarming, detaining and thereby protecting the deserters from Kalmykov’s
detachment, Colonel Styer intervened in the local Russian affairs. However, the situation
was best handled through Styer’s course of action. The deserters came to him, and
turning them away was impossible. They claimed that they would go back and fight the
remainder of the force. Had Styer let them go, a massacre could have occurred.
Moreover, the AEF soldiers sent to restore order likely prevented further incidents. The
wise course of action had an unintended negative consequence with the local population,
but stability was maintained. Styer’s conduct, as well as Graves’ subsequent handling of
the matter, likely saved the lives of the deserters. Similarly, the swift restoration of order
after the mutiny likely prevented further violence. Styer’s interference in local affairs,

therefore, seems to have been a net positive.
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Semenov

Gregori Semenov, who served in the First World War before the collapse of the
Tsarist army, was in the Transbaikal Province, his homeland, during the outbreak of the
Civil War. He was described rather unflatteringly by Baron Piotr Nikolaevich Wrangel,

who had been his commanding officer, as a

Transbaikalian Cossack — dark and thick-set, and of the rather alert
Mongolian type. His intelligence was of a specifically Cossack caliber,
and he was an exemplary soldier, especially courageous when under the
eye of his superior. He knew how to make himself popular with Cossacks
and officers alike, but he had his weaknesses — a love of intrigue and
indifference to the means by which he achieved his ends. Though capable
and ingenious, he had received no education and his outlook was
narrow.%2

Semenov’s narrow outlook could be termed reactionary, which also accurately

characterizes his subsequent rule of the Transbaikalian Province.

Early anti-Bolshevik activity of notoriety earned Semenov patronage from the
British, French and Japanese, the last of which was the hand beneath the puppet. After
becoming ataman of the Transbaikalian Cossacks, Semenov ruled the Transbaikalian
Province, also known as Transbaikalia, which stretched from Lake Baikal in Siberia east
to the Chinese border with Manchuria. Semenov lacked the manpower to rule such a
vast and sparsely populated area. Therefore, the extent of his reach was largely confined
of the stretch of the Trans-Siberian Railroad within his territory. Control of this railway
was his military duty, given by his nominal superior, Kolchak. In truth, Kolchak never
had the ability to control Semenov, for lack of manpower among other reasons.

Semenov’s territory controlled a vitally important section of the Trans-Siberian

92 pyotr Wrangel, Always with Honor (New York: Robert Speller & Sons, 1957), 6
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Railroad, which granted his position a dangerous amount of leverage over Kolchak to
the west in Omsk and the Allies to the east in Vladivostok. From his makeshift capital of
Chita, Semenov organized an equally makeshift government, though it would soon

devolve into a dictatorship.

Indefatigably corrupt, Semenov and his men plundered his territory in various
ways, from the somewhat official, like overly arbitrary military requisitions, to the
outright criminal. His commercial dealings with the Japanese brought him a cut of their
earnings.®® His control of the railroad meant that he controlled the traffic and could
prioritize goods based on how much he was bribed. The Japanese held priority and were
not touched by Semenov’s men, while the supplies headed to Kolchak, including
desperately needed weapons and ammunition, could be seized in part or in whole. The
Semenov regime engaged in extortion and robbery in the territory under their control,

including passengers travelling by rail.%*

Semenov’s regime benefitted from Japanese patronage, but was never
particularly strong or resilient. His arbitrary cruelty, corruption, and obvious dealings
with the Japanese turned the local population against him. He maintained his rule
primarily through fear and repressive violence, which in turn generated partisan
resistance. He then used that partisan resistance to justify further repressive measures.%
The Allies soon recognized Semenov’s depravity, and his association with the Japanese
helped push the intervening coalition apart. Semenov’s position was only sustainable so

long as Kolchak existed to block direct Bolshevik ingress into his territory. When
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Kolchak’s army collapsed, Semenov’s meagre force could do little to stop the Red

Army.

Semenov’s interactions with the American Expeditionary Force were rarely
pleasant, though they were initially quite infrequent. Captain Laurence Packard, in his
report on the activities of the AEF from August 1918 to March 1919, explained that
“with the troops of Semeonov, the American Expeditionary Forces had little to do,
because there was no direct contact between them, no American troops being stationed
in the region about Chita, where Semeonov’s control centered.”®® Given the reports of
his anti-Bolshevik sorties, the AEF’s initial perception of Semenov was positive, though
this would change rapidly as rumors of his antics in Chita reached them. Any doubts as
to Semenov’s character would be eliminated once the AEF actually came into contact

with him and his followers.

As part of the Inter-Allied Railway Agreement, the AEF left the Maritime
Province in Spring 1919. They were sent as far west as Verkhne-Udinsk, modern Ulan-
Ude, south of Lake Baikal. They were tasked with protecting the rail network and the
engineers hired to help repair it. The American forces near Verkhne-Udinsk were
commanded by Colonel Charles Morrow. Graves described Morrow as “admirably
equipped for this particular duty. He could be genial, he could be politic, he could be
stern; and, if occasion demanded, he could bluff.”®” Morrow proved an adept

commander for the task ahead of him.
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The railway in the Transbaikal Province was under the control of Semenov. He
did not trust the Americans, and harassed them whenever possible. Among those
Semenov disturbed was Ernst Harris, whose train was held up and his personal
belongings searched.®® Semenov’s actions against the Americans in his territory slowly
began to escalate. In one incident, he arrested some of the railway workers, claiming
they were Bolsheviks. Morrow, forbade their arrest unless they had committed some
offense.® The response offended Semenov, who threatened to return with his armored
train. To resolve the situation, Morrow called for a meeting in the Japanese
headquarters. In the presence of both Japanese military officials and representatives of
Semenov’s military, Morrow demanded the train’s removal within 24 hours. The AEF
stationed nearby then began fortifying its position, expecting the worst, though Graves
doubted that Morrow had the equipment to make good on his threat.!® Graves, stationed
in Vladivostok, had little control of the tense situation, though Morrow’s bluff worked

and Semenov backed down.

It seems likely that Morrow’s bluff worked because it was made in the presence
of Japanese military officials, who acted as a check on Semenov and prevented the
situation from escalating. Given Semenov’s personality, it seems unlikely that such an
amicable conclusion would have arisen from a direct confrontation without the presence
of the Japanese. Therefore, Morrow’s decision to involve the Japanese military officials
directly helped de-escalate the situation. Critically, however, Morrow committed to the

lie by visibly increasing his defenses. The benefit of this was partially to sell the bluff,
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but more importantly, if the AEF was forced to fight, it would undoubtedly be
necessary. Morrow’s bluff certainly could have backfired, but the involvement of the
Japanese lessened the chances of that greatly. This interaction also highlights the
importance of good intelligence. The commanders of the AEF knew that the Japanese
were the only means to control the atamans. While they never acknowledged their
control over the atamans, Japanese involvement curbed the rogue leaders, preventing
further bloodshed. The conduct of the American commander, even without the approval

of his superior officer, was not reckless or imprudent.

In the Kalmykov and Semenov instances, the AEF local commander acted
independently to de-escalate the situation and keep the peace as much as possible. While
Morrow’s action was arguably not a de-escalation, his preparatory action of informing
the Japanese command and giving a rather lengthy ultimatum timeframe allowed sober
minds to solve the problem. In the interim, he committed to the bluff by fortifying his
position, which likely helped convince the Japanese of his sincerity. The Japanese would
then pressure Semenov into backing down, since they did not want to risk such brazen
action against the Americans. Therefore, Morrow’s circumvention of the local actor
proved to be the wisest course of action. Similarly, Styer’s level-headed conduct during
the mutiny helped prevent unnecessary violence. By protecting Kalmykov’s deserting
troops, he prevented a violent clash, as well as dispatching his own soldiers to restore
order. Styer’s actions led to negative press for the Americans, but also prevented the
deaths of numerous people. The AEF, therefore, was quite successful in dealing with the

local actors due to the professionalism and skill of the commanding officers.
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Partisans

Partisan activity varied greatly over the course of the Russian Civil War.
Spontaneous uprisings against both Red and White forces occurred, though they were
usually disorganized and short-lived. In Siberia, the peasantry was used to more
autonomy than their European counterparts, due in part to years of systemic Tsarist
inefficiency in governance, which was worse in Siberia and the Far East than in
European Russia, and in part to the sudden lack thereof following the Tsar’s abdication.
The peasants, therefore, reacted quite negatively to the sudden increase in demands that
accompanied White governance. Their attitude stiffened to outright resistance with the

growth of the arbitrary and repressive violence of the atamans.

Spontaneous peasant partisan activity in Siberia was usually in response to an
expected raid or requisition by White or Red forces. The “Green” forces in the Civil War
were usually this sort of spontaneous rural peasant resistance to armed outsiders, though
most Green activity was in western Siberia and European Russia. Green partisan activity
was largely defensive.®! The AEF likely had little fear of such partisans, since the AEF
did not engage in major offensive actions, or any other action that would have provoked

such a hostile response from Green forces.

While some partisans in Siberia were sympathetic to Bolshevik ideas, most
partisans were not motivated by ideology. The ideological centers were in the cities,
which were largely disconnected from the partisans in the countryside. As noted by Civil

War partisan V. G. Yakovenko, “the difficulty of the struggle was increased in that for
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the whole period ... there was no contact whatsoever with any urban organization, and
therefore the movement was left exclusively to our own efforts.”'%2 The partisans,
therefore, were unlikely to want to do more than defensive actions in defense of their
homes. Given the lack of ideologically-motived partisans, it is unsurprising that the AEF
did not encounter much organized partisan resistance. Organized partisan bands existed,
but were generally concentrated west of Lake Baikal. Nikolai Vasilyevich Dvoranov,
one of the most famous Siberian partisans, operated out of Irkutsk.'®® The partisans of

the Maritime Province were much weaker than their counterparts in western Siberia.

The organized Bolshevik resistance in Siberia was mostly destroyed during the
initial Allied campaign of summer 1918. As a result, the Bolsheviks retreated and
formed partisan units, though they were largely on the defensive over the course of the
intervention. The Red partisans’ objective was primarily to congest traffic on the
railways, which they achieved by sabotaging the rail network. The Bolshevik partisans
appeared to prefer avoiding confrontations with foreign forces. When the Japanese
seized the Maritime Province in Spring of 1920, the Bolshevik partisans decided to
withdraw, rather than fight.}%* Partisan forces would not be able to stand up to the full
strength of a foreign military, let alone be willing to do so. Given the discrepancy in

strength, the partisans focused on subterfuge and sabotage.

The encounters between these Bolshevik partisans and the AEF were usually

small skirmishes between American patrols and Red guerillas. The 31% Infantry, in the
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first half of 1919, suffered only 22 combat fatalities, and 33 wounded.!% The sporadic
fighting could be bloody, but was relatively infrequent. The lack of coordination
between the urban centers and the partisans in the countryside likely blunted their
effectiveness, which the AEF benefitted from. The Bolsheviks grew in strength as the
civil war continued and the White forces discredited themselves further. Nevertheless,

the Americans never appeared to face a serious threat from Bolshevik partisan forces.

The American commanders on the ground in Siberia had to interact with the
local elements, including partisans and irregular militia forces. There were few instances
of peaceful interactions between partisan forces and the AEF. When the AEF
encountered partisans, combat usually followed. Non-combat interactions deserve
further scrutiny because of the light they can shed on the partisan forces, particularly

regarding their motivations.
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Razdolnoe

Much of the American presence in Siberia was concentrated near Vladivostok, in
the Maritime Province. The Trans-Siberian Railroad, which terminates at Vladivostok,
runs northward, toward Khabarovsk and westward through China toward Harbin and
Ulan-Ude. The rugged terrain of the Maritime province not only dictated the path of the
railroad, but also facilitated the activities partisan groups. Since the Maritime Province
was controlled by White forces, at least nominally, most of the partisan activity in the
area was conducted by the Bolsheviks, with the intent to disrupt rail traffic heading to

support Kolchak and interrupt the production of coal from the nearby mines.

The decline of the Whites increased the likelihood of the Americans’ withdrawal,
though the details were still unknown. Since the Americans were leaving of their own
accord, the Bolsheviks in the region likely did not want to give them a reason to stay.
Restraint against the American sector of the railroads was apparently exercised. On
January 12, 1920, Major Harris M. Melasky, the American commander of AEF forces
near Razdolnoe, outside of Vladivostok, sent a letter the commander of the “Peoples’

Army in vicinity of Alexifkra”:

It has been a source of satisfaction to these Headquarters to note that
during the past few weeks the railroad has not been molested. On account
of this we feel that a little friendly information is due you, viz., the
American Troops are being withdrawn from Siberia. The exact date of
our withdrawl (sic) from Razdolnoe is unknown at present but if you so
desire | can advise you later. Trusting that our relations will continue
cordial and with greatest esteem.%®
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The letter led to a meeting with local partisans when two Bolshevik officers
responded. A report dated January 13, 1920, describes the meeting, though the
Bolshevik officers are not named. The report is ambiguous about the identities of the
two, as well as their intentions. The first question they asked was when the Americans
would leave. The Bolshevik commanders were concerned about a Japanese invasion,
which they believed to be imminent. They claimed that “they do not wish to have
trouble with the Americans, and therefore do not seek it, but if the railroad must be
cutoff to benefit their cause, then they will be compelled to sever all lines of travel and
communication from Vladivostok to the interior.”*%” The partisans appear to have been
planning to disrupt the Japanese seizure of the Maritime Province that occurred a few

months after this meeting as the American forces withdrew.

The commanders tried to leverage peace for medical supplies. The two claimed
that they needed to destroy the railroad to prevent a Japanese invasion. However, if the
Americans were willing to give them medicine to treat their wounded, “they would
promise not to harm the railroad until our withdrawal from Siberia.”*%® The report
concluded that the Bolshevik partisans’ need for medical supplies would push them “to
any extreme to procure these,” and that the reason for the meeting itself was “with a
view, perhaps, towards inveigling the Commanding Officer to bribe them on their

pretense of drastic actions against the railroad unless assistance would be given.”'% The
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commander’s concerns at the threat against the railroad nevertheless led him to request

an additional machine gun.°

In spite of the threat, the local commanders do not appear to have been anti-
American but anti-Japanese. As the report noted, “in reply to a direct question they
stated that they felt very kindly towards the Americans and the Chinese but were very
bitter in their remarks about the Japs, Kolchak, Semeonoff, Kamikoff, Rozanoff, et
al.”*! The commanders’ sincerity is questionable, at best, however, since they sought a
bribe in exchange for peace. The commanders also appeared to have been bluffing when
threatening the American section of the railroad. The American position suffered no
major attack, though partisans continued to operate nearby. On January 26, 1920, aforce
of fifteen hundred partisans seized Nikolsk, modern Ussuriisk, slightly over twenty
miles north of Razdolnoe.!*2 The AEF knew the Bolshevik troops were advancing on
Vladivostok, and would pass Razdolnoe on the way. The commander’s decision to

request additional firepower was quite wise.

While the AEF was tasked with remaining as neutral as possible, the Bolsheviks’
offer of peace for medical supplies would not necessarily have broken that neutrality. In
July of 1919, the Kolchak government in Omsk, despite not being recognized by the

American government, was in talks with the War Department to purchase “medical and
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other Red Cross supplies.”'!3 Given that the Kolchak government was purchasing
medical supplies without breaking American neutrality, the Bolsheviks could have had
similar leniency, at least in terms of humanitarian aid like medicine. Regardless, the
commander likely did not have the authority to make such an agreement. This
interaction between the Bolshevik partisans and the AEF provides an interesting

example of a peaceful outcome.
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Locals

The presence of the American Expeditionary Force in Siberia made their task of
maintaining neutrality in Russian affairs impossible, though their interactions with the
locals do certainly provide interesting anecdotes and unexpected lessons. Most of the
AEF’s interactions with the locals were mundane affairs, such as filing reports or
purchasing supplies. The American soldiers required a constant supply of food, much of
which was locally sourced. In addition to business, the men of the AEF socialized with
the locals. The AEF problem with venereal disease was due to the men frequenting
prostitutes, particularly in Vladivostok and other major cities. In addition to the more
carnal interactions, the men of the AEF also found love in Siberia, as evidenced by the
one hundred and five Russian brides evacuated to Manilla as the AEF withdrew.'4 The
examples of such mundane activities underline that the AEF was not primarily engaged
in making war. The experience of the AEF, therefore, cannot be understood purely based
on combat figures. The intervention is typically downplayed in accounts of the First
World War, and the human aspect of the intervention is typically downplayed even
more. Humanizing the intervention can help demonstrate that the AEF did not fail its
mission, since its mission was in part to aid the Russian people, which the AEF did as

well as it could.

One such humanizing interaction gave the members of the 27th Infantry their
famed moniker “the Wolf-hounds.” In the summer of 1919, a trio of prisoners was
captured near Spasskoe, modern Spassk-Dalny, about one hundred and forty miles north

of Vladivostok. Members of the 27th Infantry interrogated the three. They had tried to
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escape Kalmykov’s forcible conscription by hiding in the woods, where they were found
by a Cossack patrol. The Cossacks’ hounds pursued the three further into the forest.
They escaped, but were separated. The youngest of the three had managed to outrun the
Cossacks fearsome dogs, but was disoriented and lost. The boy wandered into an
American patrol, panicked and started running. The American guard caught up,
knocking the boy on the head with the butt of his rifle and subduing him with the
assistance of two other soldiers. As Private Nick Hochee explained, after that incident,
the boy was “petrified by fear of this soldier who could run faster than Kalmikoff’s
wolfhounds.” After that, the soldiers of the 27th began to jokingly refer to themselves

as the wolf-hounds.

The AEF in Siberia interacted with the local population, as well as the various
partisans, Cossacks and the militaries of the other intervening powers. The neutral
attitude of the Americans turned many of the Allies against them, as well as the White
forces. However, American neutrality during the intervention also helped limit the
number of problems that the AEF had to solve. Due to the active role taken by the
Japanese, the partisans of the Maritime Province focused on their perceived enemy in
the Japanese rather than attacking the Americans. In addition to partisans, the AEF had
decent relations with the local civilian population of Siberia, who appear to have favored
the American over the other interventionist powers. The Japanese and the White forces
tended to terrorize or victimize the local populations, making the Americans treatment
of the civilians better by comparison. The relatively positive impression that the
Russians of the Maritime Province seemed to have of the Americans suggests that the

AEF was not entirely a negative force in the intervention.
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Conclusion

The intervention in Siberia was not the disaster it is typically characterized as,
though it certainly was not a success. The American Expeditionary Force in Siberia did
not ultimately fail in any military capacity. If the intervention was a failure, it was a
political failure. The Allied coalition that agreed to intervention did not have unified
objectives, which undermined its potential to achieve anything. Moreover, the Japanese
military was frequently working independently to secure its own ends. Wilson’s poor
decision-making in Washington should not be equated with the relative success of the
forces on the ground in Siberia. Wilson made the decision for intervention against the
wishes of the military.'> Moreover, it was Wilson’s evolving expectations for the
intervention that set the AEF up to fail. The AEF, therefore, was caught between Japan’s

imperial ambitions in Siberia and Wilson’s vague desires for the future of Russia.

Wilson’s vague objectives for the military meant that success was never possible.
The murky justifications for the intervention had a direct impact on the health of the
soldiers as well. However, Graves’ steadfast neutrality helped keep casualties low in
Siberia. The American forces sent to Arkhangelsk took many more casualties in far less
time, due to their involvement in active anti-Bolshevik military operations. Conversely,
the AEF in Siberia maintained law and order while minimizing its involvement in
politics. The largely non-combat role of the AEF proved challenging, but the AEF was
not entirely unsuccessful. Similarly, the inability of the AEF to achieve what the

politicians in charge had hoped for is not the fault of the soldiers. The non-military side
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of the intervention did not seem to have achievable goals, which helped shift the playing

field as the intervention dragged on.

For its part, the AEF proved capable of handling the Siberian chaos remarkably
well. Unlike the other intervening powers, the Americans did not alienate the
population, nor did they needlessly interfere in politics. The various factions vying for
supremacy were largely sidestepped by the American military. Those instances of
American involvement in Russian affairs were usually not on the initiative of the AEF,
such as the mutiny and desertion of Kalmykov’s troops. When required, the
commanders of the AEF intervened in local affairs primarily to defuse an otherwise
dangerous situation. Their success demonstrated the professionalism and skill of the
officer corps of the AEF. The local commanders deserve special attention due to their

composure in the face of chaos and angry Cossacks.

The best lesson to draw from the intervention is the importance of listening to the
military commanders prior to authorizing force. Wilson did not frequently overrule the
War Department, though he did in the case of the intervention. The War Department
understood that the intervention lacked coherent political objectives and would not
produce any tangible results. Similarly, military planners understood what Wilson did
not regarding the logistical burden of supplying troops sent to Siberia. Chief of Staff
March himself accurately predicted that the Japanese would disregard the troop limit due
to imperial ambitions in the region.1!® While the conclusion is certainly not revelatory, it
nevertheless bears repeating: poorly-planned military action without tangible objectives

and a viable exit strategy will result in failure.
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