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The Bolshevik party’s first year in power 
following the revolution of November 1917 pro-
foundly, perhaps even decisively, shaped the So-
viet political system that endured through most 
of the twentieth century. That fateful year is the 
focus of Alexander Rabinowitch’s riveting book. 

Drawn largely from information in previous-
ly inaccessible Soviet archives, including untapped 
documents from the former KGB archive, The 
Bolsheviks in Power demolishes the long-standing 
view that the party’s extreme ideology and dicta-
torial behavior immediately transformed the So-
viet political system into one of the most authori-
tarian and oppressive regimes in history. Rather, 
with careful documentation, Rabinowitch shows 
that this system evolved ad hoc as the Bolsheviks 
struggled to retain political power amid spiraling 
political, social, economic, and military crises. 

The unprecedented source material at his 
disposal enables Rabinowitch to investigate events 
from the ground up. In his analysis, many key de-
velopments during the turbulent first year of the 
Soviet era take on new meaning and the critical 
connections among these unfolding events that 
shaped state and party structures for decades to 
come emerge with revealing clarity. 

Major issues addressed here include the rap-
id fall of influential moderate Bolsheviks; the for-
mation of the dreaded Cheka; the Bolshevik–Left 
SR alliance; the unexpectedly easy dissolution 
of the Constituent Assembly, which effectively 
ended hopes for Russia’s political modernization 
on the Western model for close to a century; the 
dynamics of the bitter struggle over the Treaty of 
Brest-Litovsk; the national government’s escape 
to Moscow and the subsequent rivalry between 
Russia’s new and old capitals; the creation in the 
Petrograd region of the Northern Commune; the 
puzzling self-destruction of the Left SRs; and the 
perpetration of the Red Terror in Petrograd. 

A major contribution to the historiography 
of the world in the twentieth century, The Bol-
sheviks in Power is at the same time a fast-paced 
narrative that will engage readers who enjoy fine 
historical writing. 
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“An even more impressive and important work than the 
author’s classic study of revolutionary 1917, The Bolsheviks Come to 
Power. In this book, Rabinowitch has culled an astonishing amount 
of new information from long closed archives and crafted it into a 
compelling narrative accessible to specialists and general readers 

alike. From it emerges a nearly unknown history of people, events, 
and processes, including the birth of the Soviet political order, that 

were fateful for Russia and indeed for the world.”  
—Stephen F. Cohen, author of Rethinking the Soviet Experience and 

Bukharin and the Bolshevik Revolution

“rabinowitch demonstrates total mastery of the rich 
source material; a stunning command of politics during a time of cri-

sis, turmoil, and shifting allegiances; confident, crystal-clear prose; 
originality; and profound appreciation of the circumstances in which 

his protagonists found themselves. . . . His new study addresses a 
central question of twentieth-century Russian history: what hap-

pened to the promises of 1917? Maintaining that his earlier efforts 
raised as many questions as they answered, he seeks to understand 

how the relatively democratic and decentralized Bolshevik party be-
came transformed into ‘one of the most highly centralized, authori-

tarian political organizations in modern history.’ ” 
—Donald J. Raleigh, author of Experiencing Russia’s Civil War  

and Russia’s Sputnik Generation

“This masterful volume fills one of the most glaring 
holes in the historiography of the revolution and twentieth-century 
Russian history. The archival research is truly impressive and will 
lend solid weight to the story Rabinowitch tells and the important 
revisions, modifications, and clarifications he makes in establishing 

the history of this extremely important period.” 
—Rex A. Wade, author of Revolutionary Russia and 

The Russian Revolution, 1917
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PREFACE A ND ACK NOW LEDGMENTS

The Bolsheviks came to power in Russia in October 1917. The regime 
they established, which was dedicated to the universal triumph of com-
munism, controlled Russian politics and society for more than  seventy- fi ve 
years. It can reasonably be argued that this outcome, more than any other 
single event, shaped world history for much of the twentieth century.

Most of my professional research and writing has been devoted to study-
ing the October 1917 revolution and its immediate outcome in Petrograd, 
now St. Petersburg, the capital of Imperial and revolutionary Russia. In my 
fi rst book, Prelude to Revolution: The Petrograd Bolsheviks and the July Upris-
ing (Indiana University Press, 1968), I explored the causes, development, 
and results of the abortive July 1917 insurrection in Petrograd as a means of 
clarifying the sources of popular dissatisfaction with the  liberal/ moderate-
socialist Provisional Government, and the program, structure, method of 
operation, and strengths and weaknesses of the Bolshevik party (in com-
parison with other contemporary political parties). In my next book, The 
Bolsheviks Come to Power (1976), I utilized the insights provided by Prelude 
to Revolution to better understand the nature of the October 1917 Russian 
revolution, the reasons for the failure of  Western- style democracy, and the 
triumph of Lenin and the Bolsheviks. Most fundamental, my goal in both 
books was to study events in Petrograd as a means of addressing basic, then 
inadequately studied, questions relating to the Bolsheviks and the course of 
the October revolution.

The Bolsheviks Come to Power, together with Prelude to Revolution, chal-
lenged prevailing Western notions of the October revolution as no more 
than a military coup by a small, united band of revolutionary fanatics bril-
liantly led by Lenin. I found that, in 1917, the Bolshevik party in Petrograd 
transformed itself into a mass political party and that, rather than being a 
monolithic movement marching in lock step behind Lenin, its leadership 
was divided into left, centrist, and moderate right wings, each of which 
helped shape revolutionary strategy and tactics. I also found that the  party’s 
success in the struggle for power after the overthrow of the tsar in February 
1917 was due, in critically important ways, to its organizational fl exibility, 



openness, and responsiveness to popular aspirations, as well as to its exten-
sive, carefully nurtured connections to factory workers, soldiers of the Petro-
grad garrison, and Baltic Fleet sailors. The October revolution in Petrograd, 
I concluded, was less a military operation than a gradual process rooted in 
popular political culture, widespread disenchantment with the results of the 
February revolution, and, in that context, the magnetic attraction of the 
Bolsheviks’ promises of immediate peace, bread, land for the peasantry, and 
 grass- roots democracy exercised through multiparty soviets.

This interpretation, however, raised as many questions as it answered. 
For if the success of the Bolshevik party in 1917 was at least partly attribut-
able to its open, relatively democratic, and decentralized character and op-
erational style, as seemed clear, how was one to explain the fact that it was so 
quickly transformed into one of the most highly centralized, authoritarian, 
political organizations in modern history? Further, if soviets, in 1917, were 
genuinely democratic, embryonic organizations of popular  self- rule, as my 
studies also suggested, how was it that the independence of soviets and other 
mass organizations was destroyed so quickly? Most fundamental, perhaps, 
if the goal of many of the dissatisfi ed  lower- class citizens of Petrograd who 
spearheaded the subversion of the Provisional Government and facilitated 
the Bolshevik seizure of power was the creation of an egalitarian society 
and a  democratic- socialist, multiparty political system, and if this goal was 
shared by many prominent Bolsheviks, as my research also showed, how was 
one to explain the extraordinary rapidity with which these ideals were sub-
verted and Bolshevik authoritarianism became fi rmly entrenched?

These are the key questions posed in this book. My efforts to complete 
it have taken an inordinately long time, ironically partly because of the cul-
tural liberalization begun by Mikhail Gorbachev. I had completed pertinent 
research during trips to Leningrad and Moscow libraries by the early 1980s. 
Well before Gorbachev and the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, I had 
begun drafting the main chapters. I was dissatisfi ed with the results, how-
ever, especially for the period after much of the  non- Bolshevik press was 
shut down during the fi rst half of 1918, which eliminated one of my main 
sources. Even the limited kinds of published documents on events, institu-
tions, social groups, and political fi gures and parties, especially the Bolshe-
vik party organization in Petrograd, that were crucial for my work on 1917 
were unavailable for 1918. Thus, to complete this book, I needed access to 
Soviet government and Communist party archives, which were then still 
tightly sealed.

The fi rst strong hint of the immense change that liberalization under 
Gorbachev would have on my situation as a Western historian of the Rus-

x    /    Preface and Acknowledgments 



sian revolution and earliest Soviet period came in 1989, when The Bolsheviks 
Come to Power became the fi rst Western study of the revolution published in 
the Soviet Union. I remember the presentation of the book in an auditorium 
at the Progress Publishing House in Moscow as one of the most satisfying in 
my life. All the same, even after the book’s publication in the Soviet Union, 
the possibility that a “bourgeois falsifi er” like me might soon have the oppor-
tunity to work in Soviet historical archives still seemed farfetched.

This changed abruptly in June 1991, when I went to Russia to do some 
supplementary research in Moscow and Leningrad libraries. With the sup-
port of Soviet colleagues, I requested, and to my great surprise received, per-
mission to work in government and Communist party archives in Moscow 
and, a bit later, in Leningrad. Although it was immediately clear that some 
materials of greatest interest to me remained classifi ed, my potential source 
base was now expanded immeasurably. Moreover, it grew even larger in 1993, 
when I was fi rst allowed to work in the former KGB archives, and also dur-
ing the remainder of the 1990s, as an increasing number of documents was 
gradually declassifi ed. That was the positive side. The negative side was that, 
for practical purposes, I had to begin my research over again.

A bibliography of the sources upon which this work is based can be 
found at the end of the book. Important unpublished sources relating to the 
fi rst year of Soviet power in Petrograd that were available to me include min-
utes of meetings of the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee for 1918, as well 
as of other citywide party forums; minutes of meetings of Bolshevik district 
party committees; protocols of meetings of the Council of People’s Com-
missars (Sovnarkom); stenographic records of key sessions of the Petrograd 
Soviet and its leadership bodies; minutes of meetings of Petrograd district 
soviets; internal memoranda; correspondence; unpublished memoirs; exten-
sive records for other parties and government, administrative, and civic bod-
ies; and the personal fi les of key Bolshevik leaders for this period. In addition, 
I have been able to examine some, though by no means all, pertinent case 
fi les of the  All- Russian Extraordinary Commission for Combating Counter-
revolution, Speculation, and Sabotage (VCheka), as well as those of local in-
vestigative agencies, for this period. Of similarly great value to me have been 
meticulously annotated, comprehensive collections of previously classifi ed 
records pertaining to the history of political organizations other than the 
Bolshevik party during the revolutionary and immediate postrevolutionary 
eras published in Russia in the last decade and a half.

Taken together, these newly available sources have made it possible to 
examine, for the fi rst time, Bolshevik internal debates and decision making 
in Petrograd from top to bottom, the development of party and government 
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institutions and their relationship at all levels, and the evolution of popular 
political opinion during the fi rst year of Soviet power. Based on this analysis, 
I have tried to reconstruct the dynamics of the earliest development of the 
repressive,  ultra- authoritarian Soviet political system against the backdrop 
of Petrograd’s profound  post- October political, economic, social, and mili-
tary crises. My hope is that this reconstruction, however imperfect, will shed 
useful new light on one of the central historiographical issues in early Soviet 
history, namely, the relative importance of developing circumstances and re-
sponses to them as opposed to a preconceived Bolshevik revolutionary ide-
ology or a fi rmly established pattern of dictatorial behavior, in shaping So-
viet Russia’s highly centralized, authoritarian political system.

The Bolsheviks in Power is organized into four parts. Part 1 covers the 
period from the October revolution to the dissolution of the Constituent 
Assembly in January 1918. During this time the Petrograd Bolsheviks con-
solidated power in Petrograd, and Lenin successfully stifl ed Bolshevik mod-
erates who were dubious about prospects for early socialist revolutions abroad 
and looked to a socialist friendly Constituent Assembly to further the revo-
lution in Russia. The central focus of part 2 is the course and impact of the 
fi erce controversy over the Treaty of  Brest- Litovsk, a separate peace with 
Germany, that began in January 1918 between a majority of leading Petro-
grad Bolsheviks and Lenin, and ended the following March with the ad-
vance of German forces to the very gates of Petrograd, the Soviet govern-
ment’s frenzied fl ight to Moscow, and the treaty’s ratifi cation. Part 3 explores 
Petrograd’s catastrophic domestic and military crises during the spring and 
early summer of 1918, responses to them by workers, and the ways in which 
these crises shaped the Bolsheviks’ approach to government in what was now 
Russia’s “second city.” This part concludes with an examination of the dis-
integration of the  Bolshevik- Left SR alliance in the Northwest and the turn 
to  one- party rule in early July. In part 4 primary attention is devoted to the 
Petrograd Bolsheviks and political developments in July–August 1918, lead-
ing to the proclamation of mass “Red Terror” in the fall, as well as on the 
dynamics and impact of the Terror in Petrograd. The fi nal chapter of part 
4 focuses on the organization and staging of the grand celebration mark-
ing the fi rst anniversary of the October revolution in Petrograd. The festivi-
ties are used as a vehicle for evaluating the condition, revolutionary hopes, 
and  self- identity of the Petrograd Bolsheviks, as well as the changed struc-
ture of Petrograd government, after twelve months of desperate struggle to 
retain power until the eruption of expected, decisive socialist revolutions in 
the West. Throughout the book, I focus on certain events and moments that 
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provide particularly illuminating insights into the answers to central, still 
puzzling questions about the changed nature of the Bolshevik party and the 
soviets following the October revolution, as well as the disparity between the 
revolution’s initial goals and its early results.

* * *

The system of transliteration employed in this work is the one used by 
the Library of Congress, with some simplifi cations, such as in the case of 
 well- known proper names (e.g., Trotsky, not Trotskii).

On 1 February 1918, Russia switched from the Julian calendar to the 
Gregorian calendar of the West, which was then thirteen days ahead of the 
former. Unless otherwise indicated, all dates in the text accord with the cal-
endar in use in Russia at the time.

Over the many years I have worked on this book, so many people and 
institutions have aided me in my work that it is impossible to express my ap-
preciation to them all. My work on it could not have been completed without 
generous support from the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation; 
the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation; the International Re-
search and Exchanges Board; the National Council for Eurasian and East 
European Research; the American Council of Learned Societies; the Harri-
man Institute, Columbia University; the Hoover Institution, Stanford Uni-
versity; and the Offi ce of International Programs, the Russian and East Eu-
ropean Institute, and the Offi ce of the Vice President for Research, Indiana 
University.

I am deeply grateful, as well, to the staffs of the Hoover Institution; 
the New York Public Library; the Library of Congress; the Indiana Univer-
sity Library; the National Library, London; the International Contemporary 
Documentation Library, Nanterre; the Russian National Libraries, Moscow 
and St. Petersburg; the State Public Historical Library of Russia, Moscow; 
the Institute of Scientifi c Information on the Social Sciences of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences, Moscow; the Russian Academy of Sciences Library, 
St. Petersburg; the State Museum of the Political History of Russia, St. Pe-
tersburg; the National Archives of the United Kingdom (TNA), Public Re-
cords Offi ce (PRO); the State Archive of the Russian Federation (GARF); 
the Russian State Archive of Social and Political History (RGASPI); the 
Central State Archive of St. Petersburg (TsGA SPb); the Central State Ar-
chive of  Historical- Political Documents, St. Petersburg (TsGAIPD); the Le-
ningrad Oblast Archive in Vyborg (LOGAV); the Central State Archive of 
the Military Naval Fleet, St. Petersburg (TsGA VMF); the Archival Admin-
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istration of the Federal Security Service, the Russian Federation, Moscow 
(AU FSB RF); and the Archival Administration of the Federal Security Ser-
vice for St. Petersburg and the Leningrad Oblast (AU FSB SPb i LO).

Beginning in the 1980s, my research and writing profi ted greatly from 
interaction with historians in Moscow and St. Petersburg, especially  Genrikh 
Ioffe, Mikhail Iroshnikov, Viktor Miller, Albert Nenanorkov,  Genadii So-
bolev, Vitalii Startsev, Pavel Volobuev, and Oleg Znamenskii. Since the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, contacts between Western and Russian scholars 
have been normalized; as much as anyone, I have benefi ted from this wel-
come development. Beginning with my fi rst days of work in the Leningrad 
[Communist] Party Archive (now TsGAIPD), Irina Il’marovna Sazonova, 
Senior Researcher and Archivist, and Taissa Pavlovna Bondarevskaia, Se-
nior Researcher and Chief Archival Specialist, took me under their wing, 
shared their vast knowledge with me, and aided my research in countless 
other ways. Taissa Pavlovna, whose primary scholarly interests coincide with 
mine, remains as generous to me today as at the start. The Petersburg Branch 
of the Institute of History, Russian Academy of Sciences, is blessed with a 
group of distinguished historians whose interests also overlap with mine. At 
the Institute, I am particularly grateful to Boris Ana nich, Tamara Abrosi-
mova, Vladimir Cherniaev, Raphael Gane lin, Boris Kolo nitskii,  Sergei Po-
tolov, and Nikolai Smirnov for their encouragement, scholarly insights, and 
friendship. Special thanks, as well, for their advice and assistance, to Barbara 
Allen, Stanislav Bernev, Richard Bidlack,  Nadezhda Cherepini na, Sergei 
Chernov, Barbara Evans Clements, Pete Glatter, Leopold Haimson, Vladlen 
Izmozik,  Aleksandr Kalmykov, Svetlana Koreneva, Anatolii Kraushkin, 
Carol Lead en ham, Sergei Leonov, Iaroslav Leontiev, Moshe Lewin, Aleksei 
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Spence, Mikhail Shklarovskii, Stanislav Tiutiukin, Phil Tomaseli and Rex 
Wade. Over the years, my students in the Department of History at Indiana 
University have been a  never- ending source of inspiration. I am also deeply 
in their debt. Let me add that Mary McAuley’s pioneering study, Bread and 
Justice: State and Society in Petrograd, 1917–1922, has helped me to better 
understand the broader context of which my work is a part. The same is true 
of Donald J. Raleigh’s Experiencing Russia’s Civil War: Politics, Society, and 
Revolutionary Culture in Saratov, 1917–1922; Peter Holquist’s Making War, 
Forging Revolution: Russia’s Continuum of Crisis, 1914–1921; and Richard 
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Prologue: The Bolsheviks and

the October Revolution in Petrograd

To make sense of the evolution of the Bolshevik party in Petrograd during 
the fi rst year of Soviet rule, and the factors shaping the authoritarian,  one-
 party political system which emerged then, it is necessary to take account of 
the results of the February revolution that overthrew Tsar Nicholas II and, 
even more, the character and makeup of the Bolshevik party in 1917 and the 
dynamics of the October revolution which brought it to power.

The February 1917 revolution, which grew out of prewar political and 
economic instabilities, technological backwardness, and fundamental social 
divisions, coupled with gross mismanagement of the war effort, continuing 
military defeats, domestic economic dislocation, and outrageous scandals 
surrounding the monarchy, resulted in the creation of two potential national 
governments. One was the offi cially recognized Provisional Government, 
initially dominated by prominent liberals and, after April, by an uneasy coa-
lition of liberals (primarily Constitutional Democrats or Kadets) and mod-
erate socialists (most importantly, representatives of the moderate social 
democratic or Menshevik party and of the agrarian Socialist Revolutionary 
or SR party). The second was the  Soviet— initially the Petrograd Soviet, cre-
ated during the February revolution and, by  mid- summer, national Soviet 
executive committees: the  All- Russian Central Executive Committee of So-
viets of  Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies (CEC) and the  All- Russian Execu-
tive Committee of Soviets of Peasants’ Deputies. Formed by national con-
gresses representing a countrywide network of urban and rural soviets, these 
national soviet bodies were politically stronger than the Provisional Govern-
ment by virtue of their vastly greater and constantly growing support among 
workers, peasants, soldiers, and sailors.

Under the control of the moderate socialists, the national soviet execu-
tive organs recognized the legitimacy of the Provisional Government and, 
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with some qualifi cations, supported its policies of delaying fundamental po-
litical, economic, and social reform, as well as convocation of a Constituent 
Assembly, in the interests of continued partnership with the liberals. Partici-
pation of the liberals in government, they believed, was essential for Rus-
sia’s military security and national revival. However, beginning in the spring 
and summer of 1917, as popular frustration with the results of the Feb-
ruary revolution deepened, pressure from Petrograd’s rebellious masses on 
the moderate socialist–controlled national soviet bodies to take power into 
their own hands grew apace. Events would show that the elemental social 
forces that erupted during the February revolution could not be reversed or 
stopped in midstream and that, at a popular level, soviets were viewed as the 
harbinger and engine of social progress.

Virtually alone among Russia’s top political leaders Vladimir Il’ich Lenin, 
the founder and chief leader of the Bolshevik Party, instinctively sensed this. 
From its outbreak, he believed that the world war would inevitably lead to 
socialist revolutions in all the warring countries. At the time of the old re-
gime’s overthrow, Lenin was in Switzerland. Returning to Petrograd in early 
April 1917, he called for an immediate second, “socialist” revolution in Rus-
sia. Although he backed off this goal as an immediate objective after ac-
quainting himself with the prevailing situation (including little support for 
precipitous, radical revolutionary action even among many of his closest 
colleagues), his historically momentous achievement at this time was to ori-
ent the Bolshevik Party toward preparation for the replacement of the Pro-
visional Government by a leftist “soviet” government as soon as the moment 
for such a step ripened.

Nonetheless, in assessing Lenin’s role in the October revolution, it is 
critically important to keep in mind that he was either away from the 
country or in hiding and out of regular touch with his colleagues in Russia 
for much of the time between February and October 1917. In any case, top 
Bolshevik leaders were divided into three groups. On the left were Lenin and 
Leon Trotsky, among others, for whom the establishment of revolutionary 
soviet power in Russia was less an end in itself than the trigger for imme-
diate worldwide socialist revolution. In the center was a group of often quite 
 independent- thinking leaders whose views on the development of the Rus-
sian Revolution tended to fl uctuate in response to their reading of existing 
conditions. And on the right was a highly infl uential group of signifi cantly 
more moderate national party leaders led by Lev Kamenev and including 
Grigorii Zinoviev, Vladimir Miliutin,  Aleksei Rykov, and Viktor Nogin (all 
members of the Bolshevik Central Committee), and Anatolii Lunacharskii. 
Its numbers and infl uence increased signifi cantly after the Sixth  All- Russian 
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Bolshevik Party Congress in late July, when such infl uential left Mensheviks 
as Iurii Larin, Solomon Lozovskii, and the  independent- minded trade union 
leader, Marxist scholar, and humanist David Riazanov joined the party. This 
group was skeptical about the likelihood of early, decisive socialist revolu-
tions in the West. During the second half of 1917 it viewed transfer of power 
to the soviets as a vehicle for building a strong alliance of left socialist par-
ties and factions which would form a caretaker, exclusively socialist coalition 
government to begin peace negotiations and prepare for fundamental social 
reform by a Constituent Assembly. In Lenin’s absence, this group’s outlook, 
more than any other, shaped the Bolsheviks’ public political platform.

Then too, events often moved so rapidly that the Bolshevik Central 
Committee had to develop policies without consulting Lenin. Beyond this, 
circumstances were frequently such that structurally subordinate party bod-
ies were forced to develop responses to evolving realities without guidance 
or contrary to directives from above. Also, in 1917 the doors to member-
ship were opened wide and the Bolshevik organization became a mass party. 
More than this, Bolshevik programs and policies in 1917 tended to be devel-
oped with strong, timely inputs from  rank- and- fi le members and therefore 
refl ected popular aspirations.

Meanwhile, the revolution among factory workers, soldiers, sailors, and 
peasants had a dynamic of its own, so much so that at times the Bolsheviks 
followed its constituency rather than the other way around. For example, 
on 1 July the Bolshevik Central Committee, infl uenced by party moder-
ates, directed regional committees to begin the most energetic preparations 
possible for an early left socialist congress aimed at unifying all elements of 
the Democracy, including trade union leaders and representatives of inter-
nationalist wings of organizations that had not yet broken with the defen-
sists (such as the Left Socialist Revolutionaries [Left SRs] and  Menshevik-
 Internationalists).1 At the same time, regional committees were instructed to 
prepare for elections to the Constituent Assembly.2 Yet, only two days later, 
radical elements of the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee and Military Orga-
nization, responsive to their  ultra- militant constituencies, played key roles in 
organizing the abortive July uprising against the wishes of the moderates as 
well as Lenin and those closest to him.

* * *

The July uprising ended in an apparent crushing defeat for the Bol-
sheviks. Even most moderate socialists turned against them. Lenin was 
forced into hiding, many Bolshevik leaders were jailed, the growth of the 
party temporarily stalled, and preparations for a left socialist congress were 
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shelved. On the other hand, fi erce attacks on the Bolsheviks had the un-
intended effect of further radicalizing and strengthening such left groups 
within the moderate socialist camp as the  Menshevik- Internationalists and 
the Left SRs. This, in turn, reawakened the appetite of a majority of the Bol-
shevik Central Committee (though not of Lenin) for the formation of a left 
socialist bloc and, in  mid- July, led it to invite “internationalists” from other 
parties to the coming Bolshevik national party congress with a consultative 
vote. Actually, at the local level, Bolsheviks,  Mensheviks- Internationalists, 
and Left SRs were already working together productively in such  grass- roots 
institutions as district soviets. However, in light of the successful tactics pur-
sued by the Bolsheviks in the October revolution, perhaps the most telling 
aspect of the July uprising was the great popular attraction for the Bolshevik 
revolutionary program that it refl ected.

What was the Bolsheviks’ public program? Contrary to conventional 
wisdom, in 1917 the Bolsheviks did not stand for a  one- party dictatorship. 
Rather, at a popular level they stood for democratic “people’s power,” exer-
cised through an exclusively socialist, soviet, multiparty government, pend-
ing timely convocation of the Constituent Assembly. They also stood for 
more land to individual peasants, stronger worker infl uence in factory man-
agement (“workers’ control”), prompt improvement of the food supply, and, 
most important, an early end to the war. All these goals were neatly pack-
aged in the slogans “Peace, Land, and Bread!”; “All Power to the Soviets!”; 
and “Immediate Convocation of the Constituent Assembly!”

The interplay and political value of these two key  factors— the attrac-
tiveness of the Bolshevik political platform and the party’s carefully nurtured 
links to revolutionary workers, soldiers, and  sailors— were evident in the fall 
of 1917, after the Left’s quick defeat of an unsuccessful rightist putsch led by 
the  commander- in- chief of the Russian army, General Lavr Kornilov. The 
march of Kornilov’s forces on Petrograd was halted by the action of all so-
cialist groups working together under the aegis of the soviets. However, the 
role of the Bolsheviks was especially critical because of the party’s ability to 
quickly mobilize factory workers, garrison soldiers, and Baltic fl eet sailors in 
defense of the revolution. Thus the swift defeat of Kornilov had the dual ef-
fect of enhancing the Bolsheviks’ stature at a popular level and providing a 
powerful stimulus to the moderate Bolshevik position of all socialist groups 
banding together for the fulfi llment of the revolutionary goals embodied in 
the party’s platform.

On 1 September, the Petrograd Soviet adopted a resolution proposed 
by Kamenev calling for exclusion of the bourgeoisie from state power and 
the creation of a new, exclusively socialist government. Although Kame nev’s 
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resolution was widely interpreted as a call for transfer of political power to 
the soviets, he did not insist on this. In the short run, Bolshevik moderates 
sharing his views would have been satisfi ed with a socialist coalition govern-
ment which would include representatives of all socialist parties, and of such 
“democratic” institutions in addition to soviets as trade unions, zemstvos, 
municipal dumas, and cooperatives.

Passage of Kamenev’s resolution enabled the Bolsheviks to gain effective 
control of the Petrograd Soviet, a development that would greatly  facilitate 
their assumption to power in October. Of more immediate consequence, 
however, the national soviet executive committees rejected it. Moreover, the 
Democratic State Conference, a national conference of “democratic” orga-
nizations which met in Petrograd from 14 to 22 September to reconsider 
the government question, rejected the creation of an exclusively socialist, 
 soviet- based government. Still, the Democratic State Conference refl ected 
the striking growth within the moderate socialist camp of left Menshevik 
and left SR groups who supported much of the Bolshevik program embod-
ied in the resolution adopted by the Petrograd Soviet on 1 September. Con-
sequently, the failure of the conference to respond to popular demands for 
an immediate change of governments refocused attention on the soviets as 
the arbiter of Russian national  politics.

Later in September, this swing was refl ected in the overwhelming ma-
jority that the Left SRs, whose immediate political program now dovetailed 
with that of the Bolsheviks, won at the Seventh City Conference of Petro-
grad Left SRs. On 21 September, the Bolsheviks and Left SRs joined forces 
in calling for early convocation of a second national congress of soviets of 
workers’ and soldiers’ deputies which, at the insistence of delegates from sovi-
ets at the Democratic State Conference, was scheduled for 20 October (later 
postponed until 25 October). The basic orientation toward the creation of a 
homogeneous socialist government by the Second  All- Russian Congress of 
Soviets that this decision refl ected defi ned the political activity of the Bol-
sheviks, as well as of the Left SRs and  Menshevik- Internationalists, during 
the latter part of September and the fi rst week and a half of October.

* * *

In August and September, Lenin tried his best to infl uence Bolshevik 
policy from a hideout in Finland. After the fi asco of the July uprising, and the 
criticism heaped on the Bolsheviks by the moderate socialist soviet leader-
ship for its role in it, he had campaigned with only very mixed success to per-
suade his party colleagues to abandon the goal of transferring power to the 
soviets and to prepare for an independently organized armed uprising. Sub-
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sequently, even he was so impressed by the ease with which the Bolsheviks, 
Mensheviks, and SRs, working together, defeated Kornilov that in an essay 
of early September, “On Compromises,” he allowed for the possibility that 
the revolution might yet develop peacefully if the national soviet leadership 
took power into its own hands without further delay.

Lenin’s mood of moderation was  short- lived. In  mid- September, he re-
newed his emphasis on the absolute need for an armed uprising to further 
the revolution. Such factors as the strong position of the extreme Left in Fin-
land, the winning of majorities in the Petrograd and Moscow soviets, the 
massive social upheaval among  land- hungry peasants in the countryside, the 
continuing disintegration of the army at the front and the soldiers’ increas-
ingly insistent demands for immediate peace, and signs of revolutionary un-
rest in the German fl eet encouraged Lenin to hope that the seizure of power 
by the Bolsheviks would have strong support in the cities, that it would no 
longer be opposed by the provinces and the front, and, most important of 
all, that a violent popular explosion in Russia and the creation of a genuinely 
revolutionary government there would serve as the catalyst for immediate, 
decisive mass rebellions in other European countries. Primarily for these rea-
sons as well as others, on 12 and 14 September, just as the Democratic State 
Conference was getting under way, Lenin wrote two blistering letters to the 
Central Committee demanding that the party walk out of the conference 
and begin organizing an armed uprising “without losing an instant.”3

To party leaders in Petrograd, these letters came as a bolt out of the blue. 
The Bolshevik Central Committee met in emergency session on the eve-
ning of 15 September, within hours of receiving Lenin’s letters. Participants 
in this meeting included not only members of the party’s top leadership cus-
tomarily in Petrograd but also several Central Committee members tempo-
rarily in the capital for the Democratic State Conference. All were cool to 
Lenin’s entreaties. Indeed, what appears to have concerned the committee 
members most of all was to ensure that the substance of Lenin’s messages be 
kept secret. Moreover, undeterred by these messages, the Bolshevik leader-
ship, in concert with the Left SRs and other left groups, maintained a steady 
course aimed at the creation of a homogeneous socialist government at the 
coming nationwide Congress of Soviets. At the same time, with the approval 
of a majority of Bolshevik delegates to the Democratic State Conference, 
the party leadership decided to convene an emergency party congress on 17 
October, on the eve of the Congress of Soviets.4 This was to be the forum 
in which the party’s tactics in connection with the soviet congress, and the 
closely related question of the nature and makeup of a future government, 
were to be decided.
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Lenin reacted to this rebuff with fury. First from Finland, and begin-
ning at the end of September from a hideout on the northern outskirts of 
Petrograd, he delivered a series of stinging rebukes to his party colleagues, 
accompanied by ever more strident demands that the Provisional Govern-
ment be overthrown at once. Lenin argued his case in person at a historic 
meeting of the Central Committee on 10 October. At issue was the rever-
sal of the strategy aimed at peaceful transfer of power to multiparty soviets 
that had been the key to the party’s extraordinary rise in infl uence and au-
thority among the revolutionary masses since April. Beyond this, the party 
leadership had to somehow be persuaded that the existing situation was so 
critical that a decision on this question could not be delayed until the party 
congress, then only a week away, which, judging by closely related  intra-
 party debates during the Democratic State Conference, would have strongly 
resisted the seizure of power before the Second  All- Russian Congress of So-
viets. Only twelve of its  twenty- one members attended the meeting of the 
Bolshevik Central Committee, which skewed the discussion in favor of the 
Leninists. Ultimately, ten of twelve participants (all but Kamenev and Zino-
viev) yielded to Lenin and agreed to make the seizure of power “the order of 
the day,” effectively preempting the scheduled party  congress— which was 
never held.

* * *

Despite this green light for the organization of an armed uprising, little 
was done to accomplish this goal for roughly three weeks. For one thing, 
moderate party leaders led by the indefatigable Kamenev continued to vig-
orously oppose Lenin’s course. In part because of the correspondence of their 
views with the views of other left socialist groups (with whom they were 
in continuing contact), as well as with the aspirations of the lower classes, 
these moderate Bolshevik leaders (Kamenev, Zinoviev, Rykov, Nogin, Ria-
zanov, and the like) were among the party’s most authoritative spokesmen 
in 1917.

Another factor that worked against the organization of an independently 
organized immediate armed uprising was the opposition of Central Com-
mittee members such as Trotsky and radically inclined Petrograd party lead-
ers who were attracted to the idea of an early socialist revolution in Russia 
but skeptical about whether workers and soldiers could be mobilized behind 
the kind of “immediate bayonet charge” demanded by Lenin. Nonetheless, 
despite these concerns, in response to the Central Committee’s decision of 
10 October,  local- level Petrograd Bolsheviks earnestly explored possibilities 
for starting an armed uprising at once. After several days, however, many 
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were forced to conclude that the party was technically unprepared to ini-
tiate an immediate uprising and, in any case, that most workers, soldiers, 
and sailors would probably not be responsive to an uprising before the Con-
gress of Soviets. Moreover, they were forced to recognize that by usurping 
the prerogatives of the national Congress of Soviets, they would jeopardize 
possibilities for collaboration with such important allies as the Left SRs and 
the  Menshevik- Internationalists. Further, they risked loss of support in such 
mass organizations as trade unions, factory committees, and the Petrograd 
Soviet. Most ominous of all, they would increase the danger of opposition 
by troops from the nearby northern front.

Consequently, with considerable wavering caused largely by pressure 
from Lenin for bolder direct action, the Bolshevik leadership in Petrograd, 
both Lenin’s partisans and those of Kamenev, pursued a strategy based on 
the following  principles— that the soviets (because of their stature in the eyes 
of the masses), and not party bodies, should be employed for the overthrow 
of the Provisional Government; that for the broadest possible support, any 
attack on the government should be limited to actions that could be justi-
fi ed in terms of defending the soviets; that action should therefore be delayed 
until a suitable excuse for giving battle presented itself; that to undercut po-
tential resistance and maximize the possibility of success, every opportunity 
should be utilized to subvert the authority of the Provisional Government 
peacefully; and that the formal removal of the existing government should 
be linked with and legitimized by the decisions of the Second  All- Russian 
Congress of Soviets. At the time, Lenin considered it “sheer idiocy” to wait 
for the congress.5 However, considering the development of the revolution 
to that point, as well as the views of a majority of leading Bolsheviks around 
the country, it appears to have been a natural, realistic response to the pre-
vailing correlation of forces and the popular mood.

Between 21 and 24 October, Bolshevik leaders staunchly resisted im-
mediate, open offensive revolutionary action, as demanded by Lenin, in fa-
vor of preparing for a decisive struggle against the Provisional Government 
at the approaching national congress of soviets. In the party’s press and at 
huge public rallies, they attacked the policies of the Provisional Government 
and reinforced popular support for the removal of the Provisional Govern-
ment by the soviet congress. Simultaneously, using the Provisional Govern-
ment’s announced intention of transferring the bulk of the Petrograd gar-
rison to the front as justifi cation, and grounding its actions as defensive 
measures against the counterrevolution, the Bolshevik leadership utilized 
the  Bolshevik- dominated Military Revolutionary Committee of the Petro-
grad Soviet (MRC), established on 9 October to monitor the government’s 
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troop dispositions, to take control of most  Petrograd- based military units. 
Weapons and ammunition from the city’s main arsenals were distributed to 
supporters. Although the MRC did not cross the boundary between defen-
sive moves and steps that would appear to infringe on the prerogatives of the 
congress, for practical purposes the Provisional Government was disarmed 
without a shot being fi red.

In response, early on the morning of 24 October, a day before the sched-
uled opening of the Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets, a majority of 
which was poised to vote in favor of forming an exclusively socialist, soviet 
government, Kerensky attempted to curb the Left. Orders were issued for 
the  re- arrest of leading Bolsheviks who had been detained after the July up-
rising and released at the time of the Kornilov Affair; loyalist military school 
cadets and shock battalions from the suburbs were called to the Winter Pal-
ace, seat of the government; and the main Bolshevik newspaper, Rabochii 
put’, was shut down. Soon after, however, revolutionary troops liberated the 
paper’s press. Similarly, revolutionary forces countered efforts by loyalist ca-
dets to control movement over the strategically critical Neva bridges. They 
also took over key communication and rail facilities. All this was done in the 
name of defense. Not until Lenin’s direct, personal intervention at the par-
ty’s headquarters in Smolny did the unilateral effort to overthrow the Pro-
visional Government, which he had been demanding for a month, begin. 
This occurred before dawn on 25 October. At that time, all pretense that 
the MRC was simply defending the revolution and attempting most of all 
to maintain the status quo pending expression of the congress’s will was 
abruptly dropped. Rather, an open,  all- out effort was launched to confront 
congress delegates with the overthrow of the Provisional Government prior 
to the start of their deliberations.

During the morning of 25 October, military detachments directed by 
the MRC seized strategically important bridges, key government buildings, 
rail and power stations, and communications facilities not yet in their hands. 
They also laid siege to the Winter Palace, defended by only meager, demoral-
ized, and constantly dwindling forces. Kerensky managed to fl ee to the front 
in search of troops before the ring was closed. The “storming of the Winter 
Palace,” dramatically depicted in Eisenstein’s classic fi lm October, was a So-
viet myth. After nightfall, the historic building was briefl y bombarded by 
cannon from the Fortress of Peter and Paul and occupied with little dif-
fi culty, after which remaining members of the government were arrested. 
Hours earlier, a proclamation drafted by Lenin announcing the Provisional 
Government’s overthrow was telegraphed around the country.

In retrospect, it is apparent that Lenin’s basic purpose in insisting on the 
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violent overthrow of the Provisional Government before the opening of the 
Congress of Soviets was to eliminate any possibility that the congress would 
form a socialist coalition in which the moderate socialists might have had a 
signifi cant voice. This strategy was successful. On the eve of the opening of 
the congress, prior to the initiation of open military operations that culmi-
nated in the occupation of the Winter Palace, the political affi liations of ar-
riving delegates and their positions on the government question made it all 
but certain that efforts to establish a multiparty democratic socialist govern-
ment pledged to a program of peace and fundamental reform at the congress 
would bear fruit.6

It is important to keep this in mind in order to grasp the full import of 
the Bolsheviks’ overthrow of the Provisional Government before the open-
ing of the Congress of Soviets. The immense political impact of this act 
became apparent the moment the Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets 
began. As a sign of protest, the Mensheviks and SRs refused to participate 
in the Presidium of the congress. No sooner had a  Bolshevik- dominated 
Presidium headed by Kamenev taken its place in seats vacated by the “old” 
moderate socialist soviet leadership and announced that the question of 
state power would be fi rst on the congress’s agenda than the leader of the 
 Menshevik- Internationalists, Iulii Martov, a fervent supporter of a change in 
governments, rushed to the speaker’s platform for an emergency announce-
ment. Amid the ominous sounds of nearby cannon fi re, his voice cracking 
with emotion and raspy from the tuberculosis that was to take his life a few 
years later, Martov implored delegates to stop the warfare that had broken 
out in the streets and to superintend immediate negotiations among all so-
cialist parties aimed at the formation of a “democratic” government accept-
able to all sides.7

Given the strong desire of a majority of congress delegates,  Menshevik-
 Internationalists, Left SRs, most Bolsheviks, and, however hesitant, even 
many centrist Mensheviks and SRs, for  intra- socialist collaboration, it is not 
surprising that Martov’s plea was greeted by waves of applause. Representa-
tives of the United  Social- Democratic Internationalists8 and of the Left SRs 
immediately rose to express solidarity with him. So did Lunacharskii for the 
Bolsheviks. Accounts of the congress indicate that Martov’s proposal was 
quickly passed by a unanimous vote. For a fl eeting moment it appeared that 
the congress might yet be put back on a track leading to the creation of an 
 all- socialist coalition government.9

But this was not to be. Before any steps could be taken along the lines 
proposed by Martov and approved by the congress, a succession of Men-
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sheviks and SRs rose to denounce the Bolsheviks as usurpers and to declare 
their intention of walking out of the congress in order to fi ght them. The 
collaborative spirit that had blossomed among a broad spectrum of socialists 
on the eve of the congress evaporated and the opening session quickly degen-
erated into a verbal free for all, during which most of the Mensheviks and 
SRs in the hall went off to help coordinate resistance to  Bolshevik- led mili-
tary operations.10

Not long after, Martov made a last futile attempt to persuade remain-
ing delegates to proceed along the lines he had proposed. By this time, how-
ever, the atmosphere at the congress was so infl amed that his remarks were 
lost in the din. If earlier the prevailing atmosphere favored Bolshevik mod-
erates seeking accommodation with all socialist groups, the reverse was now 
the case. Trotsky took advantage of this shift to further widen the breech 
with the moderate socialists. The left Menshevik and unsurpassed chroni-
cler of the revolution Nicholas Sukhanov recalls Trotsky declaiming: “A ris-
ing of the masses needs no  justifi cation . . .  Go where you  belong— into the 
dustbin of history,” to which Sukhanov quotes Martov as retorting, “then 
we will leave!”11

Waving Martov away, Trotsky introduced a resolution endorsing the in-
surrection in the streets and condemning the Mensheviks and SRs as ser-
vants of the bourgeoisie.12 Many years later the distinguished historian Boris 
Nicolaevsky, then a Menshevik who left the hall with Martov, recalled that 
Martov walked out silently, not looking back. A young  worker- Bolshevik 
dressed in a black shirt belted at the waist turned to him and, with undis-
guised sadness, exclaimed: “You know, among ourselves, we thought that 
some might leave us but not Martov.” These words gave Martov pause. 
He stopped for a moment, tossed his head in a characteristic manner, and 
seemed on the verge of a retort. Then he thought better of it and, walking 
out the door, quietly murmured: “Someday you will understand the crime in 
which you are participating.”13

Meanwhile, the opening session of the congress, continually interrupted 
by exultant reports of revolutionary triumphs, dragged on. Speaking for 
the Left SRs, Boris Kamkov implored the delegates not to adopt a sharply 
worded resolution such as Trotsky’s. In his view, the support of moderate ele-
ments of the democracy and especially of the peasantry, among whom the 
Bolsheviks had little support, was vital for success in the struggle against the 
counterrevolution. “In the interests of creating a united revolutionary front, 
organization of the broadest possible democratic state power is an absolute 
necessity,” Kamkov declared.14
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Around 3:00 am, it was announced that the forces under the con-
trol of the MRC had captured the Winter Palace and arrested the Provi-
sional Government ministers meeting there. At this point, the  Menshevik-
 Internationalist Naum Kapelinskii returned to the hall and made a last 
unsuccessful attempt to persuade delegates to explore peaceful ways of re-
solving the crisis. The best Kamenev could do was to quietly table Trotsky’s 
infl ammatory resolution condemning the Mensheviks and SRs, thereby 
leaving the door ajar for future collaboration. A short while later, the con-
gress turned its attention to a manifesto written by Lenin, “To All Workers, 
Soldiers, and Peasants,” endorsing the uprising in Petrograd; decreeing the 
transfer of supreme political authority into the hands of the congress and lo-
cal soviets everywhere in Russia; and pledging that Soviet power would pro-
pose immediate peace, facilitate transfer of land to the peasantry, stand up 
for soldiers’ rights, implement a program of complete democratization of the 
army, establish workers’ control over industry, arrange for the timely convo-
cation of the Constituent Assembly, supply grain to cities and manufactured 
goods to the countryside, and grant the right of  self- determination to all na-
tionalities. The historic fi rst session of the Second  All- Russian Congress of 
Soviets ended at 5:00 am, 26 October, with the approval of this manifesto. 
The Soviet era in Russia’s history had begun.

* * *

The October revolution in Petrograd has often been viewed as a bril-
liantly orchestrated military coup d’état without popular support, carried 
out by a tightly knit band of professional revolutionaries brilliantly led by 
the fanatical Lenin and lavishly fi nanced by the Germans. This interpreta-
tion, which was undermined by Western “revisionist” social history in the 
1970s and 1980s, was rejuvenated after the dissolution of the Soviet Union 
at the end of the Gorbachev era, in spite of the fact that data from newly de-
classifi ed Soviet archives reinforced the fi ndings of the revisionists. At the 
other end of the political spectrum, for nearly eighty years Soviet historians, 
bound by strict historical canons designed to legitimate the Soviet state and 
its leadership, depicted the October revolution as a broadly popular upris-
ing of the revolutionary Russian masses. According to them, this upheaval 
was rooted in Imperial Russia’s historical development and shaped by uni-
versal laws of history as originally formulated by Karl Marx and adapted by 
Lenin.

In truth, the October revolution in Petrograd cannot be adequately char-
acterized as either a military coup or a popular uprising although, as we have 
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seen, it contained elements of both. Its roots are to be found in the pecu-
liarities of prerevolutionary Russia’s political, social, and economic develop-
ment, as well as in Russia’s wartime crises. At one level, it was the culminat-
ing event in a  drawn- out political struggle between an expanding spectrum 
of left socialist groups supported by the vast majority of Petrograd workers, 
soldiers, and sailors dissatisfi ed by the results of the February revolution, on 
the one hand, and the increasingly isolated  liberal- moderate socialist alliance 
that had controlled the Provisional Government, together with the national 
Soviet leadership bodies between February and October 1917, on the other. 
By the time the Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets convened on 25 Oc-
tober, the relatively peaceful victory of the former was all but assured. At an-
other level, the October revolution was a struggle, at fi rst primarily within 
the Bolshevik leadership, between proponents of a multiparty, exclusively 
socialist government that would lead Russia to a Constituent Assembly in 
which socialists would have a dominating voice, and Leninists, who ulti-
mately favored violent revolutionary action as the best means of striking 
out on an  ultra- radical, independent revolutionary course in Russia, which 
would trigger decisive socialist revolutions abroad.

Muted on and off during much of 1917, this confl ict erupted with par-
ticularly great force during the  run- up to the October revolution and just 
after it. Such developments as the Bolsheviks’ overthrow of the Provisional 
Government before the Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets, the walk-
out of Mensheviks and SRs, and, as we shall see, their intransigence dur-
ing negotiations over the formation of a broad socialist coalition govern-
ment after the congress, coupled with the Bolsheviks’ fi rst military victories 
over loyalist forces, decisively undermined the efforts of Bolshevik moder-
ates to share state power and ultimately facilitated the ascendancy of  Soviet-
 style authoritarianism. Lenin’s wager on international revolution took center 
stage. However, these outcomes should not obscure the fact that the October 
revolution in Petrograd was in large measure a valid expression of wide-
spread disenchantment with the results of the February revolution and of 
popular aspirations for a brighter, more just future.
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Forming a Government

The severe setback that Bolshevik moderates suffered at the opening ses-
sion of the Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets did not end their efforts, 
or those of other left socialist groups, to form a multiparty, homogeneous so-
cialist government at the Soviet Congress and in its immediate aftermath. 
During these days, they sought to restore the movement toward creation of 
a broad socialist coalition that had been destroyed by the violent overthrow 
of the Provisional Government engineered by Lenin just before the open-
ing of the Congress of Soviets. When that failed, they strived mightily to en-
sure that the exclusively Bolshevik cabinet ultimately approved by the con-
gress, the Council of People’s Commissars (Sovnarkom), would be strictly 
accountable to the multiparty Central Executive Committee (CEC).

* * *

The chaotic opening session of the congress during the night and early 
morning of 25/26 October had adjourned after endorsing transfer of power 
to the soviets but before defi ning a new government. In effect, Russia was 
temporarily without a functioning national government. On 24 October, 
at the last meeting of the Bolshevik Central Committee before the over-
throw of the Provisional Government, Kamenev and Ian Berzin had been 
appointed to conduct negotiations with the Left SRs on their entry into a 
Soviet government,1 and the next day, leading Left SRs were sounded out 
about forming a coalition with the Bolsheviks.2 The issues of staying or with-
drawing from the congress and of whether to join the new government were 
the main topics of discussion at Left SR fraction caucuses on 26 October. 
Although sympathetic to the Bolsheviks with whom they had been collabo-
rating closely for weeks, Left SR fraction, or caucus, members remained true 
to the principle that the survival of the revolution dictated the formation of 
a broad coalition government which included all Soviet parties proportion-
ate to their representation at the Congress of Soviets. To facilitate this out-



18    /    The Defeat of the Moderates

come, they insisted on the importance of maintaining links to the Bolshe-
viks and the revolutionary masses but rejected the idea of joining with the 
Bolsheviks in the government.3 At a gathering of members of the Bolshevik 
Central Committee and leading Left SRs in the early evening of the  twenty-
 sixth, the Left SRs declined cabinet posts pending construction of a broadly 
inclusive socialist coalition.4

Finally, at 9:00 pm on 26 October, efforts to form a government with 
Left SRs having failed, Kamenev opened the second session of the Soviet 
Congress. To shouts of approval, he announced that the Presidium, express-
ing the decisions of the congress, had issued orders for the elimination of 
the death penalty at the front and the release of soldiers jailed for political 
crimes; the liberation of members of land and peasant committees jailed by 
the previous government; and Kerensky’s arrest. Perfunctory decrees autho-
rizing these steps were approved by acclamation.5

The fi rst main agenda item of the evening was to be the government 
question, but resistance from the Left SRs to forming a coalition with the 
Bolsheviks alone complicated its resolution. Evidently, in order to establish 
the program of a Soviet government before considering its composition, the 
agenda was rearranged, and Lenin took the podium to present a peace dec-
laration to the “Peoples and Governments of All the Warring Powers.” It 
was Lenin’s fi rst appearance at the Congress, and all sources agree that he re-
ceived a thunderous ovation. His declaration, interrupted by explosions of 
applause, pledged an end to secret diplomacy and proposed that all warring 
peoples and their governments immediately arrange a truce and begin nego-
tiations for a just and democratic peace, without annexations or indemni-
ties. The declaration also provided for the right of  self- determination to sub-
ject nationalities everywhere in the world, regardless of when their forced 
incorporation into larger states occurred.6 In a later speech, Trotsky made it 
plain that the declaration was primarily directed to the revolutionary masses 
around the world. “It is understood that we do not expect to infl uence impe-
rialist governments with our proclamations but as long as they exist, we can-
not ignore them,” he said. “We are placing all our hopes on our revolution 
unleashing the European revolution. If uprisings by the peoples of Europe 
do not crush imperialism, we will be crushed.”7

In the peace declaration and the ensuing discussion, Lenin took pains to 
emphasize the “October 24–25 revolution,” rather than the Congress of So-
viets, as the source of the Soviet government’s legitimacy. Subsequently, this 
would be one of his major themes. Moreover, association with the mythical 
October armed uprising became central to Bolshevik identity. As was the 
case with all the decrees of the Soviet Congress, Lenin also stressed that 
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the peace declaration was “provisional,” pending confi rmation by the Con-
stituent Assembly. Nonetheless, following the Congress, support for its pro-
gram became the standard by which the acceptability of all political groups 
and institutions, including the Constituent Assembly, would be judged. 
Everything in the peace declaration had been a staple of the extreme left for 
years. It is not surprising, therefore, that it was adopted without a dissenting 
vote. The assembled delegates gave Lenin another resounding ovation and 
sang the Internationale, the worldwide socialist anthem, before proceeding 
to the next item of business.8

Lenin next presented a decree on land reform that would abolish pri-
vate ownership of land and would transfer all private and church lands to 
land committees and to soviets of peasant deputies for distribution to indi-
vidual peasants according to need. Contradicting fundamental tenets of the 
communal land program long championed by the Bolsheviks, this decree 
was, in fact, modeled after the popular SR land program. After several dele-
gates pointed this out, Lenin retorted, “So be  it. . . .  As a democratic govern-
ment we cannot ignore the feelings of the masses even if we don’t agree with 
them.” After a break, during which the Left SRs reviewed the decree, it was 
adopted by an overwhelming vote without discussion.9

Not until close to 2:30 am, 27 October, did the Congress fi nally begin to 
consider the structure and composition of a new national government. The 
task of presenting Lenin’s position fell to Kamenev, who had led opposition 
to a unilateral Bolshevik seizure of power and who remained fi rmly commit-
ted to the creation of a broad socialist coalition on both theoretical and prac-
tical grounds.10 That position was contained in a brief decree to which the 
makeup of a new “temporary,” exclusively Bolshevik government was ap-
pended. According to this decree, the Sovnarkom, the worker and peasant 
government to be established by the Congress, was to function only until 
the convocation of the Constituent Assembly. Each major department or 
“people’s commissariat” in this government was to be headed by a governing 
board. The chairs of each of these boards, along with the head of the gov-
ernment, were to make up the Sovnarkom. In close collaboration with mass 
organizations, it was pledged to implement the program of the Soviet Con-
gress. Control of the Sovnarkom and the right to remove individual commis-
sars was to rest with the new CEC to be elected by the Congress. Kamenev 
ended by presenting the proposed, exclusively Bolshevik slate of people’s 
commissars, headed by Lenin, as chair of the Sovnarkom, and Trotsky, as 
people’s commissar for foreign affairs. Conspicuously missing from the slate 
was Zinoviev, one of Lenin’s closest  comrades- in- arms in earlier times.11

Following Kamenev’s presentation, Boris Avilov, representing the United 
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 Social- Democratic Internationalists and a cluster of  Menshevik- Internation-
alists who had not yet withdrawn from the Congress, articulated a remark-
ably prophetic argument against the immediate formation of an exclusively 
Bolshevik government, a view shared by a signifi cant number of Bolshe-
vik delegates, including roughly half the proposed cabinet. Avilov expressed 
grave doubts about the ability of an exclusively Bolshevik government to al-
leviate food supply shortages. Nor could such a government bring peace, 
as the allied governments would not recognize it, and European workers 
and peasants were still a long way from decisive rebellion. Therefore either 
a peace would be arranged between the Central Powers and the Entente 
at Russia’s expense, or Russia would be forced to accept a separate onerous 
peace with Germany. Avilov offered a resolution calling for a delay in con-
fi rmation of a Bolshevik government and for the creation instead of a Pro-
visional Executive Committee to form a government in agreement with all 
groups from the revolutionary democracy participating in the Soviet Con-
gress, including those who had walked out of it.12 However, the resolution 
was defeated.

Avilov’s emphasis on the creation of a government representing the en-
tire revolutionary democracy was similar to the position of Left SRs as well 
as of moderate Bolsheviks. Vladimir Karelin, a leading Left SR, rose next to 
declare that “circumstances demand the creation of a homogeneous demo-
cratic government” and that “without the support of the parties that have 
left the congress, a homogenous [socialist] government will fi nd it impos-
sible to implement its policies.” At the same time he absolved the Bolshe-
viks of blame for the previous day’s  Menshevik- SR walkout and declared 
that “the fate of the entire revolution is [now] inextricably linked to their 
[the Bolsheviks’] fate and that their destruction will mean the destruction of 
the revolution.” Still, he criticized the Bolsheviks for forming a “ ready- made 
government” rather than temporary committees that would try to resolve 
critical issues that brooked no delay; for their hostile actions toward other 
 revolutionary- democratic parties, including the Left SRs; and for their vio-
lations of freedom of speech. Moreover, he articulated the enduring Left SR 
principle that any new national executive body should be subordinate and 
strictly accountable to the multiparty CEC.13

Since Kamenev, who was still in the chair, sympathized with the views of 
Avilov and Karelin, Trotsky was called on to defend the immediate appoint-
ment of an exclusively Bolshevik government. Now that the latter was a prac-
tical possibility, Trotsky, no less than Lenin, was disinclined to let the oppor-
tunity slip. Trotsky dismissed Avilov’s insistence on the need for a broadly 
based coalition to overcome Russia’s deepening crises. Far from strengthen-
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ing the revolution, he declared, coalition with the likes of Fedor Dan and 
Mikhail Lieber, both prominent Mensheviks, would lead to its inevitable 
downfall. Trotsky was similarly dismissive of Karelin. He warned that the 
Left SRs would lose their support among the masses and isolate themselves 
from the poorer peasantry if they attempted to contest the Bolsheviks with 
whom the poorer peasantry had united. Moreover, he claimed that the Bol-
sheviks had openly “raised the banner of an uprising,” and he brushed aside 
accusations that the Bolsheviks had preempted the Soviet Congress by blam-
ing Kerensky for the military action undertaken on 24–25 October. Brand-
ing Mensheviks and SRs who had left the Congress as “traitors to the revo-
lution with whom we will never unite,” he professed to welcome any group 
willing to help implement the Congress’s program and to stand on the Bol-
sheviks’ side of the barricades to the end.14

Following Trotsky’s statement, a representative of the Executive Com-
mittee of the  All- Russian Union of Railway Workers (Vikzhel) pushed for-
ward to read a telegram expressing fi rm opposition to the “seizure of power 
by any one party” and strong support for the establishment of a “revolu-
tionary socialist” government responsible to the “entire revolutionary de-
mocracy.” The telegram made it clear that until such a government was 
created, Vikzhel intended to take control of the entire Russian railway net-
work. Even more menacing for the Bolsheviks, the Vikzhel representative 
made it quite clear that in the struggle between the old Soviet leadership 
and the new, Vikzhel’s loyalties rested with the former.15 After he yielded the 
fl oor, two  rank- and- fi le railway workers challenged Vikzhel’s right to inter-
vene in national politics, one of them declaring unequivocally that Vikzhel 
was a “political corpse that no longer represented the sentiments of its con-
stituents.”16 Lenin’s decree appointing an exclusively Bolshevik government 
passed without diffi culty, with only about 150 of roughly 600 votes cast for 
Avilov’s motion.17 Nonetheless, the threat of a potentially disastrous railway 
stoppage if the government was not broadened cast an ominous cloud over 
the closing moments of the Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets.

After electing a new CEC consisting of  sixty- two Bolsheviks,  twenty-
 nine Left SRs, six United  Social- Democratic Internationalists, three Ukrain-
ian Socialists, and one SR Maksimalist, the congress agreed that this body, to 
be chaired by Kamenev, could be expanded with representatives of peasant 
soviets, army organizations, and the groups that had walked out the day be-
fore.18 The potential entry into the CEC of representatives of peasant soviets 
was especially signifi cant in terms of broadening the government, because 
most soviets in the countryside were still dominated by SRs. With this, the 
historic Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets came to an end.
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* * *

As the Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets closed on the morning of 
27 October and delegates from around the country departed from Smolny, 
most of them, including Bolshevik moderates, expected that once tempers 
cooled the Sovnarkom would be restructured according to the model re-
fl ected in the party’s  pre- October political program, that is, as a multiparty, 
exclusively socialist coalition government refl ecting the relative strength of 
the various parties and groups in the Congress of Soviets at its start. Only 
such a broadly based central power under the aegis of the soviets, they be-
lieved, would be capable of avoiding economic disaster, fending off counter-
revolution, and averting  full- scale civil war. Lenin and Trotsky, however, 
did not share this view. They were now concerned most of all with retaining 
freedom of action for themselves, so as to maximize the galvanizing effect of 
violent social upheaval in Russia on revolutionary workers abroad.

Most of the departing delegates also left Smolny with the impression, 
embodied in the Congress’s decree on the structure of the new, temporary 
government, that it would be responsible to the CEC in which Left SRs, 
United  Social- Democratic Internationalists, Ukrainian Socialists, and SR 
Maksimalists, a smaller, radical SR splinter group, were already represented, 
and in which all other Soviet groups, including those that had either left the 
Congress or were inadequately represented there, would participate. In any 
case, the decree establishing the Sovnarkom seemed to leave no doubt that it 
would soon yield its authority to the Constituent Assembly which, with the 
bourgeoisie swept aside, would confi rm and build upon the fi rst steps toward 
a bright future which the delegates felt they had taken. We have Trotsky’s tes-
timony that, in the fi rst hours after the Congress of Soviets, Lenin leaned to-
ward postponing elections to the Constituent Assembly and to structuring 
them to favor the extreme left.19 Most party leaders insisted, however, on 
making good on their commitments with respect to the Constituent As-
sembly either because, like Kamenev, they rejected Lenin’s theoretical views 
and strategy, or because, like Iakov Sverdlov, they feared the popular outcry 
that reneging on  pre- October pledges and disrupting the elections would 
provoke. Consequently, a decree issued by Lenin on 27 October confi rmed 
that the elections would be held as scheduled on 12–14 November, and that 
the Constituent Assembly would convene on 28 November.20

Efforts to undo the exclusively Bolshevik Sovnarkom were most intense 
in the fi rst days after Kerensky’s overthrow. At that time, both in Petrograd 
and Moscow, supporters of the deposed Provisional Government and propo-
nents of Soviet power clashed in fi erce armed combat. To most internation-
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alists, regardless of party, it seemed that the revolution was on the verge of 
disintegrating into a bloodbath unless a truce was arranged and some kind 
of comprehensive socialist “united front” government was established imme-
diately. On the one hand, the Kadets and right and centrist Mensheviks and 
SRs considered the Bolsheviks unscrupulous usurpers. For them, the Bol-
shevik government and the very idea of a dictatorship of the proletariat and 
poorer peasantry were an abomination. At the height of the October days, 
these opposition groups, supported by offi cers, military school cadets, and 
Cossack forces, coalesced around the Petrograd City Duma, which viewed 
itself and a national, broader, moderate  socialist–dominated body which 
it created, the  All- Russian Committee for Salvation of the Homeland and 
the Revolution (ACS), as Russia’s preeminent functioning national political 
authority.21 On the other hand, from the moment it was confi rmed by the 
Second Congress, Lenin and also Trotsky (now second only to Lenin in the 
Bolshevik hierarchy) presented their government as revolutionary Russia’s 
sole legitimate political authority. All individuals and institutions that op-
posed it were counterrevolutionary by defi nition and fair game for attack by 
the Petrograd Soviet’s MRC, which was supported by armed factory militias 
(the Red Guards), Baltic Fleet sailors, and, less dependably, by elements of 
the Petrograd garrison.

Most newspapers in the capital sided with the ACS against the Bolshe-
vik government and could fairly be charged with incitement to overthrow 
it. The MRC wasted no time in dealing with this problem. On the eve-
ning of 26 October, while the Second Congress of Soviets was still in ses-
sion, it raided and shutdown several opposition papers.22 In the days that fol-
lowed, other newspapers especially hostile to the Bolsheviks were shut down. 
On 27 October, in the name of the Sovnarkom,23 Lenin issued a decree en-
dorsing all the press closures, explaining that temporary infringements on 
freedom of the press were justifi ed because, at such a critical moment, oppo-
sition papers were “no less dangerous than bombs and machine  guns.”24

By 28 October, government in Petrograd was at a standstill as a large part 
of the national and municipal bureaucracy, with encouragement from the 
ACS and the central city and most district dumas, refused to recognize the 
authority of the Sovnarkom and municipal and district revolutionary insti-
tutions, and either staged sitdown strikes or walked off the job. General Petr 
Krasnov, with Kerensky in tow, stood at the head of a reportedly disciplined, 
 anti- leftist force of seven hundred or so Cossacks who had brushed away 
disorganized groups of Petrograd soldiers, sailors, and Red Guards on the 
way from Gachina to Tsarskoe Selo, less than twenty miles from Petrograd. 
At this point, units of the Petrograd garrison, which had been unreliable 



24    /    The Defeat of the Moderates

and unstable throughout 1917, ignored the MRC’s mobilization appeals. 
Moreover, many Red Guard units were disorganized and lacked leadership. 
Lenin and Trotsky had to intervene personally to bring some semblance of 
order to the existing chaos among revolutionary forces and, most important, 
to get some of them to move into a defensive line hurriedly established along 
the Pulkovo heights overlooking the southern edge of Petrograd.25 Con-
currently, efforts were initiated to deploy female factory workers to shore 
up support for the Soviet government among peasants in rural areas of the 
Petrograd region.26

On the  twenty- ninth, Krasnov and Kerensky waited for reinforcements 
in Tsarskoe Selo, and announced their intention of mounting an  all- out as-
sault on the capital the next day. To aid them, the ACS, in collaboration with 
the SR Military Commission, laid plans for an insurrection inside Petro-
grad timed to coincide with Krasnov’s assault. Primary participants in this 
insurrection were to be cadet  offi cer- trainees from several Petrograd mili-
tary academies. Taking advantage of the MRC’s preoccupation with Kras-
nov, they were to take control of key military installations and communica-
tions facilities. However, the MRC found out about these plans late on the 
 twenty- eighth, when, quite by accident, one of its leaders was detained with 
a copy of the plans. Consequently, it was decided to start the rebellion a day 
early, without Krasnov’s diversion. Even so, the several hundred cadets and 
offi cers involved had some initial success. However, regular troops of the 
Petrograd garrison and  Petrograd- based Cossack units ignored appeals for 
support from representatives of the ACS. In these circumstances, the ACS 
forces were doomed. Their rebellion was brutally suppressed by nightfall 
on the  twenty- ninth. All told, an estimated two hundred combatants were 
killed or wounded during the street fi ghting in Petrograd on 29 October.27 
These casualties were much higher than those suffered in the capital during 
the February and October revolutions.

At this time, the armed force at the disposal of Bolshevik authorities in 
Petrograd was spread too thin to compel compliance with orders. Many of 
the opposition papers which had been shut down in the immediate  post-
 October days quickly resumed publication under slightly revised titles. 
Their pages were fi lled with lurid accounts of Bolshevik excesses, indiscrimi-
nate searches and arrests, widespread looting and street violence, and shoot-
ing that lasted long into the night. It was widely reported that many of the 
women soldiers arrested during the occupation of the Winter Palace had 
been raped, that MRC prisoners were being executed in the street, and that 
the situation of all detainees defi ed description. Similarly frightening reports 
circulated at  round- the- clock sessions of the City Duma.28 Even today, sepa-
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rating fact from fi ction with respect to early Bolshevik “terror” is diffi cult. 
Petrograd was a battle zone, gripped by anxiety, fear, and fi erce antagonism. 
Although the new authorities were too weak and disorganized to control 
Cossack patrols who still routinely abused workers and Red Guards in privi-
leged central districts of the capital, “people’s power” had been offi cially pro-
claimed.  Better- off citizens, the “exploiters” from whom power had been 
seized, watched from their balconies as columns of soldiers, sailors, and Red 
Guards armed with rifl es and shovels streamed southward. Warships of the 
Baltic Fleet dropped anchor on the Neva and pointed their guns toward tar-
gets in the southern suburbs occupied by Krasnov’s modest Cossack forces. 
Barricades were hastily erected, barbed wire strung, and trenches dug in the 
city itself. In such an environment, often irrational rumors acquired instant 
credibility.

Some of the most sensational charges against the Bolsheviks at this time 
were investigated and proven false. Nonetheless, a portion of what the op-
position press reported about Bolshevik excesses is supported by reliable evi-
dence. Following suppression of the cadet insurrection, with most of its 
hastily organized forces at “the Krasnov front,” the MRC, to maintain order 
in Petrograd itself, had to rely largely on such institutions as district soviets, 
which themselves depended for order on radicalized and frequently unruly 
and vengeful worker Red Guards.

The MRC placed Petrograd under martial law on the morning of 29 Oc-
tober, at the start of the planned insurrection by the ACS. Later that same 
day it appointed a Left SR, Lieutenant Colonel Mikhail Muraviev, to direct 
Petrograd’s defenses. Muraviev, a talented but fanatic military leader who 
nine months later was shot for betraying the Bolsheviks, appears to have 
been the  highest- ranking offi cer willing to assume this responsibility. An 
“Order No. 1” which he issued upon assuming his post gave workers free 
reign to lynch suspected counterrevolutionaries.29

The situation was chaotic enough in Petrograd, but late reports from 
Moscow suggested that the situation there was far worse. In Moscow, the 
outcome of an  all- out struggle for power between a loyalist Committee of 
Public Safety and a  Bolshevik- dominated Military Revolutionary Commit-
tee was in doubt for more than a week. Savage street fi ghting and heavy ar-
tillery bombardment that had begun on 28 October badly damaged build-
ings, several of them in and around the Kremlin, and casualties numbered 
in the hundreds. In response to news of this warfare in Moscow, major labor 
organizations and left socialist political groups in Petrograd not yet fi rmly al-
lied with either of the two major warring sides issued ever more urgent pleas 
for a cease fi re and the immediate start of negotiations aimed at forming a 
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mutually acceptable, inclusive homogeneous socialist coalition government. 
Among the most important of these were the  Menshevik- Internationalists 
and especially the Left SRs. In the 31 October issue of Znamia truda, the 
voice of Petrograd Left SRs, Boris Kamkov lamented, not without founda-
tion, that “the old coalition government has fallen but we don’t have a new 
government. You can call the Sovnarkom what you  will— a general staff to 
combat Kerensky, the Bolshevik Central  Committee— but a viable govern-
ment it is not.” A  front- page appeal alongside Kamkov’s editorial called on 
“everybody” to end the civil war and, “all as one, to demand the immediate 
establishment of a homogeneous revolutionary government composed of 
representatives of all socialist parties.”

* * *

In addition to the Left SRs, Vikzhel was another key organization that 
sought to reconcile the warring sides at this time. As foreshadowed by its 
telegram to the Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets, on 29 October it 
invited representatives of all major “democratic” groups to participate in 
political negotiations under its auspices beginning that very day, aimed at 
creating an  all- inclusive, homogeneous socialist government from the Bol-
sheviks on the extreme left to the Popular Socialists on the right. Moreover, 
Vikzhel declared its intention of calling a nationwide railway strike starting 
at midnight that very day unless a military truce was proclaimed in Petro-
grad and Moscow, and serious talks on reconstruction of the government 
were begun before then.30 Vikzhel’s demand for an immediate halt to armed 
civil confl ict and reconstruction of the government on a broad, exclusively 
socialist basis was echoed by the Petrograd Soviet of Peasants’ Deputies, by 
individual trade unions, as well as by the Petrograd Trade Union Council 
and the Central Soviet of  Factory- Shop Committees, in which Bolsheviks 
had majorities.31

At this point, Lenin and Trotsky were preoccupied with stamping out 
the revolt by the ACS and mounting a defense against Krasnov’s Cossacks. 
In their absence, soon after the announcement of Vikzhel’s ultimatum, the 
Bolshevik Central Committee hastened to endorse the party’s participation 
in the proposed negotiations and to defi ne its position in them. Most impor-
tant, the Central Committee, at its meeting on 29 October, unanimously 
agreed that the government should be broadened and that the participa-
tion in it of all Soviet parties was acceptable. In the spirit of the Soviet Con-
gress’s mandate, it was agreed that any new government should be formed 
by the CEC and be responsible to it, and that it should be bound by the de-
crees of the Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets. With regard to the in-



Forming a Government    /    27

clusion of specifi c individuals in the new government, inevitably an espe-
cially sensitive issue because of demands by the moderate socialists and the 
City Duma that Lenin and Trotsky be disqualifi ed from holding top gov-
ernment posts, by a vote of 5 to 3 with 1 abstention, the Central Commit-
tee reached the ambiguous conclusion that “some reciprocal give and take on 
party nominations was permissible.”32 At a plenary session of the CEC a few 
hours later, Kamenev was more explicit on this point, declaring that “with 
respect to the creation of a homogeneous socialist government,” the brunt of 
the problem did not lie in its composition or personal groupings but in “rec-
ognition of the Second [Soviet] Congress’s basic propositions.”33 In the pre-
vailing circumstances this statement, which was consistent with Kamenev’s 
position before the overthrow of the Provisional Government, was a signal 
that Lenin and Trotsky were not untouchable and that even a Bolshevik ma-
jority in a government which included all socialist parties might not be an 
absolute requirement. Lenin subsequently claimed that Bolshevik interest in 
a negotiated settlement of the government question during these days was a 
“diplomatic smokescreen for military operations.”34 No doubt this was the 
way he and Trotsky saw it. In their absence, however, this was clearly not 
the view of a majority of the Central Committee. The position on the Sov-
narkom adopted by the Central Committee on 29 October was immedi-
ately circulated to major party organizations around the country as offi cial 
party policy.35

Although support for signifi cantly broadening the Sovnarkom was at its 
peak in the Bolshevik Central Committee during the fi rst chaotic days fol-
lowing the Soviet Congress, the same cannot be said of the socialist groups, 
primarily centrist and right Mensheviks and SRs, who had supported the 
Provisional Government throughout 1917 and who had walked out of the 
Second Congress of Soviets to protest its overthrow by the Bolsheviks. In-
deed, the main factors that pushed “swing” members of the Bolshevik Cen-
tral Committee toward  compromise— the threat from  Vikzhel, the party’s 
isolation from all other political groups, and its seeming incapacity either to 
govern or to successfully defend the revolution by  itself— encouraged mod-
erate socialists to believe that the Bolsheviks were on the brink of defeat 
and that therefore it made more sense to resist them rather than meet their 
terms.

A  hard- line resolution adopted by the Menshevik Central Committee 
on 28 October refl ected this view. The resolution prohibited negotiations of 
any kind with the Bolsheviks until their “adventure” had been completely 
liquidated. Moreover, it called on the ACS to enter into discussions with 
the Provisional Government, the Preparliament, and worker organizations 
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on construction of a new government. So confi dent were centrist and right 
Mensheviks that things were going their way that in this resolution they 
called on the ACS to propose to the MRC that it surrender at  once— in 
exchange for which its leaders would receive guarantees of personal safety 
until the Constituent Assembly had an opportunity to decide whether they 
should be tried.36

This staunchly  anti- Bolshevik stance was refl ected in the behavior of 
rep resentatives of moderate socialist groups and of the ACS at the fi rst three 
sessions of the Vikzhel talks on 29–30 October, and in the work of a “Spe-
cial Commission” delegated by participants in the talks to formulate a draft 
agreement on the makeup and program of a new government on the morn-
ing of the thirtieth.37 In these forums, Menshevik and SR leaders demanded 
the immediate removal of Lenin’s government and its replacement by an 
exclusively socialist coalition cabinet from which both the Bolsheviks and 
representatives of privileged society would be excluded; the disarming of 
workers; the dissolution of the MRC; and acceptance of the principle that 
everything done by the Second Congress of Soviets, including its very exis-
tence, should be declared null and void. In return, efforts would be made to 
insure that, upon entering the capital, Krasnov’s forces would refrain from 
reprisals.38

To the contrary, Bolsheviks at the Vikzhel talks argued forcefully for the 
creation of a new, broadly representative Soviet government. Responding 
to the Mensheviks and SRs the night of 29/30 October, Kamenev insisted 
that workers would not support a government from which Bolsheviks were 
excluded.39 Later, when it appeared that the moderate socialists were ex-
tinguishing any possibility of agreement, Grigorii Sokolnikov, representing 
the Bolshevik Central Committee, declared that the party was not “seeking 
power” and “accepted the proposal of the railroaders” on condition that the 
new government would be responsible to the CEC and [committed] to the 
program of the Second Congress of Soviets. “We do not intend to delay 
the Constituent Assembly,” he insisted. “Soviet power will be conveyed to 
it.”40 The Bolshevik moderate David Riaza nov, who participated in these 
talks as a representative of the trade union leadership, was ready to forego 
retention of a  Soviet- based government in the interest of socialist unity.41 
He feared, however, that disarming workers, as Dan was then demanding, 
would lead to their slaughter. Consequently, his remarks at this session of 
the Vikzhel negotiations focused on this danger.42

Negotiations over the formation of a new government at this junc-
ture were constantly interrupted by reports of savage battles in the streets of 
Petrograd and Moscow, and in the Pulkovo region south of Petrograd. The 
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cadet insurrection and its brutal suppression during the fi rst day of the talks 
(29 October) also undermined them. From the start, consideration of the 
structure and composition of the government became intertwined with mu-
tual recriminations and a desperate search for acceptable terms for an imme-
diate military truce.43 Appealing to supporters of the ACS for reason were 
A. A. Blum, speaking for the United Social  Democratic- Internationalists, 
Martov on behalf of the  Menshevik- Internationalists, and Boris Malkin for 
the Left SRs. “Have you given any thought to what the defeat of the Bolshe-
viks would mean?” asked Blum. “The action of the Bolsheviks is the action 
of workers and soldiers. Workers and soldiers will be crushed along with the 
party of the  proletariat. . . .  The creation of a united revolutionary front is 
essential.”44 “A peaceful liquidation of the crisis through a negotiated settle-
ment between the two sides is absolutely necessary,” echoed Martov. In his 
view, only the formation of a government uniting the entire democracy, not 
just the soviets, but excluding representatives of privileged society, offered 
the hope of heading off a terrible civil war, the destruction of the democracy, 
and the imposition of a rightist dictatorship.45

Malkin also made a passionate plea for support of the Vikzhel initia-
tive. Although seconding the insistence of the Bolsheviks that any new gov-
ernment should be controlled by the CEC and should endorse the decrees of 
the Second Congress of Soviets, he tried to make this stipulation a bit more 
palatable to the moderate socialists by proposing that the CEC as well as 
the government be reformed so as to equalize the representation of Bolshe-
viks and “defensists” and give signifi cant power to the middle (specifi cally, 
that 40 percent of the membership be allotted to Bolsheviks, 40 percent to 
“defensists” [i.e., largely Mensheviks and SRs], and 20 percent to “inter-
nationalists” [i.e., primarily Left SRs and  Menshevik- Internationalists]).46 
Bearing in mind that at the start of the Second Congress of Soviets the Bol-
sheviks did not have a majority without help from other “internationalists,” 
this proposal was not as farfetched as it may appear. More important, how-
ever, is that at the fi rst two Vikzhel plenary meetings and in the meeting of 
the “Special Commission” on 30 October, the Mensheviks and SRs stymied 
all efforts at compromise by insisting that Bolsheviks be eliminated from the 
government altogether.

After the suppression of the uprising organized by the ACS (the evening 
of 29 October), the unexpectedly quick elimination of the threat of forces 
supposedly loyal to Kerensky near Pulkovo and, of no less consequence, in-
sistent demands for a compromise agreement by a broad  cross- section of rep-
resentatives of  rank- and- fi le workers,47 at a CEC meeting the night of 30/
31 October, the Menshevik position on absolute exclusion of the Bolshe-
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viks from the government softened.48 On 31 October, by a  one- vote mar-
gin, the Menshevik Central Committee endorsed participation in efforts to 
form a socialist coalition government that included Bolsheviks (although 
both the Mensheviks and SRs remained adamantly opposed to the inclu-
sion of either Lenin or Trotsky in a new government).49 For their part, with 
agreement in sight, Bolshevik moderates went a step further in the direction 
of compromise. Menshevik and SR representatives in the Vikzhel talks the 
night of 30/31 October proposed the creation of a wholly new representa-
tive body, to be called the Provisional People’s Council, to which the new  all-
 socialist cabinet would be responsible. Designed to eliminate the possibility 
of a Bolshevik majority, it was to include representatives from, among oth-
ers, the fi rst CEC, the Petrograd and Moscow city dumas, the  All- Russian 
Executive Committee of Soviets of Peasants’ Deputies, the Central Trade 
Union Council, and Vikzhel. Kamenev and his colleagues responded by in-
sisting that the new CEC should be the core of this new entity. They were 
subsequently accused by Lenin of backing off this principle. Although the 
evidence in this regard is contradictory, there is no doubt that a general plan 
for the Provisional People’s Council to which a government including repre-
sentatives of all socialist parties would be responsible was accepted by a ma-
jority of participants at this meeting.50

The next night (31 October/1 November) Kamenev, Sokolnikov, and 
Riazanov participated in the deliberations of yet another commission formed 
to prepare recommendations for the makeup of the new government to be 
responsible to the Provisional People’s Council. These deliberations were 
abruptly interrupted by thirty angry representatives of Obukhov plant work-
ers who demanded an end to procrastination and immediate agreement on 
a socialist coalition government responsible to the CEC and committed to 
implementing the program of the Second  All- Russian Congress of Sovi-
ets.51 One of the Obukhov delegates banged his fi st on a table and shouted: 
“Finish up, do you hear,  fi nish . . .  People are already going at each other 
with  bayonets . . .  To hell with leaders and  parties . . .  String up all the Le-
nins, Kerenskys, and  Trotskys . . .  We need an agreement and we won’t leave 
without it!”52

After several more hours of fi erce arguments, this commission’s delib-
erations culminated with a decision, by majority vote, to eliminate Lenin 
and Trotsky as candidates for ministerial posts, and to limit Bolshevik rep-
resentation in the proposed new cabinet to the Ministry of Education (Lu-
nacharskii), Commerce and Industry (Leonid Krasin), and possibly also La-
bor, and Foreign and Internal Affairs (where Bolsheviks were listed among 
alternative  candidates— respectively, Aleksandr Shliapnikov, Mikhail Po-
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krovskii, and Rykov). According to the preliminary ministerial slate drafted 
at this meeting, Viktor Chernov was the leading candidate for prime  minister 
and his SR colleague, Nikolai Avksentiev, a leader of the ACS who had been 
publicly implicated in its insurrection, was the primary nominee to head 
the foreign ministry.53 Many years later Raphael Abramovich, a prominent 
Menshevik commission member, recalled that Bolsheviks on the commis-
sion consented to dropping Lenin and Trotsky as ministerial candidates.54

Vikzhel offi cials, with Kamenev’s encouragement, now announced their 
acceptance of the basis for a fi nal agreement on the form and construction 
of a new government. Vikzhel also announced that all participants had ac-
knowledged the necessity of establishing an immediate military truce.55 At 
this point, in messages to their counterparts in Moscow, Vikzhel offi cials 
in Petrograd expressed confi dence that a mutually satisfactory settlement 
was all but certain.56 Even the Soviet press in Petrograd seemed confi dent 
that an agreement was close at hand. Thus, on 1 November, the lead edito-
rial in the Petrograd Soviet’s Rabochii i soldat, which was controlled by the 
Bolsheviks, informed its readers that “agreement among all fractions [at the 
Vikzhel talks] has been reached based on the principle that the government 
should be composed of all socialist parties in the Soviets.” “In promoting the 
idea that power should belong to the revolutionary democracy,” the editorial 
continued, “the Bolsheviks always understood this to mean a coalition of all 
socialist  parties . . .  not the domination of a single party.”

* * *

Lenin apparently fi rst became fully alert to the extent of efforts by his 
Central Committee colleagues to reach a compromise agreement on con-
struction of the government the night of 29/30 October, following the sup-
pression of the insurgent cadets. Supremely confi dent that social revolution 
and civil war in Russia were on the verge of igniting decisive socialist revolu-
tions in Europe, he had spent the previous month and a half frantically push-
ing his party to a unilateral seizure of power and, with  Kerensky’s help, suc-
ceeded at the eleventh hour. Subsequently, he had outmaneuvered Bolshevik 
moderates and Left SRs at the Congress of Soviets, in this case thanks partly 
to the withdrawal of the Mensheviks and SRs. Moreover, with the support 
of workers, soldiers, and sailors excited by the bright perspectives in the So-
viet Congress’s program, he and Trotsky had superintended the suppression 
of the ACS insurrection and were poised to stop Krasnov’s attack.

A fl ood of resolutions from factories, labor organizations, and garrison 
military units indicated that, in the wake of these initial successes, popular 
support for homogeneous socialist Soviet power, and aversion to anything 
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that smacked of collaboration with the bourgeoisie, was stronger than ever. 
The Bolshevik Petersburg Committee, for one, had fi rst considered the par-
ty’s position toward the Vikzhel negotiations on 29 October.57 Prior to meet-
ing that day, it had solicited and received brief reports from party district 
committees on prevailing political sentiment in their neighborhoods. A mi-
nority of these reports strengthened the argument for retreat. In the centrally 
located,  upper- class Liteini district, for example, even  rank- and- fi le Bolshe-
viks strongly favored signifi cant concessions to the moderate socialists in the 
interest of reaching agreement on broadening the government. But signifi -
cantly more typical was a message from the Narva district, an area dotted 
with factories, where it was reported that “the masses view a settlement from 
the point of view of keeping and implementing the victories of the October 
revolution . . . [F]eelings toward the SRs and Mensheviks are hostile.”58

The Petersburg Committee meeting of 29 October itself began with 
 additional local reports. This was at precisely the time when the ACS in-
surgency was most threatening and when a clash with Krasnov’s forces near 
Pulkovo appeared imminent. Consequently these reports focused on such 
questions as control of strategically important railways, available weapons 
and vehicles, and the strength and fi ghting spirit of Red Guards and work-
ers generally, as well as on conditions in district soviets germane to military 
operations and neighborhood security. Nonetheless, taken together, the re-
ports suggested that, in the wake of their gains at the Second Soviet Con-
gress, the workers’ fi ghting spirit was high. Partly infl uenced by these reports, 
members of the Petersburg Committee, although hopeful of broadening the 
gov ernment to include other internationalist groups such as the Left SRs 
and  Menshevik- Internationalists, expressed little support for the principle 
adopted by party moderates at the Vikzhel talks of obtaining an agreement 
at almost any cost. Rather, most members were adamant that the party had 
to continue to champion Soviet power and the program of the Soviet Con-
gress. They ended their discussion by adopting a resolution affi rming that 
the primary task of the moment was to realize the slogan “All Power to the 
Soviets” both at the center and locally, and that the goal of Soviet power was 
to implement the program adopted by the Second  All- Russian Congress of 
Soviets. Any compromise from that goal was unacceptable.59

Without question, as in the  pre- October period, the prevailing popular 
mood was not specifi cally  pro- Bolshevik in the sense of advocating or even 
favoring Bolshevik  one- party rule. However, judging from these reports and 
the vehement protests of worker delegations at sessions of the Vikzhel talks, 
Lenin was on safe ground in arguing, as he now did, that the revolutionary 
masses would view compromises undermining Soviet power and the gains of 
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October as a betrayal of Bolshevik promises. Yet here party colleagues who 
had rejected his basic theoretical tenets and had opposed many of his most 
fervently argued strategic directives from the time of the February revolu-
tion were steering the party toward a political settlement which, as Lenin 
viewed it, would restore the moderate socialists’ strong infl uence in govern-
ment and thereby destroy his wager on Russia setting off decisive revolu-
tionary outbreaks internationally.

On 1 November, Lenin vented his rage at this state of affairs at meet-
ings of the Petersburg Committee (in which several members of the Central 
Committee participated) and the Central Committee (in which represen-
tatives of the Petersburg Committee, the Bolshevik Military Organization, 
and Bolshevik trade union leaders participated).60 At the Petersburg Com-
mittee meeting, evidently struggling to maintain his composure with only 
mixed success, Lenin charged that the behavior of the Central Commit-
tee’s representatives in the Vikzhel meetings was treasonous. The only Bol-
shevik leader he singled out for praise was Trotsky. “Trotsky recognized long 
ago that unifi cation is impossible and from that time on there has been no 
better  Bolshevik. . . .  If there must be a split [in the party], so be it,” Lenin 
fumed. “If you get a majority [in the full Central Committee] take power in 
the CEC and carry on. But we will go to the sailors.”61

Members of the Petersburg Committee sat transfi xed as the bitter 
struggle within the national party leadership over the future government 
unfolded before their eyes. It was rare enough for Lenin to attend one of 
their meetings; in fact, he had done so only three times in the preceding 
seven months. Now, however, the committee heard, fi rsthand, Lenin’s views 
on government, on the future of the revolution, and on the crisis within the 
upper echelon of the party. Lunacharskii then rose to defend the views of 
the moderates. Trotsky continued the ferocious, unrelenting attack on Ka-
menev, Zinoviev, and their supporters launched by Lenin, and Nogin fol-
lowed Trotsky with a fi nal impassioned plea for compromise.

Lunacharskii insisted that a homogeneous socialist government rather 
than an exclusively Bolshevik or even Soviet government was a necessity. 
In response to Lenin’s categorical rejection of compromise, he argued that 
if the Bolsheviks did not obtain the cooperation of the existing state appa-
ratus they “would not be able to manage anything.” He acknowledged that 
the party had the option of “resorting to terror.” “But why?” he queried. To 
him arrests would solve  nothing— the state bureaucracy was just too big and 
complex to harness by means of terror. The only viable course, he insisted, 
was to “take the path of least resistance,” rather than “taking each station 
with a bayonet charge.”62
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To Trotsky, Lunacharskii’s preference for negotiation rather than armed 
violence and terror, as well as his emphasis on gradualism rather than on im-
mediate decisive action, was a legacy of “petty bourgeois psychology.” The 
“ middle- class lice” who were then refusing to take sides, including  Vikzhel, 
would swing to the Bolsheviks as soon as they saw the strength of their 
government. “The bureaucracy has its own interests and habits,” he said. 
“It must be smashed and rejuvenated. Only then will we be able to work.” 
Compromising with moderate socialists in government would just bring 
continued vacillation and the evaporation of Bolshevik authority among the 
masses.63

Nogin was a key leader of the party’s Moscow city organization and, 
since 2 October, had been chairman of the Moscow Soviet. During the  run-
 up to the Congress of Soviets, he had been an especially ardent supporter 
of linking the creation of a homogeneous Soviet government to its deliber-
ations. He had left for Petrograd at the very moment when the Bolsheviks’ 
situation in Moscow was at its grimmest to report on this state of affairs, to 
weigh in on the side of compromise, and to assume his post as people’s com-
missar for trade and industry. The record of a speech he made at the fi rst Sov-
narkom meeting on 3 November reveals that the savage brutality of class 
warfare in Moscow and the anarchy reigning there had convinced him that 
unless the Bolsheviks split the opposition by coming to terms with Vikzhel, 
they were “doomed to destruction, after wasting all their forces in a pro-
longed civil war.”64 At the Petersburg Committee meeting of 1 November, 
he appealed for an immediate end to bloodletting. Moreover, he wondered 
aloud about why the word “conciliation” grated so on the ears of Lenin and 
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Trotsky. In his mind, the party simply could not survive alone, and the at-
tempt to do so by what he referred to as “the minority in the Central Com-
mittee” would inevitably result in a long civil war, hunger, the breakup of 
the Soviets, the destruction of the party, and the triumph of the counter-
revolution.65

The debate at this meeting between opposing members of the Central 
Committee was so long and heated that the consistently radical journal-
ist and member of the Executive Commission Anton Slutskii was one of 
only a few Petersburg Committee members able to get in a word. Siding 
with Lenin and Trotsky, Slutskii attacked compromise as a “camoufl aged re-
treat from power,” and loudly reaffi rmed the cardinal importance of con-
tinuing to champion exclusive Soviet power. The revolutionary masses, he 
suggested, would be unresponsive to anything else.66 After his speech, it was 
agreed to convene a broader gathering of the Petersburg Committee with 
additional representatives of district committees to explain the city party 
leadership’s position the next day (this meeting was not held until 4 No-
vember), and, a short while later, the meeting broke up so that several of its 
participants could attend the expanded meeting of the Central Committee 
which was about to begin.

As was the case in the Petersburg Committee, at the 1 November Cen-
tral Committee meeting Lenin, again arm in arm with Trotsky, led the at-
tack on the proposed Vikzhel compromise. Arguing that parties which had 
not even participated in the insurrection were taking advantage of the nego-
tiations to seize power from those who now had the upper hand, Trotsky in-
sisted that Bolsheviks should predominate in any new government and that 
Lenin should stand at its head.67 Trotsky, as much as Lenin if not more, was 
then obsessed with instigating immediate decisive socialist revolutions in the 
more advanced countries of Europe by means of a big revolutionary bang in 
Russia. Judging by his statements, it is no exaggeration to suggest that most 
of his thinking about Russian politics was shaped by this overarching con-
cern.68 Lenin, for his part, again made it quite clear that he was unalterably 
opposed to any further negotiations with the Mensheviks and SRs.69

Under the weight of this onslaught, moderate Bolshevik leaders, includ-
ing Kamenev, Rykov, Lunacharskii, and Riazanov, distanced themselves from 
some aspects of the pending Vikzhel agreement. However, in arguing for 
the necessity of signifi cant compromise with other socialist groups along 
the lines agreed upon by the Central Committee on 29 October, they were 
as fervent as Lenin and Trotsky. Take Riazanov, for example. Like Kamenev, 
Rykov, and Lunacharskii, Riazanov had been a leader in the fi erce, often suc-
cessful struggle to curb the infl uence of Lenin’s radicalism in the late sum-
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mer and early fall of 1917. Based on this experience and discussions with 
party colleagues during the Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets, he was 
confi dent that a majority of Bolshevik leaders in Moscow and the provinces 
shared his views. In making the case for a broadly representative government 
Riazanov, as chairman of the Petrograd Trade Union Council, could justly 
purport to represent Petrograd’s 450,000 unionized workers. He would em-
phasize this point during a bitter confrontation with Lenin at a meeting of 
the Petrograd Trade Union Council on 6 November.70 On 1 November, be-
fore the Central Committee, he made a particularly forceful plea for com-
promise: “If we abandon an agreement,” he declared at one point, “we will be 
utterly and hopelessly  alone . . .  without the Left SRs, without  anything . . . 
 we will be faced with the fact that we tricked the masses, having promised 
them a Soviet government. . . . [Some] agreement is a necessity.”71

The categorically negative views of Trotsky and Lenin on negotiations 
with the opposition were also rejected by centrist Central Committee mem-
bers, including Ian Berzin, Moisei Uritskii, Andrei Bubnov, and Iakov Sverd-
lov, all of whom had voted in favor of participating in the  Vikzhel discussions 
on 29 October. Nonetheless, emboldened by the sudden improvement in the 
party’s situation locally, and by prodding from Lenin and probably also from 
 mid- level party leaders from the Petersburg Committee, even they felt that 
Kamenev and other Bolsheviks who had participated in the  Vikzhel talks 
had exceeded the Central Committee’s mandate of 29 October and that sev-
eral provisions of the preliminary agreement were unacceptable. Uritskii, for 
one, declared: “We must not yield on either Lenin or Trotsky for that would 
constitute renunciation of our  program.”72

At the expanded Central Committee meeting of 1 November, Slutskii 
was the designated spokesman for the Petersburg Committee. Again allying 
himself with Lenin and Trotsky, he insisted that the party’s negotiators were 
acting “in opposition to all workers.” The question [i.e., of Soviet power] is 
settled as far as the masses are concerned, he added, “and it behooves us not 
to talk of broadened Soviets of any kind.”73

Toward the close of this meeting, by a vote of 10 to 4, the Central Com-
mittee rejected Lenin’s demand that the Vikzhel talks be aborted at once. It 
was decided, instead, that the party should participate in the talks one last 
time, couching its minimum demands in the form of an ultimatum, if only 
to demonstrate the unfeasibility of an agreement to the Left SRs. This ulti-
matum asserted that, among other things, a new government would recog-
nize the inviolability of the decrees of the Second Congress, and would also 
acknowledge the Second Congress and the CEC as the sole government au-
thority. It also reiterated the principle that only groups previously in the So-
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viet could be represented in a broadened CEC. Thus, representation from 
municipal dumas and the creation of some hybrid organ like the People’s 
Council was not allowed.74 Signifi cantly, V. Volodarskii (Moisei Gol’shtein) 
rather than Kamenev was designated to announce the party’s rejection of 
the Vikzhel commission’s proposal and its new ultimatum to a meeting of 
the CEC that night (1/2 November).

Although Volodarskii was only  twenty- six years old, he was a veteran 
revolutionary renowned for his polemical skills, energy, and ability to stir 
large crowds. After his return to Russia from the emigration in May 1917, 
he became an infl uential member of the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee. 
A Leninist at heart, Volodarskii, in the immediate  pre- October period, had 
been among tactically pragmatic Petrograd Bolsheviks urging caution and 
careful preparation before any attempt to overthrow the Provisional Gov-
ernment. This position was conditioned by his unease about the possibility 
of providing bread to the Russian population and either ending the “impe-
rialist” war or mobilizing support for a revolutionary war. He was also skep-
tical about the likelihood of early socialist revolutions in Europe. “We must 
understand that having taken power we will be forced to lower wages, to in-
crease unemployment, to institute terror,” he had warned. “We do not have 
the right to reject these methods, but there is no need to rush into them.”75 
In the CEC meeting of 1 November, which began soon after the Central 
Committee adjourned, he declared, disingenuously, that among us [Bolshe-
viks] “there is scarcely anyone who does not want an agreement.” “How-
ever, we cannot conclude an agreement at any price.” “We must not yield 
positions which have been fought for by hundreds of thousands of workers, 
peasants, and soldiers.” Volodarskii then put before the CEC, still chaired 
by Kamenev, a resolution which adhered closely to the terms of the Central 
Committee ultimatum just described.76

Clearly taken aback by this abrupt retreat from the signifi cantly more 
conciliatory Bolshevik stance in the Vikzhel talks the day before, Vladimir 
Bazarov, for the United  Social- Democratic Internationalists, introduced a 
sharply worded resolution condemning the Bolsheviks for reneging on ear-
lier commitments and announcing his group’s intention of withdrawing 
from the CEC until Bolshevik intransigence ceased. No less dismayed by the 
abrupt collapse of previously bright prospects for a peaceful political settle-
ment than Bazarov, Karelin struggled to fi nd a new basis for agreement. 
He proposed that representation in the revolutionary parliament to which 
a reconstructed government would report be weighted much more heavily 
in favor of soviets than had been tentatively agreed on the previous night, 
and also that any new government be pledged to the principles embodied in 
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the Second Congress decrees. In an initial vote, Volodarskii’s resolution re-
ceived  thirty- eight votes against  twenty- nine for Karelin’s. However, after 
the adoption of a few minor amendments, the Left SRs, still concerned most 
of all with creating a broad socialist coalition which included the Bolsheviks, 
voted for Volodarskii’s proposal.77

Meanwhile, the struggle for leadership of the Bolshevik party raged on. 
Reconstruction of this phase of the confl ict over the government issue and 
its reverberations within the Central Committee is complicated by the fact 
that no protocols are available for meetings of the Central Committee that 
are known to have taken place on 2, 4, and either 5 or 6 November.78 Un-
doubtedly the Vikzhel negotiations were the subject of long and fi erce de-
bate at the meeting of the Central Committee on 2 November. This debate 
culminated in the adoption, by a  one- vote margin, of a resolution proposed 
by Lenin that berated the moderates for bowing to pressure for reconstruc-
tion of the government by a minority in the Soviets, thereby frustrating the 
will of the Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets, and endorsed the poli-
cies of the existing government as the only ones consistent with the triumph 
of socialism in Russia and Europe.79

Lenin’s method in achieving even this close victory, however, is du-
bious. Two earlier votes on the acceptability of signifi cant concessions to 
the mod erate socialists ended in ties, after which Lenin turned to the Peters-
burg Committee for aid.80 A cryptic entry in the minutes of a meeting of 
the Petersburg Committee on 2 November indicates that early on it was 
abruptly interrupted by the reading of an urgent note from Lenin indicat-
ing that a resolution against compromise should be adopted immediately 
and brought to a meeting of the Central Committee then in progress.  Iakov 
Fenik shtein, who delivered Lenin’s appeal, explained that “the Muscovites,” 
obviously Nogin and Rykov, were demanding agreement with the Menshe-
viks and SRs, and that the Petersburg Committee’s help was needed to re-
buff them.81

Viacheslav Molotov, Stalin’s future foreign minister, was in the middle of 
a report on the “current moment” when Lenin’s note arrived. The Petersburg 
Committee responded by sending Gleb Bokii, one of its leaders throughout 
1917, to inform the Central Committee of the former’s strong opposition to 
concessions which would dilute Soviet power or stray from the reform pro-
gram adopted by the Second Soviet Congress. Following Bokii’s departure, 
a parade of militantly inclined  local- level leaders took the fl oor to oppose in-
clusion of moderate socialists in the government. No one supported con-
tinuation of the Vikzhel talks. In the end, the ultimatum which the Central 
Committee and CEC had passed the day before was endorsed. A bit later, 
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Bokii returned from the Central Committee meeting with the news that he 
had been unable to get the fl oor to express the Petersburg Committee’s soli-
darity with Lenin. Consequently, Molotov and Slutskii were hurriedly dis-
patched to inform the Central Committee of its most recent action.82

Did the Petersburg Committee’s intervention help swing the Central 
Committee Lenin’s way? We do not know. What is known is that Lenin’s 
attacks on the behavior of the moderates did not deter them from trying to 
keep alive the negotiations over reconstruction of the government. This be-
came apparent at a  late- night meeting of the CEC on 2 November.83 When 
the meeting turned to the Vikzhel negotiations, Malkin, who appears to 
have been aware that Lenin was getting the upper hand over the moderates, 
rose to read a Left SR declaration attacking the Bolsheviks for their lack of 
fl exibility in government negotiations and for “plunging the country into 
the abyss of civil war.” The declaration ended with an ultimatum to the Bol-
sheviks: either you adopt more acceptable negotiating terms or you are on 
your own.84 It is conceivable, indeed probable, that Bolshevik moderates en-
couraged the Left SRs to issue this ultimatum in order to strengthen their 
position. At the First Left SR Congress a few weeks later, Kamkov recalled 
that at precisely this time “responsible representatives” of the [Bolshevik] 
party came to them and said: “Comrade Left SRs, pursue your cause with 
 energy— we support you and hope that we can reach agreement.”85

At the 2 November CEC meeting, responding to Malkin, Zinoviev du-
tifully presented Lenin’s position rejecting agreement with the moderate so-
cialists adopted by the Central Committee earlier in the evening. However, 
he immediately made it clear that this was not the Bolsheviks’ fi nal word, 
explaining that the position had yet to be considered by the party’s CEC 
fraction and requesting an hour’s recess so this could be done. No account 
is available of the meeting of the Bolshevik fraction which took place dur-
ing this recess. But a proposal on construction of a new government cobbled 
together there and immediately presented to the CEC by Kamenev leaves 
no room for doubt that, through what he and Zinoviev later referred to as 
“extraordinary effort,” they succeeded in persuading a majority of the frac-
tion to soften the Central Committee’s new, harder negotiating position. Al-
though still including many of the minimum demands in the Central Com-
mittee’s 1 November ultimatum (those relating to the primacy of the CEC, 
recognition of the decrees of the Congress of Soviets, and rejection of the 
creation of any wholly new parliamentary body), it was made more palatable 
to the Left SRs by a provision allowing for the inclusion in the CEC of rep-
resentatives of socialist fractions in the Petrograd City Duma (thereby open-
ing the door to broadening the CEC to include  non- Soviet groups), and by 
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the stipulation that “no less than half” of government portfolios would go 
to Bolsheviks (rather than a preponderance, as the 1 November Bolshevik 
ultimatum implied). The proposal insisted on the inclusion of Lenin and 
Trotsky in a new government. The positions they would hold, however, were 
not specifi ed.86

Most signifi cant of all, the Central Committee’s ultimatum of 1 No-
vember, as well as Lenin’s unequivocal attack on the moderates, was aimed 
at bringing negotiations over reconstruction of the government to an imme-
diate halt. The primary purpose of the proposal Kamenev presented was to 
continue the negotiations. For the Left SRs, these were forward steps. They 
withdrew their own ultimatum and, in principle, committed themselves to 
support of the new Bolshevik proposal.87 Kamenev, Riazanov, and Zinoviev 
for the Bolsheviks and Karelin and Prosh Proshian for the Left SRs were to 
represent the CEC in further negotiations over the makeup of a new gov-
ernment.88

Riazanov presented the proposal to participants at the next session of 
the Vikzhel talks on 3 November. The meeting had begun inauspiciously for 
the moderate socialists. They had assumed that the preliminary agreement 
reached by the Vikzhel commission the night of 31 October/1 November 
would be the basis for construction of a new government, and consequently 
that it would be controlled by the People’s Council in which Bolshevik in-
fl uence would be minimized. However, the chair, A. Malitskii, read a reso-
lution just presented to him by a delegation representing thousands of Puti-
lov factory workers. Like the demands of the Obukhov workers a few days 
earlier, the resolution affi rmed that the creation of a homogeneous socialist 
government was essential but that it had to accept the program of the Soviet 
government as refl ected in decrees on land, peace, workers’ control, and im-
mediate convocation of the Constituent Assembly; recognize the necessity 
of merciless struggle against the counterrevolution; acknowledge the Second 
Congress with participation by the peasantry as the sole legitimate source 
of political power; accept that the government was responsible to the CEC; 
and reject participation in the CEC of organizations that were not part of 
the Soviet. In short, as was the case with the CEC’s proposal subsequently 
presented by Riazanov, the resolution of the Putilov workers was a rejec-
tion of many of the more important concessions tentatively agreed upon 
at the  Vikzhel negotiations the night of 31 October/1 November. Abramo-
vich, representing the United  Social- Democratic Internationalists, prob-
ably also spoke for the  Menshevik- Internationalists, not to mention main-
stream Mensheviks and SRs, when he declared that the proposal presented 
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by  Riazanov precluded an agreement and that the responsibility for the con-
sequences of this outcome fell on the CEC. The remainder of this meeting 
was devoted to attacks by the moderate socialists on Bolshevik “terror” and 
the passage of a resolution demanding the formation of a comprehensively 
representative socialist government, responsible to a body representing the 
entire “democracy” (i.e., the Provisional People’s Council).89

* * *

The apparent collapse of the Vikzhel talks notwithstanding, one can 
well imagine Lenin’s fury upon learning that the party’s fraction in the CEC 
led by Kamenev and Zinoviev was continuing political negotiations aimed 
at forming a new government. For Lenin, this public act of disobedience 
was the last straw. The preceding days of bitter intraparty debate testifi ed 
to the great attraction that a compromise agreement still had for some of 
his most authoritative colleagues. Therefore, he now asked each individual 
member of the Central Committee not openly allied with Kamenev to sign 
a formal statement pledging to bring the dispute with the moderates be-
fore top party committees regionally and nationally, including, if necessary, 
before an emergency party congress if the “Central Committee minority” 
did not agree categorically in writing to adhere to the letter and spirit of 
his resolution of 2 November endorsing the structure and policies of his 
government.90 Trotsky, Sverdlov, Stalin, Uritskii, Dzerzhinskii, Sokolnikov, 
Bubnov, Adolf Ioffe, and Matvei Muranov, in addition to Lenin, signed the 
statement.91 Analysis of available evidence suggests that although some of 
the latter remained sympathetic to compromise (and, obviously, had voted 
for signifi cant compromise on 29 October), few were prepared to challenge 
Lenin on the impermissibility of gross violations of party discipline in time 
of incipient civil war.

On the other hand, feeling deeply about the absolute importance of 
their cause, the leading  moderates— Kamenev, Rykov, Zinoviev, Nogin, and 
Vladimir  Miliutin— promptly resigned from the Central Committee so that, 
as they wrote in a response to Lenin’s statement, “we will be free to lay out 
our views before the  masses . . .  and to appeal to them to support our call for 
immediate agreement on a government representing [all] Soviet parties.”92

Kamenev and his colleagues obviously hoped that their resignations 
would rally support for them within the party. According to Sverdlov, their 
step touched off some shock waves.93 In retrospect, however, they would 
probably have been better served by remaining in the Central Committee, 
where there were still critically important battles to be waged and possibly 
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won (for example, over policies toward the Constituent Assembly), and by 
taking Lenin up on his offer of a party congress or conference to adjudi-
cate the split in the party leadership. For it is by no means certain that a na-
tional party gathering would have sided with Lenin. By leaving the Cen-
tral Committee and not responding positively to the idea of convening an 
emergency national party meeting, moderate Bolsheviks left one of the rev-
olution’s most important arenas of battle and helped “ensure the victory of 
Lenin’s whole line,” no less than did the Mensheviks and SRs in quitting the 
Second Congress of Soviets.

As it was, continuing excesses by the MRC at this time again hardened 
moderate socialist attitudes toward collaboration with the Bolsheviks. Also, 
the Mensheviks and SRs interpreted resignations from the Bolshevik Cen-
tral Committee as a sign that the expected disintegration of the Bolsheviks 
had begun.94 Naturally, such thinking undermined whatever residual in-
terest still existed among them for compromise with the Bolsheviks. They 
showed up for a previously scheduled Vikzhel meeting the night of 5/6 No-
vember from which the Bolsheviks and Left SRs were absent, but not with 
any inclination to negotiate. On this note, the Vikzhel talks were postponed 
indefi nitely.95

Unfortunately for the Mensheviks and SRs, the Bolsheviks’ initial revo-
lutionary decrees, and their apparent toughness in dealing with the inter-
nal and external counterrevolution, had rejuvenated the revolutionary spirit 
of Petrograd’s lower classes, a fact refl ected in the expansion of support for 
Lenin’s position at the local level. The Petersburg Committee’s conference 
with delegates from district party organizations on 4 November provided a 
graphic example of this. At this meeting, some 112 party activists from all 
districts of the capital listened to a rousing account by Trotsky of the great-
ness of the Bolshevik party and of the struggle within it over compromise on 
the government question. Only the Bolsheviks, he declared, had the bold-
ness to lead a popular armed  uprising— over the objections of a minority of 
party moderates who had opposed an armed uprising during the October 
days and had even rejected the slogan “All Power to the Soviets.” Only under 
the leadership of the [Leninist wing of the] Bolshevik party could workers 
achieve the goals for which they had long strived. “Taking place now,” he 
went on, “is a socialist revolution, a revolution of the working class, when re-
alization of our maximum program is just days away.”96 It was all very heady. 
A resolution adopted at this meeting affi rmed that, “to realize its program 
the Bolsheviks, standard bearers of Soviet power, needed the wholehearted 
support of the laboring and downtrodden masses rather than collaboration 
with petty bourgeois groups” and that circumstances necessitated a “steady 
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revolutionary course, a maximum degree of  discipline . . .  and no desertions 
from responsible positions.”97

A similar swing toward support of Lenin’s position took place at the 
opening session of a  Bolshevik- sponsored conference of factory women on 
5 November (dubbed the First Conference of Female Workers in Petro-
grad). Organization of the conference by several leading Bolshevik women 
grouped around the journal Rabotnitsa had begun before October,98 pri-
marily to mobilize female workers in support of Bolshevik candidates in 
elections to the Constituent Assembly. The roughly fi ve hundred women at 
the fi rst session leaned strongly toward supporting the position of Bolshe-
vik moderates on the construction of the government until Liudmilla Stal’, 
a fi ery orator, one of the editors of Rabnotnitsa, and a staunch Leninist, per-
suaded them of the crucial importance of retaining the existing, exclusively 
Bolshevik government and of putting an end to intraparty bickering.99 That 
night, a delegation of women chosen at the session went to Smolny to convey 
these sentiments to Bolshevik leaders.100

Nowhere was the swing from support of the position of Bolshevik mod-
erates to that of Lenin demonstrated more clearly than in the proceedings of 
the Petrograd Trade Union Council. On 31 October the Council, led by the 
Bolshevik moderates Riazanov and Lozovskii, had adopted a fi rmly worded 
resolution calling for the immediate creation of a homogeneous socialist gov-
ernment representing all parties in the Soviet and responsible to the CEC.101 
Analogous resolutions had been adopted by most of the individual unions 
represented in the Council. On 6 November, that is, after Lenin’s crackdown 
on the moderates and the breakdown of the Vikzhel talks, the position of 
the Trade Union Council’s leadership on the critical importance of a quick 
agreement between warring socialist camps remained unchanged.102 How-
ever, this view no longer represented that of  rank- and- fi le unionists. This be-
came apparent on 9 November, when the Council convened a meeting of the 
representatives from all its member unions. Close to two hundred Petrograd 
trade unionists participated. Lenin gave the main address, “On the Current 
Moment,” after which members of the Council jumped on him for focusing 
the brunt of his attack on Mensheviks and SRs rather than on the Kadets. 
An unidentifi ed  Menshevik- Internationalist insisted that the repressive poli-
cies of Lenin and Trotsky were signs of weakness rather than strength, and 
of obsequiousness toward the masses, and that “a party which placed impos-
sible challenges before the proletariat was not its friend.” Judging by the pro-
tocol of this meeting, nobody spoke out in Lenin’s defense. Yet, at its close, 
a Leninist resolution endorsing the existing government as “a true refl ection 
of the interests of the vast majority of the population” was adopted by a vote 
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of 112 to 33.103 Clearly, for the time being at least, in the eyes of union lo-
cals and  rank- and- fi le workers, Bolshevik fi rmness in dealing with class ene-
mies was attractive.

This was the last time the issue of intraparty negotiations aimed at creat-
ing a broad, exclusively socialist government was discussed by the Petrograd 
Trade Union Council. The question had been considered by the CEC for 
the last time on 6 November, a couple of days after the Vikzhel talks broke 
down, without any progress being made.104 Thus, the net result of  week-
 long, often  round- the- clock negotiations on the government question, and a 
fi erce Bolshevik intraparty struggle over them, was nil. For now, all members 
of the Sovnarkom were Bolsheviks.

* * *

Despite the lack of progress in reconstructing the Sovnarkom through 
Vikzhel negotiations during the fi rst weeks of Soviet power in Petrograd, 
proponents of the multiparty socialist government, moderate Bolsheviks in-
cluded, drew solace from the fact that, according to the decree establish-
ing the Sovnarkom, it was responsible to the CEC in which all Soviet par-
ties, groups, and institutions, including those that had withdrawn from the 
Second Congress of Soviets, or were unrepresented in it, were entitled to par-
ticipate. In Bolshevik Central Committee resolutions on the government 
question during this period, regardless of whether they were proposed by the 
moderates or Leninists, the CEC’s primacy over the Sovnarkom was con-
sistently reaffi rmed. Further, Bolshevik moderates and Left SRs alike inter-
preted this to mean that the CEC would be the primary legislative body and 
the Sovnarkom would be an executive organ, primarily implementing its 
policies.105 Taken for granted, at the very least, was that no policy would be-
come law until confi rmed by the CEC.

Even Lenin acknowledged, in principle, that the Sovnarkom was ac-
countable to the CEC. In practice, limitations on the independent power of 
the Sovnarkom, and the prerogatives and sensibilities of the CEC, were ig-
nored by the Sovnarkom from the start. Before  mid- November, when the 
Sovnarkom fi rst began to meet regularly, Lenin and other peoples’ commis-
sars issued decrees on their own, without reference to the CEC. Indeed, dur-
ing these fi rst weeks, a steady stream of decrees, primarily hastily drafted 
statements of revolutionary principle, were issued. Their main purpose was 
to solidify support for Soviet power in Petrograd and the rest of Russia, and 
to help trigger decisive revolutionary uprisings abroad.

Similar arbitrariness characterized the behavior of the MRC. In the fi rst 
weeks after Kerensky’s overthrow, the MRC became the main command 
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post for security in Petrograd and for expansion of Soviet rule nationally. Be-
yond this, in Petrograd, for reasons examined in the next chapter, the MRC 
became responsible for many civil services, and quickly evolved into a gov-
ernment within a government.106 The independent role of the MRC in na-
tional and local political life following the overthrow of the Provisional Gov-
ernment has yet to receive the scholarly attention it deserves. But without 
question, in response to the unwillingness of government ministries, fi nan-
cial institutions, and municipal agencies to recognize the legitimacy of So-
viet power, the MRC issued decrees and orders, often implemented by force, 
that were not and, in some instances, would not have been approved by the 
Sovnarkom, let alone the CEC.

In declaring that Russia was without a functioning national government 
on 29 October, Kamkov was close to the mark. Where Kamkov erred was 
in implying that the Bolshevik Central Committee might be integrally in-
volved in the government.107 By and large, neither the Central Committee 
nor  local- level party organs began to play signifi cant,  policy- making roles 
in government for some time. The relationship of party to government in-
stitutions in this earliest stage of Soviet rule was implicitly acknowledged at 
the time by Sverdlov, director of the Central Committee secretariat. In a let-
ter of 28 October to local party organizations he advised that “if you need 
to know the Central Committee’s line, we commend the decrees of the Sov-
narkom.”108

In the fi rst few days after October, amid internal and external counter-
revolutionary threats, the ad hoc nature of Bolshevik government could per-
haps be justifi ed. Much of the CEC, including most Bolsheviks and all Left 
SRs, viewed the fi rst repressive decrees issued in the Sovnarkom’s name, as 
well as those of the MRC, as extraordinary measures to deal with temporary 
emergencies. They continued to consider the CEC as revolutionary Russia’s 
main legislative body and source of political authority, and also expected 
that once the political situation in Petrograd stabilized, the Sovnarkom 
would function as the CEC’s executive arm.

By the beginning of November immediate threats to the survival of the 
revolution in Petrograd appeared to have been overcome. Nonetheless, rule 
by arbitrary decree imposed by force showed no signs of abating. Within 
the CEC, among the fi rst to formally object to this situation was the moder-
ate Bolshevik Iurii Larin. He did so at the start of the CEC meeting of 2 No-
vember. Larin was one of the infl uential left Mensheviks who had shifted al-
legiance to the Bolsheviks soon after the Sixth  All- Russian Bolshevik Party 
Congress. Already at that time he had expressed implicit support for the Ka-
menev wing of the party as well as opposition to “rash methods” and Bolshe-
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viks who favored them.109 In the CEC, on 2 November, Larin focused his at-
tention on Muraviev’s infamous “Order No. 1,” which had been published 
in bold type on the front page of Izvestiia that morning without clearance 
from either the CEC or the Sovnarkom.110 To him and  like- minded party 
colleagues, not to speak of most Left SRs, Muraviev’s endorsement of lynch 
justice was utterly repugnant. Mindful of the CEC’s prerogatives as stipu-
lated by the Second Congress’s decree on government, Larin, seconded by 
Riazanov, urged the CEC simply to revoke it. Such action was seriously con-
sidered. However, at this delicate stage in intraparty and intragovernmen-
tal relations, a majority of the CEC backed away from an immediate,  head-
 on collision with Lenin and the Sovnarkom. The CEC requested rather than 
ordered Rykov, people’s commissar for internal affairs, to rescind Muraviev’s 
decree, which was done a few days later.111

The issue of the relationship between the Sovnarkom and CEC arose 
again at the very next CEC meeting on 4 November, this time in conjunc-
tion with Lenin’s decree endorsing press curbs.112 Again, Larin initiated the 
discussion. Acknowledging that tight controls over the press might have been 
justifi ed during the unstable, immediate  post- October days, he insisted that 
this was no longer the case and that the news media should remain free of re-
strictions as long as it did not directly incite subversion or insurrection. He 
introduced a resolution revoking Lenin’s press decree and prohibiting repres-
sive acts of any kind not sanctioned by a special representative tribunal to be 
created by the CEC expressly for this purpose.113 Notably Left SRs at this 
meeting were prepared to go further than that. They urged that the press de-
cree be dealt with as an aspect of a broader consideration of the Sovnarkom’s 
usurpation of the CEC’s legislative powers and demanded that all repressive 
measures decreed by Lenin and other people’s commissars since the October 
days be rescinded.114

In response, the Bolshevik secretary of the CEC, Varlaam Avanesov, 
a Leninist, contended that the Sovnarkom still needed unlimited powers, 
as the struggle to defend the revolution was by no means over. He intro-
duced a resolution prohibiting restoration of press freedoms and endorsing 
all measures of the Sovnarkom to date.115 Subsequently fi rst Trotsky, and 
then Lenin, both of whom rushed to the CEC meeting upon hearing of 
the confl ict brewing there, rose to defend the press decree as an absolute ne-
cessity in time of extreme emergency. Thus, very quickly, Larin’s initiative 
evolved into a second bitter structural clash between the CEC and the Sov-
narkom, as well as a direct confrontation between Bolshevik moderates and 
Left SRs on the one hand, and Leninist Bolsheviks on the other, over funda-
mental governmental powers.
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When the issue was voted on, Avanesov’s resolution won out over  Larin’s, 
but the matter did not stop there. Frustrated in their hope of broadening the 
Sovnarkom, or of moderating its behavior through the CEC, the Left SRs 
announced their withdrawal from the MRC and from all other government 
institutions except the CEC.116 The sensation this caused paled by the reac-
tion to what came next. Nogin made an emotional plea for a compromise 
on the government issue, following it up with an announcement that was as 
prophetic as it was startling. As he put it, the only alternative was “a purely 
Bolshevik government maintained by political  terror . . .  this will lead to the 
estrangement of proletarian mass organizations from those who direct our 
political affairs, to the establishment of an unaccountable regime, and to 
the destruction of the revolution and the country.” Declaring that Bolshe-
vik moderates could not accept responsibility for such a course, he disclosed 
the resignations from the Sovnarkom of four people’s  commissars— Rykov, 
Miliu tin, Ivan Teodorovich, and Nogin  himself— as well as the association 
of seven additional prominent Bolshevik offi cials with their protest .117

To be sure, three of the offi cials who resigned (Nogin, Rykov, and Miliu-
tin) were members of the Bolshevik Central Committee who stood close 
to Kamenev on theoretical and tactical questions. Their departures from 
the government followed logically from their withdrawals from the Cen-
tral Committee. Moreover, most of those who formally endorsed the state-
ment but did not resign also belonged to the moderate wing of the party. 
However, this was not true in all cases. For example, Aleksandr Shliapnikov, 
people’s commissar for labor, had, until then, usually allied himself with the 
Leninists.

One of the most eloquent moderate Bolshevik indictments of the  hard-
 line toward political compromise that Lenin and Trotsky were pushing for 
at this time was delivered by Lozovskii at a Bolshevik caucus preceding the 
4 November CEC meeting. Prefacing each indictment with the refrain “in 
the name of party discipline, I cannot remain silent,” Lozovskii attacked the 
Leninists for supporting the extremism of the MRC refl ected in Mura viev’s 
incitement of mob violence; for the suppression of the opposition press, ha-
rassment, persecutions, searches, and arrests; for curbs on the right of as-
sociation; for the MRC’s usurpation of civil government; for cheating the 
toiling masses who had fought for [multiparty] Soviet government only to 
discover that for reasons unclear to them this government turned out to 
be purely Bolshevik; and for making agreement on reconstruction of the 
government conditional on inclusion of specifi c individuals [i.e., Lenin and 
Trotsky] when every moment of delay in reaching agreement brought fur-
ther bloodshed.118
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Lozovskii’s indictment of the Leninists in the Bolshevik caucus was stir-
ring and captured the tense, emotional atmosphere which obviously pre-
vailed there. Larin’s move against curbs on the press, and the impending res-
ignations from the Sovnarkom, were undoubtedly discussed by the fraction 
at the caucus. For  non- Bolsheviks at the subsequent CEC meeting, how-
ever, Nogin’s announcement of resignations from the government had the 
effect of an exploding bomb. Suddenly, it was apparent that both the Bol-
shevik Central Committee and the Sovnarkom were in shambles. The Left 
SRs sought to exploit this circumstance in order to try once again to assert 
the authority of the CEC over the Sovnarkom. In a formal written inter-
pellation to Lenin, an unidentifi ed Left SR pointedly noted that the Con-
gress of Soviets had designated the CEC as the supreme authority to which 
the Sovnarkom was wholly responsible. He asked for an immediate expla-
nation of the grounds upon which the Sovnarkom had issued decrees nei-
ther authorized nor discussed by the CEC and whether the Sovnarkom in-
tended to desist, in the future, from the impermissible practice of ruling by 
decree.119 Lenin responded with the claim that the prerogative of removing 
ministers was quite suffi cient to enable the CEC to maintain control over 
the Sovnarkom’s policies and that all the decrees in question were essential 
for dealing with emergencies. Should this not be enough, he said, the CEC 
had the option of calling another national Congress of Soviets whenever it 
wished.120

The Left SRs immediately moved to declare this response unsatisfac-
tory. A resolution to this effect failed by a vote of 25 to 20, with 6 Left SRs 
and 6 Bolsheviks abstaining.121 The climax of this clash came on a subse-
quent confi dence vote on Lenin’s government introduced by Uritskii for the 
Bolshevik Central Committee. With historical perspective, one can see that 
this was a critical moment in the earliest evolution of the Soviet system. The 
primary source of the Bolsheviks’ popular authority lay in the identifi cation 
of the party with the Soviets and defense of the Soviets as the embodiment 
of the revolution. An open break between the Sovnarkom and the CEC at 
this point, even if only temporary, might have signifi cantly undermined the 
authority of the former and enhanced the possibilities for resumption of the 
Vikzhel talks.

So close was the relative strength at this meeting of Bolshevik moder-
ates,  Menshevik- Internationalists, United  Social- Democratic International-
ists, and Left SRs, on the one hand, and Bolsheviks upon whom Lenin could 
rely, on the other, that in order to assure a plurality Lenin was driven to in-
sist that Bolshevik people’s commissars in attendance be permitted to par-
ticipate in the  balloting— in effect, allowing members of the government to 
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participate in a vote of confi dence in themselves.122 A  roll- call vote ended up 
29 to 23, with 3 abstentions. Riazanov and other leading moderate Bolshe-
viks at this  meeting— Larin, Nogin, and Kamenev, among  them— do not 
appear to have voted. This circumstance, coupled with the “yes” votes of 
four people’s  commissars— Lenin, Trotsky, Stalin, and Nikolai  Krylenko—
 was decisive.123

* * *

After weathering the CEC meeting of 4 November, Lenin personally 
sent an ultimatum to Kamenev, Zinoviev, Riazanov, and Larin threaten-
ing to expel them from the Bolshevik party unless they either immediately 
agreed in writing to support the policies of the Central Committee unswerv-
ingly and promote its policy in all their speeches or withdrew from all public 
activity pending the decisions of a party congress.124 Kamenev, Riazanov, 
and Larin, though not Zinoviev, immediately replied with a defi ant joint re-
sponse challenging Lenin’s right to insist that they promote Central Com-
mittee policies with which they radically disagreed as an unprecedented de-
mand to speak against their own consciences.125

At the same time, it is important to note that when several of his most 
prominent allies resigned from government posts, Kamenev had remained 
in his still potentially very powerful position as chairman of the CEC and 
even refrained from formally expressing solidarity with the defectors as had 
several other Bolshevik offi cials sympathetic to them. However, this cau-
tion was insuffi cient to save him from Lenin’s wrath. Once Lenin decided 
to break with party moderates irrespective of cost, it was inevitable that he 
would seek to remove Kamenev from leadership of the CEC and of the 
Bolshevik CEC fraction, and to substitute a more pliant, dependable party 
comrade in his place. Primarily by virtue of his unswerving loyalty and sub-
servience to Lenin as director of the Central Committee secretariat, the ob-
vious individual for the job was Sverdlov.

At Lenin’s instigation, participants in a morning meeting of the Bolshe-
vik Central Committee on 8 November agreed to remove Kamenev from 
leadership of the CEC.126 No record is available of the fraction meeting 
which dealt with the issue later that day. Did Kamenev go down without a 
struggle? In view of his decision to remain at his post a few days earlier, that 
seems unlikely. Judging by a report in Novaia zhizn’ on 9 November, Ka-
menev, in announcing his resignation as chair of the CEC, left no doubt 
that he was stepping down under pressure. That said, in picking Sverdlov 
as Kamenev’s replacement Lenin got what he wanted. Under pressure from 
the Left SRs, the struggle for the prerogatives of the CEC  vis- à- vis the Sov-
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narkom briefl y reemerged and the Left SRs appeared to make some headway 
in it.127 Over the longer term, however, under Sverdlov’s tight rein, the CEC 
was reduced to a “fi g leaf.”128

* * *

The endorsement of the program of the Second  All- Russian Congress 
of  Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies by the Emergency Second  All- Russian 
Congress of Soviets of Peasants’ Deputies and the subsequent merger of 
the  All- Russian Executive Committee of Peasants’ Soviets with the  All-
 Russian Central Executive Committee of  Workers’ and Soldiers’ Soviets also 
strengthened the strategic position of Lenin’s government in mid November. 
The history of the Emergency Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets of 
Peasants’ Deputies, which was convened in Petrograd on 11 November, is 
complex. Here it will suffi ce simply to note that the Congress was convened 
largely at the initiative of the Bolsheviks and Left SRs, expressly for the pur-
pose of further legitimating Soviet power, in part by facilitating the merger 
of the  All- Russian CEC of Soviets of  Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies with 
the  All- Russian Executive Committee of Soviets of Peasants’ Deputies. It 
also bears recording that, in contrast to the First  All- Russian Congress of 
Peasants’ Soviets in May 1917, which was dominated by centrist and right 
SRs, this second national gathering of peasant representatives had a solid 
Left SR majority.129

The question of forming a combined CEC was discussed at a joint gath-
ering of the Bolshevik Central Committee and the Bureau of the Left SR 
CEC fraction the night of 14/15 November and, a bit later, at an assembly of 
the CEC and the emergency peasant congress. The terms of the merger were 
agreed upon at a joint meeting of the Presidiums of the Congress and the 
CEC the same night and confi rmed by the full congress the next day, thereby 
making Soviet power symbolically representative of the bulk of the Russian 
people. According to these terms, 108 members of the existing CEC would 
be joined by an equal number of representatives from the peasant congress, 
100 representatives of soldier and sailor committees, and 50 trade union 
representatives. The 108 representatives from the peasant congress formally 
joined the CEC amid great pomp and ceremony on 15 November.130

A preponderance of the new CEC members from the peasant congress 
was Left SRs. Consequently, for nearly two weeks, they had numerical su-
periority over the Bolsheviks in that body. The Left SRs had agreed not 
to exercise their majority to reorganize the government pending the arrival 
of other new members.131 The Bolsheviks predominated, as it turned out, 
among incoming delegates to the CEC from trade unions and from soldier 
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and sailor committees. Thus, by the end of November, the Bolsheviks had 
a majority in the combined CEC. In view of the traditional SR authority 
among  peasant- soldiers, it is natural to ask whether the restoration of a Bol-
shevik majority in the new CEC as fi nally constituted was a legitimate ex-
pression of popular sentiment or the result of some sleight of hand by the 
Bolsheviks, especially with respect to new members from the armed forces. 
And regardless of the answer to this question, one must still ponder why the 
Left SRs, having acquired a temporary majority in the CEC, chose not to 
exercise it, and, in particular, why they made no attempt to form a cabinet 
with a Left SR majority.

Regarding the legitimacy of new representatives from the armed forces, 
a massive shift of troop support from moderate socialists to Bolsheviks com-
mensurate with the latter’s preponderance among incoming soldier delegates 
to the CEC had taken place at the end of the summer and fall of 1917.132 As 
for the second question, the apparent willingness of the Left SRs to forego 
exercising their majority in the merged CEC, it appears that at this time the 
Left SR leadership simply lacked the confi dence and will to challenge the 
Bolsheviks for leadership of the government. In this connection, it is im-
portant to note that this was precisely the time when the Left SRs held their 
founding congress (19–28 November). Referring to this period at the Left 
SR Fourth  All- Russian Congress in October 1918, Karelin attributed what 
he termed the Left SRs fear of power (vlasteboiazn’ ) at the end of 1917 to 
the fact that, despite their growing infl uence, they were just beginning their 
existence as a separate entity and lacked a developed party organization. 
“This fear of power and the asceticism and monasticism which it produced,” 
he recalled, “were characteristic of us [Left SRs] for a long time.”133

The impact of this  self- perceived weakness, coupled with a desire to 
maintain involvement in the revolution, was so strong that, in spite of re-
peated signs that a Soviet government led by Lenin would behave as it pleased, 
the Left SRs now entered into negotiations over participation in a coalition 
with the Bolsheviks. The question of joining the government was appar-
ently fi rst raised at the joint meeting of the Bolshevik Central Committee 
and the Bureau of the Left SR CEC fraction the night of 14/15 November, 
where the formation of a combined CEC was considered.134 This discus-
sion resumed two days later, when Sverdlov participated in a meeting of 
the Left SR fraction in the merged CEC.135 At a session of the First Left SR 
Congress at precisely that time, in a comment that typifi ed Left SR senti-
ment, Maria Spiridonova justifi ed close collaboration with the Bolsheviks. 
A legend among Russian peasants since 1906, when, at the age of  twenty-
 two, she had assassinated a high police offi cial in Tambov Province and suf-
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fered greatly for it,136 Spiridonova, in 1917, was one of the Left SR’s most 
prominent fi gures. At the Left SR Congress, she asserted that “we are on the 
threshold of a tremendous social upheaval. We will experience much that 
cannot be foreseen. This is the point of view from which we must approach 
the Bolsheviks. However alien their crude behavior is to us, we are maintain-
ing close contact with them because the  masses . . .  follow them.”137 “We en-
tered into a bloc with the Bolsheviks to moderate them,” recalled another 
leading Left SR nearly a year later, after this approach had failed.138 For these 
reasons, by mid November 1917, orientation toward partnership with the 
Bolsheviks was so strong among Left SR leaders that revulsion toward this 
or that repressive measure by Bolshevik authorities only reinforced it. Thus, 
at a CEC meeting on 17 November, Spiridonova publicly signaled the de-
sire of Left SRs to enter the Sovnarkom in a speech in which she lambasted 
the Bolsheviks for having dissolved the Petrograd City Duma without the 
CEC’s prior approval.139

Sverdlov followed Spiridonova’s attack by introducing a draft constitu-
tion regulating the future relationship between the CEC and the Sovnarkom 
drawn up at the insistence of the Left SRs as a precondition for further ne-
gotiations over the makeup of a coalition cabinet. According to this consti-
tution, which was adopted with minimal discussion, the Sovnarkom was to 
be wholly responsible to the CEC. Prior to enactment, “all legislative acts, 
as well as ordinances of a major political character, were to be submitted [by 
the Sovnarkom] to the CEC for review and confi rmation.” An exception 
could be made for measures connected with combating counter revolution, 
on condition that the Sovnarkom be accountable for them to the CEC. Each 
people’s commissar was obligated to make weekly reports to the CEC, and 
interpellations by the latter had to be responded to immediately.140

On 22 November, several days before the reestablishment of a Bolshevik 
majority in the CEC, Kamkov triumphantly reported to his colleagues at 
the First Left SR Congress that henceforth “not a single decree can be pub-
lished unless it has been passed in advance by the CEC. Thus, the CEC is the 
legislative authority, and the Sovnarkom the executive power. This is a tre-
mendous victory for the position of the Left SRs.”141 It was not quite that. 
As time would show, the understanding depended on good faith on the part 
of the Bolsheviks and left extensive discretionary power in the hands of the 
Sovnarkom. Nonetheless, for some time, people’s commissars dutifully made 
reports on their work to the CEC.142 Also, many major decrees, though by 
no means all, were transmitted to the CEC for confi rmation after adoption 
by the Sovnarkom.
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* * *

The period between 25 October and 4 November 1917 marked a major 
turning point in the development of the Russian revolution. During this 
time, the movement toward the creation of a multiparty, exclusively social-
ist government by the Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets of  Work-
ers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies was stopped, and an  all- Bolshevik government 
was established. Popular support for the Bolsheviks in Petrograd was solidi-
fi ed by the Soviet Congress’s adoption of much of the party’s revolutionary 
program, as well as by the Soviet government’s fi rst military victories over 
the counterrevolution. Attempts by Bolshevik moderates to curtail the Sov-
narkom’s arbitrary power, which was supported by Left SRs,  Menshevik-
 Internationalists, and other left socialist groups in the CEC, were rebuffed. 
Moderate Bolsheviks were pressured out of the party Central Committee 
and withdrew from the Sovnarkom. Moreover, the legitimacy of the So-
viet government was enhanced by the endorsement of the program of the 
Second  All- Russian Congress of Peasants’ Deputies and by the merger of 
their executive committees.

Certainly such factors as Kerensky’s belated attack on the Left, the with-
drawal of the moderate socialists from the Second  All- Russian Congress of 
Soviets, and their unrealistic positions at the Vikzhel talks paved the way 
for these developments. Clearly, however, the most important factor shap-
ing them was Lenin (supported by Trotsky)—his supreme confi dence in his 
ability to gauge the revolutionary situation in Russia and internationally, 
his iron will and dogged determination to achieve his goals irrespective of 
the strength of the opposition, his consummate political skill, and his lack 
of scruples. The popular impulse behind the October revolution in Petro-
grad notwithstanding, political developments in Petrograd between 25 Oc-
tober and 4 November 1917 illustrate the sometimes decisive role of the in-
dividual in history.



2

Rebels into Rulers

The collapse of efforts to broaden the Sovnarkom or even make it account-
able to the multiparty CEC, coupled with the unwillingness of all Russian 
political groups, except for the Bolsheviks and Left SRs, to recognize the le-
gitimacy of Soviet power, meant that in the wake of the October revolution 
the Bolsheviks bore exclusive responsibility for maintaining order and pro-
viding municipal services, and food and fuel, to Petrograd and the surround-
ing region. In proclaiming the transfer of all government power in Russia to 
the soviets and rejecting broad political alliances, Lenin and Trotsky were 
not particularly concerned with the practical implications of their acts. They 
were absorbed, instead, with defending and consolidating Soviet power, and 
with stimulating the decisive worldwide socialist revolutions that they be-
lieved were necessary for the survival of the Russian revolution, by the most 
dramatic measures possible. The consequence of their stance, however, was 
that Bolsheviks in the city party organization, the Petrograd Soviet, and 
Petrograd district soviets were forced to transform themselves from rebels 
into rulers and to reshape or construct new local government and adminis-
trative bodies. Moreover, they had to do so without having given any con-
crete thought to how they would govern, at the same time that they were 
obliged to furnish personnel for service in new institutions of national gov-
ernment and to spread and defend the revolution around the country. These 
burdens led inexorably to the fundamental transformation of the Petrograd 
Bolshevik party organization’s composition, structure, method of operation, 
and relationship to its constituencies.

* * *

Considering that, during the October days, government power every-
where in Russia was, in principle, transferred to soviets, from top to bottom, 
it might have been expected that, in Petrograd, city soviets and district sovi-
ets would promptly begin taking over the responsibilities of the institutions 
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of local government created in the late tsarist era, such as the City Duma 
and district dumas, and their panoply of administrative boards (upravy). Yet, 
for several reasons that are important for understanding the evolution of So-
viet government in Petrograd, and the relationship between it and the role 
of Bolshevik party committees in government, this did not occur. Take the 
leadership bodies of the Petrograd Soviet, for instance. Beginning as early as 
September 1917, the Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet and its 
Presidium, in which the Mensheviks and SRs still had considerable strength, 
was largely paralyzed by political infi ghting and, in October, by the transfer 
of authoritative Bolsheviks such as Trotsky to the MRC and national com-
missariats. This dysfunction persisted until late November, when a new Ex-
ecutive Committee and Presidium were elected, both chaired by Zinoviev 
and dominated by Bolsheviks and Left SRs. Only then, more than a month 
after the Bolsheviks assumed formal power, did the executive organs of the 
Petrograd Soviet begin to play a meaningful role in governing revolutionary 
Russia’s capital city.1 By virtue of being chair of the newly elected Executive 
Committee and Presidium, Zinoviev, who had restored himself to Lenin’s 
good graces by abandoning the moderates, became head of the Petrograd 
Soviet. He was to hold that post until the end of 1925.2

In the opening stage of Soviet power the Petrograd Soviet itself met 
regularly. However, composed of more than a thousand elected representa-
tives of factories and military units, several hundred of whom showed up for 
most meetings, it was simply too big to serve as an agency for meaningful 
discussion and decision making. With few exceptions, its plenary sessions 
were mobilization rallies aimed at disseminating information and building 
popular support for Bolshevik positions on national and international issues 
rather than serious business meetings to resolve important issues.3

The MRC took the initiative in preparing for the dissolution of the 
Petrograd City Duma on 9 November because of its active opposition to So-
viet power.4 It was offi cially dissolved by order of the Sovnarkom on 16 No-
vember.5 The next day, the Petrograd Soviet adopted a resolution proposed 
by Trotsky calling on members of the Petrograd Soviet and district soviets to 
break with “the rotten bourgeois prejudice that only bourgeois civil servants 
could run a state,” and providing for the immediate creation of separate de-
partments attached to the Petrograd Soviet, as well as to district soviets, “for 
this or that branch of [local] civil administration.”6

Nonetheless, rather than implementing this directive, elections for a 
new City Duma calculated to retain the bourgeois civil servants who staffed 
duma administrative boards were scheduled for 26 November; this was spe-
cifi ed in the Sovnarkom’s decree dissolving the existing duma. Trotsky’s pre-
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dilections notwithstanding, as a practical matter neither the Petrograd Soviet 
nor district soviets had the expertise, stable composition, or infrastructure 
necessary for municipal government and administration. When the exist-
ing City Duma was dissolved because it became apparent that effective col-
laboration with it would be impossible, there was no thought of not elect-
ing a new one. The Sovnarkom’s primary concern was to hold elections for a 
new City Duma as quickly as possible so as to keep intact duma boards and 
their specialized departments and commissions at all levels. These elections 
were held on 27–28 November. Boycotted by the Kadets and moderate so-
cialists, they resulted in the creation of a Petrograd City Duma dominated 
by Bolsheviks.

Also fi guring prominently in efforts to preserve old institutions of city 
government after October was the fact that Bolshevik Soviet leaders had pre-
cious little taste for  day- to- day municipal administration. Having devoted 
their lives to fomenting revolution, at the outset they perceived soviets less as 
organs of popular  self- government than as political institutions whose task 
of consolidating the revolution was by no means over and which would at 
most defi ne public policy, not implement it. Privately, this was candidly ac-
knowledged by local Bolsheviks. Typical was the response of a member of 
the Bolshevik Committee in the Okhtinskii district to a colleague who asked 
why district soviets did not simply take on the work of district dumas. “Insti-
tutions of local  self- government are purely organizations for economic man-
agement, whereas district soviets are political institutions,” he said fi rmly. 
“Soviets should not take on managerial functions, as this will only compli-
cate their political work which is diffi cult enough.”7

To be sure,  district- level Bolshevik activists worried about the possibility 
that local dumas and their administrative boards were so intrinsically hostile 
to radical revolutionary change that soviets would have no choice but to as-
sume direct responsibility for municipal government. But for most of them, 
this was a thoroughly distasteful last resort. Some local party activists fa-
vored gerrymandering and decreasing the number of districts in Petrograd 
as a means of circumventing especially intransigent local dumas and boards.8 
Although this idea was not pursued, it illustrates the depth of their desire to 
keep the functions of district soviets and dumas discrete, and to retain pro-
fessional duma boards for daily municipal administration.

In the aftermath of the October days, except for the duma in the  Vyborg 
district, all district dumas, as well as the central City Duma, were controlled 
by Kadets and moderate socialists who actively resisted Soviet power. All the 
same, initially district soviets limited themselves to maintaining close watch 
over district dumas and boards, and attempting to infl uence them through 
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Bolsheviks in their ranks. Not until late November and December (by which 
time virtually all Petrograd district soviets were headed by Bolsheviks), in the 
face of strikes by civil servants partly directed by district dumas, did district 
soviets begin dissolving them.

The process of dissolving district dumas was often begun by the local 
Bolshevik party committee which, in response to complaints about sabo-
tage by civil servants, adopted a resolution calling for dissolution of the local 
duma and election of a new one, and providing for a vote on it by a broader 
meeting of party members, or an assembly of Bolshevik representatives from 
district factories and military units, and implementation by the local dis-
trict soviet.9 At this early stage in the organization of Soviet power in Petro-
grad, party decision making at city and district levels was decentralized. The 
structure of district party organizations and even the locus of power in them 
varied greatly. Also, their operation was still relatively democratic and fl uid. 
Decisions of Bolshevik committees in at least some districts were not bind-
ing on general meetings of local party members, which were the highest 
party authority locally.10

District party committee and district soviet resolutions dissolving dis-
trict dumas provided for their reelection. Preparations for these elections were 
often initiated, but none were actually held. The predilections of their lead-
ers notwithstanding, circumstances forced Petrograd district soviets, gradu-
ally and unevenly, to assert control over duma boards as best they could, and 
to transform themselves into institutions of local  self- government. Mean-
while, work stoppages by veteran civil servants petered out in early January, 
not because they were smashed or replaced by freshly trained representa-
tives of the revolutionary masses, as Trotsky advocated, but because ulti-
mately most of them were dependent on wages for survival. When the city 
employees’ resources were used up, they returned to work.11 District sovi-
ets throughout Petrograd drew on these employees, beginning in December 
1917 through the fi rst half of 1918, to form separate sections for key mu-
nicipal services.

Upon the advent of Soviet power in Petrograd, it might also have been 
expected that the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee would become centrally 
involved in defi ning broad public policy, and that it and party district com-
mittees would superintend city and district level government, respectively. 
However, the process leading to this outcome did not begin for some time, 
and it was drawn out, diffi cult, and divisive. Meetings of the Petersburg 
Committee following the October days were primarily devoted to such na-
tional issues as the Vikzhel talks, elections to the Constituent Assembly and 
its fate, assessments of the current moment, and narrow organizational mat-
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ters. More often than not, agenda items that might have triggered general 
discussion of the committee’s role in local government were tabled for lack 
of time.

During this initial period of Soviet rule, Bolshevik district party orga-
nizations, irrespective of their structure, also devoted much of their time to 
assessing national issues.12 They played direct roles in mobilizing forces to 
combat Krasnov’s expected march on Petrograd and in implementing the 
party’s electoral campaigns for the Constituent Assembly and City Duma, 
and, without benefi t of direction from above, they began developing ad hoc 
relationships with factory collectives, district soviets, and district dumas. 
These links varied by district and were unsystematic. As refl ected in their 
periodic reports to the Petersburg Committee, district committees strove to 
keep higher party authorities informed of popular political opinion at the 
 grass- roots level. Their most important function was to serve as labor pools 
and personnel agencies for positions in national and local government, revo-
lutionary courts, the Red Guards, workers’ militias, and Red forces helping 
to spread the revolution across Russia and defending it from forces hostile to 
Soviet rule organized on the periphery of Central Russia.

The fi rst major hostile force of this kind emerged in the Don Territory 
even before the collapse of the Vikzhel talks over the creation of a socialist 
coalition government. General Mikhail Alekseev,  commander- in- chief of 
the Russian army during the fi rst several weeks after the February revolution 
and Kerensky’s  chief- of- staff following General Lavr Kornilov’s attempted 
coup at the end of August, had rushed to Novocherkassk, capital of the Don 
Territory, at the beginning of November. In an uneasy alliance with General 
Aleksei Kaledin, ataman of the Don Cossacks, he immediately began orga-
nizing the nucleus of an  anti- Bolshevik,  pro- Allied army, soon to become 
known as the Volunteer Army. In succeeding weeks, Alekseev was joined in 
Novocherkassk by General Anton Denikin and, of more immediate impor-
tance, by General Kornilov who, having fl ed from the monastery in which 
he had been held since his failed coup, agreed to share leadership of this fi rst 
major White movement with Alekseev and Kaledin.

Lenin exaggerated the seriousness of the Volunteer Army’s threat to the 
survival of the revolution, perhaps because he underestimated the desire of 
younger Cossacks for an end to the war and their coolness toward Kale-
din, as well as the latent support for Soviet power among local factory work-
ers concentrated in the industrial town of Rostov, Donbas coal miners, and 
 non- Cossack peasants, a high proportion of whom were of Russian origin. 
Also probably contributing to Lenin’s anxiety about the Volunteer Army 
was the swelling number of offi cers, cadets, university students, and top 
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conservative and liberal political leaders who became associated with it. Be-
ginning in late November, in response to Lenin’s urgent appeals to suppress 
the bourgeois counterrevolution on the Don, thousands of Petrograd Bol-
sheviks, Red Guards, Baltic Fleet sailors, and ordinary workers, many of 
them mobilized by district party committees, joined the growing  rag- tag So-
viet forces bound for the south. As January turned to February 1918, these 
forces, commanded by Vladimir  Antonov- Ovseenko, who had directed sei-
zure of the Winter Palace during the October days and, subsequently, had 
served as  co- people’s commissar for army and naval affairs, overwhelmed the 
still relatively meager Volunteer Army and pushed it out of the Don Terri-
tory deep into the frozen Kuban steppe.

This fi rst episode in the Russian civil war was typical of the  post- October 
period with respect to the drain of Bolshevik personnel from Petro grad. At 
this early stage of Soviet power, in response to endless civil and military 
emergencies, many party district committee meetings and other  local- level 
Bolshevik assemblies already devoted signifi cant attention to appointments 
and transfers. Any thought of systematic control of Bolshevik duma and so-
viet fractions went by the boards. Even political agitation among the great 
mass of Petrograd workers and soldiers was curtailed. This potentially disas-
trous situation for party control of governing bodies developed with stun-
ning speed.

As early as 29 October, reports to the Petersburg Committee from rep-
resentatives of district party committees documented the decline of party 
strength, as did records of  grass- roots party meetings throughout Petrograd. 
From the Okhtinskii district word came that “[political] life is centered in 
the soviet, where a struggle is taking  place . . .  the party organization is play-
ing no role at all.” “Party work is declining,” reported a representative of the 
Narva district. “[Party] workers have been drawn to duty in the Red Guard 
or someplace else.” A representative from the Nev skii district echoed that 
“party work has ground to a halt.”13

When the Bolshevik committee in the Kolpinskii district selected twelve 
candidates for the Petrograd Soviet on 11 November, the appointment list 
included several of its most experienced leaders, headed by its chairman and 
secretary. Many of those selected were members of the local district soviet or 
district duma. Yet, at this same meeting,  twenty- fi ve additional candidates 
were selected for the district soviet.14 At a party committee meeting in this 
same district on 22 November, four additional members were picked for the 
executive committee of the local district soviet, three for the local food sup-
ply board, and one to become head of the district duma and duma board.15

The record shows that during the fi rst year of Soviet power in Petro-
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grad massive outfl ows of the most effective party workers, leading to orga-
nizational dysfunction, were the rule in all districts. No doubt, it was often 
initially assumed that many assignments were temporary or  part- time, and 
a small percentage was. However, because those assigned often held several 
positions outside the party, and also because the responsibilities of Bolshe-
viks in government agencies such as district soviets, revolutionary tribunals, 
and the like, tended to expand exponentially, in practice most assignments 
resulted in the complete withdrawal of the individual party member from 
active party agitational and organizational work. At a Petersburg Commit-
tee meeting on 16 November Slutskii worried aloud about this problem. 
In a report on the current moment, he referred to the way the SR party had 
been swallowed up by power during the previous summer and warned that 
the same thing was happening to Bolsheviks. “What do we see happening 
in the districts?” he asked. “Everyone is being dispersed and everybody is 
being devoured by power,” he said, warning that “we need to take steps to 
avoid being overwhelmed by ‘October Bolsheviks’ [i.e., by inexperienced 
 post- October recruits].”16  Lower- level party veterans everywhere shared this 
anxiety but were helpless to do anything about it.17

In December, if not before, the Petersburg Committee, working through 
district party committees, began enrolling new recruits into crash party 
training programs, which were held off and on throughout 1918.18 How-
ever, even before completing these programs, especially bright and compe-
tent new Bolsheviks received assignments unrelated to party work. In addi-
tion to sending new members to party schools, district committees tried to 
compensate for the loss of veteran cadres by hiring  full- time, paid respon-
sible organizers to rebuild factory collectives and to coordinate membership 
recruitment and agitation among workers. Thus, it was not coincidental that 
on 11 November, after assigning many of its most competent members to 
government agencies, the Kolpinskii district committee selected a  full- time 
organizer to rebuild shop collectives crippled by losses. But even such steps 
did not really help. Very quickly, district party committees and their care-
fully nurtured networks were in disarray, and the close interactive ties that 
had been a key to the Bolsheviks’ popular support in the summer of 1917, as 
well as their development of successful strategies and tactics before and dur-
ing the October revolution, were broken.

As for the Sovnarkom, even before it began to meet regularly, that is, be-
fore 15 November, Lenin and other people’s commissars had begun to is-
sue decrees in its name pertaining to Petrograd, for example, the decree on 
press restrictions. After mid November, beginning with the dissolution of 
the Petrograd City Duma, the Sovnarkom did not hesitate to issue decrees 
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dealing with local government in the capital without consulting local au-
thorities. Nonetheless, the burden of existing evidence shows that from the 
October days until its dissolution on 5 December 1917, the MRC was the 
primary governing authority in Petrograd. Originally created by the Petro-
grad Soviet to monitor the Provisional Government’s disposition of troops of 
the Petrograd garrison, it had been deftly utilized by the Bolsheviks for Ke-
rensky’s overthrow.19 To be sure, it was technically still an arm of the Petro-
grad Soviet. In reality, following the seizure of power it became a national in-
stitution, largely independent of outside controls.  Willy- nilly, in the course 
of combating  anti- Bolshevik forces and attempting to maintain security and 
order, in the vacuum created by work stoppages on the part of experienced 
civil servants that staffed duma boards and never ending  crises caused by dis-
order at all levels of government, the MRC expanded its activity from direct-
ing military operations and policing into such areas as the procurement, de-
livery, and distribution of food, fuel, and other basic necessities; transport 
and travel; labor relations and wages; public health; prison administration; 
and the allocation of housing.20

The MRC was headed by a bureau intended to coordinate a plethora of 
constantly changing sections with overlapping responsibilities. Its commis-
sars, mostly Bolsheviks and Left SRs drawn from party committees and di-
rectly from factories and military units, were dispatched by the dozens with 
unlimited powers over government agencies, enterprises of every kind, and 
military and police forces. It is clear that the MRC’s operations were hap-
hazard and primitive despite continuing efforts to streamline them. Around 
22 November Sergei Gusev, secretary of the MRC and head of its secretar-
iat, quit his posts because of the organization’s enduring “chaos.” In a bitter 
resignation letter, he explained his action. “The question of organizing the 
MRC’s work has been discussed incessantly, resolutions have been adopted 
providing for sections and commissions and the appointment of MRC mem-
bers to each of  them. . . .  All these resolutions have remained unfulfi lled and 
the work of the MRC has been carried out in its previous disordered, chaotic 
way.” Declaring that he no longer had any hope of reforming the MRC, he 
asked to be relieved of his responsibilities within  twenty- four hours.21

Gusev was persuaded to stay on, partly, perhaps, because the Sovnarkom 
scaled down the MRC’s responsibilities.22 In any event, the MRC’s organi-
zational problems ought not to obscure the enormous independent power 
and reach it had acquired during the fi rst several weeks after October. At a 
popular level, the suppression of the cadet uprising on 28 October and the 
defeat of Krasnov’s forces at Pulkovo a few days later enhanced its stature 
as the local command post for Soviet power. Starting then, district soviets 
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controlled by Bolsheviks looked to the MRC for support and direction. In 
as much as it had at its disposal worker Red Guards, soldiers of the Petro-
grad garrison, Baltic Fleet sailors, and large stores of arms and munitions, it 
was the only agency in Petrograd with the military strength to enforce or-
ders. Moreover, organizational shortcomings aside, the cream of the Bolshe-
vik leadership was active in the MRC at one time or another. The critical role 
of the MRC in governing Petrograd, to the extent it was governed at all, is 
clear. In this sense, it is impossible to argue with the conclusion of the con-
temporary Petersburg historian A. N. Chistikov regarding the government 
of Petrograd in the aftermath of the October revolution, namely, that “the 
MRC embodied Soviet  power . . .  taking the place of the Petrograd Soviet 
and, to a large degree, also the central City Duma.”23

* * *

Arbitrary, disorganized Bolshevik policies and actions during the fi rst 
weeks of Soviet power, many of them carried out by the MRC, antagonized 
all major opposition political groups. Moreover, their result, at least in the 
short term, was to speed up and deepen Petrograd’s political, social, and eco-
nomic disintegration. The Bolsheviks blamed the expanding chaos on their 
predecessors and insisted that the decisive steps Bolsheviks were taking were 
the quickest and surest way to make things better. But would impatient 
workers,  peasant- soldiers, and sailors whom these policies were partly meant 
to attract accept this contention? Or was their loyalty to the Bolsheviks and 
to Soviet power unstable and wavering, as Mensheviks and SRs insisted?

A comprehensive expression of political opinion in Petrograd and among 
troops on the nearby Northern front was provided by the results of the 12–
14 November elections to the Constituent Assembly.24 In this connection, 
it is important to note that despite widespread civil turmoil following the 
Bolshevik seizure of power, by and large the overall fairness of these elec-
tions is not in dispute.25 Restrictions on the press and on circulation of leaf-
lets and posters were loose enough to allow all the contending parties and 
groups an opportunity to present their programs and visions of the future, 
although much of the campaigning was negative. As already noted, the Bol-
sheviks had the supposed advantage of being able to issue revolutionary 
decrees which would, so they hoped, bind the revolutionary masses more 
closely to them. Beginning with the seemingly  epoch- making resolutions 
of the Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets, the Bolsheviks tried to uti-
lize this advantage to the fullest. However, communication problems lim-
ited its value. Indeed, for many weeks after October large parts of Russia had 
only a murky sense of events in Petrograd. At a meeting of the Sovnarkom 
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on 25 November  Viacheslav Menzhinskii, acting people’s commissar for fi -
nance, worried aloud that “the decrees of the government are not being tele-
graphed around the country, they only appear in the Petrograd press.”26 The 
Sovnarkom agreed on steps to combat the problem, but whatever their even-
tual result, they obviously came too late to infl uence the elections nation-
ally.

On the eve of the overthrow of the Provisional Government, the Bol-
shevik Petersburg Committee had formed an election campaign committee 
for the Constituent Assembly.27 Its work, however, was naturally interrupted 
by the October days and was not resumed until a few days before the elec-
tions. The Bolshevik Petersburg Committee considered the party’s approach 
to the campaign only  once— at an emergency meeting with active party 
workers on 8 November. In an opening report on behalf of the committee’s 
leadership, Volodarskii conveyed its concerns about the campaign. Evidently 
bothered by the possibility that consolidation of Soviet power in the capital 
might diminish the importance of the election in the eyes of potential Bol-
shevik voters, Volodarskii emphasized the importance of transmitting the 
message that realization by the Constituent Assembly of the Soviet program 
was wholly dependent on the party’s success in the electoral campaign.

What would happen if the Bolsheviks were defeated? Early on in his re-
port, Volodarskii declared that elections to the Constituent Assembly were 
inevitably an aspect of the struggle for power among classes and that there-
fore the revolutionary masses should be oriented to the fact that a third revo-
lution would be necessary if the Bolsheviks did not win a majority of dele-
gates. This comment by Volodarskii caused a public furor after it was leaked 
to the press.28 However, at the Petersburg Committee meeting of 8 Novem-
ber, fundamental questions relating to the appropriate course in the event 
opponents of Soviet power gained the upper hand in the Constituent As-
sembly were put aside. A majority agreed with the leadership that mounting 
the strongest possible campaign and holding the elections as scheduled were 
essential and deserved highest priority. Therefore, attention turned to max-
imizing the Bolshevik vote so that it would, in Volo darskii’s words, “refl ect 
the will of workers, soldiers, and peasants.”29

In nonstop rallies and factory meetings, in punchy leafl ets with which 
they inundated factory districts, and especially in the party press, the Bol-
sheviks presented themselves as the party of immediate peace, fundamental 
social revolution, and fi rm decisive  action— the party of the revolutionary 
proletariat,  single- handedly leading the fi ght against the Kadets, the party 
of bourgeois counterrevolution.30 The main parties in the middle, the SRs 
and Mensheviks, did not matter. On 10 November Trotsky began to fulfi ll 
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the Bolsheviks’  pre- October pledge to expose the imperialist character of the 
war by publishing secret correspondence relating to war aims between Rus-
sia and her allies. Moreover, it was just at this time that the Soviet govern-
ment’s campaign for immediate peace appeared to be working; the Germans 
seemed to be open to an armistice. A major Bolshevik campaign theme, cap-
tured in a  front- page Pravda headline and editorial on 13 November, was 
that a vote for the Bolshevik list was an endorsement of these efforts and the 
best way to ensure an early end to the war. According to the editorial, a vote 
for list 4, the Bolshevik list, was most of all an expression of solidarity with 
the October revolution and with Soviet power.31

The Petrograd Bolsheviks made a special effort to retain the support 
of factory women. This effort was well refl ected in the proceedings of the 
12 November session of the  Bolshevik- sponsored First Conference of Fe-
male Workers in Petrograd. A primary purpose of this conference, as noted 
in the previous chapter,32 was to mobilize factory women in support of the 
party’s electoral list. During an impassioned speech laying out the reasons 
why female laborers should vote only for Bolsheviks, Klavdiia Nikolaeva, 
a printer by trade, the conference chair, and another of Rabotnitsa’s editors 
despite only four years of formal schooling, explained that of the nineteen 
electoral lists, only one list, that of the Bolsheviks, was committed to rep-
resenting workers and would strive to consolidate their  hard- won revolu-
tionary gains. She specifi cally warned her listeners not to be fooled into vot-
ing for list no. 7, the list of the primarily Kadet League for Women’s Equal 
Rights. Campaigning in factories, the League’s spokeswomen pledged to de-
fend the interests of working women, she explained. In reality, if elected to 
the Constituent Assembly, the League’s delegates would represent privileged 
women. “We [class] conscious women know that we do not have any unique 
women’s interests, that there should not be separate women’s organizations,” 
Nikolaeva declared. “We are really strong only when we are united in one 
brotherly proletarian family with all workers fi ghting for socialism.”33

Before this conference session ended, one citizen Doroshevskaia, of the 
League for Women’s Equal Rights, asked for the fl oor. At Aleksandra Kol-
lontai’s insistence, she was given a chance to speak. Her message was that 
women from all over the world had visited the League to praise its efforts; 
that the League was, in fact, leading the successful struggle for women’s 
rights in revolutionary Russia; and that it was impossible for men to defend 
women’s interests as they had no understanding of them. “I am a laboring 
woman myself, a physician, my husband ran out on me, [and] so I must feed 
my children through my own labor,” she ended.34

None of the assembled factory women appeared to have any sympathy 



Rebels into Rulers    /    65

for Doroshevskaia. Rather, they were clearly in agreement with a delegate 
who scoffed at the idea that all women had common interests, suggesting 
that “ comrade- maids” who worked for people like Doroshevskaia be asked 
if this was true. The factory women were obviously also in agreement with 
a second delegate, who wondered aloud about where the League for Wom-
en’s Equal Rights was when the working day for factory women was as long 
as fourteen hours and when pregnant women lost their babies at their work 
benches. They responded positively to another delegate, who insisted that it 
was unfair to fi ght men just because they were men, that “there was not and 
could not be confl ict with male workers with whom we work at one bench, 
and with whom we are fi ghting for a free life and an honest democratic peace, 
in the ranks of one class.” Judging by Kollontai’s combative response to Do-
roshevskaia, the latter’s plea for support of the League for Women’s Equal 
Rights momentarily obscured fundamental distinctions that emerged dur-
ing the conference between Kollontai, who believed that women workers did 
indeed have unique interests and therefore favored separate party entities to 
advance them, and most Petrograd Bolshevik women leaders like Nikolaeva 
and Konkordia Samoilova, who excluded the very idea of  gender- based is-
sues, who concentrated most of their time on general party work, and for 
whom special publications for women or party women’s sections were no 
more than a practical means of attracting female workers to participation in 
a common socialist cause.35

The Bolshevik campaign message to women was also refl ected in leaf-
lets and newspaper appeals, among them a Rabotnitsa editorial, “The Con-
stituent Assembly and Women Workers” by Samoilova. As a consequence of 
the February revolution, revolutionary female workers, in tandem with male 
workers and soldiers, had won such rights as freedom of speech, the press, 
and assembly, as well as the right to vote regardless of gender, Samoilova 
wrote. Since the Constituent Assembly would defi ne a wholly new state order, 
and pass a host of new laws, it was critical for women workers that these laws 
protect their rights along with those of workers generally. Only genuine de-
fenders of the interests of male and female workers, the Bolsheviks, could 
ensure that women’s labor would be protected through the passage of laws 
regarding maternity, health, and  old- age insurance, and the establishment 
of an elected women’s factory inspectorate to keep close watch over working 
conditions for women.36

In their campaign, the main enemy, the Kadets, like the Bolsheviks, 
portrayed the elections as primarily a choice between diametrically opposed 
visions. As a Kadet editorial of the time put it, “Two paths lie before the 
 country— the path of profound class struggle and destruction of the state, 



66    /    The Defeat of the Moderates

on the one hand, or the gathering together of Russia and the establishment 
in it of strong state order, on the other. The fi rst path is most clearly repre-
sented by the Bolsheviks, the second by the Party of People’s Freedom [the 
Kadets]. It is only necessary that the choice be made fi rmly and defi nitely.”37 
A Kadet campaign leafl et entitled “Lists” made it quite clear that a vote for 
its list, list no. 2, headed by Paul Miliukov, was a vote for the transfer of full 
governing authority to the Constituent Assembly and a vote against the Bol-
sheviks and Soviet power: “Elections to the Constituent Assembly are ap-
proaching. This body is the only true Lord of  Russia. . . .  Citizens, you must 
make it clear that it is not for them [the Bolsheviks], whose hands are soiled 
with the blood of their brothers, to build a new Russia, but for those who are 
endowed with true statesmanship, who genuinely love their country, who 
are ready to free her from the [foreign] foe, and who respect the people’s 
 freedom. . . .  Cast Your Ballot for the Party of People’s Freedom, the only 
truly national,  non- class, and democratic party.”38

The Mensheviks also championed the Constituent Assembly; they lam-
basted both the Bolsheviks and the Kadets. “Today is Election  Day— Vote 
for List No. 16—Not One Vote for the Bolsheviks!” trumpeted Rabochaia 
gazeta’s banner  front- page headline on 12 November. That newspaper’s lead 
editorial on that day explained that the elections were revolutionary Russia’s 
last hope for survival. Only a Constituent Assembly in which parties repre-
senting the true democracy, in other words, all socialist parties, labor orga-
nizations, zemstvos, municipal dumas, and the like, would be able to put 
an end to the Bolshevik seizure of power and establish an authoritative, le-
gitimate government, equally respected in Russia and abroad. Only a Con-
stituent Assembly led by genuine social democrats would bring real peace, 
a democratic republic, and land for the peasantry. The Kadets were not op-
posed to the restoration of the monarchy; they continued to resist land ex-
propriations without compensation and were ready to sacrifi ce Russia in the 
interests of allied imperialism. The Bolsheviks promoted anarchy and civil 
strife, and were prepared to accept shameful peace terms that would bring 
about Russia’s total disintegration and collapse as a nation.39

Like the Mensheviks, the SRs focused much of their campaign fi re on 
the Bolsheviks and Kadets, in equal measure. It was as if the previous months 
of close collaboration with Russia’s chief liberal party never happened. This 
venom against both the Bolsheviks and Kadets was captured in editorials 
titled “Don’t Vote Bolshevik” and “Not One Vote for the Kadets,” published 
side by side in the SR daily Delo naroda on 12 November. Nobody should 
vote for the Bolsheviks as they had seized power by means of an armed con-
spiracy and had been, or were currently, in the process of reneging on all 
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their promises. Moreover, they threatened to disperse the Constituent As-
sembly if it differed from what they wanted.40 Nobody should vote for the 
Kadets because they had shown that they were not revolutionaries, genuine 
democrats, or even reliable republicans. Instead of an early democratic peace 
without victors or vanquished, the Kadet ideal was still a victorious end to 
the war. For them, any system in which things went well for the classes that 
were privileged and dominant before the revolution was good.41

Despite negativity about Kadet reformism, by contemporary standards 
there was very little in the SR campaign platform that was radical. Indeed, 
apart from a revolutionary agrarian program which provided for socializa-
tion of land (i.e., the permanent expropriation of all farmland for utiliza-
tion by rural “toilers” without compensation to owners), there was little in 
what the SRs offered that was incompatible with the modern welfare state. 
Key planks in the SR platform included transfer of all state authority to the 
Constituent Assembly; arrangement of a quick and mutually just peace (al-
though exactly how such a peace was to be arranged was unclear); confi rma-

Petrograders examine campaign posters for elections to the Constituent Assembly. 

Jonathan Sanders Collection.
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tion of a democratic republic; passage of laws to guarantee basic civil rights 
and equality before the law; equal rights for women (like the Bolsheviks, the 
SRs targeted the women’s vote);42 and enactment of such liberal economic 
and social legislation as an  eight- hour day, a minimum wage, and state sub-
sidized unemployment and accident insurance.

By contrast, the electoral platform of the Left SRs really did call for 
revolutionary political and social change. Certainly, for now, the Left SRs 
continued to uphold the sanctity of the Constituent Assembly as revolu-
tionary Russia’s supreme political authority. But to them, as for the Bol-
sheviks, both elections to the Constituent Assembly and the proceedings 
of the Assembly itself were natural arenas for waging class struggle. More-
over, at bottom, the Left SRs did not feel any more constrained by parlia-
mentary forms of struggle for the realization of revolutionary goals than 
the Bolsheviks did. Their campaign promises included an immediate end 
to government by Lenin and Trotsky; creation, fi nally, of a homogeneous, 
broad, united socialist coalition government, responsible to the soviets; ar-
rangement of an immediate peace without victors or vanquished (if neces-
sary, through direct appeals to the peoples of warring states); struggle for the 
triumph of socialism internationally; and workers’ control of factories. In 
short, the Left SRs stood for undoing political damage caused by the Bol-
sheviks’ “premature” seizure of power and the realization, through the Con-
stituent Assembly, of the principal decrees of the Second  All- Russian Con-
gress of Soviets.

Unfortunately for the Left SRs, in elections to the Constituent Assembly 
they were saddled with a major structural handicap. At the First Left SR 
[National] Congress, convened exactly a week after the elections, the Left 
SRs organized themselves into a separate party. But as things stood, their 
candidates to the Constituent Assembly were sandwiched in among centrist 
and Right SRs on list 9. This list,  rank- ordered, had been composed in Sep-
tember before differences among SRs became unbridgeable. There was no 
way for voters to indicate preferences among candidates (assuming they un-
derstood their differences), and by virtue of their control over the composi-
tion and rank ordering of most SR lists around the country, centrist and right 
SRs were able to insure that election of their candidates was maximized.

How, then, did the elections turn out? With preponderant strength 
among peasants in the countryside, nationally the SRs received the larg-
est number of votes. In combination with other moderate socialist and lib-
eral groups (altogether 62 percent of the total), they were well positioned to 
control the Constituent Assembly. But in Petrograd and its environs, elec-
toral results, indicative of political attitudes locally, turned out differently. 
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Voter participation in the capital was very high; some 942,333 citizens, or 
nearly 80 percent of eligible voters, turned out. Attracting strong support 
in the central bourgeois districts of the capital, the Kadets fi nished second, 
garnering some 246,506 votes, or 26.3 percent of the total.43 The League 
for Women’s Equal Rights received 5,231 votes, constituting 0.5 percent of 
the overall vote.44 In comparison with earlier citywide elections, the mod-
erate socialists lost considerable ground to the Kadets on the right and the 
Bolsheviks on the left (the SRs received 152,230 votes, or 16.2 percent of 
the total vote, and the Mensheviks 29,167, or 5 percent). The Bolsheviks, 
with 424,027, or 45.2 percent of the total vote, were the clear winners.45 
Winning twelve of the city’s eighteen electoral districts overall, they com-
pletely dominated Petrograd’s  working- class areas. Moreover, they did simi-
larly well among soldiers of the Petrograd garrison, previously the preserve 
of the SRs, receiving 75 percent of the soldier vote. It is also noteworthy that 
the party demonstrated impressive strength among Baltic Fleet sailors and 
soldiers on the strategically critical Northern front. In the remaining six elec-
toral districts, the Kadets led.46

In sum, the results of elections to the Constituent Assembly were a strong 
endorsement of revolutionary Bolshevik policies and Soviet power by lower 
classes in the Petrograd region. Signifi cantly, in the wake of the elections, 
Vikzhel fi nally admitted defeat. It formally acknowledged the governmental 
authority of the CEC, and turned its attention to gaining control over the 
People’s Commissariat for Transportation.47 A disappointed Novaia zhizn’ 
correspondent was not far off the mark when, commenting on the election 
results in Petrograd, he wrote that, “however we may feel about it, we can-
not but admit one thing: even with respect to the Constituent Assembly, the 
workers of Petrograd recognize the Bolsheviks as their leaders and spokes-
men for their class interests.”48 Lenin could now be hopeful that Petrograd 
workers, soldiers, and sailors, as well as troops on the Northern front, would 
support the Bolsheviks in the event of a confrontation with the Constituent 
Assembly over the future of Soviet rule.

* * *

After the results of the elections to the Constituent Assembly became 
known, the Leninist Bolshevik Central Committee leadership gradually de-
veloped a  two- pronged policy toward it. First, it encouraged the recall of 
elected Constituent Assembly delegates opposed to Soviet power. A decree 
providing for recall elections drafted by Lenin was adopted by the CEC 
shortly after the election results became known. It placed the right of recall 
and reelection of delegates to the Constituent Assembly in the hands of local 
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soviets.49 Although recently published data suggest that the recall movement 
had promise,50 the time was so short before the scheduled opening of the 
Constituent Assembly, and, in any event, its life was so fl eeting, that it had 
little practical impact. Second, the central Bolshevik leadership sought to 
undermine efforts by the SRs, Kadets, Mensheviks, and other groups and in-
stitutions hostile to Soviet power to direct preparations for the Constituent 
Assembly and to mobilize popular support and protection for it. In pursuit 
of this objective, the Bolsheviks sought to control all matters relating to the 
opening and operation of the Constituent Assembly, to brand and incarcer-
ate prominent opponents of Soviet power as enemies of the people, and to 
prepare party organizations and Petrograd’s lower classes for the Constituent 
Assembly’s possible dissolution.

The Petrograd City Duma, a national center for resistance to Soviet 
power and for support of the Constituent Assembly,51 was shut down by Sov-
narkom decree on 16 November. Its dissolution triggered a fresh explosion 
of protest by liberal and moderate socialist groups and even by the Left SRs. 
The City Duma responded by passing a joint  SR- Kadet resolution rejecting 
the authority of the Soviet government, and continued its activity as if noth-
ing had happened. Matters came to a head on 20 November. Deputies ar-
riving at the City Duma for an evening meeting were greeted by armed sail-
ors and Red Guards who tried to prevent them from entering. The deputies 
pushed their way in and proceeded with their scheduled business but were 
quickly and forcibly dispersed.52 Resuming their deliberations at another lo-
cation, they ended their session by declaring 28 November, the opening day 
of the Constituent Assembly, a national holiday. Later that night, the MRC 
searched the apartments of opposition duma leaders, several of whom were 
arrested. Except for the mayor,  Grigorii  Shreider, and a close associate of his, 
all those detained were quickly deposed and released.53 Stenographic records 
indicate that the old City Duma continued to meet occasionally in various 
underground locations at least until mid January.54

On 22–23 November, prominent opposition leaders from the old City 
Duma and the ACS, primarily SRs and also Kadets, Popular Socialists, and 
Menshevik Defensists, collaborated in the formation of an organization 
called the Union for Defense of the Constituent Assembly (UDCA). Head-
quartered in the building of the venerable Free Economic Society, it formed 
branches in several districts of Petrograd and also established itself in other 
major Russian cities. Its declared purpose was to be a national center for 
strengthening and expanding popular support for the Constituent Assembly 
as Russia’s legitimate supreme political authority and for organizing secu-
rity for it. This was also the goal of the  semi- autonomous SR Military Com-



Rebels into Rulers    /    71

mission, which had helped organize the insurrection against Soviet power 
on 29 October. As 28 November drew near, the UDCA took the lead in 
planning mass demonstrations around the country on the day of the public 
holiday scheduled by the old City Duma to celebrate the Constituent Assem-
bly’s opening. Roughly simultaneously, SR delegates, most of them housed 
in an overcrowded, makeshift dormitory on Bolotnoi Street, began prepara-
tions for the Constituent Assembly’s work.55

* * *

During these days, the Leninist Bolshevik leadership pursued the gen-
eral directions developed when the outcome of the elections to the Con-
stituent Assembly became known, namely, organizing recall elections, do-
ing everything possible to undermine the Constituent Assembly at a popular 
level, and asserting control over arrangements for the assembly. In connec-
tion with the latter, a key problem was what to do about a national commis-
sion which the Provisional Government had established in August to coor-
dinate Constituent Assembly elections and preparations. This commission, 
the  All- Russian Commission on Elections to the Constituent Assembly, was 
controlled by groups opposed to Soviet power, primarily Kadets and SRs. As 
a sign of opposition to the Bolsheviks, it had suspended activity during the 
October days. On 6 November, after it became clear that elections to the 
Constituent Assembly would probably be held on schedule, the commis-
sion resumed operations. However, it steadfastly refused to recognize Soviet 
power and resisted the Sovnarkom’s attempted intrusions into its work. On 
23 November, in response to the commission’s continued stonewalling, So-
viet authorities arrested several commission members, all told some twelve to 
fi fteen Kadets and SRs, and detained them for four days.56 At the same time, 
Moisei Uritskii, a member of the Bolshevik Central Committee then serv-
ing in the Commissariat for Internal Affairs, was appointed special commis-
sar responsible for strict control of the Commission on Elections.57 However, 
this arrangement lasted only a couple of days, after which the commission 
was dissolved, ostensibly because of its unwillingness to work with Uritskii.58 
In truth, a new offi ce for arrangements connected with the Constituent As-
sembly, headed by Uritskii, had been formed a day or two earlier.

It had become apparent even to Kadets and SRs in the now disbanded 
Commission on Elections that voting and tabulation of election results around 
the country were running far behind schedule and consequently only a small 
fraction of certifi ed delegates would arrive in Petrograd by 28 November. 
Lenin saw the absence of anything approaching a quorum as a convenient 
excuse for delaying the Constituent Assembly. On 26 November he issued a 
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decree stipulating that it would be convened when four hundred  delegates—
 roughly half the elected  delegates— arrived in Petrograd. This decree also 
stipulated that the fi rst session of the assembly would be opened by an indi-
vidual designated by the Sovnarkom.59

Meanwhile, without consulting the Sovnarkom or the leadership of the 
Petrograd Soviet, the MRC organized a march of its own to counter the 
demonstration planned for 28 November by the old City Duma. However, 
the Sovnarkom forced the MRC to abort the march.60 Unfortunately for 
the MRC, the cancellation was missed by Rabochii i soldat. On a day when 
Pravda’s front page contained a huge blank space where the MRC’s appeal 
for support of its countermarch had been, the front page of Rabochii i soldat 
featured such provocative, unauthorized parade slogans as “Down with the 
Kadets, Kornilovites, Kaledinites–Enemies of the People!” “Down with the 
Compromising SRs and Mensheviks–Servants of the Bourgeoisie!” “Down 
with Kadets in the Constituent Assembly!” and “Down with the Bourgeoi-
sie! Long Live the People!”61

The scheduling and cancellation of this march, and Bolshevik approaches 
to the Constituent Assembly in general, provide insights into decision mak-
ing on important policy issues at this juncture, generally confi rming the pic-
ture that emerged in the fi rst weeks after the Bolsheviks came to power. The 
policies of the Leninist leadership toward the Constituent Assembly were 
defi ned by the Sovnarkom and Bolsheviks in the MRC, both of which met 
daily. Essentially, the party Central Committee, meeting irregularly, limited 
itself to consideration of issues connected with the stance of Bolshevik dele-
gates. Indeed, the Central Committee does not seem to have considered any 
matters relating to the Constituent Assembly until 29 November, that is, a 
day after its scheduled opening. At that meeting, Uritskii appealed to his col-
leagues for guidance on how the Constituent Assembly should be handled. 
Nikolai Bukharin responded with the rhetorical question, should the As-
sembly even be convened? His answer was yes, as “constitutional illusions 
were still very much alive among the masses.” He proposed convening the 
assembly, driving out the Kadets, and organizing left deputies into a “revo-
lutionary convention.” Although Trotsky echoed the idea of a revolutionary 
convention, it was not voted on. Out of concern about drawing effective re-
gional leaders away from outlying areas prematurely, and perhaps also not 
wanting to contribute to the total of four hundred delegates required for 
opening the Constituent Assembly, a proposal to call the entire party dele-
gation to Petrograd at once was also rejected. For the most part, however, the 
Central Committee, which was responsible for defi ning the party’s policy 
on such fundamental political issues, was content either to postpone de-
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cisions on the Constituent Assembly until the domestic and international 
revolutionary situation was clearer, or to leave it to the discretion of the Sov-
narkom and, in the meantime, to harass the opposition and let it make the 
fi rst move.

This  wait- and- see approach was refl ected in a report on the party’s policy 
toward the Constituent Assembly that Uritskii delivered to the Bolshevik 
Petersburg Committee on 12 December. “We are now entering the moment 
of greatest tension relative to the Constituent  Assembly. . . .  It will be impos-
sible to defi ne our tactics even an hour beforehand,” he declared. “How we 
act, what we do, everything will depend on how and what they [the oppo-
sition]  do. . . .  Will we convene the Constituent Assembly?  Yes. . . .  Will we 
disperse it? Perhaps. Everything depends on how the situation develops.”62

It is essential to note that within the Bolshevik Petersburg Commit-
tee and district party committees, as in the Central Committee minus the 
moderates, temporizing pertained to tactics, not to the fundamental prin-
ciple that the Constituent Assembly should not be allowed to supersede So-
viet power. Minutes of the meetings of the Central Committee on 29 No-
vember and the Petersburg Committee on 12 December leave no doubt on 
that score.63

This position was fully shared by the Left SRs. Their strong stance 
against the Constituent Assembly emerged at sessions of the fi rst national 
Left SR congress in the second half of November. During discussion of the 
“current moment” on 23 November, Ekaterina Kats, a member of the key 
Petrograd Left SR committee, spoke for a majority of delegates when she de-
clared that “the Constituent Assembly must take account of the will and tac-
tics of the soviets. In so far as the Constituent Assembly opposes their will, 
we will not support it and no fetishes will change us.” Even more menac-
ing was Prosh Proshian’s declaration that, “if we believe and see that the so-
cialist revolution has begun, then state power must belong to the soviets of 
workers’, soldiers’, and peasants’ deputies. . . . [O]bviously we cannot and 
should not lay down our arms and give state power back to the Constituent 
 Assembly . . .  if the Constituent Assembly starts off by attempting to orga-
nize state  authority . . .  we won’t allow it.”64

Although there were different opinions about the Constituent Assembly 
among Left SRs at their fi rst national congress, these pertained less to whether 
its prerogative to create a permanent new political system for Russia should 
be respected even if it meant the end of Soviet power than to the mechan-
ics and timing of the Constituent Assembly’s dissolution in the event a ma-
jority of deputies could not be persuaded to endorse the supremacy of Soviet 
power. Most leading Left SRs felt that the Constituent Assembly should be 
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allowed to convene as elected, with the exception of substitutions by recall. 
Many agreed with Evdokim Murav’ev, a delegate from Voronezh, that if a 
clear stand against the Constituent Assembly was not adopted at the outset, 
“the masses will distance themselves from us just as they had left the Right 
SRs and Mensheviks  earlier . . .  and then we will [also] be without an army.” 
However, tactically more cautious leaders such as Shteinberg, Karelin, and 
Kamkov felt that popular support for the Constituent Assembly was still 
so great that any thought of direct action against it had to be delayed until 
the assembly had had ample time in which to bankrupt itself in the eyes of 
the masses. At a congress session on 27 November, the day before the Con-
stituent Assembly was originally due to open, Kamkov speculated that this 
might happen in as little as a week. The congress’s resolution stipulated that 
immediate implementation of worker and peasant power was essential and 
that, to the extent that the Constituent Assembly constituted such a power 
and pursued the fundamental positions of the Second  All- Russian Congress 
of Soviets of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies and of the Emergency Con-
gress of Soviets of Peasants’ Deputies, it should be fully supported. However, 
any attempt by the Constituent Assembly to transform itself into an organi-
zation for struggle against soviets of workers’, soldiers’, and peasants’ depu-
ties as organs of state power would be considered an attack on the achieve-
ments of the revolution and would need to be decisively rebuffed.65

* * *

Fully aware of the hostility toward the Constituent Assembly among 
Bolsheviks and Left SRs, opponents of Soviet power in the UDCA con-
cluded that Lenin’s announcement of a postponement, on 26 November, 
was part of a Bolshevik conspiracy to abort the assembly altogether. Thus, 
despite anxiety about their own weakness and poor organization, they went 
forward with arrangements for popular demonstrations on behalf of the 
Constituent Assembly and for its ceremonial opening on 28 November.66 
At a meeting of the Kadet Central Committee on the evening of November 
27 it was agreed to proceed roughly as planned, with one difference: inas-
much as so few elected Constituent Assembly delegates had actually arrived 
in Petrograd, daily preparatory conferences of delegates should be arranged 
until a suffi cient number of delegates had arrived to justify convening the as-
sembly proper.67

The pro–Constituent Assembly march on 28 November revealed the 
immense rift that divided the population of Petrograd after six weeks of So-
viet power. Around midday, a procession of mostly  well- dressed citizens, 
variously estimated at from ten thousand to one hundred thousand,68 many 
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having just come from special thanksgiving religious services, marched from 
the City Duma building southeastward along Nevskii Prospekt to the sound 
of pealing church bells. Petrograd’s “Fifth Avenue” was decorated with 
brightly colored fl ags and banners bearing inscriptions hailing the Constitu-
ent Assembly. The procession was led by the head of the old City Duma, 
Grigorii Shreider, just released from jail, and pro–Constituent Assembly col-
leagues from the city and district dumas, the entire SR party congress (in-
cluding more than three hundred delegates from  fi fty- one provinces); mod-
erate socialist members of the old  All- Russian Central Executive Committee 
of Peasants’ Soviets and the  All- Russian Executive Committee of  Work-
ers’ and Soldiers’ Soviets, who had continued to meet in secret; prominent 
 Menshevik- Defensists; and members of the Popular Socialist and Kadet cen-
tral committees still at liberty. Eyewitness accounts agree that the appear-
ance of workers, soldiers, and sailors was rare.69

As the marchers turned north on Liteinyi Prospekt, they were greeted by 
a huge banner displayed above the street: “Make Way for the Electors Cho-
sen by the People!” Arriving at the Taurida Palace and fi nding the gates in the 
wrought iron fence surrounding it locked and heavily guarded, they clam-
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bered over it and stormed into the palace gardens. There they listened to 
  fi ery speeches calling for an immediate end to Soviet rule by the SRs Cher-
nov and Pitirim Sorokin (the future founder of the sociology department at 
Harvard) and by the leading Kadet Fedor Rodichev. Pushing past Uritskii, 
the crowd forged into the palace. There, at 4:00 pm, a meeting was con-
vened of some 60 of the estimated 127 Constituent Assembly delegates then 
in Petrograd (4 of them Kadets and the rest SRs). After electing Chernov 
their chairman, the delegates listened to more oratory and ended their meet-
ing, dubbed the First Unoffi cial Conference of Constituent Assembly Dele-
gates, with a pledge that they would reassemble in the Taurida Palace daily 
until a suffi cient number of delegates was seated, at which time they would 
set a date for the Constituent Assembly’s opening.70 On 29 November, they 
managed to reassemble in the Taurida Palace. However, their meeting was 
forcibly dispersed, and, from then on, they were barred from reentering the 
 palace.

The events of 28 November and their implication were discussed at a 
Sovnarkom meeting later that evening. Trotsky took center stage, portray-
ing the day’s events as nothing less than an armed uprising against Soviet 
rule by the Kadet Central Committee, the coordinating center for counter-
revolution and rebellion against Soviet power nationally.71 Intelligence reach-
ing Bolshevik leaders may have led them to exaggerate the  Kadets’ infl u-
ence on opposition to Soviet rule in Petrograd and on the organization of 
resistance movements around the country.72 Kadet leaders, Paul Miliukov 
among them, were just then prominently involved in the counterrevolution 
on the Don led by Generals Kornilov, Alekseev, and Kaledin. However, that 
the Sovnarkom regarded the Kadets’ actions at the Taurida Palace as merely a 
pretext to repress them is indicated by the fact that soldiers and Red Guards 
armed with MRC arrest warrants began a roundup of their top leaders on 
the morning of 28 November, several hours before the demonstrations oc-
curred.73

Be that as it may, upon the conclusion of Trotsky’s report, participants 
in the Sovnarkom meeting the night of 28/29  November— all Bolshe-
viks, as the Left SR people’s commissar for agriculture Andrei Kolegaev was 
 absent— approved the text of a government proclamation branding the Ka-
dets as “enemies of the people” for “organizing a counterrevolutionary insur-
gency.”74 They also adopted a decree proposed by Lenin authorizing the im-
mediate arrest of Kadet leaders and their trial before revolutionary tribunals. 
The decree made local soviets around the country responsible for “keep-
ing the Kadet party under close surveillance because of its close links to the 
 Kornilov- Kaledin civil war against the revolution.”75
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Both the proclamation branding Kadets “enemies of the people” and 
Lenin’s decree authorizing their immediate arrest were published in Izvestiia 
the following morning. Most Petrograd workers and soldiers appear to have 
taken the Bolsheviks’ attack on the Kadets at face value. However, to moder-
ate socialists, not to speak of Kadets, it reinforced the belief that the Bolshe-
viks were intent on either aborting the Constituent Assembly or destroying 
its integrity. Thus, in Gorky’s Novaia zhizn’, Vladimir Bazarov speculated 
about the possibility that rather than calling off the Constituent Assembly 
altogether, the Bolsheviks and their “Left SR henchmen” had in mind re-
shaping it into a docile instrument of their will.76

Although Bazarov relegated the Left SRs to Bolshevik “henchmen,” in 
reality they were as disturbed as the moderate socialists, if for different rea-
sons, by the outlawing of the Kadets and its political implications for the 
Constituent Assembly. They felt the act was ill advised, as it lent credence 
to the widely held assumption that Soviet power was intent on suppress-
ing the Constituent Assembly before it had had an opportunity to reveal its 
true face. By reinforcing this belief, the Bolsheviks had hurt the soviets much 
more than they had the Constituent Assembly.77 The Left SR CEC fraction 
immediately fi led an urgent interpellation to the Sovnarkom regarding the 
violation of the Kadet delegates’ immunity from arrest.78 At the next CEC 
meeting, on 1 December, Isaac Shteinberg initiated the Left SR attack on 
the decree outlawing the Kadets, arguing that such arbitrary repressive mea-
sures as outlawing and arresting Kadets were unacceptable methods of wag-
ing class warfare. A  European- educated, longtime revolutionary activist, ju-
rist, and publicist, Shteinberg, along with Karelin and Spiridonova, was the 
Left SRs’ most outspoken public critic of arbitrary Bolshevik repressions. 
Now, on their behalf, he demanded that the revolutionary struggle be waged 
openly and honestly, insinuated that the Sovnarkom’s decree outlawing the 
Kadets refl ected a willingness to disrupt convocation of the Constituent As-
sembly, and voiced categorical opposition to such action.79

Lenin himself rose to answer the interpellation and to respond to Shtein-
berg. Repeating and embellishing the now familiar charge that the Kadet 
Central Committee had become the general staff for the counterrevolution, 
he declared that all political and social elements formerly to the right of the 
Kadets had now joined them in one grand  anti- Soviet conspiracy. Using 
support for the Constituent Assembly as a cover, the  Kadets were openly 
fomenting civil war. “To this there can be but one reply,” Lenin declared. 
“Prison! That is how [the Jacobins] acted in the great French revolution; they 
declared the bourgeois parties outside the law.”80

Lenin’s response to Shteinburg was tame in contrast to Trotsky’s brief 
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but bombastic remarks. Moments earlier, Trotsky had interrupted the meet-
ing to announce, with obvious exhilaration, that the German government 
had just accepted the Bolshevik armistice terms.81 Perhaps this apparent 
concession by German imperialism stirred Trotsky’s revolutionary ardor and 
fl air for the dramatic. If Lenin’s speech was largely directed toward the im-
mediate task at  hand— justifying the Sovnarkom’s actions in response to 
a formal interpellation and criticism by  Shteinberg— this was not the case 
with Trotsky’s speech. For him, repression of the Kadets was a harbinger of 
terror on a signifi cantly grander scale. Pounding the podium for emphasis, 
he thundered: “There is nothing immoral in the proletariat fi nishing off a 
class that is  collapsing . . .  You [the Left SRs] wax indignant at the naked ter-
ror which we are applying against our class enemies. But let me assure you 
that in one month’s time at the most, it will assume more frightful forms, 
modeled after the terror of the great French revolutionaries. Not the fortress 
[of Peter and Paul] but the guillotine awaits our enemies.”82

The Left SR Sergei Mstislavskii responded to Lenin’s and Trotsky’s ref-
erences to the French revolution with the rejoinder that, for all their talk 
about a socialist revolution, the Bolsheviks were in fact “entrapped in purely 
bourgeois forms of political revolution.” At the same time, he was critical of 
the moderate socialists for separating themselves from the movement of the 
masses, which the Left SRs felt  duty- bound not to do. In the face of Lenin’s 
and Trotsky’s powerfully articulated disdain, Mstislavskii signaled the in-
tent of the Left SRs to push ahead with negotiations over their entry into the 
government. “Confronted by Bolshevism, which is not of our creation,” he 
declared, “we will do everything possible to minimize the harm it is doing to 
the revolutionary cause.”83

Mstislavskii introduced a resolution prohibiting the Sovnarkom from 
interfering in the convocation of the Constituent Assembly as elected. The 
resolution provided for repeal of the decree outlawing the Kadets and re-
affi rmed the principle of the Sovnarkom’s accountability to the CEC em-
bodied in Sverdlov’s Constitution of 17 November.84 In pressing for the 
adoption of this resolution, Shteinberg literally begged the Bolsheviks to 
“free themselves of their [senseless] nightmares about the Kadets.” How-
ever, without further discussion, by a vote of 150 to 98, with 3 abstentions 
(apparently strictly divided on party lines), the CEC adopted a Bolshevik 
resolution endorsing convocation of the Constituent Assembly upon the 
registration of four hundred delegates, and not only sanctioning blanket re-
pression of the Kadets but also authorizing whatever other measures the Sov-
narkom deemed necessary to combat the counterrevolution in the future.85 
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Ongoing negotiations over the entry of Left SRs into the Sovnarkom not-
withstanding, the resolution did not concede anything to their sensibilities.

* * *

In the immediate aftermath of the October days, as a result of policies 
successfully pressed by Lenin and Trotsky, the Petrograd Bolsheviks bore ex-
clusive responsibility for all aspects of government in Petrograd. However, 
they lacked the training, experience, or taste for this task. In these circum-
stances, they tried to rule through existing political  institutions— primarily 
the Petrograd city duma and district dumas and their networks of admin-
istrative boards and agencies. Only after it became clear that this approach 
would not work were government and administrative functions gradually 
transferred to soviets. In the interim, the MRC, more than any other body, 
fi lled the existing vacuum in local government.  Willy- nilly, it became the 
primary governing agency for the city of Petrograd.

Simultaneously, growing numbers of the Petrograd Bolshevik party or-
ganization’s most effective personnel were appointed to  full- time positions 
in soviets or the military, or transferred out of Petrograd to consolidate the 
revolution around the country. Consequently, party activity among Petro-
grad factory workers and  lower- ranking military personnel came to a vir-
tual standstill. To be sure, continued popular support for the Bolshevik pro-
gram, coupled with a  last- minute propaganda blitz, enabled the Bolsheviks 
to do quite well in elections to the Constituent Assembly in Petrograd and 
surrounding regions. Moreover, this strength was to be of inestimable value 
in enabling the Bolsheviks, allied with the Left SRs, to control the convoca-
tion of the Constituent Assembly. But over the longer term, the Bolshevik 
organization’s increasing isolation from its social base was to have most un-
fortunate consequences.
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Gathering Forces

In December 1917, in spite of tension between  hard- line Bolshevik policies 
and Left SR ideals refl ected in confl ict over repression of the  Kadets and the 
structural relationship between the Sovnarkom and the CEC, the Left SRs 
agreed to accept posts in the Sovnarkom. Contrary to accepted wis dom, di-
rectly connected to this development was the founding of one of the pillars 
of early Soviet repression, the  All- Russian Extraordinary Commission for 
Combating Counterrevolution, Speculation, and Sabotage (VCheka).

According to traditional interpretations of the creation of the VCheka, 
by the fi rst week of December 1917 the MRC, recognizing that its mission 
of seizing and consolidating Soviet power in Petrograd had been fulfi lled, 
voluntarily liquidated itself. This step was implemented at a meeting of the 
Sovnarkom on 5 December which established a group to coordinate disso-
lution of the MRC within seven days. The next day, so these interpretations 
go, a nationwide civil servants strike prompted Lenin to propose to the Sov-
narkom that Felix Dzerzhinskii form a special commission to explore means 
for fi ghting such political sabotage by forceful revolutionary measures. The 
great urgency attached to this task was refl ected in the fact that at the Sov-
narkom’s meeting on 7 December, when it became known that Dzerzhin-
skii’s commission was still in session, the Sovnarkom agreed not to disperse 
until it had fi nished its work. That evening, Dzerzhinskii called for the crea-
tion of a powerful temporary agency attached to the Sovnarkom to combat 
counterrevolution and sabotage. His idea was accepted on the spot and the 
VCheka was born.1

Documents from Soviet archives that shed light on the development of 
the MRC during the last weeks of its existence, and on its relationship to 
the Sovnarkom during this time, prompted me to question this interpreta-
tion. In the aftermath of the October days, the MRC had fi lled the void cre-
ated by work stoppages in government agencies and assumed responsibility 
for providing basic municipal services and coordinating the security and 
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defense of the revolution in Petrograd. Especially between 4 and 17 No-
vember, when, following Rykov’s resignation, the position of people’s com-
missar for internal affairs was vacant, the MRC accumulated vast powers to 
fi ght counterrevolution, sabotage, and speculation.

In mid November, as well, the merger of the  All- Russian Executive Com-
mittee of Peasants’ Soviets with the  All- Russian Executive Committee of 
Workers’ and Soldiers’ Soviets was successfully completed, and negotiations 
over a Bolshevik–Left SR coalition in the Sovnarkom began.2 It remained 
uncertain for the next two weeks which of the left socialist parties, the Bol-
sheviks or Left SRs, would end up in control of the combined CEC. During 
that interval the Left SRs had particularly great leverage  vis- à- vis the Bol-
sheviks. Among other things, the Bolsheviks now accepted a Left SR de-
mand for parity in the MRC, an unappealing concession for Bolshevik lead-
ers.3 The Left SRs, immediately after the October days, had fi ercely attacked 
the MRC’s violence against political opponents and the curtailment of civil 
rights. Now, Left SR equality in the MRC threatened to obstruct the Bol-
sheviks’ freedom of action in repressing political enemies. At a meeting of 
the Sovnarkom, on 15 November, sentiment for abolishing the MRC was 
voiced. Sverdlov, chair of the CEC, vigorously opposed such a step. Instead, 
he proposed that the MRC’s responsibilities be narrowed signifi cantly and 
that funds for combating counterrevolution and other funds not subject to 
accounting should be transferred to the MRC from the Commissariat for 
Internal Affairs. To preclude Left SR equality in the MRC from interfer-
ing with repression of political enemies, he also urged that the MRC’s Mili-
tary Commission, which the Bolsheviks would try to retain under their con-
trol, have the right to make independent arrests without interference from 
the full MRC.4

The record of the 15 November Sovnarkom meeting does not indicate 
any action on these recommendations. However, at a meeting of the MRC 
on 21 November, the Bolshevik leadership in the MRC initiated steps to 
form a wholly new agency to fi ght counterrevolution from which Left SRs 
would be excluded. This step was negated the next day, when the Left SRs 
forced the Bolsheviks to include them.5 Recognizing that the MRC had be-
come a pawn in negotiations over the formation of a  Bolshevik–Left SR 
coalition government, the Bolshevik MRC leadership postponed reorganiz-
ing it.6

Although intense Left SR criticism of Bolshevik “terror” continued un-
abated throughout these weeks, and although it was now clear that the Left 
SRs would be strongly represented in both the MRC and its special agency 
to combat counterrevolution, at a Sovnarkom meeting on 25 November 
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Lenin still looked to the MRC as the fl edgling Soviet government’s primary 
organ for domestic security. Three proposals regarding the future disposi-
tion of the MRC were presented at this meeting. Lenin, echoing Sverdlov’s 
proposal of the 15th, urged that all of the MRC’s responsibilities not di-
rectly concerned with combating counterrevolution and sabotage be imme-
diately transferred to appropriate government commissariats. Martin Latsis 
suggested that the MRC be incorporated into the CEC’s section for com-
bating counterrevolution, and Uritskii recommended that the MRC be liq-
uidated. In the infl amed political atmosphere surrounding the scheduled 
opening of the Constituent Assembly and intensifi ed work stoppages by civil 
servants, Uritskii’s recommendation was probably deemed premature. Very 
likely, Latsis’s motion was undermined by lingering uncertainty about which 
party would control the CEC after it was reconfi gured. Lenin’s proposal to 
narrow the MRC’s tasks was adopted.7

Nonetheless, little more than two weeks later, the MRC was liquidated 
and the embryonic VCheka took its place. How did this come about? Some 
of the top MRC leaders were  independent- minded Bolshevik zealots who 
quickly came to resent curbs on their freedom of action imposed by Lenin 
and the Sovnarkom. They were profoundly disturbed by the Sovnarkom’s 
catering to the Left SRs at the expense of the MRC’s capacity to combat 
counterrevolution. Tension between the more radical MRC and the more 
tactically cautious Sovnarkom was refl ected in the armed demonstration or-
ganized by the MRC without authorization from the Sovnarkom to coun-
ter the demonstration on behalf of the Constituent Assembly scheduled for 
28 November.8 The Sovnarkom, unprepared for this frontal attack and prob-
ably fearful that a physical, possibly bloody confrontation between oppos-
ing demonstrations might boomerang, aborted the counterdemonstration. 
No doubt, many Bolsheviks in the MRC were enraged by this public hu-
miliation, exacerbated by the publication in Rabochii i soldat of their ap-
peal to workers and soldiers to participate in the countermarch, and by a 
formal rebuke by Vladimir  Bonch- Bruevich, acting on instructions from 
the Sov narkom.9 Judging by an announcement by Viacheslav Molotov at 
a meeting of the Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet on 29 No-
vember, the MRC resolved to liquidate itself either on that day or the pre-
vious night.10

What does the question of Bolshevik–Left SR relations have to do with 
the MRC’s dissolution and the VCheka’s formation? It now appears likely 
that the MRC decided to disband not because it considered its role fi n-
ished but because its radical Bolshevik leadership was frustrated with the 
Sov narkom. It is also clear that the decisive factor dictating the Sovnarkom’s 
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approval of the MRC’s  self- liquidation and the creation of the VCheka was 
its perceived need for a temporary agency, free from meddling by the Left 
SRs, to deal decisively with the threatened nationwide strike of civil servants 
and, even more fundamental, to contend with the danger posed by support-
ers of the Constituent Assembly to the survival of Soviet power. In a  long-
 suppressed report on organizational issues relating to the VCheka prepared 
for internal use in 1922, Latsis, one of the VCheka’s top leaders, acknowl-
edged the signifi cance of the “Left SR problem” in the decision to form the 
VCheka. As he put it, the Left SRs “greatly impeded the struggle against 
counterrevolution by pressing their ‘universal’ morality, humanism, and re-
sistance to placing limitations on the right of counter revolutionaries to en-
joy free speech and freedom of the press. For Soviet leaders, it became clear 
that the presence of Left SRs made combating counterrevolution impos-
sible. This gave rise to the idea of creating a new agency for fi ghting counter-
revolution that would be separate from the MRC and would exclude Left 
SRs.”11

To assess the signifi cance of the Left SR factor in the dissolution of the 
MRC and the creation of the Cheka, it is necessary to reconstruct the course 
of negotiations between Bolsheviks and Left SRs over the formation of 
a coalition government. At a meeting of the Sovnarkom on 16 November, 
Sverd lov presented an encouraging report on discussions he had that day 
with the Left SR fraction in the newly merged CEC regarding formation of 
a Bolshevik–Left SR coalition. Attracted by the prospect of broadening the 
government as the day of reckoning with the Constituent Assembly neared, 
and heartened by collaboration with Left SRs in the CEC, the Sovnarkom 
responded by appointing a delegation to build on Sverdlov’s deliberations.12

The discussions of this delegation began the next day. By then, the Left 
SRs had become infuriated by the Bolsheviks’ dissolution of the Petrograd 
City Duma the day before. They were confi dent that they would still have a 
majority in the new, combined CEC when it was fully reconstituted. More-
over, they were hopeful of winning more than enough nominally SR peasant 
delegates to the Constituent Assembly to acquire decisive infl uence in the 
assembly. Thus, they made it clear that the price of their entry into the Sov-
narkom would be high. At the outset, they insisted on the appointment of 
Left SRs to head the commissariats for internal affairs, military affairs, rail-
ways, and justice (in addition to agriculture, which was already directed by a 
Left SR, Kolegaev). Along with issues relating to the peasantry and land re-
form, the Left SRs’ overriding concern with the buildup of military forces 
to defend the revolution at home and to support socialist uprisings abroad 
impelled them to press especially hard for control of the people’s commis-
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sariat for military affairs. They gave similar high priority to establishing a 
just system of revolutionary law, which explains the importance they at-
tached to the appointment of Shteinberg as people’s commissar for justice.

Yielding all these key posts was obviously unacceptable to the Bolshe vik 
negotiating team. At the same time, several additional provocative acts by 
the Bolsheviks during the second half of November further roiled the Left 
SRs, frequently bringing government talks to a standstill and, on occasion, 
threatening to scuttle them entirely. These acts, all vehemently protested by 
the Left SRs, included the detention of members of the  All- Russian Com-
mission on Elections to the Constituent Assembly, the branding of all Kadets 
as “enemies of the people,” the arrest of leading Kadets, and the dispersal by 
armed force of the Unoffi cial Conference of Constituent Assembly Dele-
gates. Consequently, the talks dragged on for nearly three weeks. Finally, as 
its fi rst order of business on 7 December, the Sovnarkom concluded that the 
latest Left SR conditions for entry into the government were acceptable with 
some changes. The Russian émigré historian Anatolii Razgon, who has re-
constructed these negotiations in greater detail than anyone else, argues that 
still in dispute was a Left SR demand for equality with the Bolsheviks in the 
allocation of key commissariats.13 Although that may be, by then it was ap-
parent that the Bolshevik majority in the CEC would be restored. Left SR 
leaders operated on the assumption that participation in Lenin’s cabinet af-
forded them the possibility, perhaps their only one, of moderating Bolshevik 
behavior and playing a prominent role in advancing the revolution domes-
tically and internationally. Petrograd workers, soldiers, and sailors sympa-
thetic to the Left SRs were pressuring them to enter the Sovnarkom.14 More-
over, one of their main conditions, support for their land reform program, 
was accepted by the Bolsheviks.15 For these reasons, on 9 December, they 
accepted Bolshevik terms for entry into the Sovnarkom that amounted to 
considerably less than equality. Soon afterward, Shteinberg (people’s com-
missar for justice) joined Kolegaev (people’s commissar for agriculture) and 
six other Left SRs as people’s commissars.16 Left SRs were also named to the 
collegiums of all other people’s commissariats and other central government 
institutions. As a result, on the eve of the Constituent Assembly, the Left 
SRs held roughly a quarter of the posts in the Sovnarkom and about a third 
of the seats in the CEC, and had a signifi cant presence in all other key So-
viet bodies.

Framed against this background, the primary reason becomes clear for 
jettisoning the MRC and creating the VCheka, as well as for the Sov narkom’s 
haste in forming the new agency on 7  December— the day that Left SR 
conditions for reconstructing the government were accepted “with some 
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changes.” Shortly, Shteinberg would head the potentially troublesome Com-
missariat for Justice. To Lenin it was essential that the VCheka, composed 
exclusively of reliable Bolsheviks and responsible directly to the  Bolshevik-
 dominated Sovnarkom, be up and running before that happened. An offi -
cial announcement about the creation of the VCheka appeared in Izvestiia 
on 10 December.17 It informed readers that the headquarters of the new 
body was Gorokhovaia 2. In tsarist times, Gorokhovaia 2 had housed offi ces 
of the governor of Petersburg, the municipal police, and the notorious tsar-
ist security service, the Okhrana.

It is worth noting that Lenin’s concern about Shteinberg was fully jus-
tifi ed. On 15 December, less than a week after taking offi ce, without con-
sulting the Sovnarkom, Shteinberg published a decree stipulating that all 
prisoners held in Smolny or in the premises of the revolutionary tribunal be 
immediately transferred to one of fi ve main Petrograd prisons. There, tem-
porary commissions specifi cally constituted in agreement with the Petrograd 
Soviet and district soviets were to review the justifi cation for the arrest of 
these prisoners and either remand them for trial or free them within  twenty-
 four hours. These commissions were also to conduct, immediately, a similar 
review of all prisoners in other Petrograd jails.18 This decree, if allowed to 
stand, would have aborted the practice already begun by the VCheka of 
rounding up and isolating political opponents to prevent them from causing 
trouble rather than for specifi c counterrevolutionary acts. Consequently, for 
Lenin, Dzerzhinskii, and  like- minded Bolsheviks, the publication of Shtein-
berg’s decree amounted to a declaration of war. Moreover, in a press inter-
view the same day, Shteinberg announced his intention of visiting Smolny 
and the Revolutionary Tribunal for the stated purpose of releasing prisoners 
not guilty of specifi c crimes.19

The next day, Shteinberg issued another decree which listed the agencies 
that were allowed to permit and carry out searches and arrests, and ordered 
that improper actions by any of these investigating bodies be reported both 
to him and to the institution to which they were attached.20 The VCheka 
was on the list. However, the provision that complaints be reported to him 
clearly staked out Shteinberg’s intention of overseeing the VCheka accord-
ing to criteria set by the People’s Commissariat for Justice. A short time later, 
this aim was made even more explicit when Shteinberg ordered that all mate-
rials in the VCheka’s possession be sent to him for review.21 After this request 
was denied, Shteinberg formally petitioned the Sovnarkom for permission 
to conduct an inspection of the VCheka. This petition was also rejected.22 
Next Shteinberg, again in the spirit of eliminating arbitrariness in the exer-
cise of revolutionary justice, assigned  Aleksandr Shreider, his deputy and a 
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fellow Left SR, to supervise preparation of a compendium of Russian revo-
lutionary laws and guidelines for revolutionary tribunals aimed at system-
atizing their structure and procedures.

Meanwhile, amid escalating tension caused by the delay in convening 
the Constituent Assembly and by the start of separate peace talks with Ger-
many, the VCheka had, if anything, intensifi ed harassment of political op-
ponents. Thus, on 16 December, fi fteen moderate socialists were arrested 
at the headquarters of the Union for the Defense of the Constituent As-
sembly.23 Little more than  twenty- four hours later, the VCheka superin-
tended the arrest and incarceration of Nikolai Avksentiev.24 The next day, 
Dzerzhinskii issued an order for the immediate arrest and trial by the revolu-
tionary tribunal of eleven other opposition leaders and delegates to the Con-
stituent Assembly, including Iraklii Tsereteli, Viktor Chernov, Fedor Dan, 
L. M. Bramson, Matvei Skobelev, Abram Gotz, and Vladimir Rozanov.25 That 
evening (18 December) an armed detachment headed by a Chekist raided 
a workers’ conference of some 135 representatives of opposition parties and 
moderate socialist delegates from factories, trade unions, military units, dis-
trict dumas, and the Petrograd Soviet at the headquarters of the UDCA, evi-
dently in the hope of catching some of the leading opposition fi gures named 
in Dzerzhinskii’s order. Organizers of this conference had agreed in advance 
that they would not identify themselves and that they would try to proceed 
with their deliberations in the event of another raid. Therefore, they refused 
an order to register their names and addresses in writing and proceeded with 
their business unfazed. The Chekist then proclaimed that all the conferees 
were under arrest and stationed guards at the doors to prevent anyone from 
leaving.

Word of the arrests at the UDCA’s headquarters was announced by 
Lenin at an early evening session of the Sovnarkom.26 Although not recorded 
in the minutes of this meeting, it is apparent that the Sovnarkom resolved 
that after the detainees had identifi ed themselves, all those not specifi cally 
named in Dzerzhinskii’s arrest order would be released.27 Armed with this 
mandate, Shteinberg and Karelin hurried to the scene to try to resolve what 
was fast becoming a highly explosive situation. Ignoring the Chekist and 
his detachment, they explained that their group also opposed “terror” but 
was obliged to enforce orders of the legitimate government and appealed 
to the conferees to identify themselves so that what was obviously a mis-
understanding could be settled peacefully. Their pleas were also rejected, 
and the assembled representatives defi antly insisted on being taken to jail. 
Next, Shteinberg turned to the conference chair and asked him to certify, 
if only orally, that none of the individuals specifi ed in Dzerzhinskii’s arrest 
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order was present. After he was refused, Shteinberg and Karelin ended the 
standoff by taking personal responsibility for attesting that this was the case 
and freeing everyone.

An early showdown over the prerogatives of the VCheka between Shtein-
berg and his Left SR colleagues in the government, on the one hand, and 
Dzerzhinskii and Bolshevik people’s commissars led by Lenin, on the other, 
was now inevitable. It came at a Sovnarkom meeting on 19 December, after 
Lenin belatedly added to an already crowded agenda the issue of “the release 
on 18 December of members of the Union for Defense of the Constituent 
Assembly arrested on Dzerzhinskii’s order by people’s commissar Shtein-
berg.”28 Six of seven Left SRs in the government attended this  meeting—
 an unusually good turnout. They were outnumbered, however, more than 
two to one by Bolsheviks, Lenin and Trotsky among them. Dzerzhinskii led 
off the discussion with the claim that Shteinberg’s action the previous eve-
ning had humiliated and demoralized his agency.29 The terse protocol of this 
meeting masks the furious debate that took place there. Predictably, it ended 
with the passage of a resolution affi rming that the directives of Dzerzhin-
skii’s commission could only be revised by appeal to the Sovnarkom. The 
resolution also reprimanded Shteinberg and Karelin.30

The Left SR people’s commissars fought back. At one point in the meet-
ing, Shteinberg threatened to resign.31 Still, the best the Left SRs could 
achieve was an agreement to table implementation of the motion, Shtein-
berg’s reprimand included.32 Shteinberg was undeterred by this defeat. Sub-
sequently, for example, he telegraphed soviets around the country direct-
ing them to bring systematic repression to a halt on the grounds that Soviet 
power had been stabilized and, consequently, it was time to integrate con-
trol of counterrevolution into a new, revolutionary legal system.33 However, 
the Sovnarkom continued its efforts to fetter him. In December and January 
alone, issues relating to the behavior of the VCheka raised by Shteinberg 
were discussed at eleven meetings of the  Sovnarkom— without any positive 
result.34

In the end, however, Bolshevik hopes of maintaining the VCheka as 
a kind of party praetorian guard were  short- lived. In early January 1918 
Shteinberg, having tried without success to make the VCheka accountable 
to him, attempted to moderate Cheka behavior from within by forcing the 
Bolsheviks to admit Left SRs into the VCheka leadership. On 4 January, 
after individual Left SRs who tried to join the VCheka were brushed off 
with the claim that membership was by election only, Shteinberg, in a let-
ter to Dzerzhinskii, courteously but fi rmly insisted on the right of Left SRs 
from the Petrograd Soviet and the CEC to occupy places in the VCheka 
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leadership without delay or elections.35 The Sovnarkom considered Shtein-
berg’s demand on 7 January. At that point, the Third  All- Russian Congress 
of Soviets, in which Left SR support for Bolshevik policies was critical, was 
about to convene. This consideration, as well as gratitude for Left SR collab-
oration in the dissolution of the Constituent Assembly (5/6 January), prob-
ably explain the Bolsheviks’ concession to Shteinberg despite Dzerzhinskii’s 
objections.36 Indeed, four Left SRs were confi rmed the next day as members 
of the VCheka collegium. Viacheslav Aleksandrovich, a nationally promi-
nent member of the party, became Dzerzhinskii’s deputy.37

* * *

During the fi rst week and a half of December 1917, at the time Bol-
sheviks and the Left SRs cobbled together a coalition and the VCheka was 
founded, the Bolshevik Central Committee took steps to impose control 
over its own sizable Constituent Assembly delegation. At fi rst blush, this may 
appear to have been the least of its problems. However, to anyone familiar 
with the heated debates among Bolshevik leaders throughout 1917 over fun-
damental issues relating to the development of the revolution, as well as the 
relative independence of major, nominally subordinate party bodies at that 
time, profound intraparty confl ict over the role of the Constituent Assembly 
is not at all surprising. Again, at issue in this case were drastically differing 
theoretical and strategic views between Lenin and his comrades in the Cen-
tral Committee, on the one hand, and, on the other, Bolshevik moderates 
still led by Kamenev.

As we have seen, at the end of October and the beginning of November, 
the moderates had been frustrated in their efforts to facilitate construction 
of a broad, democratic socialist, unity cabinet and even to make the Sov-
narkom effectively accountable to the CEC. Following the failure of these 
efforts, they had either withdrawn from or been forced out of high positions 
in the party and national government. Nonetheless, they had not lost faith 
in the critical importance of their cause, or their resolve to do whatever was 
necessary to put the party back on a less extreme and violent tack. If any-
thing, deepening political confl ict and chaos in the economy during the bal-
ance of November strengthened their conviction that Lenin and Trotsky 
were leading the revolution and the country to inevitable ruin. Their last 
hope lay with the Constituent Assembly, which they had consistently viewed 
as the only institution in which revolutionary Russia’s future political and 
social order could legitimately be defi ned.

Toward the end of  November, as the question of the Constituent Assem-
bly’s fate began to take center stage, Kamenev, Rykov, Miliutin, and  Nogin 
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sent a statement to the Central Committee requesting reinstatement. Nei-
ther the Letter of the Four, as the statement of the moderates was referred to, 
nor a written reply by Lenin has been published or declassifi ed. There is little 
doubt, however, that the moderates sought reinstatement in order to fi ght for 
their views on the Constituent Assembly within the party’s top leadership. 
The record of the Central Committee’s meeting on 29 November, at which 
the moderates’ request was discussed, indicates that their appeal was denied 
because their stance had clearly not changed and, as Uritskii put it, “we have 
no guarantee that if left in the minority, they will not behave in the same way 
[as they had before the October revolution and at the Vikzhel talks].”38

Nonetheless, the four still had cards to play. Virtually all the leading 
moderates were elected delegates to the Constituent Assembly, the Bolshe-
vik delegation having been formed according to electoral lists compiled in 
late September when their infl uence was at its peak. How the delegation as 
a whole would view the Constituent Assembly in the prevailing circum-
stances was impossible to predict. However, the moderates drew encourage-
ment from the fact that during the Democratic State Conference in late Sep-
tember 1917 a sizable majority of what had been the last formal assembly of 
party leaders from around the country (the numerical equivalent of a party 
congress) had sided with them against Trotsky and the Leninists on the par-
ty’s participation in the Preparliament.39

Much about the campaign of Bolshevik moderates to uphold the sanc-
tity of the Constituent Assembly within the party at this time remains un-
clear. What is apparent is that at an initial organizational meeting of the 
party’s Constituent Assembly delegates in the Taurida Palace in early De-
cember, following remarks by Lenin on the attitude of the Central Com-
mittee and the Sovnarkom toward the Constituent Assembly, the moderates 
won a majority in the fraction’s elected Provisional Bureau. Among its mem-
bers were Kamenev, Nogin, Rykov, Miliutin, Riazanov, and  Larin— in sum, 
a high percentage of the key party moderates who had left high party and 
government posts in early November.40

Under the direction of this  moderate- dominated bureau, the fraction set 
out on an independent course based on the principle that the Constituent 
Assembly should be the ultimate arbiter of Russia’s political destiny. Ignor-
ing the decision of the Central Committee at its 29 November meeting, 
surely conveyed by Lenin, that for the time being the main body of Bolshe-
vik Constituent Assembly delegates should not be called to Petrograd, the 
fraction authorized the bureau to send for absent delegates at once. In the 
meantime, it authorized the bureau to begin preparing legislation for the Con-
stituent Assembly’s consideration. The fraction also voted to call for the im-
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mediate convocation of a national party congress or conference to defi ne the 
party’s approach to the Constituent Assembly. Pending the decisions of this 
gathering, the delegation opposed efforts by the Sovnarkom to assert control 
over the Constituent Assembly’s convocation and structure.41

The divergence between the policies of the Bolshevik Central Commit-
tee and the party’s Constituent Assembly fraction, as refl ected in these ac-
tions by party moderates, was the main topic of discussion at a meeting of 
the Bolshevik Central Committee on 11 December.42 There it was decided 
to call the party’s Constituent Assembly delegates to Petrograd at once. It 
was also agreed that the party’s policy toward the Constituent Assembly as 
embodied in a set of Theses on the Constituent Assembly drafted by Lenin 
would be presented to the fraction for adoption the next day (12 December). 
According to these theses, the existing republic of soviets was a signifi cantly 
higher form of democracy than a bourgeois republic and a Constituent As-
sembly. The only possibility for resolving the crisis caused by contradictions 
between the overall results of Constituent Assembly elections and the as-
pirations of the people lay in the broadest possible use of recall elections 
and the unequivocal recognition of Soviet power by the Constituent As-
sembly.43 In short, these theses constituted a fi rm prohibition against treat-
ing the Constituent Assembly as a legitimate expression of the popular will, 
as moderate Bolsheviks were doing. The Constituent Assembly was to be 
marginalized but not eliminated. Nikolai Bukharin and Grigorii Sokolnikov 
were appointed to ensure that henceforth the work of the Bolshevik Con-
stituent Assembly fraction was conducted in this spirit. Before adjournment 
on 11 December, the Central Committee also adopted a resolution drafted 
by Lenin calling for election of a new Provisional Bureau. The old Provi-
sional Bureau’s demand for a party congress or conference was not even dis-
cussed.44 Surely it is no coincidence that on this same day (11 December) 
Kamenev, Riazanov, Rykov, Larin, and Miliutin were purged from the bu-
reau of the Bolshevik fraction in the CEC.45

Information on the 12 December meeting of the Bolshevik delega-
tion to the Constituent Assembly is thin. According to an announcement 
that Sverdlov sent to the Provisional Bureau, the meeting was to be held in 
Smolny rather than the Taurida Palace so that members of the Central Com-
mittee could participate.46 This circumstance, coupled with the fact that 
delegates not already in Petrograd would not have enough time to get to the 
meeting, gave the Leninists an immense advantage. An agenda for the meet-
ing approved by the Central Committee on 11 December specifi ed that the 
delegation would hear a report from that committee (undoubtedly a dressing 
down), consider Lenin’s theses, and elect a new bureau, in that order.47 Lenin 
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personally presented his theses, and they were adopted.48 All that is known 
about the results of elections to a new bureau is that Alexander Shliap nikov 
was chosen as the new chair in place of Kamenev.49 Party moderates had suf-
fered another devastating blow.

* * *

The main point of Lenin’s Theses on the Constituent Assembly, that any 
form of government the Constituent Assembly might create would be an in-
tolerable step backward from the republic of soviets formed by the people 
in the course of the October revolution, was the central motif of a vigorous 
propaganda campaign conducted by the Bolsheviks as well as the Left SRs 
among Petrograd factory workers and garrison troops during the second half 
of December 1917 and the fi rst days of the new year. Early in this campaign, 
on 20 December, under pressure from the Left SRs, the Sovnarkom resolved 
to convene the Constituent Assembly on 5 January, provided the required 
four hundred delegates were in place on that date.50 Two days later the CEC 
confi rmed this resolution. At the same time, obviously as a counterweight to 
the Constituent Assembly, should one be needed, the CEC scheduled a na-
tional congress of soviets of workers’ and soldiers’ deputies, and a national 
congress of soviets of peasants’ deputies for 8 and 12 January, respectively.51

A discussion of questions relating to the opening and operation of the 
Constituent Assembly was on the Sovnarkom’s agenda on 2 January. How-
ever, this discussion was deferred until an emergency joint meeting of the 
Bolshevik and Left SR Central Committees scheduled for later that eve-
ning.52 Little information is available about its proceedings, although Len-
in’s Declaration of the Rights of Toiling and Exploited People and an accom-
panying ordinance were surely discussed there. Both were endorsed by the 
CEC on 3 January without dissent and published in Pravda on the 4th. Pre-
pared for adoption by the Constituent Assembly as its fi rst order of business, 
the declaration was aimed at setting up an immediate, decisive confrontation 
between the soviets and the Constituent Assembly, and eliminating any pos-
sibility that the latter would be able to consolidate its power. Thus, the dec-
laration stated categorically that Russia was and would remain a republic of 
soviets and that governing authority throughout the land belonged exclu-
sively to soviets. It endorsed without qualifi cation all the major decrees and 
steps of the Soviet government in both domestic and foreign policy and, in 
case anything had been left out, it included a repudiation of any claim to 
governing authority on the part of the Constituent Assembly. The accompa-
nying ordinance specifi ed that attempts by any individual or institution, in-
cluding the Constituent Assembly, to appropriate any function of state gov-
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ernment would be regarded as a counterrevolutionary act and suppressed by 
all possible means, including the use of armed force.53 All in all, the message 
was  unambiguous— the Constituent Assembly would either yield its pre-
rogatives and leave the scene at once or it would be forced to do so. This was 
a signifi cant tactical difference between the declaration and Lenin’s earlier 
theses on the Constituent Assembly, which had envisioned the possibility of 
an extended supportive role for that body.

* * *

While the Bolsheviks and Left SRs were setting the stage for the quick 
demise of the Constituent Assembly, their  opponents— most important 
the SRs, since only a tiny number of elected delegates were  Mensheviks—
 continued preparations for its work. To be sure, after the events of 28 No-
vember the SR Central Committee had doubts about whether the Assembly 
would actually be permitted to convene.54 Nonetheless, during the fi rst half 
of December, SR delegates from the provinces who had arrived in Petrograd 
still met regularly, often in their makeshift dormitory on Bolotnoi Street.55 
By mid month, at which time roughly 150 SR delegates were on hand, the 
fraction gathered daily to review, debate, and revise draft legislation, pick 
and instruct fl oor leaders, and even rehearse main speakers. Several com-
missions concentrated on such specifi c tasks as coordinating agitation and 
propaganda in Petrograd; establishing and maintaining communications 
with soviets and party organizations in the provinces; coordinating activity 
with other fractions in the Constituent Assembly including the Left SRs 
(this was to be the task of an interfractional commission); preparing and 
publishing daily bulletins, brochures, and leafl ets; and formulating drafts of 
fundamental laws on such questions as the political form and structure of 
the new Russia, as well as basic economic and social reform. The critical im-
portance of revealing the true face of the majority in the Constituent As-
sembly as quickly as possible was fi rst acknowledged in a resolution adopted 
by the Fourth SR Congress in early December.56

Thus, together with the Commission on Fundamental Laws, the most 
important special commission was the Committee for the First Day, whose 
sole purpose was to develop plans for opening the fi rst session of the as-
sembly and coordinate strategy and tactics for it.57 The SR fraction, as early 
as 18 December, approved a draft declaration proposed by the Commit-
tee for the First Day which formally endorsed the overthrow of the tsarist 
political and legal system; disavowed the monarchist system forever; pro-
claimed Russia a democratic, federal republic; and specifi ed that, pending 
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adoption of fundamental laws, all state power belonged to the Constituent 
Assembly.58

At the end of the month, the bulk of the reform legislation drafted by 
the Commission on Fundamental Laws was reviewed and approved by the 
 centrist- dominated leadership bureau of the fraction, and the gist of it was 
incorporated into a succinct programmatic manifesto that was widely circu-
lated.59 This manifesto highlighted the measures prepared or being prepared 
by the fraction for immediate implementation by the Constituent Assembly. 
A peace plank provided for the appointment of a  high- level delegation to 
conduct negotiations with all the warring powers. The aim of these nego-
tiations was to arrange a universal peace without victors or vanquished as 
quickly as possible. Even before these negotiations were completed, all mili-
tary personnel who wished to do so were to be released from duty and service 
in the Russian armed forces was made voluntary. A plank on nationalities 
provided for  self- determination of minority peoples within a federative Rus-
sian democratic republic. Regarding agricultural reform, which was of cen-
tral importance to the SRs, the manifesto specifi ed that prior to the fall har-
vest all private lands would be redistributed by land reform agencies based 
on the principle of equality of land use by the working peasantry without 
compensation to owners. In the industrial sector, provision was made for 
state regulation and control of industry with the broadest possible partici-
pation by worker organizations. In time, the toiling people themselves were 
to direct industrial production. Also provided in the manifesto was legisla-
tion aimed at shifting the burden of paying off war debts from toilers to the 
propertied classes; establishing an  eight- hour day, a minimum wage, and all 
forms of social insurance; conducting a vigorous fi ght to combat unemploy-
ment; and supplying the masses with basic necessities. The manifesto re-
vealed how far left the majority of the fraction and bureau was prepared to 
go to capture the popular attraction of Soviet power. Comparing the provi-
sions of the manifesto with the program of moderate Bolsheviks before and 
immediately after the overthrow of the Provisional Government, about the 
only thing missing was the explicit exclusion of  non- socialist parties from 
the government.60 Small wonder that the agrarian specialist Nikolai Oganov-
skii, a staunch Right SR, scorned the bureau’s efforts as “Vikzhelish” [vik-
zhelistoi ].61

Around 20 December, when the opening date of the Constituent As-
sembly was announced, emissaries from the SR Interfractional Commission 
met with Shteinberg, Karelin, and Kolegaev to sound them out about pos-
sible collaboration. Nikolai Sviatitskii, one of the emissaries, later recalled 
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that after a long, tense argument the Left SRs responded with a clear signal 
that they would be “on the other [the Bolshevik] side of the barricades.”62 
No doubt! At the same time, it should be noted that many Left SRs hoped 
to attract the support of enough nominally SR peasant delegates to play a 
decisive independent role in the Constituent Assembly. Before and after this 
setback, the leadership of the SRs endorsed civil servants’ strikes in support 
of the immediate convocation of the Constituent Assembly and sought to 
expand agitation on its behalf among Petrograd workers, soldiers, and sail-
ors, in part through the Union for Defense of the Constituent Assembly.63 
Also, it sought to bring pressure to bear on the Bolsheviks by peasants who 
supported the Constituent Assembly. This effort was refl ected in a telegram 
from the old  SR- dominated CEC of Soviets of Peasants’ Deputies circu-
lated to rural areas under Chernov’s name toward the end of December. 
In the telegram, Chernov contended that the scheduling by Soviet authori-
ties of the Third  All- Russian Congress of Soviets of Peasants’ Deputies for 
15 January, well after both the Constituent Assembly (5 January) and the 
Third  All- Russian Congress of Soviets of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies 
(8 January), was intended to marginalize peasants and facilitate suppres-
sion of the Constituent Assembly. Ignoring the new combined CEC, the 
old peasant CEC rescheduled the Third  All- Russian Congress of Soviets 
of Peasants’ Deputies for 8 January, so as to coincide with the Third  All-
 Russian Congress of Soviets of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies. Further, it 
appealed to peasant soviets loyal to the Constituent Assembly to have their 
representatives in Petrograd, by 5 January, armed with political instructions 
providing for upholding its sanctity, obviously to counter any attack on the 
Assembly by supporters of Soviet power.64

That was all, however. Efforts by the UDCA and the SR Military Com-
mission to provide for the security of the Constituent Assembly notwith-
standing, the SR leadership was obsessively fearful of preparations for de-
fense that might possibly provoke government retaliation. When pressed 
by its Military Commission to turn from listening to reports and preparing 
resolutions to security matters, its response was that, since the Constituent 
Assembly was popularly elected to build a new political system and life for 
Russia, its defense was the people’s responsibility.65

Then, too, many SR leaders considered the Constituent Assembly so sa-
cred that they simply could not envision an attack on it.66 Boris Sokolov, a 
member of the Military Commission, later acknowledged that individuals 
like him who favored  pro- active, even preemptive measures for defense of the 
Constituent Assembly constituted a small minority in the SR Constituent 
Assembly fraction and were viewed with unease by the majority. So it was 
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that after the Military Commission signed off on a plan by Fedot Onipko, 
another member of the Military Commission, to kidnap or assassinate top 
Bolsheviks, the idea was immediately vetoed by the SR Central Committee 
on the grounds that “insane, terrorist acts” would “trigger such fury among 
workers and soldiers that they might well end in a general pogrom against 
the intelligentsia.”67 As early as 12 December, the SR Central Committee 
became so concerned about the possibility that aggressive moves of people 
like Sokolov might give the Sovnarkom an excuse to abort the Constituent 
Assembly that it specifi cally banned terrorist acts and formed a special com-
mission “to investigate the activities of comrades engaged in arranging for 
the defense of the Constituent Assembly [the Military Commission].”68

Still, on the same day (12 December) the Military Commission probably 
drew some encouragement from a resolution, adopted by the Semenovskii 
regiment, registering support for the Constituent Assembly as “ all- powerful 
master of the Russian land,”69 Around this same time, the UDCA managed 
to organize publication of a daily newspaper (Biulleten’ vserossiiskogo soiuza 
zashchity uchreditel’nogo sobraniia). Moreover, toward the end of the month, 
the Military Commission managed to publish a few issues of its own rabidly 
 anti- Bolshevik newspaper for soldiers, Seraia shinel’.70 Representatives of nu-
merous Petrograd factories regularly participated in a workers’ conference, as 
well as lectures and workshops, organized by the UDCA. Although the sig-
nifi cance of these measures is impossible to quantify or evaluate in terms of 
readiness for political action, clearly the SRs had considerable infl uence in 
several key factories, among them the Government Printing Offi ce and the 
Obukhov steel and armaments plant. On 28 December, Obukhov workers 
rejected a resolution pledging unconditional support for Soviet power, after 
which they adopted a statement that condemned the Sovnarkom’s foreign 
and domestic policies for leading the country and the revolution to unavoid-
able ruin. Declaring that the Constituent Assembly constituted the revolu-
tion’s last hope, the statement demanded that it be convened at once.71

The Military Commission aspired to form a kind of Red Guard of its 
own, but as Sokolov ruefully acknowledged: “We may have recruited up to 
two thousand guardsmen, but this fi gure existed only on paper.”72 The SR 
Military Commission managed to get several hundred armed offi cers and 
soldiers transferred from the front to Petrograd, intending to use some of 
them to strengthen support for the Constituent Assembly in the Seme nov-
skii and Preobrazhenskii regiments, and to offi cially attach the rest to a fi c-
tional soldiers university where they would form into roving combat squads 
for use on 5 January. These steps were also aborted by the SR Central Com-
mittee as too dangerous.73
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Simultaneously, the leadership of the UDCA began laying plans for a 
peaceful mass military and civilian demonstration of support for the Con-
stituent Assembly timed to coincide with its opening on 5 January. These 
plans were approved at the fourth session of the  UDCA- sponsored work-
ers’ conference on 29 December. Their implementation began at this session 
and was continued at another on 3 January.74 Apparently, at least some of 
the instigators of this march hoped it might develop into an armed insurrec-
tion on behalf of the slogan “All Power to the Constituent Assembly.” De-
scribing plans for the march in considerable detail, Boris Sokolov claimed 
that, as the time for the opening of the Constituent Assembly neared, pros-
pects were encouraging for substantial worker and soldier participation. The 
latter was centered on the Semenovskii and Preobrazhenskii regiments and 
also the Fifth Armored Car Division. Yet even he acknowledges that nothing 
was certain.75 In any case, when these plans were brought to the SR Central 
Committee for endorsement, the latter, completely unpersuaded by argu-
ments regarding their potential, issued an absolute ban on an armed march, 
insisting that even soldiers should leave their weapons behind so as to avoid 
any possibility of bloodshed.76

* * *

At the same time, Soviet authorities appealed to workers and soldiers 
to refrain from participating in any demonstrations on the Constituent As-
sembly’s behalf. Leading Bolshevik party bodies were not involved in deci-
sion making on security issues. Like the Central Committee, the Petersburg 
Committee was already preoccupied by the implications of a possible sepa-
rate peace being considered by Soviet and German negotiators on prospects 
for socialist revolutions abroad.77 In general, security agencies and forces 
at the government’s disposal were disorganized. The MRC had been dis-
solved, and the formation of the VCheka was rudimentary. Despite its des-
ignation as a national agency, its reach did not extend beyond the capital, 
and, even there, its impact was limited for several reasons. In Petrograd, 
there existed several permanent agencies whose functions and powers over-
lapped with those of the VCheka. Among these were the Investigating Com-
mission of the Petrograd Soviet’s Revolutionary Tribunal (previously, the 
 Military- Investigating Commission of the MRC),78 the Emergency Com-
mission for the Security of Petrograd under  Georgii  Blagonravov,  Bonch-
 Bruevich’s Committee to Combat  Pogroms— all of which had only recently 
been formed79—and  district- level investigating commissions of one kind or 
another, some still on the drawing board. These security agencies and others 
operated independently and were in varying states of disarray.
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At this time, as well, the VCheka had virtually no military forces at its 
direct disposal. Even for modest operations, it had to rely primarily on undis-
ciplined, largely untrained, and loosely controlled Red Guard detachments, 
many of them attached to district soviets. Also, in the beginning VCheka 
leaders, including Dzerzhinskii, eschewed “Okhrana methods”—the use of 
secret agents, agent provocateurs, and the  like— on principle. Their hope was 
that vigilant workers would suffi ce as the VCheka’s eyes and ears.80 Hence, 
the value of the VCheka was limited even for intelligence. This initial aver-
sion to anything that smacked of the hated Okhrana also helps account for 
the great diffi culty the VCheka encountered at this early stage, and indeed 
for much of 1918, in recruiting loyal and qualifi ed staff. Of course, an acute 
shortage of reliable cadres was common to all Soviet institutions. Still, Iakov 
Peters, a member of the VCheka’s Presidium in 1918, later recalled a unique 
feature of the VCheka’s recruitment problem. He remembered that, for vet-
eran Bolsheviks, recollections of special security agents who fought the pro-
letariat, conducted searches, sent victims to Siberia, drove them into prisons, 
and dispatched them by hanging, were still very fresh. And here a new power 
was organized, and once again a fresh cycle of searches, arrests, and violence 
was beginning. Many simply did not differentiate between repressions in 
the past and those in the present, and were reluctant to serve in organs of the 
VCheka.81 Diffi culties connected with the recruitment of Bolshevik party 
members and even unaffi liated factory workers into the VCheka help ex-
plain why so many former Okhrana agents and blatant criminals success-
fully wormed their way into the VCheka, as well as its initial limitations as a 
security agency from the point of view of the Soviet government. In an of-
fi cial report several months later a high VCheka offi cial, Ivan Polukarov, re-
called that in this period “we did not have strength, ability, or knowledge, 
and the commission’s size was insignifi cant.”82

In view of this, a prominent role in providing for the protection of So-
viet power in Petrograd during the Constituent Assembly fell to the Pre-
sidium of the Petrograd Soviet, which in turn looked to district soviets, Red 
Guards, Latvian Rifl e Regiments, elements of the Petrograd garrison, and 
Baltic Fleet sailors for military support. Protocols of Presidium meetings at 
the end of December 1917 and the beginning of January 1918 refl ect this 
situation.83 On 31 December, less than a week before the scheduled convo-
cation of the Constituent Assembly, the Presidium met to discuss security 
arrangements. In response to the blunt conclusion of the main speaker on 
this subject that existing military forces could not be relied on, it resolved 
to ignore the holidays and begin emergency recruitment of fi ve hundred of 
the most dependable, steadfast, and experienced comrades available for ser-
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vice in the  so- called Colt Battalion no later than 2 January. The sense of this 
meeting was that, if supplemented in this way, the battalion could be relied 
on to carry out particularly critical missions. The Bolshevik Petr Zalutskii, a 
member of the Presidium, was appointed to alert district soviets to the secu-
rity crisis without delay.84

Late on the night of New Year’s Day 1918, an event occurred that stirred 
the anxieties of Soviet authorities in Petrograd even more, and further in-
fl amed the already highly explosive political situation. A car in which Lenin 
was riding, returning from delivering a speech to Red Guards about to de-
part for the Don to combat the forces of Generals Kornilov, Alekseev, and 
Kaledin, was fi red upon. Neither Lenin nor his passengers, his sister Maria 
and the Swiss social democratic leader Fritz Platten, was seriously injured, 
and the perpetrator escaped. However, Soviet authorities immediately con-
cluded that the Right SRs were responsible for the attempted assassination. 
The next day the offi ces of Volia naroda, the main Right SR newspaper, were 
raided, and Pitirim Sorokin and Andrei Argunov, both members of the pa-
per’s editorial board and of the bureau of the SR fraction in the Constituent 
Assembly, were arrested and imprisoned.85

At Lenin’s request, investigation of the incident was assigned to  Vladimir 
 Bonch- Bruevich’s Committee to Combat Pogroms rather than to the VCheka 
or to the Emergency Commission for the Security of Petrograd.86 Informa-
tion on the results of its investigation in the original case fi le is incomplete. In 
response to a request for a clarifi cation from the NKVD in 1935 regarding 
one of the alleged participants in the conspiracy against Lenin who was then 
under arrest,  Bonch- Bruevich, in a secret written memorandum, replied that 
the attempted assassination had been organized and carried out by a small 
idealistic group of young army offi cers from the front who had come to 
Petrograd to help protect the Constituent Assembly.87 They had been suc-
cessfully rounded up on 22 January. Those directly involved had confessed, 
and the others, among them several active members of the Union of Cava-
liers of St. George, were soon released. The Investigating Committee of the 
Revolutionary Tribunal was to investigate the cases of those who confessed, 
but, during the German advance on Petrograd toward the end of February 
1918, the prisoners formally requested an opportunity to redeem themselves 
by going to the front to fi ght. With Lenin’s approval, they were amnestied 
and allowed to do so.88

During the fi rst days of January 1918, signifi cant numbers of Petrograd 
workers and  lower- ranking military personnel interpreted the attempted as-
sassination of Lenin as an aspect of the struggle between the Constituent 
Assembly and Soviet power. Nonetheless, even now some major garrison 
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units reconfi rmed their support for the Constituent Assembly. Because of 
the closeness of its barracks to the Taurida Palace, probably most troubling 
for the Bolsheviks was a pledge of support for the Constituent Assembly 
proclaimed by the Preobrazhenskii Regiment.89 Although its support was 
conditional on the Constituent Assembly adopting decrees providing for 
an immediate democratic peace, equal redistribution of land without com-
pensation, and popular control over industrial production and distribution, 
guarantees for promulgation of these measures by the majority SR fraction 
in the Constituent Assembly had already been widely publicized.

The Bolshevik and Left SR Central Committees held an emergency 
joint meeting the night of 2/3 January that centered on the Constituent As-
sembly.90 A subsequent joint discussion of the same question by the Left SR 
Central Committee, the party’s fraction in the CEC, and Left SR delegates 
to the Constituent Assembly affi rmed, “almost unanimously,” that an attack 
on Soviet power by Right SR Assembly delegates would need to be met with 
a decisive, organized rebuff on the part of the “revolutionary democracy,” 
and that “in so far as the Constituent Assembly was subordinate to the revo-
lution, implementing its triumphs, it would not break with the soviets.” If 
this were not the case, “a confl ict with the Constituent Assembly, or more ac-
curately with the Right SR fraction, was inevitable.”91 Clearly, the focus of 
the Left SR leadership was on politics aimed at establishing the supremacy 
of Soviet power.

This was also the Bolsheviks’ approach. On 3 January, after listening to 
an intelligence report by Zinoviev on the demonstration being planned by 
the UDCA for 5 January, which Zinoviev described as part of a conspiracy 
to overthrow Soviet power, the Presidium of the Petrograd Soviet agreed that 
it would not try to ban the march. At the same time, it issued a public appeal 
to workers and soldiers not to participate, along with a warning to citizens 
generally to expect the most extreme measures if the demonstration were not 
peaceful.92

At the outset of a major address to the Petrograd Soviet later on 3 January, 
Zinoviev declared that the Bolsheviks were not blaming an entire party for 
trying to kill Lenin. Yet in his lengthy speech he did precisely that, attrib-
uting responsibility directly to the Right SRs. According to Zinoviev, indi-
vidual terrorist acts and shooting behind the back were their trademarks. 
The Right SR press had explicitly sanctioned all forms of combat in the life 
and death struggle against the Bolsheviks. This was understandable, he ex-
plained, as the Right SRs had so bankrupted themselves before the revolu-
tionary masses that the only tactic left to them was to take up arms against 
the leaders of the working class.  Bonch- Bruevich followed Zinoviev to the 
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podium, ostensibly to clarify facts about the attempt on Lenin’s life. How-
ever, perhaps because he had been in Finland on 1 January and his inves-
tigation of the case had not even begun, he largely ignored the shooting, 
enumerating instead a litany of threatening moves by the Right SRs. “Every-
thing will be done to avoid bloodshed [on 5 January],” he declared, “but be 
assured that we are prepared to combat every blow against us without the 
slightest mercy,” adding that each worker and soldier should be ready to de-
fend the revolution by his own hands if that became necessary.93

A resolution adopted by acclamation following  Bonch- Bruevich’s tirade 
condemned the Right SR press for instigating acts of terror against represen-
tatives of Soviet power. The resolution implicitly put “the bourgeoisie and 
its servants, the Right SRs,” on notice that further violence by them would 
be answered with mass terror.94 A second resolution adopted at this session 
called on workers and soldiers to remain on the job and soldiers to stay in 
their barracks on 5 January. Toward the close of this meeting, representatives 
of several military units came forward to deny reports that garrison troops 
were wavering in their support of Soviet power and swinging toward sup-
porting the Constituent Assembly. By unanimous vote, the deputies gave 
Blagonravov carte blanche to take whatever measures he deemed necessary 
to maintain order on 5 January.95 A resolution passed by the CEC with vir-
tually no debate was similarly unequivocal. “All power in the Russian Re-
public belongs to the Soviets and Soviet institutions,” the CEC resolution 
read. “Attempts by anyone or any institution to usurp this or that function 
of state government will be considered a counterrevolutionary  act . . .  and 
will be crushed with all of the means at the disposal of the Soviet govern-
ment.”96

That evening (3/4 January), Blagonravov placed Petrograd under mar-
tial law, justifying the step as a safeguard against the attack on Soviet power 
planned for January 5. Blagonravov’s proclamation warned citizens that all 
attempted pogroms would be suppressed by armed force; that failure to obey 
government directives would be severely punished; and that beginning on 
5 January all efforts by counterrevolutionary groups to enter the area of 
the Taurida Palace and Smolny would be stopped by armed force.97 Clearly, 
then, Soviet authorities were fi rmly bent on avoiding pressure, at any cost, 
from a large hostile crowd such as that manifested on 28 November. Instruc-
tions to participants in the demonstration organized by the UDCA specifi ed 
that they were to march past the Taurida Palace, without stopping.98 How-
ever, the prohibition on even entering the neighborhood of the palace made 
a bloody confrontation between  pro- Assembly and  pro- Soviet forces inevi-
table.

According to an Izvestiia report on 5 January, mass meetings in all units 
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of the Petrograd garrison during the previous days ended with pledges of 
support to the Soviet government in any confl ict with the Constituent As-
sembly. The reality was not as conclusive. Soldiers of the Semenovskii and 
Preobrazhenskii regiments were still a potential source of trouble for So-
viet power. The Preobrazhenskii Regiment, for one, was on record as hav-
ing decided not to participate in the march on behalf of the Constituent As-
sembly; at the same time, it had vowed to come out if needed to combat any 
attempt to disrupt it.99

In view of such continuing threats, the Presidium of the Petrograd Soviet 
organized an emergency conference with representatives of district soviets 
and factory committees on the afternoon of the 4th.100 The Bolshevik mili-
tary commissar Mikhail Lashevich, who worked closely with Blagonravov, 
opened the meeting: “No attempt has been made to ban demonstra tions,” 
he said, “because they will take place in any case.” “Our overall strategy,” he 
explained, “is to have a strong concentration of force at every [strategically 
important] location so that, should they [supporters of the Constituent As-
sembly] try to seize installations, we will be able to [repel them].” “Special 
measures have been taken to protect Smolny and the Taurida Palace,” he 
continued. “Beginning in the morning, we will have reconnaissance planes 
in the air, and they will be in communication with the naval staff.” To avoid 
panic, Lashevich urged that the districts be alerted to the reconnaissance 
fl ights. “We may be confronted with an offensive tomorrow,” he warned. 
“We need to be ready for trouble at any moment.”101

As Lashevich fi nished, Zinoviev, whose usual treble was pitched higher 
by panic, cried out: “We are experiencing a third revolution,” adding that, 
to restrain workers from participating in the demonstration, agitators would 
need to be shuttled from factory to factory. By contrast, district soviet repre-
sentatives who participated in this meeting were generally calm. To be sure, 
a few of them conveyed unsettling news. The representative of the outlying 
Kolpinskii district warned that “we don’t have anybody to defend us because 
the best of our Red Guards have been sent to the front.” “There will be par-
ticipation in the demonstration but whether with arms or peacefully is un-
known.” In a similarly disturbing vein, the representative of the Nevskii 
district characterized his area as a “defensist nest” and warned that some 
workers would participate in the  pro- Assembly demonstration. According 
to him, the local Red Guard was under anarchist infl uence and consequently 
would neither attack nor defend the Petrograd Soviet.102

To the relief of the conference participants, this exhausted the list of ap-
parent problem spots. The Petersburg district representative informed the 
gathering that, although street rallies and student demonstrations on behalf 
of the Constituent Assembly were even then in progress, worker participa-
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tion in the protests was not a worry. In the central First City District, it was 
reported that, although ample local security forces were available, the close 
proximity of the district to the Taurida Palace made it prudent to send an 
armored car and machine gun there. The representative of the Second City 
District Soviet was also reassuring, as he believed that, for now, the situation 
in that heavily bourgeois quarter was good. The local police had been dis-
armed, the Red Guard was on alert, and factory workers would not demon-
strate.

Most reassuring of all, the representative of the critical Vyborg workers’ 
district confi dently declared that everything was quiet and that “a coming 
out” was not anticipated. Similarly encouraging were the words of the rep-
resentative of the Novoderevenskii district: “There would be no demonstra-
tions [in his area],” he asserted fi rmly, “[even] the police is with us.” The rep-
resentative from the Vasilii Island district, home to several major factories, 
reported that a day earlier petitions calling for support of the convocation of 
the Constituent Assembly had been circulated in neighborhood churches, 
but they had been stopped. Announcements of  pro- Soviet meetings on the 
5th had been posted in local plants. Workers would go to them, he im-
plied, and not to the  pro- Assembly demonstration. According to the spokes-
man from the Okhtinskii district, the situation there was similarly calming. 
With obvious pride, the representative from the suburban Sestroretskii dis-
trict noted that, at a general meeting of factory workers there, “defensists” 
were not even allowed to speak. “The militia is ours,” he continued, adding 
that “there won’t be any demonstrations, there is too much snow.”103

Even this generally encouraging picture apparently did little to calm Zi-
noviev. As soon as the Sestroretskii district representative fi nished, Zinoviev 
urged that street meetings be banned. Moreover, he took great pains to per-
suade the representatives of the importance of maintaining the closest pos-
sible communications the next day. “Our plans could change,” he said. “We 
might decide to organize our own demonstration.” This comment by Zino-
viev came as a shot out of the blue. In view of his anxiety, it was agreed that 
the district representatives would return to Smolny at 1:00 pm the next day 
for the latest information.104

A few hours later, the people’s commissar for military affairs Nikolai Pod-
voiskii, and his deputy, Konstantin Mekhanoshin, formed an Emergency 
Military Headquarters to direct defense of the Soviet government during the 
Constituent Assembly.105 It immediately issued an Order No. 1, which pro-
hibited obeying any military directives by security agencies other than the 
Emergency Military Headquarters. Exceptions were made for orders signed 
by  Bonch- Bruevich in the Smolny neighborhood and for Blagon ravov’s or-
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ders around the Taurida Palace and at the Fortress of Peter and Paul.106 How-
ever, this  eleventh- hour attempt to impose control over the disparate bod-
ies and forces already set in motion to fend off attacks on Soviet power in the 
city of Petrograd during the Constituent Assembly came too late.

* * *

On the eve of the Left SRs’ entry into the Sovnarkom, the Bolsheviks, 
led by Lenin, dissolved the MRC and created the VCheka to serve as a reliable 
security force free of interference by the Left SRs. During the second half 
of December, at the time of the VCheka’s harassment of prominent Kadet 
and moderate socialist delegates to the Constituent Assembly, Isaac Shtein-
berg’s determined but ultimately unsuccessful efforts to curb the  VCheka’s 
arbitrary power demonstrated the validity of Lenin’s concern. Then, in early 
January, Shteinberg decided to try to reign in the VCheka by pressing the 
Bolsheviks to allow Left SRs into its leadership. Although the Bolsheviks’ 
concern for retaining Left SR support on the eve of the Constituent As-
sembly forced them to accede to Shteinberg’s request, the relatively mod-
est numbers of Left SRs involved were insuffi cient to signifi cantly infl uence 
the VCheka’s policies. The same situation obtained in respect to the Left SR 
leadership’s hope that, by entering the Sovnarkom, its representatives, even 
if a minority, would be able to moderate government policies. In the Sov-
narkom, as in the leadership bodies of the VCheka, majority ruled. Conse-
quently, in questions such as repression of opponents in the Constituent As-
sembly, on which Bolsheviks and Left SRs differed, the Left SRs were bound 
to lose.

Meanwhile, during the period when negotiations over the entry of Left 
SRs into the Sovnarkom were fi nalized, the Bolshevik moderates resurfaced 
as a potentially signifi cant political force by virtue of their dominant infl u-
ence in the leadership Provisional Bureau of the Bolshevik Constituent As-
sembly delegation. Contrary to the position of the Bolshevik Central Com-
mittee, as well as of the Left SRs, that the Constituent Assembly should not 
be allowed to supersede Soviet power, they initiated steps to restore the le-
gitimacy of the Constituent Assembly within the Bolshevik delegation as 
a whole. However, the Central Committee nipped their effort in the bud. 
Moreover, the Central Committee’s stance on the primacy of Soviet power 
over the Constituent Assembly, coupled with the reluctance of the SRs even 
to try to provide for the Constituent Assembly’s security, along with the in-
difference of the bulk of Russian population to its fate, all but assured its 
quick demise.



4

The Fate of the Constituent Assembly

The day had arrived, 5 January 1918, that was to mark the end of efforts to 
establish a  Western- style, multiparty democratic system in Russia for most 
of the twentieth century. The Constituent Assembly was scheduled to con-
vene at 1:00 pm. According to plans developed and widely circulated by 
the UDCA, participants in its mass demonstration were to gather at nine 
assembly points during the morning. From there, they were to march to 
the communal grave on to the Field of Mars, merge into one grand proces-
sion, proceed to the Taurida Palace, march by its vast,  snow- covered gardens 
without stopping, and continue on to Nevskii Prospekt and through the 
heart of the capital before returning to their starting points.

Late the previous night, Soviet authorities had heard disquieting rumors 
of  last- minute swings in sentiment toward support of the Constituent As-
sembly in some units of the garrison.1 This apparent confi rmation of insta-
bilities among  Petrograd- based soldiers prompted a frenetic search for ad-
di tional loyalist forces from outside the capital. With the disorders at the 
Taurida Palace on 28 November fresh in mind, and believing that the 
 UDCA’s planned march was part of a conspiracy to overthrow Soviet power, 
the primary aim of Soviet authorities in Petrograd was to maintain control 
of key government buildings, the state bank, and communications facili-
ties. They also were determined to prevent demonstrators from congregating 
close to the Taurida Palace so that they could manage events there. Log bar-
ricades were erected at the intersections of Liteinyi Prospekt and the main
east- west approaches to the palace (at the corners of Shpalernaia, Zakhar’ev-
skaia, Sergeev skaia, Furshtatskaia, and Kirochnaia streets), and also at stra-
tegically located points on the small square in front of the palace. In the early 
morning government  forces— mostly worker Red Guards, Baltic Fleet sail-
ors, and modest numbers of soldiers from the Petrograd  garrison— dug in 
behind these fortifi cations; smaller armed detachments began patrolling ad-
joining side streets and alleys; and  machine- gun fi ring points were set up on 
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the roofs of nearby buildings. Later in the day, as additional sailors arrived 
from Helsingfors and Kronstadt, they were rushed to perceived weak spots.

Most of these security forces had been hastily recruited and assembled, 
because signifi cant numbers of the most competent and reliable military de-
tachments had already been shipped out of the capital to help consolidate 
the revolution in the provinces or to join  Antonov- Ovseenko’s forces com-
bating counterrevolution in the south. With no experience or training in 
controlling crowds or dealing with civil disobedience, they were simply sent 
off with weapons and ample supplies of ammunition, imbued with the idea 
that they were responsible for defending Soviet power from enemies grouped 
around the Constituent Assembly bent on restoring the injustices of the 
past. Their commanders, also technically unprepared, received the same ori-
entation and were provided with only fl imsy instructions, if that. They were 
to organize perimeters and patrols in specifi ed zones, be prepared to rush 
reinforcements to trouble spots, and not allow anyone without authorization 
access to the Taurida Palace and Smolny neighborhoods. The unpublished 
memoir of a sailor from the battleship Zaria svobody testifi es to these reali-



106    /    The Defeat of the Moderates

ties. Before dawn on 5 January, he was appointed commander of a compos-
ite detachment of several hundred men and, periodically, was given brief or-
ders more appropriate for troops under hostile fi re at the front than for those 
maintaining domestic order. Demonstrators who refused to stop were to be 
disarmed and arrested (it was assumed that marchers would have weapons). 
If shooting broke out, fi re was to be returned “without mercy.” An excep-
tion was to be made for workers, for whom every possible means of per-
suasion was to be used before resorting to violence.2 These instructions did 
not  specify appropriate action in the event large unarmed crowds attempted 
to breech or circumvent barriers, and, as nearly as one can tell, there was 
no established system of communication between security forces, or be-
tween those forces and the belatedly constituted Emergency Military Head-
quarters.

Beginning in the early morning, supporters of the Constituent As-
sembly, singing revolutionary songs and carrying aloft banners inscribed 
with slogans such as “All Power to the Constituent Assembly!” “Away with 
Political Terror!” and “Long Live the Brotherhood of Peoples!” had begun to 
funnel to nine assembly points designated by the UDCA. Most of the dem-
onstrators were university students, civil servants, offi ce workers (many of 
them women), shopkeepers, and professionals. All accounts agree that with 
scattered exceptions (for example, workers from the Government Printing 
Offi ce, the Obukhov plant, and other industrial enterprises in the Nevskii 
district), factory workers and soldiers obeyed the appeals of the Petrograd 
Soviet and remained in their factories and barracks. Demonstrators also ob-
served the ban on carrying weapons that organizers of the march had in-
sisted upon. Even armored cars that were to provide an escort for the dem-
onstrators were successfully commandeered by Bolshevik workers, leaving 
them completely defenseless.3

Initial confrontations with government patrols occurred when march-
ers from the suburbs were interdicted en route to the city.4 The biggest and 
bloodiest confrontations, however, erupted at the log barricades blocking 
the main arteries leading from the Field of Mars to the Taurida Palace and on 
side streets in the neighborhood of the palace and surrounding park. These 
appear to have begun at around 10:00 am, when an estimated one thou-
sand demonstrators who had crossed the Neva from the Petrograd side were 
stopped on Sergeevskaia Street by a detachment of Red Guards. Ordered 
to halt and turn back, the marchers, singing the Marseillaise and carrying 
red banners, continued moving forward. The Red Guards fi red a few warn-
ing shots into the air and, when that did not stop the procession, they fi red 
wildly at the marchers.5 An hour later, Red Guards and soldiers sprang from 
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behind a barricade at the corner of Liteinyi and Shpalernaia, cocked their ri-
fl es, and ordered some two hundred demonstrators from the Vyborg district 
who had just crossed the Neva to turn back. Yet, with scarcely a pause, they 
fi red shots into the air scattering them. Seizing the demonstrators’ banners, 
they ripped them from their sticks and tossed them on bonfi res or off the Li-
teinyi bridge.6 Count Louis de Robien, the French military attaché, watched 
as the banners fl uttered “on to the glittering, frozen surface of the Neva, like 
great scarlet butterfl ies.”7 The leading Futurist writer Victor Shklovskii later 
saw yardmen (dvorniki ) using the sticks as broom handles.8 The demonstra-
tors’ conscious retention of such revolutionary symbols as red banners, on 
the one hand, and the spontaneous, triumphant appropriation of these ban-
ners by guardians of Soviet power, on the other, fi gured prominently in the 
major clashes in Petrograd on 5 January 1918.

Incidents such as these in which nobody was killed were the prelude to 
several bloodier assaults on peaceful demonstrators in roughly the same area. 
Indeed, between midday and sunset the northern end of Liteinyi Prospekt, 
especially at the corners of the main  east- west streets leading to the vicinity 
of the Taurida Palace, was a battle zone where the glistening  knee- high snow 
was soon reddened by the blood of fallen marchers. Halted by a barricade at 
Kirochnaia Street, an estimated ten thousand demonstrators, holding ban-
ners aloft and singing revolutionary songs, tried to break through to the Tau-

Demonstrators supporting the Constituent Assembly on Palace Square, 5 January 1918. State Mu-

seum of the Political History of Russia, St. Petersburg.
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rida Palace via Furshtatskaia Street but were stopped by Red Guards and sol-
diers in full battle gear. Virtually without warning, they were scattered by 
rifl e and  machine- gun fi re. Intense shooting lasted a good fi fteen minutes, 
during which several demonstrators were hit.9

Among the fi rst known dead was G. L. Logvinov, who had come to 
Petrograd from Tambov to participate in the  All- Russian Congress of So-
viets of Peasants’ Deputies supporting the Constituent Assembly.10 Carry-
ing a large red banner, he marched at the head of one of many processions 
that left the Field of Mars soon after 1:00 pm. Upon reaching the barricade 
on the corner of Liteinyi and Kirochnaia, he and his comrades were ordered 
to turn back. Then, almost instantly, they came under rifl e fi re from behind 
the barricade and from  machine- gun fi re from the roof of a nearby build-
ing. Five demonstrators were reported to have been killed in this event (Log-
vinov, two students, and two Red Cross aid workers). Eight were injured.11 
At roughly this same time, demonstrators walking to the Field of Mars from 
assembly points at the Tsarskosel’skii railway station and at the Aleksandrin-
skii Theater in the south central Moscow district were fi red on by snipers in 
the vicinity of the duma building as they passed the corner of Sadovaia and 
Nevskii Prospekt. A bit later, an estimated fi fteen thousand demonstrators 
from the southeastern Nevskii district, including sizable numbers of work-
ers from the Obukhov plant, Pal’, and other Nevskii district industrial en-
terprises, paused and held an impromptu rally on Znamenskii Square be-
fore continuing on to the Field of Mars. Whereas demonstrators in outlying 
districts of the city were frequently greeted by  pro- Soviet soldiers and work-
ers (some with their families) who harassed and hooted at them, in this more 
prosperous commercial district they were cheered. This procession, led by 
the Obukhov plant brass band, came under fi re twice. The fi rst attack ended 
harmlessly, a government patrol only fi ring into the air. In the second, near 
the northern end of Liteinyi Prospekt where most of the day’s bloodiest in-
cidents occurred, nine of these demonstrators were hit, seven of them seri-
ously.12

Marchers who attempted to bypass this area by circuitous side streets 
fared little better. For example, several thousand demonstrators who tried to 
reach the Taurida Palace from the south, along Preobrazhenskaia Street, were 
blocked by soldiers at Sapernyi Lane. When they refused demands to turn 
away, the soldiers opened fi re, killing two and injuring eleven.13 Around the 
same time, one of the day’s largest processions also attempted to skirt the 
barricades at the northern end of Liteinyi Prospekt and to reach the Taurida 
Palace from the south, in this case via Baseinaia Street. Initial warning shots 
failed to stop the marchers. But at the intersection of Preo brazhenskaia Street 
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and Grodnenskaia Lane, almost within sight of the Taurida Palace grounds, 
they were fi red upon and dispersed by the rifl e fi re of Red Guards dug into 
the snow. Several demonstrators were killed or seriously wounded in this in-
cident; others were roughed up.14

By evening, signed written complaints describing some of these con-
frontations had been fi led with the SR and Menshevik Constituent As-
sembly fractions in the Taurida Place. The text of one of them was read into 
the record by the prominent Menshevik Matvei Skobelev. “At 4:00 pm, while 
driving along Liteinyi Prospekt, at the corner of Panteleimonov skaia, I per-
sonally saw how some groups of Red Guards shot into a crowd of defense-
less people, among whom were soldiers, women, and  children . . .  marching 
peacefully to the Taurida Palace to express their needs,” this complaint read. 
“Those doing the fi ring acted without warning, aiming directly into the 
crowd. I saw those  injured— one soldier, two workers, and some  women—
 being taken away by stretchers and  horse- drawn cabs.”15

Although available descriptions of shootings on 5 January 1918 are im-
precise, overlapping, incomplete, and impossible to verify, there are enough 
of them to conclude that, together, they capture many of the chief charac-
teristics of the attacks on demonstrations in support of the Constituent As-
sembly. First, the number of marchers appears to have been a good deal 
higher than the ten thousand estimated by Soviet authorities but signifi -
cantly lower than the one hundred thousand subsequently claimed by the 
UDCA. Second, although the implication of Soviet authorities that factory 
workers and soldiers boycotted the demonstration altogether was mislead-
ing, it is also clear that they constituted a relatively small minority of march-
ers. Third, although the leaders of the march and its participants were ob-
viously unwilling to obey the Soviet government ban on demonstrations in 
the vicinity of the Taurida Palace, there is no evidence that any of them had 
weapons or behaved in a threatening manner. Even after being fi red upon, 
they made no effort to resist their attackers beyond trying to circumvent 
them. Finally, the Red Guards, sailors, and soldiers behaved with striking 
brutality. They shot at demonstrators from behind barricades and fi red ma-
chine guns from windows and rooftops; they beat them as well and made a 
triumphant ritual out of seizing and destroying their banners. It is also ap-
parent that once Soviet authorities became aware of the bloodshed, they nei-
ther rescinded their ban on demonstrations in the vicinity of the Taurida Pal-
ace nor ordered a halt to the shooting; instead, they did nothing. According 
to a report by Sverdlov at a session of the Third  All- Russian Congress of So-
viets on 11 January,  twenty- one demonstrators were killed. Since this fi gure 
is higher than the fi fteen estimated to have been killed by Gorky’s  pro–
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 Constituent Assembly Novaia zhizn’ based on a survey of Petrograd hospi-
tals after the clashes had ended, it would appear that Sverdlov’s count was 
closer to the mark.16

* * *

As the time for the opening of the Constituent Assembly neared, a sec-
ond military perimeter was established in the area immediately adjacent to 
the Taurida Palace. Here the crowd was thin and the space in front of the 
low, elongated,  pale- yellow palace was fi lled by armed Red Guards and sol-
diers, fi eld guns,  machine- gun emplacements, and belts and crates of am-
munition. All the gates in the  wrought- iron fence surrounding the palace 
were locked.17 Machine guns protruded from  ground- fl oor palace windows 
facing avenues of approach.

Around 1:00 pm, a single side gate was opened for arriving delegates, 
and each was carefully screened by sailors dressed in pea jackets,  machine-
 gun belts slung across their chests. Also allowed in were large numbers of 
 guests— mostly selected workers, soldiers, and sailors, many of them car-
rying rifl es with bayonets and grenades and also draped with ammunition. 
Among the fi rst delegates to arrive was the entire SR fraction fresh from a 
morning caucus. Marching six abreast, the delegates sported distinctive ro-
settes and carried candles and sandwiches. Approximately half were attired 
in business suits and were protected from the biting cold by heavy overcoats 
and galoshes. The rest were peasants wearing rough sheepskin jackets and felt 
boots. Nikolaii Sviatitskii subsequently noted that his colleagues appeared 
lifeless, “like condemned prisoners.”18 Vladimir Zenzinov was later to recall: 
“We entered the building certain that the Bolsheviks would use force against 
the Assembly . . . [and] that we would not return home alive.”19

For some time yet, entry into the ornate White Hall of the palace, a spa-
cious  glass- domed amphitheater surrounded by a gallery, was barred by still 
another phalanx of Red Guards. The meeting place of the Imperial State 
Duma in the late tsarist years, after the February revolution it had been the 
scene of the fi rst national conferences and congresses of soviets. For the Con-
stituent Assembly it had been redecorated and adorned with black banners 
“as if for a funeral” (Zenzinov’s words). The color for the banners was prob-
ably consciously chosen by Soviet authorities to further the image of the 
Constituent Assembly as reactionary. The SR delegates, their majority sta-
tus notwithstanding, were shunted off to a back room. The previous night 
and that morning, they had  fi ne- tuned their program for the fi rst day. Bal-
last had been eliminated from the party’s platform, and legislation on peace 
and agrarian reform had been abstracted for  rapid- fi re presentation and pas-
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sage.20 There was nothing left to do. So the SR delegates bustled about, ner-
vously bemoaning their helplessness and listening to periodic, at times hys-
terical, accounts of massacres in the streets. The much smaller Bolshevik 
delegation arrived after the SRs and caucused in a spacious sitting room 
brightened by the shimmering snow visible through the windows.21

No records have been published or are available in Russian archives of 
the caucuses of the Bolshevik Constituent Assembly fraction, including a 
joint meeting with Left SRs22 and a long separate meeting preceding the 
formal opening of the Constituent Assembly. Memoir accounts indicate 
that, although Lenin participated in the Bolshevik gathering, it was chaired 
by Sverdlov. Bolshevik moderates were impeded by the absence of Kamenev, 
who was part of the Russian peace delegation at  Brest- Litovsk. Soviet ac-
counts claiming that the caucus proceeded quickly and smoothly are be-
lied by the fact that it lasted much longer than expected and caused a long 
delay in the opening of the Assembly. The fraction meeting began with a 
discussion of the agenda and operation of the Constituent Assembly. Sev-
eral factors make it likely that fundamental questions relating to the role of 
the Constituent Assembly and the relationship between it and  Soviet power 
were also discussed. Communication diffi culties and, even more, Lenin’s 
success in blocking efforts of party moderates to arrange for national party 
congresses in November and December had prevented earlier consideration 
of approaches to the Constituent Assembly among Bolshevik leaders na-
tionally. Many Bolshevik delegates from the provinces went straight to the 
fraction meeting upon arriving in Petrograd, and, in any case, there had not 
been any systematic effort to bring them up to date on recent policy changes 
relating to the Constituent Assembly, let alone to debate them.23 Then, too, 
the presence at the fraction meeting of such  independent- minded Bolshe-
viks as Riazanov and Lozovskii insured that Lenin’s position would be chal-
lenged. Raskolnikov’s recollections of this meeting suggest that at least some 
of the party’s delegates envisioned a protracted existence for it. He notes that 
Bukharin, who had by then given up the idea of forming a breakaway Revo-
lutionary Convention, scoffed at this idea. He spoke in terms of a possible 
 three- day life span for the Constituent Assembly.24

At some point the Left SRs, who were holding a separate caucus, re-
quested changes in the Declaration of the Rights of  Toiling and Exploited 
People. Although the specifi cs of these requests are unknown, it seems rea-
sonable to speculate that they were aimed at the primary concerns of the 
Left SRs at this time, namely, making the declaration more palatable to SR 
peasant delegates still open to supporting it and letting the Constituent As-
sembly run long enough to discredit itself. Whatever the case, the changes 
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were rejected. After Sverdlov read the declaration, which had been designed 
expressly to preclude compromise and to provoke a decisive break with the 
Constituent Assembly at the outset, the idea of letting the Constituent As-
sembly run at least until the start of the Third  All- Russian Congress of Sovi-
ets of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies was scrapped.25 Instead, it was agreed 
that Sverdlov, acting on behalf of the CEC, would integrate presentation of 
the declaration for immediate implementation into his statement formally 
opening the Constituent Assembly. After the declaration was ignored, as 
was certain, the Bolsheviks (and, they hoped, the Left SRs) would make 
a quick exit to prevent any possibility that the SRs, armed with their new 
“Vikzhelish” program, would be able to make inroads into support for So-
viet power.26

* * *

At around 3:30 pm, the doors of the White Hall were opened, and half 
an hour later close to four hundred delegates were seated in the sections as-
signed them, Bolsheviks on the extreme left, Right SRs and Mensheviks on 
the extreme right, Left SRs in the middle, divided by the center isle, and 
the Kadets excluded altogether. On the one hand, with Bolshevik moder-
ates under a tight reign, the party’s fraction was set to stay with its prepared 
script and the Left SRs remained committed to the primacy of soviets over 
the Constituent Assembly. On the other hand, the SR majority was primed 
to begin constructing a new democratic order and, that very day, to pass leg-
islation on peace, land, and the future Russian political system as if the So-
viet government did not exist.

This drastic polarization of views toward the Constituent Assembly, and 
the basic weakness of the Constituent Assembly’s SR majority in the pre-
vailing situation, was revealed at the very start in a clash over who would 
formally open the Assembly. The SRs were naturally intent on controlling 
proceedings from the opening bell. Viewing themselves as representatives 
of Russia’s only legitimate revolutionary authority and the Constituent As-
sembly in its existing form as an anachronism, the Bolsheviks and Left SRs 
were equally fi xed on exerting control over it from the outset. So it was that 
promptly at 4:00 pm the oldest delegate in attendance, the Right SR and 
former narodnik and zemstvo worker from the Don, Sergei Shvetsov, fol-
lowing instructions from SR fl oor leaders and taking advantage of Sverd-
lov’s absence, mounted the tribune to call the delegates to order. As the right 
benches applauded, Bolshevik and Left SR delegates exploded in protest, 
swarmed to the tribune, and engulfed the unfortunate Shvetsov. At pre-
cisely this moment, Sverdlov appeared, elbowed Shvetsov aside, and briskly 
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swung the bright  nickel- plated chairman’s bell. Then fi ghting broke out 
among dele gates on opposite sides of the aisle.  Bonch- Bruevich, who man-
aged Lenin’s offi ce, recalled that during this chaotic interval when the Con-
stituent Assembly appeared on the verge of dissolving into a  free- for- all, 
Lenin suddenly became more worried and paler than he had ever seen him.27 
Somehow, however, amid deafening hoots and jeers from the right, a thun-
derous ovation from the left, and roars of approval from  rifl e- waving sol-
diers, sailors, and workers in the galleries, Sverdlov, standing at the tribune 
“like a marble monument,” managed to achieve enough quiet to open the 
Assembly.28 Not having any physical force at its disposal, the SR majority 
had no alternative but to accept this unpropitious start.

With these fi rst unseemly images in mind, it is not surprising that the 
life of Russia’s fi rst Constituent Assembly was stormy and brief. Taking im-
mediate advantage of his position as temporary chair, Sverdlov read out the 
Declaration of the Rights of  Toiling and Exploited People and, in the name 
of the CEC, proposed that consideration of the declaration be the fi rst item 
of business.29 Reportedly at Lenin’s instigation, when Sverdlov fi nished, the 
Left burst into a lusty rendition of the Internationale. Even the Right SRs 
evidently felt obliged to make a pretense of singing.30

Following this musical interlude, the SRs, determined to avoid unneces-

Left SR delegates to the Constituent Assembly in the White Hall of the Taurida Palace, 

5 January 1918. Maria Spiridonova is at bottom, center. Prosh Proshian is on her right. 

State Museum of the Political History of Russia, St. Petersburg.
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sary provocation until their program had been laid out, made no comment 
on the declaration. They garnered a pyrrhic victory when Victor Chernov 
defeated Maria Spiridonova for the Assembly chairmanship. Spiri do nova’s 
nomination by the Bolsheviks may have been a concession to Left SR hopes 
that enough nominal SR peasant delegates might vote for her to offset the 
SR majority. Whatever the case, the results of the balloting—244 votes for 
Chernov, 153 for Spiridonova31—were an accurate measure of the relative 
strength of the contending sides.

By the time Chernov began his keynote address, it was nightfall and 
the lights were switched on (the SRs, it turned out, had brought candles for 
nothing). He sketched in broadest outline an ambitious program of reform 
that sounded very much like the  pre- October Bolshevik  platform— down to 
an insistent plea for “immediate deeds, not just words.”32 (“An acrobatic act 
on Bolshevik slogans,” Oganovskii called it.)33 Carefully skirting direct criti-
cism of the Bolsheviks or of the soviets, which upset some of those who had 
just voted for him as much as anything he said, Chernov pointed to revolu-
tionary Russia’s  socialist- controlled Constituent Assembly as the one body 
in the world with the prestige and authority to superintend an international 
peace conference leading to an early universal, democratic, and just peace. 

Iakov Sverdlov, left, and Sergei Shvetsov at the opening of the Constituent Assembly. 

Drawings by Iu. K. Artsybushev.
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For the benefi t of  war- weary Russian troops, he called for the organization 
of a wholly new revolutionary volunteer army which would replace  front-
 line soldiers and protect the nation as it went about the task of transforming 
outmoded institutions and ways of life. In connection with chaos in indus-
try and expanding unemployment, now further complicated by demobi-
lization, Chernov proposed a grand program of public works and tempo-
rary state control of industrial production, pending the time when workers 
would be qualifi ed to take control of industry into their own hands. In the 
area of nationality policy, after dutifully paying homage to the aspirations of 
each minority delegation individually, Chernov drew a picture of a free asso-
ciation of equal,  semi- independent peoples and territories within a Federa-
tive Russian Republic, in which a network of territorial Constituent Assem-
blies and local  self- governing institutions would work in concert with the 
 All- Russian Constituent Assembly to design a new political system protec-
tive of minority rights and consistent with popular aspirations.

On the  all- important land issue, Chernov endorsed the immediate sys-
tematic redistribution of all land to the “working peasantry” without com-
pensation. Moreover, cleverly countering the Soviet government’s charge 
that the Constituent Assembly was unrepresentative, and even Lenin’s ear-
lier emphasis on recall elections to update the vote, Chernov proposed lib-
eral reliance on national plebiscites to assure that actions of the Constituent 
Assembly harmonized with the people’s will. Indeed, he challenged the Bol-
sheviks to request an immediate nationwide plebiscite on attitudes toward 
the Constituent Assembly if they had doubts about its right to express the 
will of the people.34

Although Chernov’s speech constituted a plea for unity of democratic 
forces, compromise, and an end to civil war, he made no mention of alliances 
with the Kadets or other liberal groups. Implicit in what he said was the as-
sumption that although socialism would continue to be the dominant force 
in revolutionary Russia, the era of Soviet rule was over and that of new insti-
tutions to be created by the Constituent Assembly was about to begin.

To the Left SR Sergei Mstislavskii, Chernov’s address was “a dead col-
lage of bookish quotes, verse, and pedantically turned phrases.”35 Right SRs 
were furious at Chernov for having blurred the lines between them and the 
Bolsheviks. Analyzing the speech, Oliver Radkey, the Western historian of 
the SRs, came to a far different conclusion. To him, Chernov performed a 
great service to his party by helping to get legislative proposals on the re-
cord that should have been there long before.36 Perhaps. The essential point 
is that now, with the eclipse of Bolshevik moderates and with Leninists in 
control of the party, it was too late. Even before Chernov fi nished, Bolshe-
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vik members of the Sovnarkom drifted out of the White Hall, gathered in 
an anteroom, and reconfi rmed that the Constituent Assembly should be cut 
off that day.37

With Trotsky en route to Petrograd from Brest and Lenin preferring to 
remain in the background, orchestrating rather than participating in the of-
fi cial proceedings, it fell to the  thirty- year- old Bukharin to respond to Cher-
nov.38 In an impassioned speech that ran almost as long as Chernov’s, he ap-
pealed for immediate adoption of the Declaration of the Rights of Toiling 
and Exploited People, arguing that, although it was diffi cult to quarrel with 
the lofty goals Chernov had sketched out, the crux of the matter was which 
classes would hold power while these aims were pursued. The Provisional 
Government experience had clearly demonstrated that the grande bourgeoi-
sie would have decisive infl uence in any government controlled by the cen-
trist socialist parties and, consequently, that in each of the key areas touched 
on by Chernov, rule by the Constituent Assembly would only lead to the  re-
 enslavement of workers and peasants in no way different from their servitude 
under the tsars. What revolutionary Russia required, Bukharin insisted, was 
not civil peace under a government of national unity sponsored by the Con-
stituent Assembly but rather an exclusively soviet workers’ and peasants’ dic-
tatorship, as provided for in the declaration Sverdlov presented.39

Next, Nikolai Pumpianskii outlined the agenda developed by the Com-
mittee for the First Day.40 So that its views would be public without any 
delay, the fi rst session of the Constituent Assembly, prior to adjournment, 
was to take preliminary action on the central issues of the revolution, start-
ing with the questions of peace, land, and the structure of the national gov-
ernment. The Left SR commissar for justice Shteinberg answered Pumpian-
skii with a demand that the Constituent Assembly stop beating around the 
bush and consider and endorse Sverdlov’s declaration. “All the questions fac-
ing the revolution have been identifi ed and are being dealt with hourly by 
the existing Soviet power,” he said. “A Constituent Assembly that wishes to 
harmonize its will with the aspirations of soviets of the laboring masses can-
not avoid the primary obligation of immediately discussing and affi rming 
the declaration of the CEC.”41

Shteinberg was followed to the tribune by the Georgian Menshevik Irak-
lii Tsereteli. An urbane, articulate veteran of the Russian social democratic 
movement from its earliest days, Tsereteli was a revered martyr of Stolypin’s 
infamous assault on the Second Duma in June 1907. Freed from Siberian ex-
ile by the February revolution, he was arguably the most authoritative fi gure 
in the moderate socialist Soviet leadership in 1917, and its most infl uential 
advocate of collaboration with the liberals and staunch opposition to Bol-
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shevism. “One of the few members of the enemy camp who was always hon-
est,” was how Mstislavskii remembered him.42 Largely because of his reputa-
tion for candor and hostility to Bolshevism, and perhaps also because, apart 
from Chernov, other prominent “defensists” were either in jail or in hiding, 
Tsereteli symbolized the main enemy of Soviet power. His appearance drove 
the Left benches and the galleries into a frenzy.43

Tsereteli was not in the least bit intimidated by the uproar. If anything, 
he appeared to be energized by it. Previous moderate socialist speakers, fol-
lowing Chernov’s tack, consciously shied away from confronting the Bolshe-
viks directly. Explaining this strategy, Oganovskii wrote that we felt “we fi rst 
had to entrench ourselves in the Taurida Palace and only after that should we 
attack.”44 With his customary straightforward manner, Tsereteli would have 
none of that. Deriding the very suggestion that the Constituent Assembly 
should blindly endorse Soviet rule, he insisted that the delegates had yet to 
hear a single argument indicating that any Soviet program was yielding posi-
tive results. After more than two months in power, the Bolsheviks were still 
trying to blame all problems on sabotage by the bourgeoisie and were doing 
everything possible to stifl e legitimate criticism.

Responding to shouts from the Left that “you reinstated capital pun-
ishment,” Tsereteli acknowledged that “perhaps we made mistakes or even 
worse, but while we were in power at least we knew how to answer every 
question and justify our actions without fear.”45 For the most part, how-
ever, he ignored  ear- splitting heckling and insulting allusions to this or that 
policy of the Provisional Government and boldly attacked, one by one, what 
he perceived as major failures of Soviet policy. “You promised bread for all 
the people but can you now say hand on heart that Petrograd is guaranteed 
against starvation even for the next few weeks?” he asked. “You gave the 
people land,” he observed, “but are you sure that the poorer peasantry has 
received the land acquired by the revolution?” “And in the area of foreign 
policy, are you satisfi ed with the developing situation?” he inquired. “If the 
outside force you are counting on to come to the aid of the Russian Revolu-
tion doesn’t materialize, isn’t your position such that the cause of socialism in 
Russia, and of strengthening and confi rming the elemental basis of Russian 
democratization, will be defeated for years to come?” “Do you really believe 
the Germans will take account of you in the way they would inevitably have 
to respect a universally representative and recognized supreme authority, not 
dependent on an extended civil war for its survival?”46

Each time hecklers sought to stifl e Tsereteli, he had a ready rejoinder and 
refocused attention on the business at hand. Thus, after a particularly rau-
cous delegate reacted to his emphasis on inherent Soviet weakness in peace 
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negotiations, with the cry, “I suppose you want us to call on Kerensky for 
help?” Tsereteli shot back, “Let’s suppose Kerensky was worse than you, but 
that doesn’t prove you are better than the Constituent Assembly. At the pres-
ent time you are fi ghting neither Kerensky nor Tsereteli but the expressed 
will of the entire population.”47

Toward the close of his speech Tsereteli, like Chernov, rejected future 
collaboration outside the ranks of the democracy (for both Tsereteli and 
Chernov, this represented a major break with their positions in 1917). Still, 
to Tsereteli the bourgeoisie was too weak to mount a threat to the revolution. 
The real danger to the revolution came from divisions in the ranks of the de-
mocracy caused by the Bolsheviks. The one hope for ending chaos and assur-
ing the fulfi llment of the revolution lay in the unity of “all responsible ele-
ments of the democracy” in the Constituent Assembly.

The Menshevik view of the seminal role of the Constituent Assembly 
in the creation of a democratic republic was fully elaborated in a formal 
party declaration, “On the Tasks of the Constituent Assembly,” with which 
Tsereteli ended his speech. In some respects, the reforms advocated in this 
declaration paralleled those articulated earlier by the SRs. However, these re-
forms challenged Soviet power  head- on. Explicitly rejecting the assumptions 
and policies embodied in the Declaration of the Rights of Toiling and Ex-
ploited People, they appealed directly to Russian workers to reject the Soviet 
dictatorship and, instead, to defend to the death the unrestricted power and 
authority of the Constituent Assembly. Rather than the Constituent As-
sembly being a support for Soviet power, as Lenin had demanded in early 
December and which most top Left SRs still favored, they called for trans-
formation of soviets and other working class institutions into strong bastions 
of assistance for the Constituent Assembly.48

Tsereteli’s powerful speech was widely praised, even by his adversaries. 
Mstislavskii later recalled that, “of all the speeches made in the Taurida Pal-
ace that day, Tsereteli’s was clearly the best in terms of both its content and 
the strength of its convictions.” “The true tribune of the people showed him-
self in all his majesty” was Oganovskii’s evaluation. The American journal-
ist and socialist Albert Rhys Williams remembered that, at Tsereteli’s fi rst 
words, Louise Bryant, also a U.S. correspondent, whispered to her husband, 
John Reed (the three were seated in a gallery), “he has that majestic air.”49 
Following his speech it appears that even Lenin accorded Tsereteli grudging 
respect. Indeed, several days later, after a group of drunken sailors and Red 
Guards killed two leading Kadets (Fedor Kokoshkin and  Aleksandr Shin-
garev), Lenin recommended to Tsereteli, through intermediaries, that he re-
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turn to the safety of Georgia, this according to a Menshevik colleague of 
Tsereteli’s, Iurii Denike.50

As Tsereteli fi nished and stepped away from the podium, the center and 
right benches exploded in  cheers— this was their moment. A bit later, Zen-
zinov requested a decision on the agenda proposed by Pumpianskii and at-
tempted to justify acting on the questions of peace and land before decid-
ing on the structure of the government. Clearly his purpose was to assure the 
adoption of the SR position on peace and agrarian reform before a decisive 
confrontation with the Bolsheviks and Left SRs over Soviet power. The Mos-
cow Bolshevik Ivan  Skvortsov- Stepanov, former editor of Sotsial Demokrat, 
announced that his party would not present a declaration separate from that 
of the CEC’s Declaration of the Rights of  Toiling and Exploited People. 
But to the surprise of most delegates, this was not the stance adopted by the 
Left SRs. Rather, an elderly peasant named Fedor Sorokin,51 from the Far 
Eastern Amur Region, who hobbled to the podium on crutches, presented a 
separate Left SR declaration despite the fact that the Left SRs, like the Bol-
sheviks, were pledged to support the CEC declaration read out by Sverd-
lov.52 The declaration Sorokin presented dovetailed with the CEC’s Decla-
ration of the Rights of  Toiling and Exploited People in several key respects. 
It explicitly recognized the legitimacy of the October revolution and the So-
viet political system, and rejected the validity of all claims to independent 
political authority on the part of the Constituent Assembly. But, instead of 
requiring the Constituent Assembly to vote itself out of existence at once, 
it envisioned that it would have a protracted role as a facilitator of revolu-
tionary reconstruction directed by soviets.

This difference between the two declarations may simply have refl ected 
lingering objections of tactically moderate Left SRs to the immediate, forced 
dissolution of the Constituent Assembly because of their conviction that, if 
given the opportunity, the Constituent Assembly would quickly discredit it-
self; their preference for such a natural, peaceful process over the course ad-
vocated by more radical Left SRs such as Proshian; and their desire, which 
they may have persuaded a majority of the Left SR fraction to accept, to dis-
tinguish themselves from what they viewed as the overly rigid, dictatorial 
tendencies of the Bolsheviks. A wish to assert a separate identity may also 
have prompted the emphasis in the declaration presented by Sorokin on in-
dividual human rights, namely, on the fi rmest possible support for the lib-
eration of individuals who devoted themselves to worthwhile labor, on the 
right of such individuals to the realization of their full potential, as well as 
on their right to adequate living conditions and to social welfare in time of 
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need.53 Missing from the elaboration of rights delivered by Sorokin was the 
rigid categorization of all people, irrespective of their behavior, as unalter-
ably good or bad, that was implicit in the CEC’s declaration and in Leninist 
thought.

Yet, perhaps the most interesting aspect of Sorokin’s presentation was 
his personal remarks after he fi nished reading the Left SR declaration. To 
thunderous cheers from the Right and an explosion of protest from the Left, 
he purposefully blurred distinctions between the two sides, declaring un-
equivocally that all peasant delegates to the Constituent Assembly, irrespec-
tive of party, had been dispatched to Petrograd with instructions to obtain 
land and freedom. Only after that had been accomplished could they return 
to their villages with honor. In this respect, he said, that “among us peasants, 
there are no differences. We of the Right and Left are all alike.” “My hope, 
comrade peasants,” he added, “is that we will fulfi ll our mission to the end.” 
This was interpreted by the majority as indicating a determination to settle 
the land question within the Constituent Assembly, and, by most of his fel-
low Left SRs, not to speak of the Bolsheviks, as “sabotage!”54 Be that as it 
may, Sorokin’s declaration and remarks suddenly triggered intense discus-
sion between peasant delegates on the SR and Left SR sides of the aisle, and 
renewed hope for the possibility of compromise.55

Available sources do not provide evidence of discussion of Sorokin’s pre-
sentation in the Constituent Assembly or in party caucuses that began soon 
after he fi nished. That Sorokin’s personal remarks were an embarrassment to 
Left SR leaders is suggested by the fact that they were not even mentioned 
in a detailed account of the proceedings of the Constituent Assembly pub-
lished in Znamia truda.56 Were his remarks about commonalities among 
peasant delegates, regardless of political affi liation, no more than a sponta-
neous outburst refl ecting the weariness of fractional strife among millions of 
peasants and their thirst for immediate peace and land? Or did his speech 
represent more than that? There is no way to tell. Only two agenda proposals 
were actually brought to a fl oor vote, the Declaration of the Rights of Toiling 
and Exploited People endorsing Soviet power and policies without qualifi ca-
tion, and the proposal for the fi rst day’s agenda introduced by Pumpian skii, 
ignoring soviets altogether, implicitly recognizing the Constituent Assembly 
as the supreme political authority in Russia, and calling for immediate con-
sideration of SR legislation on peace, land, and state power based on this 
assumption. Tsereteli’s stirring speech and Sorokin’s remarks notwithstand-
ing, the breakdown in relative voting strength between the chief contend-
ing sides remained unchanged. Without discussion, by a vote of 237 to 146, 
Pumpianskii’s proposal was adopted.57
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Immediately following this vote, fi rst the Left SRs and then the Bolshe-
viks demanded a recess; in Mstislavskii’s words, this was not so much to de-
cide “what to do but rather to agree on how and in what order to withdraw 
[from the Assembly].”58 Information on the subsequent deliberations at Left 
SR and Bolshevik caucuses is scanty. According to a report in Novaia zhizn’, 
at the former a proposal from the Bolsheviks that the Left SR fraction with-
draw immediately was fi rmly opposed by peasant representatives who ar-
gued that their constituencies would not understand why it was necessary 
to break up the Constituent Assembly simply because it would not give pri-
ority to discussing the CEC’s declaration. Debate over this issue was sharp. 
Some of these peasant delegates threatened to remain in their seats if the 
Bolshevik proposal to withdraw at once was accepted. Ultimately a compro-
mise was reached whereby Shteinberg would present only the peace plank of 
the declaration as an ultimatum. Either it was accepted or the entire Left SR 
fraction would also walk out.59

The deliberations of the Bolshevik fraction were apparently dominated 
by Lenin, who had spent most of the previous eight hours observing the pro-
ceedings on the fl oor of the Assembly from a curtained gallery, hidden from 
public view, and huddling, alternately, with the Sovnarkom and the Bolshe-
vik Central Committee.60 Did the reformist track outlined by Chernov and 
Pumpianskii or the commonalities among peasant deputies emphasized by 
Sorokin intensify his impatience to be done with the Constituent Assembly? 
Again, we simply do not know. The party leadership went to extraordinary 
lengths to keep this fraction caucus private and closed. Before it began, the 
Bolsheviks’ meeting room was cleared and only fraction members were al-
lowed back in, after careful screening of their credentials.61 All that can be 
gleaned from available sources is that Lenin arrived armed for bear and, in 
the name of the Central Committee, demanded an immediate Bolshevik 
walkout and dissolution of the Constituent Assembly after the fi rst session.

It is highly unlikely that everybody agreed with this strategy. Again, 
 Riazanov and Lozovskii, both fraction members, most certainly argued against 
it. In the end, however, Lenin’s proposals were accepted. Raskolnikov and 
Lomov, from Kronstadt and Moscow, respectively, were delegated to go back 
to the hall to present a withdrawal statement drafted by Lenin and given to 
the fraction already typed.62 The fraction as a whole was not to return, re-
portedly to avoid a possible melee. According to Raskolnikov, after the cau-
cus ended he and members of the government present were called to the 
ministerial wing of the palace for a hurried gathering of the Sovnarkom. He 
recalls that at this meeting Lenin proposed, and everyone agreed, that under 
no circumstances should the remaining delegates be forcibly dispersed; 
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rather, they should be permitted to talk as long as they liked, and then, in 
Lenin’s words, “Let them just go home,” after which they would not be al-
lowed back.63

Meanwhile, at around 1:00 am, the Assembly had fi nally reconvened. 
With the Bolsheviks and Left SRs still absent from the hall, the delegates 
began a discussion of the peace issue, the fi rst item on Pumpianskii’s agenda. 
Discussion of this question was constantly interrupted by extraordinary dec-
larations of one kind or  another— by the Ukrainian SR  Afanasii  Severov-
 Odoevskii relating to confl ict between Ukrainian nationalist and Soviet au-
thorities over the future of Ukraine; by a peasant SR from Voronezh on the 
impatience of peasants for immediate settlement of the peace and land ques-
tions; and, fi nally, by Raskolnikov on the Bolshevik walkout.64

During the previous declarations there was continued talking and move-
ment in the hall, as delegates and observers reacted to the proceedings, idly 
chatted with one another, or wandered off to a nearby buffet for tea and 
snacks. However, upon Raskolnikov’s appearance at the podium, the hall 
suddenly became hushed, with the empty Bolshevik benches providing un-
mistakable evidence of his purpose. As a few curious Bolsheviks clustered at 
the doorways straining to hear, Raskolnikov delivered Lenin’s withdrawal 
statement:

The vast majority of laboring  Russia— workers, peasants,  soldiers—
 presented the Constituent Assembly with the demand that it recognize the tri-
umphs of the great October  revolution . . .  and, most important of all, the au-
thority of Soviets of  Workers’, Soldiers’, and Peasants’  Deputies. . . .  However, 
a majority of the Constituent Assembly, in agreement with the pretensions of 
the bourgeoisie, rejected this proposal, thereby defying all Russian  toilers. . . . 
 Not for a minute wishing to hide the crimes of enemies of the people, we [Bol-
sheviks] hereby announce our withdrawal from this Constituent Assembly in 
order to let Soviet power decide on a policy toward the counterrevolutionary 
part of the Constituent Assembly once and for all.65

Raskolnikov’s fi nal words were drowned out by furious roars from the 
SRs. “Nonsense!” “Lies, all lies!” “Blockhead” “Pogromists,” they screamed, 
as the Left SRs and the gallery exploded with cheers and applause.66 In the 
ensuing chaos, a sailor on guard raised his rifl e and took aim at a stout SR 
delegate from Moscow, Osip Minor, only to be stopped from squeezing the 
trigger at the last second by a more sober comrade.67 Moments later Left SR 
delegates pounced on an impulsive young Ukrainian colleague, Vasilii Feo-
fi laktov, who, Browning at the ready, was about to dispose of a heckler in 
the adjoining Right benches.68 After a semblance of order was restored, an-
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other peasant delegate and former deputy in the State Duma, Lavr Efre-
mov, pleaded with the Bolsheviks and Left SRs not to abandon the Con-
stituent Assembly until people’s aspirations had been realized. Who other 
than the Constituent Assembly can fulfi ll all our dreams, who other than 
the Constituent Assembly can bring an end to the civil war? he cried out in 
despair.69

Next Shteinberg, fulfi lling the instructions of his fraction, demanded 
that the delegates immediately express themselves on the Declaration of the 
Rights of  Toiling and Exploited People. He argued that, by refusing even 
to discuss the declaration in favor of adopting Pumpianskii’s agenda, the 
majority of the Constituent Assembly seemed to be indicating that it was 
against soviets and intended to create some other state authority of their own 
directed against the triumphs of the revolution. Nonetheless, so Shteinberg 
said, the position of the majority had not been made suffi ciently explicit to 
lay the matter to rest. Hence he now issued his fraction’s ultimatum: either 
the Constituent Assembly put aside the agenda of the SRs and indicate its 
solidarity with Soviet power and the achievements of October by immedi-
ately discussing and voting on that section of the Declaration of the Rights 
of  Toiling and Exploited People dealing with the peace issue (the question 
then under discussion), or the Assembly majority’s counterrevolutionary 
character and intent, as well as the need to disassociate from it, would be de-
cisively confi rmed to the Left SRs and the Russian people.70

Although the SR Constituent Assembly leadership now accepted the 
critical need for immediate peace, it was understandably unwilling to yield 
to Shteinberg’s “ultimatum,” which, as Shteinberg himself acknowledged, 
would have constituted de facto recognition of Soviet authority. Not long 
after this became apparent, at around 4:00 am, 6 January, the Left SRs fol-
lowed the Bolsheviks out of the hall. As was the case with the Bolsheviks, the 
Left SRs justifi ed their withdrawal on the skewed composition of the Con-
stituent Assembly and its unwillingness to endorse Soviet power. As the Left 
SRs fi led out, Karelin declared: “We go so that at this critical moment in 
the great Russian Revolution we may devote all our energies to work in So-
viet  institutions . . .  in the cause of the laboring  classes . . .  to assure their tri-
umph.”71

After the last Left SRs departed, noise from the balconies became deafen-
ing. Spectators fi lled the now empty Left benches and shouts of “ Enough—
 away with all of you!” merged with the clang of bayonets being fi xed and 
rifl e bolts clanking open and shut. Struggling mightily to be heard above 
the din, Chernov began frantically reading a draft resolution on the land 
 question— the product of weeks of careful study and debate by the SR frac-
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tion land commission made up of many of the country’s leading agrono-
mists. Midway in his presentation, Chernov was tapped on the shoulder 
by the captain of the guard, later identifi ed as the notorious Kron stadt 
 Anarchist- Communist Anatoli Zhelezniakov. “The guard is tired,” Zhelez-
niakov declared. “We have been ordered to clear the hall!”72 Amid roars of 
approval from the galleries, Chernov responded that “all the members of the 
Constituent Assembly are tired, but no degree of fatigue can interrupt the 
reading of the land law for which all Russia is waiting.” “The Constituent 
Assembly,” he added, “will only disperse by force of arms!”73

Understandably, the two hundred or so remaining delegates proceeded 
with their business with greater urgency. A representative of the Ukrainian 
SRs, offended by Zhelezniakov’s brazenness, announced that, because of 
what had just transpired, his fraction, which numbered eighty, was switch-
ing from advocating the planks on peace and land in the Declaration of the 
Rights of  Toiling and Exploited People to supporting the corresponding 
SR resolutions. Chernov then brought all the preliminary legislation pre-
pared for the fi rst day to hurried votes. Included were preliminary state-
ments pertaining to the SR peace platform and land program, and Russia’s 
reorganization into a “federal republic.”74 All these measures were adopted 
unanimously, without discussion, the harried deputies desperately attempt-
ing to register their intentions and, in a sense, achieve in minutes what they 
had been unable to accomplish during seven months of governing with the 
 Kadets. “We simply had to end the session so that something tangible would 
remain after it was over,” Mark Vishniak, a Right SR and lawyer, later ob-
served.75

Finally, at close to 5:00 am on 6 January, the Constituent Assembly ad-
journed and the delegates were allowed to leave, to the obvious surprise of 
many of them. As they hurried home in the bitter cold, with only the ca-
cophony of church bells interrupting the early morning still, Sviatitskii and 
an SR companion pondered the day’s events. “We will  see— perhaps this is 
not the end,” the two concluded glumly. Recalling this moment a decade 
later, Sviatitskii observed that the Constituent Assembly had died that night, 
not because of a lack of courage on the part of its supporters to die with it, 
or because of the sailors’ demands, but “as a consequence of the indifference 
with which the people responded to our dissolution, which permitted Lenin 
to dismiss us with a wave of his hand: ‘Let them just go home!’”76

* * *

The formal dissolution of the Constituent Assembly was accepted by 
the Sovnarkom and confi rmed by the CEC later that same day (6 January). 
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Approved at the meeting of the Sovnarkom was yet another set of theses on 
the Constituent Assembly drafted by Lenin. Prepared as a decree for pre-
sentation to the CEC, these theses endorsed the dissolution on the grounds 
that after the withdrawal of the Bolsheviks and Left SRs the Constituent As-
sembly was nothing more than a smokescreen for attempts by the counter-
revolution to overthrow Soviet power. An amendment proposed by the Left 
SRs called for the Third  All- Russian Congress of Soviets of  Workers’ and 
Soldiers’ Deputies to consider establishing a wholly new permanent legisla-
ture, the Federal Convention. Intended fi nally to transform the Sovnarkom 
into an executive body, to broaden the Soviet government’s base and thereby 
increase the power of the Left SRs  vis- à- vis the Bolsheviks, and also to soften 
popular perceptions of the Constituent Assembly’s dissolution, the amend-
ment was defeated by the Bolshevik majority.77 In his capacity as people’s 
commissar for justice, Shteinberg also urged that a commission be appointed 
to investigate the previous day’s shootings.

The dissolution of the Constituent Assembly by the CEC, which was 
the fi rst item on the agenda of its meeting on 6 January, was delayed by an 
emergency statement from Riazanov. He took the fl oor to protest in the 
strongest terms possible the shootings of the previous day and to demand 
that the CEC suspend its deliberations until the coming Soviet Congress had 
an opportunity to decide whether the Sovnarkom had acted properly in per-
mitting such excesses. As Shteinberg had done earlier, Riazanov also urged 
that, in the interim, a committee be appointed to investigate the shootings. 
This step was approved without discussion. However, Riazanov’s demand 
that the CEC suspend its work was  ignored— perhaps partly because even 
Shteinberg felt that the shootings were being blown out of proportion.78

Following Riazanov’s intervention, Lenin took the fl oor to justify the 
dissolution of the Constituent Assembly. “The confl ict between Soviet 
power and the Constituent Assembly was foreshadowed by the entire his-
tory of the Russian Revolution,” he declared at the outset. Assertions that 
the deepening of the revolution was the work of a single party or individual 
were “ridiculous.” “The revolutionary confl agration had come about exclu-
sively as a consequence of the terrible sufferings to which Russia had been 
subjected by the war.” Acknowledging that “all kinds of blunders and mis-
takes would be made in the course of deepening the revolution,” he insisted 
that “every revolutionary movement was invariably accompanied by chaos, 
destruction, and disorder.” “Socialist revolution could not be served up to 
the people in a neat, smooth package,” he continued. “It was bound to be ac-
companied by civil war, sabotage, and  resistance . . .  The people had wanted 
the Constituent Assembly to be convened. But they had quickly realized 
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what it amounted  to . . .  The Constituent Assembly had shown that it would 
postpone decisions on all of the urgent questions which the soviets had pre-
sented to it.” Therefore, delaying its dissolution was intolerable.79

According to Pravda, Lenin’s speech received “stormy applause, which 
turned into a prolonged ovation.”80 By contrast, Vasilii Stroev, for the United 
 Social- Democratic Internationalists, was jeered when he accused Lenin of 
countermanding the will of the Second Congress of Soviets which had com-
mitted itself to uphold the prerogatives of the Constituent Assembly. While 
fending off deputies who were physically manhandling him, Stroev man-
aged to blurt out a resolution calling on the CEC to insist that the Con-
stituent Assembly be allowed to proceed without interference. The resolu-
tion was not voted on. No less courageously, Riazanov declared that he had 
never made a fetish of the Constituent Assembly, but that since it had been 
convened, it should have been given time to show its true face. Sukhanov 
made the technically valid point that it was inaccurate to suggest that the 
Constituent Assembly had refused to acknowledge the achievements of the 
October revolution and urged that the dissolution of the assembly not be 
confi rmed. Lozovskii did the same, insisting that endorsement of the disso-
lution “would be a mistake, indeed a crime”—to no avail. The Left SR Kare-
lin was given the dubious honor of introducing Lenin’s decree dissolving the 
Constituent Assembly, and, on the early morning of 7 January, it was passed 
by an overwhelming vote.81 Riazanov and Lozovskii were among those vot-
ing no.82

This historic step, along with all other measures of the Sovnarkom and 
the CEC, was retroactively endorsed by the Third  All- Russian Congress of 
Soviets of  Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies83 which met in Petrograd from 
10 to 18 January 1918. The congress merged with the Third  All- Russian 
Congress of Soviets of Peasants’ Deputies on 13 January 1918. The joint 
congresses’ decree on the structure of the government reconfi rmed the com-
bined CEC as the supreme national governmental organ between national 
congresses of soviets. However, the systemic relationship between the Sov-
narkom and the CEC was again blurred. The decree specifi ed only that the 
CEC had the right to appoint or remove the latter (either wholly or in part).84 
At the insistence of the Left SRs, a  semi- autonomous Peasant Section at-
tached to the combined CEC was established as a substitute for the Execu-
tive Committee of the  All- Russian Congress of Soviets of Peasants’ Depu-
ties.85 The Peasant Section was to refi ne the Left SR land reform project 
(“socialization of the land”) for confi rmation by the CEC, to oversee its im-
plementation, and, more broadly, to coordinate  peasant- related programs 
generally.86 Led by Spiridonova and destined to be the citadel of the Left 
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SRs, it was not even mentioned in the decree on the structure of the govern-
ment. In the decree, the task of defi ning a more precise constitutional struc-
ture was left to the new CEC, in which the Bolsheviks retained an absolute 
majority, and to the next national Congress of Soviets.87 Perhaps because of 
its preoccupation with more pressing issues connected with fi ghting a revo-
lutionary war or accepting an “obscene” peace, the CEC that was elected by 
the Third  All- Russian Congress of Soviets never got around to considering 
revision of the Soviet government’s structure.

* * *

In mid December 1917, Lenin thwarted the efforts of Bolshevik mod-
erates to respect the prerogatives of the Constituent Assembly, thus mark-
ing the end of their existence as an infl uential, cohesive, intraparty force. 
His dissolution of the Constituent Assembly less than a month later ended 
the hopes of Russian liberals and moderate socialists that the 1917 revolu-
tions might yet culminate with the establishment in Russia of a democratic 
political system on the Western model. Certainly, contributing to this result 
was the Bolsheviks’ strong popular support in the Petrograd region, as re-
fl ected in the  mid- November elections to the Constituent Assembly, and the 
SR leadership’s rejection of efforts to provide military security for the Con-
stituent Assembly coupled with the Bolsheviks’ and Left SRs’ readiness to 
resort to force of arms to defend Soviet power. Most important, however, 
Sviatitskii was probably on target when he pointed to the Russian people’s 
fundamental indifference to the fate of the Constituent Assembly, allowing 
Lenin to command that they all simply go home.
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Fighting Lenin

To  war- weary Russian peasants, workers, and soldiers, the promise of im-
mediate peace without annexations or indemnities had been one of the most 
engaging aspects of the broadly popular Bolshevik program in 1917. After 
the collapse of efforts by the moderate socialists to arrange a peace confer-
ence in Stockholm during the summer of 1917, the Bolsheviks, alone among 
major Russian political parties, stood for immediate peace. An abiding con-
cern with arranging the quickest possible end to the nightmare of world war 
helps explain why such left Mensheviks as David Ria zanov, Solomon Lo-
zovskii, and Iurii Larin joined the Bolshevik party in the late summer of 
1917, and why they and leading Bolshevik moderates like Kamenev did 
not withdraw from the party in early November, despite their fundamen-
tal differences with the Leninist majority in the Central Committee over the 
makeup of the government.

Lenin’s peace declaration, one of the very fi rst decrees adopted by the 
Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets on 26 October, called on all war-
ring states to begin peace negotiations at once. When the Entente failed to 
respond positively to the fi rst peace initiatives of the Soviet government, 
the Sovnarkom entered separate armistice and peace talks with the Cen-
tral Powers. These negotiations began on 20 November 1917 in the city of 
 Brest- Litovsk, the site of German headquarters in occupied Poland, and two 
days later (22 November) the two sides agreed on a  ten- day armistice, subse-
quently extended for  twenty- eight days with the proviso that it would auto-
matically be continued until one side rejected it seven days in advance. Dur-
ing the truce, a permanent peace was to be negotiated.

The approach of separate peace negotiations between the Soviet gov-
ernment and the Central Powers stirred great anxiety among Russia’s former 
allies, domestic critics of Soviet power, and important segments of the Bol-
shevik party. Leaders of the radical Bolshevik Moscow Oblast Bureau are 
usually credited with having been the fi rst to voice concern on this score.1 
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However, similar unease emerged simultaneously in Petrograd. At the Peters-
burg Committee session on 16 November, which initially focused on issues 
related to dissolution and reelection of the City Duma, individual commit-
tee members voiced concern about the imminent negotiations with the Cen-
tral Powers. After Slutskii, in an update on the current moment, suggested 
that Lenin and Krylenko were intent on concluding a separate peace treaty 
with Hindenburg, Viktor Narchuk, a representative of the Bolshevik com-
mittee in the Vyborg workers’ district, warned that if the party did not make 
good on its commitments regarding pursuit of universal peace, it would lose 
its popular following. To most participants in this meeting, however, the 
idea that Lenin and Trotsky might behave treacherously in negotiations with 
the Germans seemed preposterous. Still, they registered their strong views on 
peacemaking by electing a new Executive Commission, their main leader-
ship body, which was dominated by ardent opponents of a separate  peace—
 the future “Left Communists.”2

Anxieties among Petrograd Bolsheviks over the possibility that the goal 
of a “universal proletarian peace” might be perverted in the course of peace 
talks with the Central Powers intensifi ed as they proceeded without any sign 
that Britain and France would join in the talks or that workers abroad were 
responding in signifi cant ways to Soviet appeals that they take peacemak-
ing into their own hands. This heightened concern was refl ected at a meet-
ing of the Petersburg Committee with district agitators on 23 November to 
which Karl Radek had been invited to present his views on foreign affairs. 
A prominent party leader well known for his internationalism, Radek was 
convinced by his own wartime experiences in Central Europe that workers 
and soldiers in the German and  Austro- Hungarian empires were ripe to fol-
low revolutionary Russia’s lead and, indeed, that all Europe was on the verge 
of decisive revolutionary convulsions. His message to the Petersburg Com-
mittee on 23 November constituted a passionate call for the rejection of 
any “deals with capitalists.” Russia was now pointing the way for the masses 
throughout the world, he declared, emphasizing that the fate of the Russian 
and world revolutions was inseparable. The government was right to enter 
into separate talks with the Germans as long as this step was coupled with an 
intensifi ed campaign to revolutionize workers abroad and insofar as a relent-
less struggle was waged against compromisers in the party.3

Most  local- level leaders participating in this meeting were in full agree-
ment with Radek’s conclusion that deals with capitalists were unacceptable. 
In his remarks, however, Radek took it for granted that there were still sig-
nifi cant numbers of Russian soldiers at the front capable of fi ghting a revolu-
tionary holy war. During the discussion that followed, this assumption was 
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challenged by Dmitrii Manuilskii (Bezrabotnyi), who declared unequivo-
cally that “for Russia further fi ghting is impossible.” However, he did not 
fi nd this worrisome, because international revolution would quickly liqui-
date the consequences of an unfavorable peace. Among others, Grigorii Ev-
dokimov, another representative of the Vyborg district, and Pavel Pakho-
mov, from the Second City district, took issue with Manuilskii’s pessimism 
regarding the possibility of mobilizing Russian soldiers and workers to wage 
revolutionary war. Evdokimov felt that demobilizing unreliable elements and 
better supplying remaining troops would raise morale in the army in case 
the resumption of military operations became necessary. He emphasized 
the importance of speaking out candidly about the possibility of a revolu-
tionary war so that workers, soldiers, and sailors would be prepared for such 
an eventuality. Pakhomov echoed these sentiments, insisting that “if revo-
lutionary war becomes unavoidable, the masses will understand.” On the 
other hand, Moisei Kharitonov, Pakhomov’s Second City district colleague, 
implicitly dismissed the very idea that revolutionary war might become a 
requirement, remarking that he could not imagine the Germans insisting 
on unfavorable peace terms. While no formal resolution on the peace issue 
was adopted at this meeting, the discussion laid bare the strong opposition 
to a separate peace by a majority of the Petersburg Committee, as well as by 
 district- level activists.4

* * *

Formal peace negotiations at  Brest- Litovsk began on 9 December.5 On 
that day Adolph Ioffe, head of the Russian delegation, reiterated the Soviet 
government’s fi rm commitment to peace without annexations or indemni-
ties. He then presented the main principles on which, according to the Soviet 
government, the negotiations should be based. These included the speedy 
withdrawal of foreign troops from all occupied territories; the restoration of 
independence to all nations who had lost it since 1914; and completely free 
referendums on the political future of all subject nationalities desiring inde-
pendence from existing states of which they formed a part. They also pro-
vided for the protection of the rights of national minorities everywhere, and 
excluded annexations and indemnities in any form.

On behalf of the Central Powers, Count Czernin, the  Austro- Hungarian 
foreign minister, responded to these principles at a negotiating session on 
12 December. At the outset, his remarks encouraged the Soviet side. He de-
clared that the Central Powers wanted to conclude a just and general peace 
as soon as possible and that the principles articulated by Ioffe, including 
prohibition of annexations and indemnities, provided a basis for discussing 
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such a peace. Czernin, however, had two critical reservations, although their 
practical signifi cance appears to have been lost on Ioffe: fi rst, that accep-
tance of the Soviet side’s principles was conditioned on all belligerents ac-
cepting them without undue delay; and, second, that the Central Powers 
could not accept the principle of  self- determination for all subject nation-
alities without qualifi cation. The future of such peoples had to be solved by 
each state in accordance with its own constitution.

Although disappointed about these reservations, Ioffe and his colleagues 
were delighted with what they interpreted as the forthcoming tone of Czer-
nin’s response. Not only did it seem to provide ammunition for intensify-
ing popular pressure on the Entente to join in the negotiations, but they 
also took it to mean that the Central Powers were prepared to withdraw 
their forces from occupied territories of the former Russian Empire despite 
what the Entente did. To disabuse the Soviet side of this interpretation, in a 
statement clarifying the status of occupied territories two days later (14 De-
cember), the Central Powers reiterated that their obligation to evacuate Rus-
sian territories hinged on complete reciprocity by the Entente. Moreover, 
they added the bombshell that, based on the principle of  self- determination, 
the peoples of occupied Poland, Lithuania, and most of Latvia had already 
expressed a desire to separate themselves from Russia (thereby all but an-
nouncing their intention to turn these countries into protectorates).

Word of the ostensibly positive response to the revolutionary peace prin-
ciples enunciated by Ioffe had been telegraphed to Smolny on 12 December 
and was accepted at face value as a sensational victory. A  front- page Pravda 
headline on 14 December, announcing that the Germans had accepted Rus-
sia’s principles as the basis for peace negotiations and had agreed to conclude 
a general peace without annexations and indemnities, demanded that sol-
diers of France, Italy, and England respond to these concessions by rising 
against their governments.

Soviet leaders were still euphoric at a meeting of the CEC late that night 
(14 December). When Trotsky rose to report on the progress of the nego-
tiations, he received a long standing ovation and did not try to dampen the 
excitement. Rather, he, too, viewed developments at Brest as a spectacular 
vindication of revolutionary diplomacy. “Germany has accepted the peace 
conditions set by the [Second] Congress of Soviets in full,” he exalted. “Even 
our  enemies . . .  who so recently prophesied that the German diplomats would 
not so much as talk to us but would make war on us instead now see that 
the German proposal is a tremendous success for our policy.” Isaac Shtein-
berg, who usually took the fl oor to scold the Bolsheviks, also heaped praise 
on their revolutionary peacemaking. “This is the fi rst big triumph for our di-
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plomacy,” he exclaimed. “Unarmed, we entered the enemy camp and spoke 
not as equals but as superiors. A mortal blow has been infl icted upon impe-
rialism.” He introduced a resolution, adopted without dissent, enthusiasti-
cally endorsing the Sovnarkom’s peace efforts. Not to be outdone,  Zinoviev 
proposed that “grandiose peace demonstrations” be held throughout the 
country on Sunday, 17 December, to mark the great victory at Brest. His 
resolution also passed unanimously.6

First word of the clarifi cations issued by Czernin on 14 December, es-
sentially negating the Soviet delegation’s initially positive interpretation of 
the Central Power’s negotiating stance, was probably received in Smolny 
on the evening of the 16th. By that time, the talks at  Brest- Litovsk had ad-
journed, and the Soviet delegation was en route back to Petrograd. Arriv-
ing in the capital the next morning (17 December), it headed straight for 
Smolny to report to a morning meeting of the Sovnarkom. Most of the lead-
ing members of the government were present.7 The delegation’s presenta-
tion as recorded in the relevant Sovnarkom protocol is obscure. However, a 
lengthy presentation which Kamenev made at an expanded meeting of the 
CEC on 19 December leaves little doubt about what the delegation had to 
say in its meeting with the Sovnarkom two days earlier.8 It remained of the 
opinion that the initial willingness expressed by the Central Powers to base 
negotiations on the principles presented by Ioffe was a singular triumph de-
spite the hypocrisy with which they were apparently to be applied. With 
regard to future economic relations, the delegation probably conveyed its 
impression that the Germans understood that they would not receive any 
special advantages or privileges as a result of a separate treaty. However, there 
was nothing the delegation could do to soften the implications of the Ger-
man stance on the  all- important question of occupied Russian  territories—
 specifi cally, the clear intention of the Germans to manipulate the principle 
of  self- determination in order to retain control of Poland, Lithuania, and 
most of Latvia. As Kamenev explained in his report to the CEC, “the Ger-
mans have transformed the principle of  self- determination from a formula 
for national liberation into a disguise for annexation.”9

After receiving the delegation’s report, the Sovnarkom requested that the 
exact text of Germany’s terms be delivered as quickly as possible and, in the 
meantime, proceeded to discuss their implications.10 It seems fair to specu-
late, based on indirect evidence, that Kamenev and Trotsky expressed doubts 
about the Germans’ ability to successfully back up their annexationist aims 
with force (both believed that any attempt to do so would result in the Kai-
ser’s overthrow). The two probably expressed optimism, moreover, about the 
prospects for an early change in attitudes toward a compromise peace among 
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the Western allies, as well as about the prospects of launching a successful 
revolutionary war in the event all else failed.

One is left wondering if Lenin entertained such hopes at this point in 
the peace process. However, surely any hopes he may have harbored for the 
effi cacy of revolutionary war were dashed by a long meeting he had later 
that same day (17 December) with representatives from Russia’s military 
fronts, major urban garrisons, and naval forces then in Petrograd for a con-
ference on demobilization. This was precisely the moment when the appar-
ent emergence of a major counterrevolutionary threat on the Don prompted 
mobilization of trainloads of Petrograd Red Guards to fi ght together with 
 Antonov- Ovseenko’s forces on the Don.11 Organization of a socialist army 
had not yet begun. Hence, to Lenin, the fi ghting capacity of the “old army” 
at the front was the critical issue. He peppered the military representatives 
with oral queries and had them fi ll out a questionnaire about the feasibility 
and likely outcome of a renewed German offensive and advance on Petro-
grad, and also on the fi ghting capacity of Russian forces at the front in the 
event Russia broke off the peace talks.12

According to all available sources, the results of Lenin’s survey were dev-
astating. Most of the delegates responded that in the event of renewed hos-
tilities, the best they could hope for was that the army would retreat in good 
order. Even in the best of circumstances, however, its artillery would be lost 
and spontaneous demobilization would escalate. The bulk of the representa-
tives apparently also felt that if there were a renewed German offensive, Rus-
sian troops would be unable to marshal serious resistance and prevent the 
quick occupation of Petrograd. Thus, an overwhelming majority of them 
urged that the negotiations at Brest be dragged out as long as possible and, if 
necessary, that peace be secured at any price.13

The results of this survey did not become generally known at the time. 
However, the defl ation of hopes for an early peace on Russia’s terms left or-
ganizers of the peace demonstration scheduled by the CEC in a quandary. 
They had begun energetic preparations for the march on 15 December, and 
these had been intensifi ed the next day. Simply canceling it would have been 
politically awkward. Therefore, since a  high- level German delegation was 
then in Petrograd, it was decided to impress the Germans by shifting the 
parade’s emphasis from a celebration of peace to a show of military might, 
popular support for Soviet policies, and broad hostility toward domestic ene-
mies of the revolution. So it was that while the Sovnarkom listened to the 
Brest delegation’s ominous account of Germany’s territorial ambitions, some 
sixty thousand armed soldiers of the Petrograd garrison, hundreds of factory 
representatives, and several marching bands trooped through the center of 
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Petrograd before fi ling by a reviewing stand fi lled with Soviet dignitaries on 
the Field of Mars. Banners inscribed with peace slogans were lost among a 
sea of red fl ags and placards lauding the Soviet government and condemning 
the Constituent Assembly, “enemies of the people” of all stripes, “saboteurs,” 
the “Avksentievs and Chernovs,” and the “Kornilovite Kadets.”14

Bearing in mind the implications of Lenin’s survey, it is not surpris-
ing that the state of the army as it related to the implications of German 
demands was a major subject of discussion at the next meeting of the Sov-
narkom late the night of 18/19 December.15 At the meeting, Lenin probed 
Krylenko, then  commander- in- chief of the army, for his views and those 
of representatives of soldier committees regarding whether Russian soldiers 
would fi ght if the Germans launched an offensive. Like the military repre-
sentatives queried by Lenin the previous day, Krylenko responded bluntly 
that the army had lost its fi ghting capacity and would not tolerate delays in 
ending the  war— in short, that, militarily, there was no alternative but to ac-
cept whatever peace terms the Germans proposed.16

Prior to the meeting, Lenin had reviewed the military representatives’ 
written responses to his questionnaire the previous day. For him, personally, 
they were extremely distressing. He shared the replies with participants in 
the meeting,17 including offi cials of the People’s Commissariat for War such 
as Podvoiskii and Pavel Dybenko. The Sovnarkom’s protocol of the 18/19 
December meeting contains no clues about the nature of the ensuing discus-
sion, but the presence of several Left SRs, among them Kolegaev, Karelin, 
Shteinberg, and Trutovskii, and such future Left Communists as Kollon-
tai, Lunacharskii, Valerii Osinskii (V. V. Obolenskii), and Uritskii, suggests 
that it was lively. Ultimately, the decision was made to consider the results 
of Lenin’s questionnaire “defi nitive” with respect to the state of the existing 
army. Also agreed upon, however, was a resolution proposed by Lenin calling 
for more agitation against German expansionism, allocation of supplemen-
tary funds for this purpose, transfer of the peace negotiations to Stockholm, 
prolongation of the talks and countering of German efforts to bring them to 
a conclusion, intensifi cation of measures to enhance the army’s fi ghting ca-
pacity, adoption of measures to prevent a German breakthrough to Petro-
grad, and initiation of a domestic propaganda campaign to demonstrate the 
necessity of revolutionary war.18

* * *

For the time being, then, despite a consensus about the utter demoral-
ization of the old army, the Sovnarkom attempted to provide for the eventu-
ality of renewed fi ghting. In this connection, Krylenko issued an order to his 
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commanders alerting them to prepare for a possible resumption of the war. 
Simultaneously, he appealed for volunteers to join a new socialist army.19 
However, this was defi nitely not how the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee 
perceived the Sovnarkom’s military policies. The Petersburg Committee re-
mained profoundly wary of the government’s defeatism. Signifi cant in this 
connection is that the primary agenda items for meetings of the committee 
on 19 and 21 December were reports by Radek on “Western Europe and the 
Peace Talks” and the “International Situation.”20 Based on Radek’s report to 
the Petersburg Committee of 23 November, and his speeches and writings 
in the intervening period, there is little doubt that in these reports he would 
have made fervent pleas for toughness in the negotiations at Brest and, if 
necessary, for resistance to any German military threats. Radek’s obsession at 
this time was to dissuade the Soviet government from taking any action that 
might undercut revolutionary movements in Central and Western Europe. 
It is also clear that the Executive Commission of the Petersburg Committee 
and a majority of the committee as a whole shared Radek’s staunch opposi-
tion to making any deals with imperialists.

Following the 21 December meeting, the Executive Commission drafted 
a set of theses on the peace talks for approval at the next regularly scheduled 
Petersburg Committee meeting on 28 December. Although the text of these 
theses has not been found, their intent and thrust are apparent from a speech 
delivered at that meeting on behalf of the Executive Commission by Iakov 
Fenigshtein, when he introduced them, and from the subsequent discussion. 
Fenigshtein began by explaining that the Executive Commission had de-
cided to put the question of Russia’s peace strategy to a vote, as it was con-
vinced that such a vital issue ought not to be left to the discretion of the gov-
ernment alone, that control by the broad masses through their revolutionary 
leadership would provide the necessary direction.

The remainder of Fenigshtein’s remarks embodied a sustained assault on 
the way the peace talks were developing and a passionate plea for the pur-
suit of revolutionary goals. German soldiers, he said, had no desire to fi ght. 
On the other hand, the Russian armed forces were solidly for defense of 
the revolution. In such circumstances, what should the Soviet government 
do? To Fenigshtein and, by extension, to his colleagues on the Executive 
Commission, the answer was obvious. Regardless of the circumstances, ab-
solutely nothing could justify compromising revolutionary principles. “Ev-
ery concession from our formula [universal peace without annexations or in-
demnities] will be damaging to workers and peasants,” he insisted. “There 
simply is no alternative to fi ghting for the kind of peace we have in mind.” 
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“What should we do if we cannot achieve [our] goals at the peace talks?” he 
asked rhetorically. “We should break them off.” In this way, the annexation-
ist aims of German imperialists would be exposed before all the peoples of 
the world. “The war triggered by such a policy will be different from all pre-
vious wars,” Fenigshtein went on. “Politically conscious worker, peasant, 
and soldier masses will understand that there is no other choice.” “We made 
a big mistake when we infused the masses with the hope that the beginning 
of peace talks insured peace,” he added. “Now we have to mount a broad 
campaign to convince them of the unacceptability of agreeing to Germany’s 
peace terms and to demonstrate the possibility of [waging] revolutionary 
war against her.”21

Next, Fenigshtein presented the Executive Commission’s theses which, 
it is obvious from the ensuing lively discussion, were intended to alert the 
Central Committee to the Petersburg Committee’s unequivocal opposition 
to any form of capitulation. Perhaps most striking about this discussion is 
that all the participants shared the Executive Commission’s anxiety about 
dealing with representatives of the Kaiser. A few speakers from the districts 
were considerably less sanguine than Fenigshtein about the willingness of 
Russian soldiers and workers to fi ght a revolutionary war. However, most 
were inclined to place their trust in timely aid from the European prole-
tariat (as was the case with Sarra Ravich and Fedor Dingel’shtedt) or, at any 
rate, were optimistic that the negotiations at Brest could be dragged out long 
enough to create more promising conditions for revolutionary war (as was 
the case with Semon Semkov and Moisei Gorelik).

In fact, with virtually no exceptions, everyone, either explicitly or im-
plicitly, rejected compromise with the Central Powers. The Vyborg district’s 
Ivan Naumov was concerned most of all with the danger that Russia’s for-
mer allies might try to associate themselves with a revolutionary war against 
German imperialism. The propriety of accepting aid from capitalist powers 
in a war against imperialism was already of concern to some, and Naumov 
felt that this issue should have been addressed by  Fenigshtein. Everyone also 
seemed to agree that the Petersburg Committee’s immediate intervention 
was necessary to stiffen the backbone of the government and the top party 
leadership. As Stanislav Kossior, from the Narva district, remarked, “We 
have ample reason to believe that wavering is taking place at upper levels of 
the party.” The situation called for boldness: “We should be attacking, not 
bargaining with imperialists.” “Some comrades [e.g., Lenin], say it is better 
to hold on to something than to be defeated,” Kossior added. “I believe it is 
better to be defeated than to compromise.”22
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Perhaps the most passionate plea for the traditionally radical Petersburg 
Committee’s staunch commitment to revolutionary principles, irrespective 
of cost, was made by Volodarskii, arguably the Petersburg Committee’s most 
authoritative and popular fi gure among the party’s rank and fi le. To him, 
as to Fenigshtein and Kossior, it seemed clear that with another round of 
peace talks on the horizon, something was happening at the top that was be-
ing kept from the Petersburg Committee, that there was an extremely dan-
gerous tendency within the government to accept an obscene peace that 
would scandalize Bolsheviks before the entire world peace movement, and 
that the Petersburg Committee would need to intervene to save the day, as it 
had at key moments earlier in 1917.

On this occasion Volodarskii was surprisingly optimistic about pros-
pects for resisting the Germans and stimulating decisive revolutions abroad. 
At the same time, he was fatalistic, observing that people were pointing to 
economic chaos and the impossibility of feeding an  eleven- million- man 
army as justifi cation for accepting peace at any price. His response was that 
feeding two or three million soldiers was not the same as eleven million. The 
Bolsheviks had destroyed the existing economic apparatus and, if they could 
not fi nd a way to reestablish one, they were done for anyway, war or no war. 
“Certainly it would be much easier to compromise and to look ahead to sign-
ing a peace in two weeks,” he concluded, but “where would that lead us?”23

Ravich took the fl oor after Volodarskii to dispute the idea, which she 
read into his comments, that fi ghting a revolutionary war would be easy. 
But she immediately added, “This should not give us pause.” To her, revolu-
tionary Russia’s hopes for survival lay less with its own forces than with the 
world’s proletariat. The main task was to do everything possible to stir inter-
national revolution. The Executive Commission’s theses, in her view, could 
be very helpful to the peace delegation in its negotiations at Brest. At the 
close of the 28 December meeting, the Petersburg Committee adopted the 
theses. With minor editing, they were to be transmitted to the Central Com-
mittee. Simultaneously, the Petersburg Committee considered the question 
of calling for a national party conference “to straighten out the policy line of 
the party.” However, after Volodarskii intimated that a national party con-
gress to consider disputed issues was already in the works, the decision to call 
for a national conference was postponed.24

* * *

Between 24 and 27 December, as one of the most momentous years in 
Russian history drew to a close, Lenin rested in Finland.25 He returned to 
Petrograd on 28 December, a week before the opening of the Constituent 
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Assembly, convinced that revolutionary war meant suicide and that it was 
absolutely essential to accept an annexationist peace on Germany’s terms, the 
sooner the better. Historians have disputed the evolution of Lenin’s thoughts 
on the peace issue. Some have suggested not only that Lenin was in the pay 
of the Germans in the spring and summer of 1917 but that October and 
perhaps even the  sell- out at Brest were phases of a joint  Bolshevik- German 
undertaking to destabilize Russia and end hostilities on the Eastern front.26 
Putting aside the question of German subsidies to the Bolsheviks before the 
October revolution, my reading of the available evidence leads me to con-
clude that Lenin came to power convinced of the need for immediate peace 
if revolutionary Russia was to survive but that this concern did not trouble 
him much because of his absolute confi dence in the immediacy of decisive 
socialist revolutions abroad. However, he began to have doubts about bank-
ing on them, and therefore also about the  short- run possibilities for an early 
universal democratic peace in December. Following his sojourn in Finland, 
he made one of his characteristic 180-degree turns, concluding that there 
was no alternative to accepting whatever peace terms the Germans offered. 
The stage was set for the most profound intraparty crisis of Lenin’s years as 
Soviet head of state.

At this point, the Central Powers had already formally announced at 
 Brest- Litovsk that their earlier understandings regarding peace principles 
were null and void because of the Entente’s failure to respond to them. Fur-
ther, they had presented Trotsky with the text of a treaty for signature. In-
deed, they had even provided him with a map upon which formerly Russian 
areas that were to remain under German occupation were clearly marked. 
In addition, the Central Powers had begun private, separate peace negotia-
tions with the Ukrainian Rada. After several days of trying without suc-
cess to persuade his adversaries to budge from their positions, Trotsky wired 
Lenin informing him that it was impossible to sign the peace that had been 
presented to him and requesting authorization to announce the termination 
of the war and to demobilize the Russian army without signing a treaty. In 
the telegram, Trotsky expressed confi dence that the Germans would be un-
able to resume military operations in the east because of their diffi cult do-
mestic situation and appealed to Lenin for a decision by return wire.27 In 
Lenin’s view, however, Trotsky’s assumptions were faulty. Having decided 
that an immediate formal peace treaty acceptable to Germany provided the 
only means of forestalling a renewed German offensive and the inevitable 
destruction of the Bolshevik project in Russia, on 3 January he responded to 
Trotsky with a request that he arrange a recess in the negotiations and return 
to Petrograd for consultations.28
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As soon as the immediate crisis over the Constituent Assembly ended, 
Lenin summarized his views on the absolute need for immediate peace in 
“Theses on the Question of the Signing of an Immediate Separate and An-
nexationist Peace” and scheduled an unoffi cial conference for 8 January of 
some  sixty- three prominent party leaders from around the country gathered 
in Petrograd for the Third  All- Russian Congress of  Workers’ and Soldiers’ 
Soviets. In these theses, Lenin contended that to defeat the Soviet govern-
ment’s internal enemies and organize the country on a socialist basis would 
take some time, and that socialist revolutions would inevitably engulf Eu-
rope but it was impossible to predict when this would occur. This was a sig-
nifi cant retreat from his position during and immediately after October. 
Consequently, he argued that Russia had two  choices— either she could em-
bark on a revolutionary war at once or sign a separate peace involving huge 
territorial losses and a sizable monetary indemnity.

The reasoning of proponents of immediate revolutionary war was fl awed 
from start to fi nish, Lenin went on. Contrary to their contentions, by sign-
ing a separate peace, the Soviet government would neither betray the cause 
of international socialism nor renege on  pre- October pledges so long as it 
used the time afforded by peace to prepare for revolutionary war. Most im-
portant, so Lenin argued in these theses, proponents of revolutionary war 
neglected to consider that the peasant army at the front was utterly incapable 
of fi ghting and, in any case, would not support a revolutionary war. At the 
same time, the creation of a socialist army made up of workers and poorer 
peasantry had barely begun. Without socialist revolutions in Europe, Rus-
sia would be overwhelmed and the Soviet government toppled in a matter of 
weeks, after which Russia would be forced to accept an even more humiliat-
ing peace than it was then being offered. Revolutionary war was not an op-
tion; painful though it was, global revolutionary interests dictated making 
peace on German terms at once.29

After presenting his theses, Lenin was bombarded by criticism from 
supporters of revolutionary war who were already being referred to as Left 
Communists. Notes that he scribbled suggest that Lomov and Valerii Osin-
skii from the Moscow Oblast Bureau adopted positions analogous to those 
embodied in the Petersburg Committee’s theses of 28 December.30 In mak-
ing the case for breaking off the talks and initiating revolutionary war, Osin-
skii insisted that German soldiers would refuse to participate in an offensive 
against revolutionary Russia and that, in Germany, an uprising against im-
perialism was close. Varvara Iakovleva, from Saratov, remarked that every-
thing possible had to be done to start the revolutionary confl agration in 
Europe, and, to that end, she expressed her own readiness to die with revolu-
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tionary banners held high. Evidently referring to Lenin’s concern about Rus-
sia’s military weakness, Evgenii Preobrazhenskii, based in the Urals, declared 
that any revolution that was unable to defend itself at the front was already 
dead, contending as well that the French revolution had shown that faith in 
victory was essential in such situations and, in any case, that the Germans 
would be unable to attack, because Russia’s winter roads were impassable.31

At this conference, Trotsky took the middle position refl ected in his let-
ter to Lenin from Brest. He agreed with Lenin that Russia was incapable of 
mounting a revolutionary war. However, in common with Left Commu-
nists, he remained skeptical of the Germans’ capacity to resume an offen-
sive. He proposed, therefore, simply to declare that the war was over, that the 
[Russian] army was being demobilized, and that it was going home to build 
a socialist Russia. In memoirs, Trotsky explains that he was not certain the 
Germans would be unable to attack but that it was critical to fi nd out be-
fore signing an annexationist peace; if necessary, there would be time to ca-
pitulate after that.32 One conference participant recalled that Lenin became 
so frustrated by the unrelenting attack on his views that he stormed out.33 At 
the end of the conference a vote was taken, and the Left Communists won 
a solid victory over both Lenin and Trotsky ( thirty- two participants voted 
for revolutionary war, sixteen supported Trotsky, and only fi fteen voted with 
Lenin).34

Members of the Petersburg Committee (not to speak of the Moscow 
Oblast Bureau) were doubtless heartened by this vote. Nonetheless, it was 
not binding. According to party rules, in the absence of an offi cial national 
party congress, ultimate authority for deciding major national policy issues 
rested with the Central Committee. Consequently, at a Central Commit-
tee meeting on 11 January, Lenin made another stab at winning the party 
leadership to his side. Prior to this meeting, according to Trotsky, he and 
Lenin reached an understanding that, if the “no war, no peace” strategy 
was tested and failed, Trotsky would support “immediate peace.”35 Most of 
the participants in the 11 January Central Committee meeting had taken 
part in the 8 January unoffi cial conference. Thus, Lenin was able to pick 
up where he had left off. At the start of the discussion, he reiterated the 
main arguments of his theses regarding the hopelessness of revolutionary 
war and Trotsky’s proposal, concluding that the latter was international po-
litical posturing which would do nothing to deter German expansionism. 
If the Soviet republic did not agree to immediate peace on Germany’s pres-
ent terms, he added, it ran the risk that Germany would launch an offensive, 
and, in that event, Russia would have to accept signifi cantly more onerous 
terms for peace.36
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To Lenin’s dismay, the responses to his arguments in the Central Com-
mittee were at least as cool as they had been in the broader forum of party 
representatives from around the country three days earlier. Of the sixteen 
Central Committee members present at this meeting, only  three— Artem 
(Fedor Sergeev), Sokolnikov, and  Stalin— sided with Lenin. Moreover, their 
comments seem perfunctory when compared to the passion of the Left Com-
munists. Still, this does not mean that sentiment among Lenin’s adversaries 
had not shifted between 8 and 11 January. On 8 January, an absolute ma-
jority had voted for an immediate end to peace negotiations with Germany, 
coupled with the proclamation of a universal revolutionary war against capi-
talism. At the Central Committee meeting three days later, even the most 
ardent Left Communists appeared to see merits in Trotsky’s idea of walk-
ing out of the negotiations following a declaration of “no war, no peace,” 
with the proviso that negotiations would be dragged out as long as possible 
and that efforts to strengthen revolutionary movements abroad and military 
forces at home would be intensifi ed.

In the course of the discussion on 11 January Bukharin, the acknowl-
edged leader of the Left Communists, declared fl atly that “Trotsky’s position 
is the most correct,” adding, “So what if the Germans beat us, so what if they 
advance another hundred  versts— our concern is the effect this will have on 
the international [workers’] movement.” A general strike linked to the Brest 
negotiations was developing in Vienna; if a peace was signed, it would be 
wrecked. It was essential to seize every opportunity to drag out the negotia-
tions and not sign an obscene peace. In that way, the West European masses 
would be energized.37 Although acknowledging that revolutionary Russia 
was not in a position to wage an immediate revolutionary war, Uritskii, also 
an ardent Left Communist, added that acceptance of an annexationist peace 
would alienate the Petrograd proletariat. “By refusing to sign the peace [and] 
demobilizing the  army . . .  we will, of course, be opening the way for the 
Germans,” he observed. “But then, the instinct of  self- preservation will un-
doubtedly be triggered in the people, and revolutionary war will begin.”38

Lomov rejected Lenin’s argument that a breathing space would permit 
putting social reforms into practice, insisting that German opposition would 
preclude that. Declaring that, by concluding peace, revolutionary Russia 
would be surrendering to German imperialism, he contended that “we have 
to adopt Trotsky’s position but with maximum effort to prepare for revolu-
tionary war.” Dzerzhinskii interjected emphatically that signing the peace 
would mean giving up on the entire Bolshevik program and accused Lenin 
of doing “in disguised form what Zinoviev and Kamenev had done in Oc-
tober,” that is, thinking only of Russia and ignoring the great international 
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impact of events in Russia. Only Kossior, who participated in this meeting 
as the representative of the Petersburg Committee, appeared wedded to the 
original Left Communist demand for immediate revolutionary war. Using 
the 28 December Petersburg Committee theses as his guide, he declared that 
“the Petersburg organization is protesting and will protest Lenin’s point of 
view as long as it can and considers that the position of revolutionary war is 
the only possible one.”39 Kossior may not have been aware of it, but this was 
not entirely true. Sentiment in some district party committees in Petrograd 
was already closer to Trotsky’s view than to the Petersburg Committee’s.40

By the end of the Central Committee’s discussion on 11 January, the 
weak support for Lenin’s position was so apparent that it was not even voted 
on. Launching an immediate revolutionary war was voted down 11 to 2, 
with 1 abstention. Instead, by a vote of 9 to 7, the top party leadership 
adopted Trotsky’s “no war, no peace” formula, coupled with demobilization 
of the [old] army. At the same time, by a vote of 12 to 1, it adopted a resolu-
tion proposed by Lenin specifying that every effort would be made to drag 
out negotiations as long as possible.41 According to newspaper reports, that 
evening the Bureau of the Left SR fraction in the Third  All- Russian Con-
gress of Soviets of  Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies and the Left SR Central 
Committee voted to continue the war by all means possible if a satisfactory 
peace was not concluded.42 This position was quickly changed, however. On 
the night of 12 or 13 January, a majority of participants in a joint meeting of 
the Bolshevik and Left SR Central Committees ignored the acceptance of an 
immediate peace on Germany’s terms, rejected the proclamation of a revolu-
tionary war, and voted in favor of implementing Trotsky’s strategy. For now 
this resolution appeased all sides. Lenin saw it as meaning that when further 
delay at Brest became impossible, peace would be signed; Left Communists 
and Left SRs believed they had been given a green light to prepare for revolu-
tionary war; and Trotsky concluded that he was now authorized to proclaim 
“no war, no peace.” He also assumed that, in the unlikely event Germany re-
newed hostilities, signing a peace on German terms would be delayed until 
Germany’s ability to launch a successful offensive and the response of Euro-
pean workers were clear.

* * *

In his report to the Third  All- Russian Congress of Soviets on the eve-
ning of 11 January on the goals and achievements of his government, 
Lenin skirted issues relating to the peace negotiations, leaving that topic to 
Trotsky.43 In turn Trotsky, who spoke on the 13th, focused on a recapitula-
tion of the negotiations at Brest. According to him, by clearly exposing Ger-
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many’s imperialist designs, they were raising revolutionary crises in Austria 
and Germany to new heights.44 Kamenev echoed this theme in a supplemen-
tary address on developments at Brest and their international impact.45 Judg-
ing by the published record, neither Trotsky’s nor Kamenev’s speech, nor the 
congress’s resolution on peace, even hinted at the “no war, no peace” strategy 
or the possible need to mount a revolutionary war. The joint  Bolshevik–Left 
SR resolution on the peace policy, which the congress passed on 14 January, 
endorsed and praised all the pronouncements and steps already made by So-
viet power in the interest of achieving a universal and democratic peace; 
expressed certainty that the revolutionary workers movement in Central 
Europe was the best possible guarantee against an imperialist peace; and di-
rected the Russian peace delegation to hold fast to the peace principles em-
bodied in the program of the Russian revolution.46 One is tempted to con-
clude that the failure to endorse Trotsky’s “no war, no peace” formula, as 
recommended by the Bolshevik and Left SR Central Committees, refl ected 
the belated recognition that disclosing Russia’s negotiating position at Brest 
in advance would have undermined the strategy. However, the reason for 
this silence may have been more complex. Some Left Communists at the 
time, including the leadership of the Petersburg Committee,47 believed that 
the resolution the congress passed had been intentionally left vague by the 
Bolshevik fraction in the congress, where Leninists were in a majority, so that 
the ultimate decision on whether to sign an annexationist peace would fall 
to the discretion of Lenin and the Sovnarkom. As we shall see, this was pre-
cisely the way Lenin and Sverdlov subsequently interpreted the reso lution.48

At one point in his speech, perhaps in deference to Lenin, Trotsky im-
plied that while worker representatives at Brest would continue to expose 
German hypocrisy, the possibility could not be excluded that the Russian 
delegation would be forced to sign a peace with capitalist representatives 
that clearly contradicted workers’ interests.49 In a later speech to the con-
gress, Zinoviev also raised the possibility that Russia might be forced to sign 
an annexationist peace, but he immediately added that this peace, in reality, 
would only be a truce.50 Although these veiled references to Russia’s possible 
acceptance of an annexationist peace no doubt heightened the apprehen-
sions of Left Communists and Left SRs, they were lost on outsiders. Thus, 
despite his aversion to Bolshevism (this was, after all, little more than a week 
after the dissolution of the Constituent Assembly), even Martov, after lis-
tening to Trotsky, praised the “amazing steps” toward a universal peace taken 
by “the cultivators of the worldwide international revolution.”51

Martov’s comment may have refl ected the momentary intensifi cation 
of revolutionary unrest in Europe, which appeared to be linked to Russia’s 
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peace policies. While Soviet congress delegates in Petrograd sought to defi ne 
a revolutionary peace policy, for a fl eeting moment the latest news from Vi-
enna, Budapest, Warsaw, Helsingfors, Berlin, and other major European cit-
ies appeared to signal the possibility that the impatiently awaited decisive so-
cialist revolutions in the West were at hand. And each snippet of news about 
this or that sign of revolutionary unrest abroad was enthusiastically high-
lighted by the Bolshevik press in Petrograd and announced to jubilant con-
gress delegates.

Petrograders reading the Bolsheviks’ Krasnaia gazeta on 13 January were 
greeted by the following huge,  bold- face headline:

in austria, hungary, and warsaw revolutionary workers are form-
ing their own soviets of workers  deputies. . . .  a great fi re is engulf-
ing the entire world!52

And on 17 January:

when, in october, workers, soldiers, and peasants overthrew 
the landlords and industrialists, they knew only one thing: with-
out revolution in other countries our revolutions could not be 
 victorious. . . .  but the international revolution is continuing to 
 spread. . . .  only a few days ago the eyes of the world turned to 
austria, hungary, and poland, where popular uprisings shook the 
thrones of tsars there.

Now we have more wonderful news:

in vyborg, helsingfors, tammerfors, and several other cities in fi n-
land, fi nnish red guards are striking blow after blow at fi nnish 
 capitalists. . . .  the same thing is happening in southern france . . . 
[and] huge strikes have erupted in  England . . .  the world revolu-
tion is near.53

And the most hoped for news of all came on 19 January:

the telegraph has brought news that the revolutionary movement 
in germany has begun and is developing with lightning  speed. . . .  the 
world revolution is marching triumphantly forward, and now there 
is no doubt that fi nal victory is near.54

This wave of welcome tidings peaked on 21 January, when Krasnaia gazeta’s 
 front- page headline read:
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the uprising of the peoples of all countries and nationalities 
continues to expand. . . . 

only a few days ago the russian revolution seemed terribly iso-
lated. . . . 

and now?
now newly emerging forces are striking at the rear of our com-
mon  enemies. . . .  swing the battering ram of world revolution ever 
harder.55

Left Communists were thrilled by signs of expanding revolutionary un-
rest in Europe, which seemed to vindicate their position on peace. They may 
also have been heartened by the decision of the Sovnarkom, on 15 January, 
to begin forming a “ Worker- Peasant Red Army,” and by the creation of a 
collegium in the People’s Commissariat for Military Affairs to coordinate 
the implementation of this decision.56 At the same time, the treatment of the 
peace issue at the Congress of Soviets made them wary of the possibility that 
Lenin would yet somehow realize his aim of concluding a separate peace 
with imperialist Germany, despite the views of a majority of party members 
and the seemingly decisive events abroad. Conclusion of such a peace, in 
their view, could not be allowed. On 15 January, a dozen of the most infl u-
ential Left Communists signed a statement demanding that a national party 
conference be called within a week to make a defi nitive decision on the peace 
issue. If a treaty was signed before such a conference was convened, they an-
nounced their determination to resign from their high posts in the party and 
government.57

On the same day (15 January), the Executive Commission of the Peters-
burg Committee issued a similarly strong declaration. Signed by Kossior, 
Gleb Bokii, Fenigshtein, Ravich, and Afanasii Pluzhnikov (all Left Com-
munists), it refl ected the Petrograd organization’s profound distrust of the 
Central Committee:

to the central committee of the rsdrp:
The political line [on peace] now being pursued by the Central Committee, 
which, judging by the resolution of the Bolshevik fraction in the [Third] Con-
gress, is directed toward conclusion of a  so- called “obscene” peace would re-
sult in the abdication of our  principles . . .  and the certain death of our party as 
revolutionary  vanguard. . . .  On behalf of the Petersburg organization, the Ex-
ecutive Commission strongly protests the basic direction [of our peace nego-
tiations] and the practice of secrecy even from responsible bodies of our larg-
est party organizations.

We have ample grounds for asserting that signing an “obscene” peace 
would run counter to the opinion of the majority in the  party. . . .  If our pres-
ent peace policy  continues . . .  a split threatens our party. With this in mind, 
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the Executive Commission demands that a special party conference be con-
vened immediately. [I]n the present situation, only it can defi ne our stance 
on peace.58

The full Petersburg Committee held a long discussion of the peace is-
sue at a meeting with “active party workers” around 18 January. Successive 
meetings of the Petersburg Committee to discuss “war or peace” were con-
vened during the second half of January. At the fi rst meeting Buk harin pre-
sented the main report on the issue. From his other statements and writings 
during this period, it is clear that in this report he would have fi ercely op-
posed signing an annexationist peace and may have supported a “no war, no 
peace” strategy, while appealing for intensifi ed efforts to prepare for early 
revolutionary war. He may also have encouraged pressuring the Central 
Committee for an early party conference. However, a statement Bukharin 
made to the Central Committee indicates he was not sympathetic to the im-
plicit threat of a party split embodied in the Executive Commission’s decla-
ration of 15 January.59

The Petersburg Committee’s consideration of the peace question at its 
meeting around 18 January concluded with the passage, by a unanimous 
vote with one abstention, of another set of theses on the matter. These the-
ses, drafted by Bukharin, did not directly address the issue of  Trotsky’s “no 
war, no peace” formula or the question of immediate revolutionary war. Nor 
did they call for a national party conference on peace policy. Rather, they 
 focused on refuting, from an internationalist perspective and in light of the 
latest news from abroad, Lenin’s arguments for concluding an immediate 
separate peace. Negotiations were in progress at  Brest- Litovsk and so this 
was Bukharin’s primary concern.

These theses specifi ed that the only valid criteria for accepting or re-
jecting an unfavorable, annexationist peace was to follow a course that was 
best for the development of the proletarian revolution; that the international 
proletarian movement was at that moment experiencing a decisive break-
through that had been furthered by the peace negotiations, and this would 
be destroyed were an “obscene peace” to be accepted; that even revolution-
ary Russia’s defeat at the front would benefi t the world revolution by fur-
ther revolutionizing the forces of her adversaries; and that the idea that peace 
would provide a breathing space that would insure the survival of Soviet 
power in Russia was an illusion and that international imperialism would at-
tack revolutionary Russia as soon as it could.60

How to respond to the demands for a party conference was at the top of 
the agenda at a meeting of the Bolshevik Central Committee on 19 January 
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(1 February).61 All the participants at this meeting acknowledged the gravity 
of the intraparty crisis over the question of war or peace and seemed deter-
mined not to allow it to develop into a formal split. Beyond this, there was 
little unanimity over how best to proceed. Early on, Lenin suggested that 
ultimately his government would probably sign a peace treaty on German 
terms and that as far as he was concerned he had a mandate to do so from the 
Third  All- Russian Congress of Soviets.62 Lenin’s strategy for dealing with 
demands to convene an offi cial party conference immediately, as it evolved 
during this session, was to call for another meeting of the Central Commit-
tee with party leaders from major provincial organizations still in Petrograd 
for the Soviet Congress as soon as possible and to hold out the prospect of an 
eventual national party congress. Although the decision of a party congress 
would be authoritative and binding on the new Central Committee elected 
there, preparing a congress required at least a month’s lead time. Conse-
quently, even a congress convened at the earliest possible date would prob-
ably be too late to tie Lenin’s hands in negotiations with the Germans.

In one way or another Stalin, Sverdlov, Stasova, Artem, and Sokolnikov 
registered their support for Lenin’s point of view. Trotsky was back at Brest 
by this time. Left Communists participating in this meeting rejected Lenin’s 
premises regarding his government’s mandate in peace negotiations. Even 
before Lenin spoke, Lomov justifi ed convening a conference on the grounds 
that speeches by Trotsky and especially Zinoviev at the Soviet Congress had 
led many party members to suspect that a separate peace with Germany had 
already been decided. Therefore, Lomov said, it was “necessary to hear the 
voice of the [entire] party, which had been silent for so long.”63 Moreover, 
as soon as Lenin yielded the fl oor, Uritskii insisted that “Trotsky’s point of 
view prevailed at the Congress of Soviets” and was “the same one adopted by 
the Central Committee.” The Left Communists unanimously agreed that 
the Bolshevik peace policy was in chaos and that only an offi cial party con-
ference could straighten it out. At the 19 January Central Committee meet-
ing, Bukharin and Lomov made these points most forcefully. Ultimately the 
Central Committee scheduled an emergency party congress for 20 February 
(5 March) and another unoffi cial conference for 21 January, where all the 
major differences on the peace issue would again be aired.

The fourteen participants at the Central Committee’s conference of 
21 January voted on ten questions. Only fi ve  participants— Lenin, Stalin, 
Muranov, Artem, and  Sokolnikov— approved signing an immediate, annex-
ationist peace. A large majority, including Lenin, perhaps infl uenced mo-
mentarily by revolutionary events abroad,64 were in favor of dragging out the 
negotiations. Only Innokentii Stukov wanted to break off the negotiations 
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at once. A majority felt it would be permissible to sign an an nexa tionist peace 
if it were presented in the form of an ultimatum. Only the Left Communists 
Osinskii and Stukov voted no on this question. Buk harin and Uritskii ap-
pear to have left the meeting before the voting, but the result on this ques-
tion would have been the same even had they voted against it. Based on the 
questions posed, one surmises that the “no war, no peace” strategy guiding 
Trotsky’s actions at Brest was no longer in dispute. Beyond that, the voting 
pattern accurately refl ected the sharp differences over the peace issue then 
dividing the party.65

Everything now appeared to hinge on revolutionary developments in 
Europe and, of course, the negotiations at  Brest- Litovsk. Trotsky had returned 
to Brest on 17 (30) January. The resumption of negotiations coincided with 
Bolshevik military successes in Finland and Ukraine. It also coincided with 
the eruption of revolutionary unrest in  Europe— all of which appeared to 
bode well for the Russians. But this momentarily promising situation did not 
last long. Most signifi cant, the  all- important labor strikes and revolutionary 
protest movements in Germany were quickly and severely suppressed. This 
development restored Lenin’s conviction of the need to accept Germany’s 
peace terms as quickly as possible. Another written update on the state of 
Russian troops at the front and in rear garrisons, which Krylenko submit-
ted to the Sovnarkom at this time, reinforced this conviction. Meanwhile, 
at Brest, Trotsky and his colleagues sparred with their opposite numbers. 
Concomitantly, the German General Staff was becoming increasingly im-
patient. During an adjournment on 23–24 January (4–5 February), discus-
sions between the German and  Austro- Hungarian governments, on the one 
hand, and the German high command, on the other, concluded with the 
former agreeing to expedite the signing of a separate treaty with the dele-
gation from Ukraine and to present Trotsky with an ultimatum as soon as 
that was  done— in short, to wrap up the peace conference at  Brest- Litovsk 
within a week. Trotsky either had to accept the terms he was offered or hos-
tilities would be  resumed— such was the ultimatum that German Foreign 
Minister Richard von Kühlmann would present to Trotsky.

Despite some  last- minute wrangling by moderates on the  Austro-
 Hungarian and German side aimed at providing some measure of legitimacy 
to the annexationist policies of their governments, the increased infl uence 
in the negotiations of the German General Staff represented by General 
Max Hoffman, and therefore the impossibility of dragging out the negotia-
tions much longer, became apparent to Russian negotiators. On 27 January 
(9 February), the Central Powers signed a separate pact with Ukraine. The 
moment Trotsky had been anticipating with great relish followed the next 
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day, 28 January (10 February). With representatives of the Central Powers 
seemingly lulled into believing that Russia was about to capitulate, Trotsky 
dropped his “bombshell.” He announced that, although Russia declined 
to sign a formal peace treaty, it considered its state of war with Germany, 
 Austria- Hungary, Bulgaria, and Turkey at an end and was demobilizing its 
forces.66

Later the same day, the chief delegates of the Central Powers gathered for 
a fi nal meeting. With the exception of General Hoffman, all were strongly 
disposed toward letting well enough alone. Kühlmann and  Czernin took the 
position that since the Russians, by their declaration, had tacitly agreed that 
the occupied territories would remain in German hands, there was nothing 
left to fi ght for. General Hoffman, however, at the instructions of his mili-
tary superiors, insisted that since the purpose of the armistice with Russia 
was to arrange a peace, inasmuch as this had not been accomplished, the 
truce was over and hostilities needed to be resumed in the seven days that 
were provided for in the truce agreement.67

The Germans argued into the night while the Russian delegates went 
to the railway station for the return trip to Petrograd, confi dent, if not en-

The Soviet delegation arrives at Brest-Litovsk. Lev Trotsky is in the center surrounded by 

German offi cers. David King Collection.
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tirely certain, that for Russia the long, awful nightmare of the Great War was 
over. Just before leaving Brest, Trotsky dashed off a telegram to Krylenko 
at Russian staff headquarters in Mogilev informing him of what had trans-
pired and instructing him to issue demobilization orders, which Krylenko 
promptly did. At Lenin’s insistence, the orders were rescinded the next day, 
but their psychological impact in further undermining the already hope-
lessly demoralized state of the army could not be undone. Moments before 
departing, the Russian delegates’ hopes for peace were reinforced by word 
that moderation was being pressed on the military by German and  Austro-
 Hungarian diplomats. And so they chuckled with pleasure as they settled 
into their railway carriage, congratulated one another on the marvelous trick 
they had played on German imperialism, and relaxed. “On the return trip 
to Petrograd we were all under the impression that the Germans would not 
start an offensive,” recalled Trotsky many years later.68

* * *

At the end of September and the fi rst weeks of October 1917, one of 
Lenin’s main arguments for the immediate seizure of power was that every 
European country was on the threshold of a proletarian revolution and that 
the Bolsheviks in Russia, by virtue of their advantageous situation, had an 
opportunity and obligation to trigger that revolution. The Bolsheviks, he in-
sisted, by waiting for the Congress of Soviets to remove the Provisional Gov-
ernment, were betraying the international revolutionary cause.

In early December 1917, when separate peace negotiations between 
Germany and the Soviet government began at  Brest- Litovsk, Lenin still be-
lieved in the immediacy of decisive socialist revolutions in Europe. By the 
end of the month, however, the answering revolutions he had confi dently ex-
pected had not materialized, the utter demoralization of the Russian army 
at the front had been confi rmed, and the expansion of counterrevolutionary 
forces on the Don had begun. In view of all this, Lenin concluded that im-
mediate peace on Germany’s terms was essential for revolutionary Russia’s 
survival. Unfortunately for him, however, many of his closest comrades 
in the party’s leadership  bodies— in Petrograd, Moscow, and around the 
 country— remained wedded to his earlier fervent internationalism (this was 
most defi nitely the case with leaders of the Bolshevik Petersburg Commit-
tee). Convinced that a separate peace with the Kaiser’s government would 
undermine the revolution in Germany for years to come, that fi ghting a 
revolutionary war, however painful, was feasible, and that the socialist revo-
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lution in Russia could not survive on its own, the Left Communists fi rmly 
rejected Lenin’s insistence on peace at any price.

In these circumstances, Trotsky’s “no war, no peace”  stratagem— the 
premise that if revolutionary Russia simply declared that the war had ended 
and demobilized unilaterally, the Kaiser’s government would be unable to 
get its troops to fi ght and the war would be over for  Russia— won broad ac-
ceptance among Bolsheviks and Left SRs. In mid January, majorities in the 
leadership of both parties (though not Lenin) accepted Trotsky’s approach. 
After the suppression of an initially promising wave of labor unrest in Eu-
rope, on 28 January (9 February) Trotsky sprung his declaration on aston-
ished German negotiators at Brest and returned to Petrograd optimistic that 
his adversaries had been outwitted. But, of course, everything hinged on the 
German response.



6

“The Socialist Fatherland Is in Danger”

First word of Trotsky’s sensational declaration of an end to the war and its 
apparent acceptance by the Central Powers reached Smolny by direct wire 
around midnight, 28/29 January. At once, Zinoviev issued an exultant state-
ment to the press that must have been as puzzling to reporters as Trotsky’s 
statement had been to representatives of the Central Powers in Brest. Asked 
by a mystifi ed correspondent what the phrase “no war, no peace” meant in 
practice, he confi dently explained that it amounted to an extension of the 
armistice. “In our view the Central Powers will be unable to launch an of-
fensive because their laboring masses will not support such a step,” he said, 
quickly adding that “continually annexing foreign territory is not in Ger-
many and Austria’s interests.”1 As Shteinberg recalled, “a proud calm, com-
pounded by anxiety, descended on Petrograd.”2

The next morning, all Petrograd buzzed with news of the unprecedented 
developments at Brest. Emergency meetings of the Bolshevik and Left SR 
Central Committees endorsed Trotsky’s move.3 At a meeting of the Petro-
grad Soviet, Mikhail Lashevich, a former member of the Bolshevik Military 
Organization who was then a military commissar, declared fl atly, “German 
troops will not attack those who have proclaimed to the whole world that 
they are unwilling to shed the blood of their brothers.”4 A resolution “On 
the Ending of the War,” introduced by Zinoviev and adopted at this meet-
ing, endorsed Russia’s position at  Brest- Litovsk; appealed to workers in Ger-
many, Austria, Bulgaria, and Turkey to prevent the imperialist powers from 
doing violence to the peoples of Poland, Lithuania, and Kurland; and pro-
claimed the formation of a new Red Socialist Army as the main task of the 
day. Nonetheless, the immediate concern of the resolution seemed to be less 
with the recruitment for a new army than with bringing some semblance 
of order to the demobilized rabble from the old army now streaming home 
from the front by the hundreds of thousands.5

Predictably, assessments of the implications of Trotsky’s act at Brest var-
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ied in the Petrograd press. Liberal and moderate socialist dailies, which, from 
the start, had been wary of separate peace talks with the enemy, condemned 
Trotsky’s move as a disaster, fated to bring new trials, torment, and degrada-
tion to an already devastated, defenseless Russia. “The beginning of the end 
of the revolution,” the Mensheviks’ Novyi luch called it. On the other hand, 
the Bolshevik press greeted the news from Brest with unrestrained glee. Ac-
cording to a Krasnaia gazeta headline, the war was over:

on the day after the end of the war
We are experiencing the day after the end of the  war . . .  The Russian 

ploughman can now return to the land for which he has been thirsting. The 
Russian worker can return to the city he left long ago. All the people of Rus-
sia can now occupy themselves with building their new free life.6

The Left SR press, like the Bolshevik dailies, tended to dismiss the possi-
bility that the German government would be able to resume offensive opera-
tions on the Eastern front, however much it might wish to. “After such a dec-
laration [as Trotsky’s] it will be diffi cult for the German general staff to get 
its troops to attack Russia, because there is no way to justify an invasion and 
the German soldier will know that he is only fi ghting for annexationist spoils 
benefi ting the bourgeoisie,” wrote a Znamia truda editor on 30 January. 
“Now that peace negotiations have broken down exclusively because of the 
Central Powers, revolutionary movements will naturally erupt more power-
fully than ever.”7

Of course, for the Western allies, who were preparing a decisive spring 
and summer offensive on the Western front, a halt to hostilities in the East 
was an altogether unhappy prospect. A couple of weeks earlier the British 
Foreign Offi ce, for one, had dispatched an experienced young Russian hand, 
Robert Bruce Lockhart, as its special envoy to Petrograd. Lockhart’s primary 
mission was to persuade the Soviet government to maintain the common 
allied war effort. At the same time, British naval authorities charged their 
new naval attaché in Petrograd, Captain Francis  Cromie, with directing the 
evacuation of allied war materiel from the Baltic region. Cromie was fresh 
from illustrious duty as commander of a British sub marine fl otilla that had 
operated in collaboration with Russian naval forces in the Baltic.8 As naval 
attaché, he reported to Admiral Reginald “Blinker” Hall, the head of Naval 
Intelligence. Yet, Cromie had no previous experience in espionage, subver-
sion, or even diplomacy. In August, Latvian offi cers turned Cheka infor-
mants would betray his confi dence and compromise his efforts to overthrow 
Soviet power in the Northwest.  Cromie was probably also  double- crossed 
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by Maria (Moura) Benckendorff, a seductive Russian national employed 
as a clerk and translator by the British Embassy. Circumstantial evidence 
strongly suggests that Moura, who became Lockhart’s lover, was a Cheka in-
former.9 “A kind of gramophone for all the infernal gossip in the embassy” 
was how she described Cromie in a letter to Lockhart.10

Trotsky, Radek, and Karelin returned to Petrograd from Brest at 5:00 am 
on 31 January. Trotsky went at once to Smolny, where he briefed Lenin on 
the fi nal stages of the negotiations. Trotsky and Karelin also reported on the 
negotiations to the combined Bolshevik and Left SR CEC fractions and to 
the Sovnarkom later in the day, and to a special session of the full CEC the 
next night,11 1/14 February, the fi rst day on the new calendar.12

Trotsky presented a detailed account of his tactics at Brest to the CEC. 
The wave of strikes that hit Germany and  Austria- Hungary in January had 
momentarily enhanced Russia’s negotiating position and weakened Ger-
many’s. However, after the suppression of this unrest, the German delega-
tion had renewed its expansionist demands as forcefully as ever. In the fi nal 
stages of the negotiations, the position of the Russian delegation had been 
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further undermined by the independence of the Ukrainian delegation and 
by candid Russian press reports on the continuing disintegration of the Rus-
sian army. After consummation of the agreement between the Central Pow-
ers and the Ukrainian delegation on 27 January/9 February, it was obvious 
that the Germans would not budge from their demands and therefore an 
end to the negotiations could no longer be delayed. This being the case, 
Trotsky made his withdrawal statement.

With undisguised glee Trotsky described the shocked reactions of his 
adversaries, as well as the sentiments of  hand- picked German soldiers sta-
tioned in Brest who, he said, had taken pains to assure him that revolu-
tionary Russia need not fear a German attack. Even their offi cers declared 
that it would be impossible to get them to advance against Russia. Although 
Trotsky warned against wholly excluding the possibility of renewed Ger-
man military operations, he made it clear that this did not seem likely. He 
had personally toured the Russian lines and was appalled by the chaos and 
anarchy he observed among the troops. As a result, he did not share the illu-
sion common to Left Communists that, if attacked, Russian soldiers would 
defend the revolution. For him, the aim of immediate, open, and compre-
hensive demobilization was to demonstrate to the entire world Soviet Rus-
sia’s unequivocal determination to end its participation in the war and to put 
the burden of protecting the Russian revolution, if that became necessary, 
squarely on Europe’s revolutionary masses.13

Karelin emphasized to the CEC that the fundamental problem facing 
the Russian delegation at Brest was not to expose the rapacious terms offered 
by the Central Powers, which was easy, but to demand more than simply a 
return to the prewar territorial status quo. Essentially, the latter did not cor-
respond to socialist principles that called for peace without annexations and 
indemnities, and the right of  self- determination for all peoples, regardless of 
when they lost their independence, as stipulated in the Decree on Peace of 
the Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets and subsequently re affi rmed.14 
Trotsky’s fi nal statement at Brest had fl owed naturally from this conundrum. 
As a result of Russia’s stance at Brest, the Russian revolution had become 
a beacon for enslaved peoples everywhere, Karelin continued. To illustrate 
this point, he described the friendly welcome he and Trotsky had received 
in Warsaw when they visited there during a break in the deliberations at 
Brest. At a popular level, previous hostility to Russia had been replaced by 
reverence for the Russian revolution. Acknowledging that the gamble im-
plicit in simply declaring that the war was over and refusing to sign a peace 
treaty risked provoking a renewed offensive, Karelin, like Trotsky, was du-
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bious about the possibility that German soldiers on the Eastern front could 
be used in an attack.15

Responding to Trotsky and Karelin, Pumpianskii, on behalf of the SRs, 
praised the Brest delegation for not signing a separate peace; yet he still con-
sidered the results of the negotiations unsatisfactory, since they had left the 
front wide open to German invasion. Just as he had done in the Constituent 
Assembly, amid derisive shouts he called for the organization of an inter-
national socialist peace conference in Stockholm and the formation of a 
united popular front government through the Constituent Assembly.

Speaking for the Left SRs, Shteinberg gave Soviet diplomacy higher 
marks, arguing that the toilers of Europe and America were revolutionary 
Russia’s natural allies and that, as a result of Brest, bonds with them would 
be stronger than ever. Rejecting Pumpianskii’s plea for the  re- convocation of 
the Constituent Assembly, Shteinberg nonetheless echoed his call for an im-
mediate, broadly based socialist peace conference in Stockholm, as well as 
for an end to unnecessary domestic strife in preparation for the possible re-
newal of hostilities by the Central Powers. Russia must be ready to mount 
an adequate defense, he warned. “For this to occur, it is necessary, fi rst of all, 
to end the civil war within the democracy which is now tearing our country 
apart.”

Martov took issue with Trotsky’s implication that the  Austro- Germans 
were weaker after the Brest negotiations than they had been at the start. To 
him, all signs pointed to the contrary. Although implicitly approving of the 
“no war, no peace” formula, he insisted on the necessity of taking account 
of the strengthened confi dence of the Central Powers  vis- à- vis revolutionary 
Russia and, above all, on the need to create conditions that would make it 
possible for all Russian citizens to participate in defending the country from 
a German invasion.

In his concluding remarks Trotsky, responding to Martov, insisted that 
primary responsibility for preventing Russia’s destruction at the hands of the 
Germans rested with the German people. Nonetheless, he conceded that, “if 
necessary, we will have to defend ourselves.” A Bolshevik resolution adopted 
at this meeting endorsed the position taken by the Russian delegation at 
Brest, and expressed confi dence that socialist workers in all countries would 
approve and that  Austro- German workers and soldiers would pursue to a tri-
umphant conclusion the struggle against imperialists and usurpers that had 
begun in Vienna and Berlin. Warning that the Russian revolution was sur-
rounded by enemies, the resolution pointed to the organization of a free Red 
Socialist army as one of the critical tasks of the moment.16 To help explain 



160    /    War or Peace?

Russia’s peace policy and build support for it among West European social-
ists, Kamenev was now dispatched to Great Britain and France.17

The next day (15 February), Trotsky seemed more confi dent than ever 
that the Germans would not attack. At an evening plenary session of the 
Petrograd Soviet, he put the odds on the possibility of the Germans attack-
ing at 10 percent as against 90 percent that they would not.18 The wide-
spread assumption among Petrograd Bolsheviks that for Russia the war was 
over and it was time to give top priority to dealing with domestic crises was 
refl ected in the fact that, on this day, Trotsky assumed responsibility for di-
recting food procurement and distribution, revolutionary Russia’s thorniest 
and most threatening domestic problem at the time.19

Little did Trotsky know how soon his prediction would be put to a test. 
The decisive moments in the struggle between German civil and military au-
thorities over how to respond to Trotsky’s declaration of “no war, no peace” 
had, in fact, come two days earlier (13 February) at a Crown Council meet-
ing, where a debate over policy toward revolutionary Russia culminated in 
a decision to launch a limited offensive in the east. The aim of this offensive 
was to advance German lines to Narva and Pskov and, more fundamental, to 
put “the Bolsheviks in their place.” The attack was set for 18 February.20

Initial word that Germany’s armistice with Russia would expire and that 
a state of war would be reestablished at noon on the 18th reached Smolny 
the night of 16 February.21 Trotsky was in Lenin’s offi ce, in conference with 
Lenin, Karelin, and an unidentifi ed party colleague of Karelin’s, when a 
telegram with the news was received. Lenin, obviously deeply disturbed, si-
lently passed the telegram to Trotsky. Recalling this episode in his memoirs, 
Trotsky wrote that Lenin quickly wound up the meeting, rushed the Left 
SRs out of his offi ce, and blurted: “They have deceived us after  all . . .  This 
wild beast will let nothing escape it.”22

After Lenin reminded Trotsky that, under the terms of their agree-
ment, he was obliged to support immediate consummation of a peace treaty, 
Trotsky answered that the ability of the Germans to actually launch an at-
tack on Russia remained to be tested. Perhaps because of this, for the time 
being the news was not made public.23 It was not even brought to the atten-
tion of senior military offi cials responsible for Russia’s defense nor was the 
Sovnarkom informed.24 Not until the evening of the eighteenth, after Rus-
sian intelligence intercepted a telegram to German commanders announc-
ing that, as Trotsky had broken the truce, they were to resume offensive op-
erations, was the Russian military informed of the developing emergency.25

* * *
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News of the resumption of the German offensive immediately reopened 
the enormously divisive question of whether to conclude a separate peace 
with the Central Powers that had been sidestepped by Trotsky’s “no war, no 
peace” strategy. The renewed debate over this issue, which was constantly re-
shaped by developments at the front and uncertainty about Germany’s ul-
timate intentions, raged virtually nonstop from 17 to 24 February. It was 
waged in the press, and in the Bolshevik and Left SR Central committees, 
the Sovnarkom, the Bolshevik and Left SR CEC fractions, plenary sessions 
of the CEC, the Petrograd Soviet, the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee, the 
Fourth City Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks, Petrograd district soviets 
and Bolshevik district committees, and among ordinary workers in factories, 
soldiers in barracks, and sailors at installations and aboard ships of the Bal-
tic Fleet.

The debate began the night of 17/18 February, at a meeting of the Bol-
shevik Central Committee. Published Central Committee documents for 
these days include a table indicating how the eleven members who partici-
pated voted on a series of questions relating to war and peace. From Lenin’s 
point of view, the most important of these questions was the  fi rst— whether 
the government should offer to reopen peace negotiations, which he under-
stood to mean suing for immediate peace on Germany’s terms. Lenin lost 
on this issue by a 6 to 5 vote.26 Equally important was the last  question— if 
a German offensive became a reality and if no revolutionary uprisings oc-
curred in Germany and Austria, should peace be concluded? Lenin won this 
vote; Trotsky made good on his commitment by voting with him.

The Central Committee reevaluated the developing situation at a meet-
ing the next morning (18 February), shortly before German military opera-
tions were due to resume. By then, numerous signs of intense German mili-
tary activity in the vicinity of the front had been reported. Enemy planes had 
been spotted over Dvinsk, just across the German line, and it appeared that 
a strike on the major Baltic port of Revel was imminent. German radio had 
begun to focus on the necessity of protection from the threat of “infection” 
from the east. Worst of all, from the Central Committee’s point of view, no-
where was there any sign of protest, either among German front line forces 
or in the German rear. Still, the attack had not yet begun. Consequently, be-
cause so much time had been spent on contingency issues the previous eve-
ning, Sverdlov recommended that the meeting be adjourned until the situa-
tion on the ground became clearer. Lenin would have none of that, and, in 
deference to him, it was agreed to continue the meeting and focus solely on 
the advisability of straight away sending the Germans a telegram proposing 
immediate peace. At the end of the debate on this issue, Lenin’s demand that 
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Germany’s peace terms be accepted without delay was again defeated by a 
 one- vote margin.27

This helps explain the behavior of Bolshevik people’s commissars at a 
Sovnarkom meeting that began early that evening (18/19 February), pri-
marily to deal with the exploding military crisis.28 In addition to Bolshevik 
and Left SR cabinet members, among individuals participating in this meet-
ing at one time or another were representatives of the CEC Presidium, the 
Brest peace delegation, and the general staffs of the “old” army and embry-
onic Red Army and Navy. With interruptions to allow many of the partici-
pants to attend meetings of their central committees, this session of the Sov-
narkom lasted through the night and early morning. Much of the discussion 
appears to have centered on ways to overcome the virtual absence of regular 
armed forces and defend the revolution from the Germans until help ar-
rived from abroad. Among issues considered were the immediate proclama-
tion of universal mobilization (considered premature because “the interven-
tion” of the German proletariat or of the Reichstag still seemed promising); 
conclusion of an agreement on defense with the moderate socialist parties 
(proposed by the Left SRs, rejected by the Bolsheviks); the viability of par-
tisan warfare (deemed unusually strong because “practically everybody had 
weapons”); and the start of an evacuation of Petrograd (not recommended 
because it would detract from the defense effort).

As time passed, reports about the unfolding German offensive became 
increasingly alarming. Within hours, the enemy had captured Dvinsk and 
Minsk and was advancing on a broad front toward Petrograd. Although the 
attack forces consisted of small, hastily assembled, irregular detachments, 
panicked Russian soldiers were offering no resistance and, without stopping 
to destroy railway lines and bridges, were fl eeing  pell- mell at the fi rst sign 
of the German approach. Fewer than a hundred German soldiers were all it 
took to capture Dvinsk.

The Sovnarkom recessed around midnight. A late night meeting of the 
Bolshevik Central Committee that began soon after was arranged at the 
last minute, probably in part because of Lenin’s impatience to telegraph ac-
ceptance of Germany’s peace terms to stave off a German march on Petro-
grad. At this third Central Committee meeting in  twenty- four hours, Lenin 
launched an unrelenting plea for immediate capitulation.29 “We cannot wait 
any longer because the situation has become obvious,” he insisted. “Things 
have reached such a state that the revolution will defi nitely be crushed if we 
continue to sit on the  fence. . . .  If the Germans were to require the over-
throw of Bolshevik power, then naturally we would have to fi ght. [But] fur-
ther delay is out of the question now.”
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Lenin’s main adversary at this meeting, as it was to be throughout the 
Brest crisis, was Bukharin who, despite his youth, was not in the least intim-
idated. Taking the fl oor, Bukharin suggested that Lenin and those who fa-
vored peace at virtually any price were succumbing to panic, when, in reality, 
nothing unexpected was happening. The forces of imperialism were bent on 
suppressing the revolution before it spread further. Now, it was critical to rise 
to the inevitable fi ght. As Bukharin put it, “events are developing exactly as 
they were bound  to. . . .  We foresaw everything. We said that either the Rus-
sian revolution would spread, or it would die under the pressure of imperi-
alism.”

Lenin deemed Bukharin’s arguments hopelessly utopian. “If we are not 
ready [for a revolutionary war], we must agree to peace,” he fumed. “Even 
if the Germans were to tack on such new demands as noninterference in the 
affairs of Ukraine, Finland, Livonia, and Estonia,” he concluded, “it would 
be absolutely essential to unconditionally accept even that.” For Lenin, that 
was the price of survival! Saving the revolution in Russia as a beachhead for 
the international revolution was all that mattered.

A meeting of the Sovnarkom, January 1918. Left to right: I. Z. Shteinberg, I. I. Skvortsov-

Stepanov, G. F. Fedorov, V. D. Bonch-Bruevich, V. E. Trutovskii, A. G. Shliapnikov, P. P. Proshian, 

V. I. Lenin, I. V. Stalin (standing), A. M. Kollontai, P. E. Dybenko (standing), E. K. Koksharova, 

N. I. Podvoiskii, N. P. Gorbunov, V. I. Nevskii, V. I. Shotman, and G. B. Chicherin. Jonathan San-

ders Collection.
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While agreeing with Lenin that combating the Germans with the  rag-
 tag forces at the Soviet government’s disposal was impossible, Trotsky still 
held out hope that European workers would come to the rescue. At the Cen-
tral Committee the night of 18/19 February, evidently to buy time, he urged 
that, instead of Russia capitulating at once, notes should be sent to Berlin 
and Vienna inquiring into the nature of their demands. Trotsky appears to 
have believed that articulation of these demands would have propaganda 
value. However, after it became clear that this idea was unacceptable to ei-
ther of the contending sides, he again fulfi lled his part of the bargain with 
Lenin. By a vote of 7 to 5, with 1 abstention, Trotsky provided the swing 
vote and the Bolshevik Central Committee reversed itself, now recommend-
ing that the German government be informed immediately of Russia’s read-
iness to sign a peace. Lenin and Trotsky were delegated to draft a message to 
this effect. A short time later, the Left SR Central Committee, with only six 
of its fi fteen members present, voted for peace and approved dispatch of the 
surrender message already drafted by Lenin and Trotsky.30

Despite these decisions, by all accounts, the strength of opposition to 
Lenin in the Sovnarkom, after it reconvened, does not appear to have changed 
appreciably. In the face of deepening gloom over reports of the speed of the 
German advance, the emphasis remained on resistance.31 Toward morning, 
when the possibility of suing for peace was apparently fi rst put forward for 
immediate action, the idea triggered a fresh round of bitter debate. Lenin, 
now joined by Trotsky, led the fi ght for immediate surrender. Shteinberg and 
Pavel Dybenko emerged as the main proponents of revolutionary war. At 
times, the atmosphere became so contentious, and the chasm over funda-
mental principles between the two sides so wide, that it seemed to one ob-
server that some of the people’s commissars would have to resign. At the end 
of the meeting, by which time the number of people’s commissars present 
had dwindled to nine, “immediate peace” was agreed upon by a  one- vote 
margin.32 Without consulting the CEC, Lenin and Trotsky immediately ra-
dioed a message to Berlin conveying the Sovnarkom’s readiness to sign a 
peace treaty according to the terms proposed at  Brest- Litovsk.33

How did political groups other than the Bolsheviks and Left SRs react? 
Virtually all of them had responded to news of the German offensive by de-
claring their readiness to ignore past confl icts and band together to defend 
the country against the foreign foe. It is not surprising, then, that their re-
sponse to news of Russia’s capitulation little more than  twenty- four hours 
later produced a tidal wave of outrage. In the harshest terms, the  Kadet, SR, 
and Menshevik press condemned the government’s acceptance of German 
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peace terms and demanded that the Constituent Assembly be reconvened 
immediately.

To Lenin, fi erce antagonism toward his policies on the part of liberal 
and moderate socialist groups was to be expected. More troubling and po-
tentially disastrous was the depth of the fury expressed by large and critically 
important segments of his own party and by the Left SRs, triggered by the 
decision to give in to the Germans without a fi ght. The continued explosive-
ness of the issue was instantly apparent at caucuses of the Bolshevik and Left 
SR CEC fractions on the afternoon of 19 February, convened to defi ne posi-
tions on the government’s peace policy which would be considered at a ple-
nary meeting of the CEC that evening. In addition to the already familiar 
differences over the issue of an immediate annexationist peace versus revo-
lutionary war between the Leninists and Left Communists, and between 
similar Left SR groupings, bitter complaints emerged at these fraction meet-
ings over procedural matters connected with the dispatch of the already in-
famous  Lenin- Trotsky radio message. Both Bolshevik and Left SR critics 
of capitulation objected that the Sovnarkom had decided a fundamental, 
criti cal policy issue without a quorum, by a  one- vote margin, and without 
the involvement of the CEC. Even Sverdlov, normally Lenin’s most trusted 
and pliant lieutenant, protested the dispatch of the  Lenin- Trotsky telegram 
without the CEC’s endorsement.34 The large Left SR fraction was so in-
censed that it immediately renewed its efforts to fundamentally strengthen 
the CEC’s powers to control the actions of the Sovnarkom and individual 
commissariats. Also, although there was no denying that the Left SR Cen-
tral Committee had agreed to the dispatch of the  Lenin- Trotsky message, 
many Left SR deputies were roiled that their own leadership’s action was de-
cided by a tiny fraction of its members.35

Thus, the pivotal question at issue in Bolshevik and Left SR caucuses the 
afternoon of 19 February was whether the  Lenin- Trotsky message accepting 
German peace terms should be rescinded and the entire issue reconsidered. 
This question was thoroughly divisive in both the Bolshevik and Left SR 
camps. At the start, advocates of revolutionary war (or, as the Left SRs pre-
ferred to call it, an “uprising against imperialism”) were stronger among Left 
SRs than within the Bolshevik fraction. Still, on the night of 19 February, as 
a result of continuing bitter debate in both fractions, the possibility of get-
ting the full CEC to go along with immediate peace on German terms was 
so problematic, and the potential so great for a bloody battle with disastrous 
consequences for the Bolshevik–Left SR governing coalition and even for 
the existing structure of government, that at the eleventh hour the Bolshevik 
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CEC leadership canceled the evening plenum. It was replaced by a highly 
unusual closed joint meeting of the Bolshevik and Left SR CEC fractions.36

Lenin delivered a  two- hour address at the meeting, marshaling every 
conceivable argument on behalf of immediate peace. However, his oppo-
nents, led by Sergei Mstislavskii for the Left SRs and Radek for the Bol-
sheviks, remained unconvinced by his reasoning, and reportedly, at around 
midnight, the two fractions went their separate ways, with the  anti- Leninists 
ascendant. The fractions met intermittently, both separately and jointly, 
throughout the night and the following day. Both received  closed- door brief-
ings by Krylenko, who was adamant on the need for immediate surrender. 
His presentations appear to have had little appreciable impact. For the time 
being, neither fraction was able to muster a consensus.37

If continuing debate and indecision remained the watchword among 
Bolshevik and Left SR CEC fractions in the Taurida Palace, the same was 
not the case elsewhere in Petrograd. Very soon after the resumption of the 
German offensive, the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee canvased all its dis-
trict committees. With the exception of the party committee in the Vyborg 
district, where views were divided, large majorities in all the other party 
committees opposed surrender.38 By coincidence, the start of this new mili-
tary crisis coincided with the deliberations of the Fourth City Conference 
of Petrograd Bolsheviks. This gathering, in which the Petersburg Commit-
tee and elected representatives of district party committees participated, had 
opened on 17 February. At that time, party membership was estimated to be 
 thirty- six thousand, a drop of around twelve thousand since the beginning 
of the year.39 However, this was an approximation, as no effort had been 
made to track  membership— most important, to monitor the continuing 
outfl ow from Petrograd of party veterans that had begun with the seizure of 
power. Then, too, a high percentage of longtime Bolsheviks still in the city 
was engaged in  full- time government or military service; for practical pur-
poses, their ties to the party organization had been severed.

To compensate for these losses, participants in the city conference 
adopted new party regulations.40 The Petersburg Committee’s size was re-
duced from forty or more members elected by district committees on the 
basis of proportional representation to nine members elected at large at 
quarterly city conferences. Thus, not all of the sixteen district party com-
mittees were now represented in the Petersburg Committee. The new stat-
utes provided for the creation of a wholly new representative Delegates So-
viet, composed largely of elected delegates from district committees, one per 
fi ve hundred members, to offset this change. It was to replace the Peters-
burg Committee as the most authoritative local party body between quar-
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terly city conferences. At about the same time, an advisory body was created 
that had not even been mentioned in the new regulations, the Assembly of 
[Party] Organizers. It was to be convened at the discretion of the Petersburg 
Committee and was composed of paid responsible organizers from each dis-
trict. Perhaps partly because some of these responsible organizers doubled 
as district party committee secretaries, a disproportionate number of them 
were dedicated young women.41

Although the Assembly of Organizers endured,42 the elective Delegates 
Soviet never functioned as envisioned.43 As a result, the reduction and re-
shaping of the Petrograd party organization at the Fourth City Conference 
of Petrograd Bolsheviks appears in retrospect to have been a major step in 
the destruction of the relative internal democracy which was a major source 
of the Bolsheviks’ strength in 1917. Still, in the context of the raging contro-
versy over the acceptance of Germany’s peace terms, the most germane point 
is that, like the Petersburg Committee, the city party conference was domi-
nated by Left Communists. It is not surprising, therefore, that on 20 Feb-
ruary it turned to the government’s controversial decision to sue for peace.44 
After Lenin and Radek presented the contending views on peace or war, the 
conferees did not even debate them. Discarding as irrelevant Lenin’s warning 
that “the cream of the Petrograd proletariat would be sacrifi ced in a struggle 
against the Germans,” the conference adopted a sharply worded resolution 
censuring the Central Committee and demanding that the Sovnarkom’s de-
cision to accept Germany’s peace terms be revoked.45

In many ways, the most ominous protest against the Sovnarkom’s peace 
policy at this time was contained in a statement, in effect a declaration of 
war on the Bolshevik Central Committee majority, signed by four minority 
Central Committee members (Bukharin, Uritskii, Lomov, and Bubnov) and 
seven other prominent party leaders (Iakovleva, Pokrovskii, Smirnov, Piata-
kov, Mecheslav Bronskii, and Andrei Spunde). Their statement condemned 
the willingness of the Central Committee majority to conclude peace on 
German terms as a “particularly vicious blow to the cause of the international 
proletariat” that would inevitably result “in the destruction of all the work 
the [Russian] proletariat had accomplished in building socialism since the 
October revolution.” From Lenin’s point of view, perhaps most alarming of 
all was that the signatories declared their determination to agitate within the 
party against the peace policy pursued by the majority with the avowed aim 
of reversing it at an early party congress.46

Similarly defi ant,  anti- peace/ pro- war resolutions were also adopted at 
this time by Left SR national and  local- level party committees. Most im-
portant, on 20 February, a solid majority of the Left SR Central Commit-
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tee expressed opposition to a separate peace, thereby reversing the position 
it adopted the night of 18/19 February. The usually reliable Novaia zhizn’ 
 reported that feelings against acceptance of a separate peace at this meeting 
ran so high that a majority was ready to immediately distance itself from the 
Bolsheviks unless Lenin and Trotsky annulled the acceptance of Germany’s 
terms.47

Soon after the Left SR Central Committee reversal, a consensus favoring 
revolutionary war crystallized in the Left SR CEC fraction.48 Moreover, at 
roughly the same time, the balance of power in the Bolshevik CEC fraction, 
allegedly infl uenced by developments at the Petrograd City party confer-
ence, shifted even more strongly toward the Left Communists.49

* * *

Contributing to the increasing militancy in both the Bolshevik and Left 
SR camps in the fi rst days after the dispatch of the  Lenin- Trotsky surrender 
telegram was that the German government was clearly in no hurry to re-
spond to it. Its forces were continuing to advance along a broad front, seiz-
ing town after town along the major railway lines to Riga, Revel, and Pskov. 
Very quickly, Petrograd itself appeared in imminent danger of an attack for 
which it was psychologically and militarily unprepared.

Word of the German offensive caught the Soviet government and au-
thorities at the People’s Commissariat for Military Affairs by surprise. More 
sensitive than anyone else except perhaps Lenin to Russia’s vulnerability, mili-
tary offi cials appear to have spent the days immediately following Trotsky’s 
proclamation of “no war, no peace” hoping against hope that the Germans 
would let well enough alone. Efforts to bring some semblance of order to 
demobilization of the old army and to begin building a new, socialist Red 
army had gone badly. In memoirs written many years later  Il’in- Zhenevskii 
recalled his feelings during those days of anxious waiting: “Each day that 
went by peacefully instilled fresh hope and then, as though out of a clear 
sky, came the thunderclap. The Germans started to advance, and pressed 
with incredible speed toward Petrograd.” “I shall never forget the heavy, op-
pressed mood that came over our people in the party and soviets,” he con-
tinued. “It seemed to many that all was now lost, that we were going to be 
crushed by the armed might of German imperialism, and that the Soviet Re-
public was doomed to become a German colony.” One of the fi rst people to 
succumb to the prevailing despair was  Il’in- Zhenevskii’s wife. On 20 Feb-
ruary, she shot herself.50

Late the night of 19/20 February, the Sovnarkom had discussed possi-
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bilities of organizing a defense and waging a revolutionary war in the event 
this became necessary.51 Reportedly, this discussion focused less on the fea-
sibility of mounting defensive operations in the traditional sense than on 
the prospects for surviving until the German proletariat was able to “strike 
German imperialism from the rear.” Moreover, in view of the ongoing de-
bacle in clashes between German forces, on the one hand, and elements of 
the old army, the Red Guard, and hastily assembled Red Army units, on 
the other, partisan warfare was again raised as a promising strategy.52 The 
successful advance of  Antonov- Ovseenko’s irregular forces on the Don no 
doubt strengthened such thinking.

On 20 February, the Sovnarkom listened to reports from Krylenko and 
Vasilii Altfater, deputy naval  chief- of- staff, on the expanding chaos at the 
front and adopted contingency measures aimed at mobilizing the popula-
tion of Petrograd for the defense of the capital, building a war chest, and 
evacuating citizens unsuited for military service. Also, at the initiative of 
the Left SRs, the Sovnarkom formed a Provisional Executive Committee 
composed of Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin for the Bolsheviks, and Karelin and 
Prosh Proshian for the Left SRs, to act in the Sovnarkom’s name between its 
meetings during the emergency.53

A  three- hour emergency plenary session of the Petrograd Soviet in 
Smolny the night of 21/22 February refl ected the dilemma then facing Bol-
sheviks who favored immediate peace, namely, they needed to allow for the 
seemingly dwindling possibility that the Germans might yet agree to accept-
able surrender terms, while at the same time mobilizing workers, soldiers, 
and peasants for what looked increasingly like a  life- and- death struggle for 
the survival of the revolution.54 Zinoviev’s primary purpose in convening 
this session was to obtain its backing for acceptance of Germany’s terms. 
The Bolshevik fraction in the Petrograd Soviet hammered out its position 
on this issue at a bitterly contentious caucus which ran so much longer than 
planned that it delayed the plenary session for more than two hours. Still es-
sentially free of external party control, the fraction was not constrained by 
the Central Committee’s narrow vote for peace the night of 18/19 February 
or by the city party conference’s resounding commitment to revolutionary 
war on the twentieth. Zinoviev, aided by Lashe vich, pushed hard to swing 
the group to Lenin’s point of view. Radek and Riazanov led the fi ght for the 
Left Communists, appealing to the fraction to withhold approval of the 
 Lenin- Trotsky radio message and insist that the Sovnarkom and the CEC 
cease dealing with the Germans and concentrate on military defense. Judg-
ing by the applause, the group’s sympathy was with Radek and Riazanov. 
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However, it voted with Zinoviev and Lashevich. This decision was binding 
on the entire fraction; as the caucus dispersed, Zinoviev was unyielding on 
this point.55

Zinoviev opened the plenary session with a long and spirited defense of 
the government’s action.56 “To our great shame,” he said candidly, “we must 
acknowledge that our soldiers are putting up virtually no resistance what-
soever. . . . [W]e have had cases where groups of unarmed German soldiers 
have dispersed hundreds of our troops” (emphasis in original). At the same 
time, he insisted that if the Germans did not allow Russia a breathing space, 
there would be no choice but to defend the revolution “to the last man and 
the last bullet.” Throughout his speech Zinoviev shifted back and forth be-
tween these two tactically incompatible positions: on the one hand, the ab-
solute necessity of immediate surrender; on the other, the critical impor-
tance of putting all other concerns aside in the interests of revolutionary 
defense. Zinoviev placed particular emphasis on the latter, declaiming “The 
Socialist Fatherland Is in Danger,” a resounding appeal for the defense of the 
revolution published in the Soviet press earlier that day.

Krylenko further documented the expanding disaster at the front and its 
economic implications. He described the utter chaos prevailing on Russia’s 
railway network, as millions of Russian soldiers fl ed the battlefi eld. If this 
tidal wave of humanity was not somehow brought to a halt, he maintained, 
famine in Petrograd would become inevitable and any possibility of build-
ing socialism would be lost, regardless of how efforts to bring an immediate 
end to the war developed. Krylenko called for the immediate recruitment 
and dispatch to the front of large numbers of agitators from among Petro-
grad’s most experienced and effective workers and soldiers. If these agitators 
were successful in restoring some order among front troops, he intimated, 
this would ease the deepening food supply crisis and facilitate the defense of 
Petrograd, if that became necessary.57

Following these speeches by Zinoviev and Krylenko, representatives of 
all fractions in the Petrograd Soviet were given time to present their posi-
tions, and Mikhail Levinson for the Left SRs, and Efrem Berg for the SRs 
and Mensheviks, introduced resolutions refl ecting them. Levinson’s reso-
lution demanded annulment of the  Lenin- Trotsky message and mobiliza-
tion of all the country’s forces to fi ght the Germans, prompting Zinoviev 
to rebuke the Left SRs for breaking ranks with the revolution “at one of 
its most critical moments.” Berg’s joint  SR- Menshevik resolution called for 
the immediate appointment of a new, broadly representative government, 
a “second sitting” of the Constituent Assembly, and the convocation of an 
international socialist peace conference.
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For the Bolsheviks, Anton Slutskii introduced a resolution that mir-
rored the party’s tactical dilemma. After endorsing the dispatch of the  Lenin-
 Trotsky telegram, it expressed certainty that the Germans intended to try to 
crush the revolution. Consequently, the resolution appealed to Petrograd 
workers and soldiers to “immediately rise to the defense of socialist Russia 
and her revolutionary capital.” The resolution provided for the formation of 
a Committee for the Revolutionary Defense of Petrograd to direct and co-
ordinate defense preparations.58 And, fi nally, it called on district soviets to 
form groups of agitators for dispatch to the front, to try to bring some order 
into the demobilization. Those at the meeting voted on the three resolutions, 
and the Bolshevik resolution passed. The composition of the Committee for 
the Revolutionary Defense of Petrograd was also agreed on, and it assumed 
most functions connected with the direction of defense preparations.59

* * *

At 10:00 pm the night of 21/22 February, at precisely the time when the 
Petrograd Soviet began its consideration of the Sovnarkom’s peace policy, 
Sverdlov convened the  long- delayed meeting of the CEC, ostensibly to de-
bate the same question.60 It is imperative not to lose sight of differences in 
the political signifi cance and complexion of the two meetings. Most im-
portant, confl ict between the Left SRs and the Bolsheviks in the Petrograd 
Soviet over the issue of war and peace was undoubtedly awkward; how-
ever, Bolsheviks supporting Lenin had a majority. Such divisions in the CEC 
would probably have resulted in the breakup of the  Bolshevik–Left SR coa-
lition, and, indeed, the possibility cannot be excluded that they might have 
brought down Lenin’s government. For at this CEC meeting, owing in part 
to the absence of many Left Communists, the Left SRs had a clear ma-
jority.61 The individual most responsible for dodging this potentially lethal 
bullet was the CEC chair, the tactically astute Sverdlov. More sensitive than 
any of his party colleagues to the volatility of the peace issue, as well as to the 
CEC’s escalating resentment toward the Sovnarkom for its failure to con-
sult it before dispatching the  Lenin- Trotsky surrender message, Sverdlov had 
postponed a CEC meeting until passions had cooled. He seems also to have 
played a signifi cant role in persuading Lenin of the possible implications of 
this resentment, and exacted a commitment from Lenin that the Sovnarkom 
would take the peace negotiations no further without consulting with the 
CEC in advance, irrespective of the German response.62

That even Lenin was becoming resigned to the necessity for defense 
at the time the CEC Presidium met to plan that evening’s plenary session 
worked to Sverdlov’s advantage. On the understanding that the CEC’s pre-
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rogatives would be observed in any future decisions relating to peace, mem-
bers of the Presidium leadership, all Bolsheviks and Left SRs, developed an 
agenda and procedural steps that all but assured that the plenum would be 
free of signifi cant rancor. It was agreed, in particular, that  Sverdlov would 
begin the meeting with an introductory report on the peace process to date. 
The CEC would then be asked to put policy differences aside and to adopt 
a Presidium resolution containing a pro forma endorsement of the govern-
ment’s peace efforts and also expressing confi dence that workers, soldiers, 
and peasants would unite in the defense of “socialist Soviet power, against 
any and all attacks.”63 Saving the socialist revolution from foreign and do-
mestic foes was to be the motif of the meeting.

This appears to have been the plan, and it went pretty much like clock-
work. Although Sverdlov, in his opening report, did not totally exclude the 
possibility that the Germans might respond to the  Lenin- Trotsky telegram 
with acceptable peace terms, it was clear that he shared the prevailing as-
sumption that this was unlikely. In this spirit, he read aloud a spate of rousing 
calls to arms already issued by the Sovnarkom (among them, “The Social-
ist Fatherland Is in Danger”). The recitation of these appeals was intended 
to illustrate the government’s commitment to defend the revolution despite 
its striving for immediate peace, and to convey an air of imminent military 
emergency. Sverdlov then announced that, in agreement with the Presidium, 
he would not open the fl oor for discussion “since every member of the CEC 
had already thought and discussed the existing situation quite enough,” at 
which point he also proposed that a resolution endorsing the government’s 
peace efforts and providing for defense of the revolution be adopted without 
debate. In vain, the  Menshevik- Internationalist Raphael Abramovich pro-
tested that the resolution proposed by the Presidium failed to address any of 
the questions relating to peace and war requiring immediate clarifi cation, 
and asked why the country’s highest government institution was not allowed 
to speak out for two  days— indeed, why “the opposition” was still shushed 
into silence.64 Only 6 of the 150 members of the CEC at this meeting voted 
against the Presidium’s resolution; all but 1 of the no votes were cast by mod-
erate socialists.65 With this, the  long- awaited CEC plenum ended. It had 
lasted less than an hour.

* * *

During the night of 22/23 February, the radio station at Tsarskoe Selo, 
used by Soviet offi cials for sensitive transmissions because it was the most se-
cure  long- distance communication facility in the Petrograd region, received 
two messages from Georgii Chicherin, head of the Russian delegation at 
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Brest. The fi rst informed the Sovnarkom that the German response to Rus-
sia’s peace offer had been passed on to a Soviet courier who was bringing it 
to Petrograd. The second notifi ed Trotsky that  Austria- Hungary, together 
with her allies, was prepared to bring peace negotiations to a conclusion.66 
The terms arrived at 10:30 am and, their harshness notwithstanding, it is 
doubtful that they surprised Lenin. In addition to the conditions previously 
insisted upon at Brest, the Germans now demanded that Russia turn over 
control of Livonia and Estonia; evacuate and recognize the independence 
of Finland, Ukraine, and Georgia; immediately demobilize the old Russian 
army, the newly forming Red Army, and the Red Guards; intern or disarm 
the Russian navy, restore the trade treaty of 1904, and, in effect, pay a siz-
able indemnity; and refrain from spreading revolutionary propaganda in ter-
ritory belonging to the Central Powers. The Soviet government was given 
 forty- eight hours to accept. To complicate matters further, by the time the 
new terms arrived, more than half this time had elapsed.67

One wonders at the thoughts that ran through Lenin’s mind as he pon-
dered the new German conditions. Could he have been relieved that they 
were not harsher? After all, they were similar to the terms he had suggested, 
at the  late- night Central Committee meeting of 18/19 February, that Russia 
might have to accept. On the other hand, the intervening days had revealed 
the depth and scope of aversion to bowing before German imperialism on 
the part of many if not most of Lenin’s closest  comrades- in- arms. Surely 
there are few better examples of Lenin’s legendary tenacity and strength of 
will than his fi erce determination to overcome his opponents at this critical 
juncture in the history of Bolshevism and of the Russian revolution.

The stakes involved could not have been lost on the members of the Bol-
shevik Central Committee on the afternoon of 23 February, when they met 
to consider the new German terms. At issue were two radically different 
views about how to insure survival of the revolution. Moreover, each side in 
the intraparty battle about to unfold felt certain that the policies advocated 
by the other were suicidal.

The brief, mechanical secretarial notes on this meeting seem particu-
larly incongruent.68 “Comrade Sverdlov reads out the German terms,” they 
begin. Almost at once, Lenin lays all his cards on the table. The notes read: 
“Comrade Lenin considers that the policy of revolutionary  phrase- making 
has ended. If this policy continues now, he will resign from the government 
and the Central Committee. An army is needed for revolutionary war, [and] 
there isn’t one. That means the terms must be accepted.” Straight off, the 
Left Communists knew that Lenin’s threat to resign was neither a casual re-
mark nor a bluff, and that if they did not endorse acceptance of the German 
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terms, they would have to accept responsibility for governing Soviet Russia 
and for leading a fi ght against German imperialism, the Russian bourgeoisie, 
and that portion of the proletariat responsive to Lenin. Lenin went to great 
pains to erase any doubts on that score.

One by one, most members of the Central Committee expressed their 
attitudes about accepting the peace terms. “Lenin’s arguments are not all con-
vincing,” declared Trotsky. Zinoviev countered with the claim that, “from 
the experience of the previous few days, it is clear that there is no enthusiasm 
[for fi ghting on the part of the proletariat]. . . . [W]e are now at the point 
where we must accept the [German] proposal.” Bukharin blasted the Ger-
man conditions, adding that they “do not support Lenin’s prognosis [about 
the possibility of utilizing a ‘breathing space’ in order to prepare for revolu-
tionary war within a short time].” Stalin sided with Lenin. “Either we get a 
breathing space or the revolution  dies— there’s no other viable option,” he 
interjected. Sverdlov and Sokolnikov made plain that they would vote with 
Lenin, Zinoviev, and Stalin. Uritskii and Lomov made it equally clear that 
they were fi rmly opposed to signing the peace and would vote that way. 
Uritskii insisted that “signing the peace will not save Soviet power.” Lomov 
took issue with Zinoviev’s assessment of the mood of the masses. “The panic 
described here doesn’t exist,” he said. “We can accomplish a lot [by way of 
mounting a defense].”

Lomov, the only Left Communist openly to accept the possibility of go-
ing forward without Lenin, contended that “there is no reason to be fright-
ened by Lenin’s threat to resign. We [Left Communists] must take power 
without V. I. [Lenin].” But clearly, many Left Communists were uneasy 
about that prospect. This was true of Dzerzhinskii, Krestinskii, Ioffe, and 
Trotsky. Trotsky did not agree with Lenin that the revolution was doomed 
if the German terms were rejected. To the contrary, he expressed confi dence 
that the task of organizing for defense against the Germans would have been 
manageable and fruitful internationally if the party was united. Since it was 
not, leading a revolutionary war was impossible.

Just before the question of accepting the German terms was put to a 
vote, Bukharin attacked Lenin and his contingent again, but the battle was 
lost. The vote was 7 in favor of accepting the German terms (Lenin,  Sta -
sova, Zinoviev, Sverdlov, Stalin, Sokolnikov, and Smilga), 4 against (Bubnov, 
Uritskii, Bukharin, and Lomov), and 4 abstentions (Trotsky, Kre stin skii, 
Dzerzhinskii, and Ioffe). In a written statement read out by Krestin skii im-
mediately following this vote, Krestinskii, Ioffe, and Dzerzhinskii justifi ed 
their abstentions on the grounds that, although they were opposed to sign-
ing the peace, a party split along the lines Lenin threatened was potentially 
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even more catastrophic.69 Uritskii read a declaration for those who, like him, 
had voted no. In the declaration Uritskii, Bukharin, Lomov, and Bubnov, 
along with Iakovleva, Piatakov, and Smirnov, took note of the fact that, in-
stead of yielding to the Germans, a majority of the Central Committee had 
tendered their resignations from their high party and government posts so 
they would be free to campaign against the treaty both inside and outside 
the party.70 Clearly the immediate concern of the Left Communists was to 
block approval of the treaty in the party’s CEC fraction and in the CEC it-
self. For Lenin, the issue remained fraught with danger for two reasons: fi rst, 
there was the added risk that Left Communists might carry the day in the 
Bolshevik CEC fraction and, together with the Left SRs, Mensheviks, and 
right SRs, also in the CEC; second, the resignations of the Left Communists 
in the prevailing circumstances would likely lead to a decisive split in the 
party and almost certainly would precipitate the breakup of the  Bolshevik–
Left SR coalition.

In view of this, Lenin was prepared to go the limit to keep the Left 
Communists in the fold. Early in this part of the meeting, when Lomov 
asked Lenin whether he would allow the Left to agitate against the peace, 
Lenin quickly answered yes. Moreover, Lenin did not object when Sverdlov, 
near the end of this discussion, tacitly accepted Uritskii’s offer to delay the 
resignations if he and his colleagues were given full freedom to lobby and 
even vote no to the treaty in the CEC. Subsequently, Lenin encouraged the 
Left Communists to leave the hall during the voting, but he did not insist. 
As a result, with the implicit understanding that the resignations would be 
put on hold for greater consideration the next day, the committee members 
discussed plans for joint sessions of the Bolshevik and Left SR Central Com-
mittees and of the Bolshevik and Left SR fractions in the CEC, as well as a 
joint plenary meeting of the CEC and the Petrograd Soviet, all projected to 
be held consecutively in the Taurida Palace beginning at once. Toward the 
end of the Bolshevik Central Committee meeting, Lenin scribbled a note 
to the radio station at Tsarskoe Selo directing it to be prepared to transmit a 
 radio- telegram to the German government before 7:00 am, when the Ger-
man ultimatum was set to expire.71

* * *

The joint meeting of the Bolshevik–Left SR CEC fractions began at 
11:00 pm, 23 February, with another frightful report on the situation of 
Russian soldiers fl eeing the front and a desperate plea from Krylenko for im-
mediate surrender. Krylenko’s remarks were interrupted by shouts of pro-
test from Left SRs, who felt his comments were  one- sided. Somebody in the 
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audience shouted “and what about the fl eet?”—to which Raskolnikov re-
sponded, waving his hand in a gesture of despair: “There is no  fl eet. . . .  The 
sailors are running home, leaving their ships for the enemy.”72

Each fraction was allowed only two speeches, one in favor of peace, the 
other against, and no discussion was permitted. For the Bolsheviks, Lenin 
spoke in favor of accepting the German ultimatum, and Radek spoke against 
it.73 The Left SRs refused to nominate a speaker favoring peace, Kamkov 
stubbornly insisting that in his fraction there was unanimity against accept-
ing Germany’s peace terms. As a result, the only Left SR to speak was Shtein-
berg, a vehement proponent of revolutionary war. No vote was taken at the 
end of this joint meeting, since the Left SR fraction had already decided 
against accepting the new terms and the Bolshevik fraction had not yet dis-
cussed them.

With time so short, Sverdlov began a subsequent caucus of the Bolshevik 
CEC fraction alone by proposing that the assembled Bolsheviks should dis-
pense with further discussion of whether to accept the German peace terms 
and immediately vote on the issue. “But can’t we at least ask questions?” one 
fraction member cautiously inquired. “By all means,” replied Sverdlov. Ac-
cording to L. Stupochenko, a participant in the caucus, “One of the most in-
teresting discussions I have ever heard now took place.” Opponents of peace 
peppered Lenin with questions, “each more venomous than the last.”74  Iurii 
Steklov led the attack. When a vote was fi nally taken, Lenin’s position re-
portedly received  seventy- two votes against  twenty- fi ve for the Left Com-
munists.75 The latter suffered yet another blow when Steklov’s  proposal that 
fraction members not be bound by this decision so they could vote their con-
sciences in the CEC meeting, as tacitly accepted in the Central Committee, 
was defeated.76

In view of all these preliminaries, Sverdlov was unable to convene the 
CEC plenum until 3:00 am.77 By then, only four hours remained before 
the German ultimatum would expire. Using this as justifi cation S verdlov, 
on behalf of the Presidium, proposed that, after hearing the German peace 
terms and listening to a  fi fteen- minute report from a Sovnarkom represen-
tative, one speaker from each party fraction have the opportunity to express 
that fraction’s view on whether to accept or reject the German peace terms. 
A vote on the issue would then be taken. This proposal was accepted, effec-
tively eliminating the possibility that the Left Communist view would even 
be articulated.

After Sverdlov read out the German conditions, Lenin took the fl oor as 
head of the Sovnarkom. Perhaps most notable about this procedure is that 
the new terms had neither been reviewed nor voted on by the cabinet. Tech-
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nically, Lenin’s speech represented his views on signing the peace, and his 
alone. As it was, three positions on the peace issue emerged at the meeting: (1) 
the Bolshevik majority’s, expressed by Lenin and Zinoviev; (2) the Left SRs’, 
voiced by Kamkov; and (3) the views of the  Menshevik- Internationalists, 
the SRs, and the United  Social- Democratic Internationalists, represented, 
respectively, by Martov, Mikhail Likhach, and Gavriil Lindov.

Lenin’s and Zinoviev’s presentations require no elaboration, as they added 
nothing new to points they made earlier.78 Kamkov’s speech for the Left 
SRs exposed the depth of the chasm in the Bolshevik–Left SR partnership 
wrought by differences over the peace issue. He clearly and forcefully laid 
out the case for fi ghting on and scoffed at Lenin’s accusation that opponents 
of peace were refusing to face unpleasant facts and were behaving irrespon-
sibly. To the contrary, in response to Lenin’s claim that there was no alter-
native to signing the peace, Kamkov insisted that any hope of saving the 
Russian revolution as a socialist revolution lay in categorically rejecting Ger-
many’s new terms and proclaiming a universal “uprising” against the world 
bourgeoisie, even if that meant that Petrograd and vast parts of the country 
would need to be surrendered before Russia would be rescued by revolutions 
in Central Europe.79

To Martov, the peace terms themselves proved that acceptance of them 
would doom the Russian revolution to an early extinction. He termed the 
idea of a “breathing space,” which was the cornerstone of Lenin’s hopes for 
an early renewal of the revolution in Russia, mere “ self- deception.” As he 
put it, Germany’s conditions practically insure “that Soviet power will be a 
prisoner of the Germans on the day after signing this peace.” And he added, 
“You must understand this and ask yourselves if it is permissible to pay such 
a price for the existence of Soviet power.” In Martov’s view, there were only 
two acceptable courses of action: to fi ght, inspired by hope, or, if a victory 
was not possible, to fi ght and die with honor as the Paris Communards had 
done. However, he made it clear that, to his thinking, the situation was not 
hopeless, that a viable strategy would be to retreat deep into Russia and, from 
there, organize a defense based on the unity of all the vital, revolutionary 
forces. On the other hand, the extreme solution Lenin demanded, namely, 
capitulating immediately, was not a solution but a recipe for disaster.80 Mar-
tov’s emphasis on the unacceptability of agreeing to Germany’s peace terms 
and on the necessity of trying to combat the Germans regardless of the diffi -
culties involved was echoed in the speeches of Likhach and Lindov.81

During these oppositional speeches, Lenin stood beside the chairman’s 
tribunal waiting nervously for the balloting to begin. All signs pointed to 
an extremely close vote. Once again, because of the absence of an extraordi-



178    /    War or Peace?

narily large number of members, many of them Left Communists, the Bol-
sheviks did not have a majority among the close to 230 participants at this 
meeting.82 Even if all the Left Communists present maintained party disci-
pline as imposed by a majority of the Bolshevik fraction and voted to accept 
Germany’s peace terms, Lenin would still need help from another quarter 
to assure their acceptance. Meanwhile, behind the scenes, Left SR oppo-
nents of the Brest peace were hard at work trying to attract Left Commu-
nists to their side.83 By agreement, a preliminary vote was to be registered by 
show of cards, followed immediately by a  roll- call. First,  Sverdlov called for 
the yes votes—112. The outcome was too close to call. Then the no votes 
and abstentions were counted—86 and 22, respectively. At the sight of some 
 soldier- Bolsheviks applauding this outcome, Shteinberg screamed in rage 
and pounded his fi sts on the railing of the government box where he sat.84

At 4:30 am,  two- and- a- half hours before the German ultimatum was 
due to expire, Lenin had his mandate. As he hurried off to obtain approval 
of the text of an acceptance message to the German government from the 
Sovnarkom,  roll- call balloting began. One by one, members of the CEC 
climbed to the podium and announced their votes. The moderate socialists 
and Left SRs applauded early in this process when Bukharin voted against 
accepting the peace terms.85 Lunacharskii is said to have broken into tears, 
as he rose to cast a yes vote. The results of the  roll- call were only slightly dif-
ferent from those of the preliminary vote: 116 in favor, 85 opposed, and 
26 abstentions. “You can’t sell Russia out by a mere fi ve votes,” someone 
shouted from the back of the hall.  Twenty- two Left SR proponents of peace 
abstained. Clearly, Lenin owed them a lot. Observing party discipline and 
also voting for acceptance of German peace terms were several of the most 
fervent Left Communists in the Petersburg Committee, among them Bokii, 
Volodarskii, Kossior, and Ravich. Riazanov and Piatnitskii joined Bukharin 
in breaking ranks and voting against accepting the treaty. Kollontai, Dzer-
zhinskii, Krestinskii, Ioffe, Bubnov, and Uritskii were among prominent 
Left Communist “no shows.”86

Just before 7:00 am, 24 February, the radio station at Tsarskoe Selo dis-
patched a message to Berlin announcing that, “in accordance with the de-
cision of the  CEC . . .  the Sovnarkom has agreed to accept the peace terms 
proposed by the German government and will dispatch a delegation to  Brest-
 Litovsk.”87

* * *

In the immediate aftermath of  Trotsky’s “no war, no peace” declaration 
at  Brest- Litovsk, much of revolutionary Petrograd, though by no means all, 
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had celebrated “the end of the war.” Even Trotsky had been confi dent that 
his gambit had been successful. However, on 18 February, the Germans re-
sponded by launching an offensive aimed at advancing their lines signifi -
cantly closer to Petrograd.

This attack triggered fresh debate over a separate peace in the Bolshevik 
leadership. Initially, a majority in the party Central Committee, as well as 
in the Sovnarkom, staunchly opposed suing for immediate peace, as Lenin 
proposed, in favor of waiting to see how Europe’s proletariat would respond 
to Germany’s action. However, the debacle of the Russian army at the front 
unfolded so quickly that, late on the night of 18/19 February, Trotsky pro-
vided Lenin with the vote necessary to push acceptance of Germany’s terms 
through the Bolshevik Central Committee. The same night, by a similarly 
tight margin, immediate peace prevailed in rump meetings of the Left SR 
Central Committee and the Sovnarkom, and Lenin and Trotsky dispatched 
their infamous “acceptance” message to Berlin

Afterward, confl ict over a separate peace in both the Bolshevik and Left 
SR camps raged more fi ercely than ever. The Bolshevik Petersburg Com-
mittee, for one, remained bitterly critical of the party’s and the govern-
ment’s peacemaking. In this spirit, the Fourth City Conference of Petro-
grad Bolsheviks, which had been devoted to organizational reforms aimed at 
somehow compensating for precipitous personnel losses while preserving a 
measure of democracy in decision making, censured the Central Commit-
tee and demanded that the Sovnarkom’s decision to accept Germany’s terms 
be rescinded.

Meanwhile, the rapid German advance continued. Very quickly, Petro-
grad seemed in imminent danger of enemy occupation. This harsh reality 
placed the Leninist majority in the party and government leadership into 
the contradictory position of simultaneously trying to maintain support for 
a separate peace and organizing Petrograd’s defenses. Ironically, on the night 
of 21/22 February, in the CEC, this conundrum enabled Sverdlov to divert 
attention from decisions on peace to defense, thereby smoothing the way for 
passage of a resolution which, after perfunctorily endorsing the Sov narkom’s 
conciliatory policy, called on the Russian masses to defend the revolution to 
the last.

Yet, no sooner was this accomplished than the receipt of Germany’s 
harsher peace terms again ignited fi erce debate over the question of war or 
peace. At this juncture, Lenin’s threat to resign from the government and the 
party leadership appears to have been decisive in persuading a majority of 
the Bolshevik Central Committee to endorse acceptance of Germany’s new 
terms. Nonetheless, the Left Communists, led by Bukharin, and the Left 
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SRs remained bitterly opposed. These profound rifts emerged most starkly 
at the historic meeting of the CEC on the night of 23/24 February, where 
proponents of immediate peace led by Lenin won an extremely close vote. 
To be sure, a major hurdle on the road to withdrawing from the war had 
been overcome. However, with German forces moving ever closer to Petro-
grad, and with signifi cant segments of the Bolshevik and Left SR parties still 
adamantly opposed to a separate peace, more obstacles lay ahead.



7

An Obscene Peace

Dispatching his acceptance of harsher peace terms to Berlin in the early 
morning of 24 February, Lenin hoped to head off the occupation of Petro-
grad by rapidly advancing German forces. He was, of course, unaware that 
the Germans planned to stop short of the city. His fears that the Germans in-
tended to capture the Russian capital and crush the revolution were reawak-
ened, therefore, by news he received later that  day— fi rst about the capture 
of Pskov, roughly 150 miles southwest of Petrograd and on a direct rail line 
to the capital; second, the German high command’s rejection of Krylenko’s 
request for an immediate  cease- fi re; and, fi nally, reports that enemy troops 
were moving beyond Pskov. Simultaneously, German forces were moving 
deep into what is now Belarus and Ukraine. The formal signing of the treaty 
ending Russia’s participation in the world war was to take place in Brest on 
3 March. At that time, the Presidium of the CEC would schedule the open-
ing of the Fourth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets for 12 March in Mos-
cow to ratify the accord.1 Meanwhile, with German forces continuing to 
advance, the Leninist government and party leadership had to prepare for 
evacuation, if that became necessary, and at the same time direct the defense 
of Petrograd and combat both the counterrevolution and fi erce Left Com-
munist and Left SR opposition to a separate, “obscene” peace.

* * *

The question of evacuating the national government to Moscow had 
been discussed by the Sovnarkom on 26 February, and a formal resolution 
to proceed with a move was adopted.2 Several crises had occurred in the days 
preceding this decision. For example, as German troops occupied Pskov on 
24 February, Russian forces fl ed  helter- skelter from what seemed to be a 
broad German offensive aimed at Petrograd. At the same time, the universal 
mobilization of Petrograd workers for dispatch to the front greatly increased 
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the government’s vulnerability to domestic conspiracies. On 22 February, 
the Sovnarkom began to prepare for a move by creating an Emergency Com-
mission for the Evacuation of Petrograd.3 Even earlier, on 20 February, the 
Sovnarkom had formed the Provisional Executive Committee to act in the 
Sovnarkom’s name during the rapidly escalating military crisis. By the next 
evening (21/22 February), the capital was declared under a state of siege, 
and the Petrograd Soviet created the Committee for the Revolutionary De-
fense of Petrograd that would direct  defense- related functions.4

During its fi rst hours of operation, the Sovnarkom’s Provisional Execu-
tive Committee issued a spate of proclamations calling the Russian people 
to arms. The most important among these was “The Socialist Fatherland Is 
in Danger!”

In order to save our exhausted and depleted country from the miseries 
of a new war we made the supreme sacrifi ce and notifi ed the Germans of 
our readiness to accept their conditions for peace. . . . [However,] German 
generals are bent on establishing their own kind of “order” in Petrograd and 
 Kiev. . . .  The Socialist Republic of Soviets is in the gravest danger. Until the 
German proletariat rises and is victorious, it is the sacred duty of the workers 
and peasants of Russia to defend the Republic of Soviets against the  bourgeois-
 imperialist German hordes.

Written by Trotsky and approved by Lenin, this proclamation informed 
Russian citizens that the Sovnarkom had decreed that all the country’s forces 
and resources should be devoted wholly to revolutionary defense; that all 
soviets and other revolutionary organizations should defend every posi-
tion to the last drop of blood; and that everything possible should be done 
both to prevent German use of Russian railway lines and equipment, and 
to keep Russian food supplies and other valuable property from falling into 
German hands. It also authorized the immediate shutdown of the counter-
revolutionary press and the shooting, “on the spot,” of “enemy agents, spec-
ulators, burglars, thieves, hooligans, counterrevolutionary agitators, and Ger-
man spies.” “The Socialist Fatherland Is in Danger” was telegraphed the next 
day to soviets throughout Russia and published in Pravda and Izvestiia in the 
name of the Sovnarkom.5

By the time the CEC met on the night of 21/22 February and agreed on 
the need to prepare for a united defense, efforts to hold back “the German 
hordes” had already begun. However, organizing an adequate defense was 
diffi cult regardless of the strength of German forces. The demoralized state 
of troops in the old front army indicated the hopelessness of trying to utilize 
them. Then, too, as Krylenko made plain to the Petrograd Soviet on 21 Feb-
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ruary, units of the Petrograd garrison were also in an advanced state of dis-
integration.

The unreliability of garrison troops became obvious on 25 February, 
when the Bolshevik commander of the Petrograd Military District and a 
member of the Committee for the Revolutionary Defense of Petrograd, 
Konstantin Eremeev, tried to move forces under his nominal command to 
the Northern front. Apart from a Latvian Rifl e Regiment, garrison units 
slated for transfer out of the capital to meet the Germans refused to do so.6 
To be sure, on the night of 24/25 February, the  so- called night of the factory 
sirens, when the fall of Pskov was interpreted by government authorities and 
citizens generally to mean that a German attack on the capital was immi-
nent, mass meetings in most garrison units pledged to defend the capital to 
the death. In practice, however, they all stayed put. Some units rejected go-
ing into battle unless guaranteed increased rations and pay, but more typical 
was the behavior of the Petrogradskii and Izmailovskii regiments: with great 
effort, Bolsheviks in these units managed to get the men out of their bar-
racks and into formation, but just a few scraggly groups of soldiers proved 
willing to march to trains awaiting them at the Warsaw station, and, ulti-
mately, even these groups refused to board. Only individual Bolsheviks from 
these units got on.7

Mobilization of factory workers for defense was more complex. The re-
lationship between the Petrograd proletariat and the Bolsheviks, in February 
and March 1918, had already cooled compared to what it had been when 
Kerensky advanced on the capital in late October 1917, and this hampered 
recruitment efforts. This change was partly a result of popular disenchant-
ment with the economic consequences of the October revolution, above all 
food shortages and spiraling unemployment. Other factors impeding the 
recruitment of workers for defense at the end of February and in March 
1918 included general demoralization; the large number of party members 
and unaffi liated factory workers already transferred from their jobs to serve 
with Red Guard detachments supporting consolidation of the revolution 
around the country or fi ghting counterrevolutionary forces on the Don; the 
startling suddenness of the resumption of German military operations; and 
the utterly confused military and political situation. Ever since 10 February 
Petrograd workers essentially had been led to believe that the war was over. 
Because Germany’s announcement of 16 February that military operations 
would resume at midday on 18 February was not made public until after op-
erations had actually begun, literally overnight workers were asked to speed 
to the front for a  life- and- death struggle to defend the revolution. The order 
for mobilization, moreover, came at the time of  Antonov- Ovseenko’s fi rst 
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military triumph over the “ Kornilov- Kaledin”–led counterrevolution in the 
South (Rostov had fallen to the Reds on 23 February). The public debate 
over war or peace with the Central Powers was still raging, and it appeared 
that the Soviet government allowed for the possibility that acceptable peace 
terms would be agreed on. Thus, workers often reacted to initial mobiliza-
tion and recruitment appeals with bewilderment, even panic.8

Historians in Russia during the Soviet era invariably emphasized that 
Bolshevik party organizations effectively organized Petrograd’s defenses at 
this time.9 This is clearly misleading.10 In response to the expanding military 
disaster following the resumption of the German offensive, the Petersburg 
Committee had appealed to party district committees to send personnel for 
dispatch to the front, and they had responded as best they could.11 How-
ever, on 24 February the Petersburg Committee had issued blanket instruc-
tions to active party workers to make themselves available to district soviets, 
and this had further depleted the resources of district party committees.12 
Although the military function of Bolshevik party organizations in Petro-
grad during the German occupation scare of February 1918 was diminished 
in favor of having local institutions such as district soviets become more ac-
tive militarily, the Left SRs formed independent  party- controlled combat 
squads that the Bolsheviks encouraged to play an important role in defense. 
On 26 February, the barracks of the Litovskii Regiment and its inventory of 
weapons were turned over to these squads. That same day, at the instruction 
of Bolshevik authorities, the Left SRs seized all weapons in the Pages School 
(Pazhskii korpus), a former military academy in the center of Petrograd and, 
with the Bolsheviks’ blessing, used it for their headquarters. For the duration 
of this crisis, the Left SR Mikhail Levinson was deputy chair of the Com-
mittee for the Revolutionary Defense of Petrograd, and Left SR combat 
squads were among the Committee’s more reliable military forces.13

Apart from the Left SRs and their combat squads, the Committee for 
the Revolutionary Defense of Petrograd could draw on district soviets, in 
which opposition to acceptance of Germany’s peace terms was initially high. 
This helps explain the Petersburg Committee’s decision to put available cad-
res at their disposal. On their own, many district soviets, taking their cue 
from such proclamations as “The Socialist Fatherland Is in Danger,” had 
stepped up defense preparations. The soviet in the Petrograd district resolved 
to form its own Committee for Revolutionary Defense. The resolution was 
implemented at a gathering of local factory committee and garrison unit 
representatives.14 The Vasilii Island district soviet also swung into action, as-
serting the right to assign to military duty all its deputies, members of local 
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factory committees, and revolutionary parties, as defense needs required. It 
also resolved to halt layoffs of factory workers between the ages of eighteen 
and fi fty; and it mandated a  six- hour work day so that workers would have 
the remaining two hours for obligatory military training. Female workers in 
the district were encouraged to spend two hours training for sanitation and 
medical duties. The soviet of the Vasilii Island district also agreed to form 
 trench- digging brigades comprised of  middle- class citizens.15

The Rozhdestvenskii district soviet called on factory committees to im-
plement  round- the- clock watches at local factories, to register everyone ca-
pable of bearing arms or digging trenches, and to intensify Red Army re-
cruitment,16 which was then just beginning. The Peterhof district soviet, 
having discussed problems pertaining to Red Army recruitment, resolved 
to form its own military section to work closely with local Red Guard head-
quarters on military recruitment.17 Other district soviets simultaneously dis-
patched especially effective deputies to the front to try to bring order among 
troops of the old army. This was the case with the soviet in the outlying No-
voderevenskii district.18

By the evening of 22 February, the Committee for the Revolutionary 
Defense of Petrograd began trying to coordinate these activities. In a cryp-
tic phone message, it made district soviets and garrison regimental commit-
tees responsible for the immediate recruitment of personnel for Red Army 
detachments to be transferred out of Petrograd no later than the  twenty-
 fourth.19 However, district soviets jealously guarded their freedom of action, 
and their responses to directives from above were usually guided by their 
own independent assessments of the developing situation.

Trade unions were also potentially valuable for mobilizing workers. On 
22 February, the Petrograd Trade Union Council, still headed by the Left 
Communist Riazanov, met in an emergency session to discuss the issue of 
war or peace.20 Among participants in this meeting were representatives of 
twenty of Petrograd’s largest and most active trade unions. Following a rous-
ing speech by Riazanov calling on trade unions to alert workers to the need 
for maximum discipline, energy, and  self- sacrifi ce in the interest of saving 
the revolution, and to utilize their organizational structure to help build a 
powerful, socialist Red Army, the Council appealed to the unions to rally 
their forces around the CEC and Sovnarkom for a  do- or- die defense of the 
revolution. Trade unions that became actively involved in defense prepa-
rations at this time included the Union of Metal Workers, the Union of 
Transport Workers, the Food Processors Union, and the Union of  Wood 
 Workers.21
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On a broader front, the Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet 
began planning a blitz of recruitment rallies for the afternoon and early 
evening of 23 February in theaters and meeting halls around the capital. 
Among featured speakers were Bukharin, Zinoviev, Lunacharskii, Volodar-
skii, Raskolnikov, and Slutskii for the Bolsheviks, and Kamkov, Shteinberg, 
and Trutovskii for the Left SRs. Press reports on the mood of Petrograd 
workers at these gatherings suggested that “momentary panic had been dis-
solved in an upsurge of feelings about revolutionary duty.”22 Yet revolu-
tionary enthusiasm did not translate into a willingness to fi ght. These rallies 
yielded relatively few Red Army recruits, and the same can be said about the 
efforts of district soviets.23 Instructions from the Committee for the Revo-
lutionary Defense of Petrograd to all mass organizations on the night of 24/
25 February, immediately following the occupation of Pskov by German 
forces, hinted of panic; they called on “all soviets, everybody, everybody” 
to declare the universal mobilization of all workers and soldiers and to rush 
them to Smolny, to make an inventory of all shovels, and to seize all auto-
mobiles and also deliver them to Smolny. All residents of Petrograd were or-
dered to prepare immediately for enemy air raids and gas attacks.24

* * *

Bolshevik authorities tried to overcome popular resistance to recruit-
ment, justify crackdowns on counterrevolutionary activity in Petrograd, and 
enhance the powers of security agencies by attempting to link the German 
offensive in the popular mind with expanded efforts by the Russian bour-
geoisie, the SRs, and even the Mensheviks to overthrow Soviet power from 
within. In the Bolshevik view, moderate socialists called for united struggle 
against German imperialism, as they had in the CEC the night of 23/24 Feb-
ruary, only because they hoped that Bolshevism would be destroyed in a war 
that could not be won. The claim that Mensheviks were linked to domestic 
conspiracies to exploit the advance of the foreign foe to overthrow the Soviet 
government was particularly misleading, inasmuch as the Menshevik party 
actively opposed such action. Still and all, numerous documents of the time 
show that counterrevolutionary groups in Petrograd were indeed energized 
by the dissolution of the Constituent Assembly at the beginning of January 
1918 and, subsequently, by the Sovnarkom’s peace negotiations culminating 
in the acceptance of the Brest treaty.

As early as the second half of January, Smolny was plagued by a rash 
of bomb scares.25 The VCheka, toward the end of the month, successfully 
broke up a conspiracy to overthrow the Soviet government in which it was 
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alleged that several thousand  well- armed offi cers, quite possibly with Brit-
ish support, participated. Ivan Polukarov, head of the VCheka’s section on 
combating counterrevolution, later pointed to this conspiracy as the most 
dangerous faced by the VCheka during the fi rst six months of its existence, 
because, as he explained, “its agents were everywhere.”26 Unpublished con-
temporary documents that shed light on this counterrevolutionary activity 
include an urgent message from Dzerzhinskii to Petrograd district soviets 
on 27 January, as well as protocols of emergency meetings of the Execu-
tive Committee of the Vasilii Island district soviet on 28 January and of the 
 Peterhof district soviet and its Executive Committee on 28 and 29 January. 
These documents indicate that the VCheka held a citywide crisis meeting 
with representatives of district soviets the night of the 27th to issue an SOS 
for personnel and to discuss directives connected with suppressing the con-
spiracy.27 All Petrograd district soviets were directed to go on  twenty- four-
 hour alert, mobilize their resources, report on the progress of efforts to sup-
press the movement in their areas, and form district Chekas.28

A few weeks later, the resumption of the German offensive and the fear 
that it was aimed at the occupation of Petrograd led to a signifi cant enhance-
ment of the VCheka’s arbitrary powers. One of the most militant procla-
mations published following the start of the enemy advance, “The Social-
ist Fatherland Is in Danger,” as noted above, encouraged shooting common 
criminals and counterrevolutionaries at the scene of their crime. It had been 
issued by the Provisional Executive Committee without discussion by the 
full Sovnarkom.29 Consequently, on 22 February, at a meeting of the Sov-
narkom, a debate erupted between Left SRs and Bolsheviks over this blank 
check for summary executions. The Left SRs demanded that this  precedent-
 setting provision be annulled, but, predictably, they were outvoted.30 Shtein-
berg would later point to the provision in this fi rst offi cial document sanc-
tioning arbitrary shooting of alleged political enemies as “clearing the way 
for Cheka terror.”31 The VCheka immediately seized upon this mandate, 
announcing on 22 February that “at a time when the hydra of counter-
revolution is getting more brazen by the day,” it had “no other means of 
combating counterrevolutionaries, speculators, thugs, hooligans, saboteurs, 
and other parasites than through their merciless execution at the scene of 
their crimes.”32

Other agencies besides the Cheka, including Petrograd district soviets 
and the Emergency Headquarters for the Petrograd Military District, drew 
on the proclamation to legitimate execution at crime scenes.33 On 22 Feb-
ruary, the latter had followed the Cheka’s lead and authorized shootings “on 
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the spot” by Red Army troops, a mandate that was soon withdrawn. None-
theless, from then on hastily recruited Red Army soldiers became the scourge 
of Petrograd.

In a message circulated on 23 February, the VCheka announced it had 
uncovered yet another nationwide plot by the Russian bourgeoisie to help 
the Germans and to stab Soviet power in the back by organizing armed in-
surrections in Petrograd, Moscow, and other Russian cities. The VCheka 
warned Petrograd district soviets and other worker institutions that many 
counterrevolutionary bands had ensconced themselves in such ostensibly 
humanitarian groups as organizations for aid to offi cers wounded in the war. 
This placed virtually all civic organizations not controlled by the govern-
ment under a cloud. Soviets were to seek out, arrest, and shoot all partici-
pants in counterrevolutionary conspiracies. Counterrevolutionary organiza-
tions referred to in this message were the Organization for Struggle against 
the Bolsheviks and the Dispatch of  Troops to Kaledin, All For the Father-
land, The White Cross, and The Black Dot. Around this time, some offi cers 
and cadets who opposed Brest gained a foothold in the recently reactivated 
Mikhailovskii Artillery Academy. From there, they conducted  anti- Soviet 
agitation among soldiers and workers, and acquired arms for their support-
ers. This group was led by Right SRs, among them one Vladimir Perel’tsveig, 
about whom more will be said.34

The VCheka’s announcement on 22 February of its intention to shoot 
counterrevolutionaries “on the spot” was published in the press. It can fairly 
be viewed as an example of preemptive state terror. That Soviet security 
agencies were genuinely concerned about the “hydra of counterrevolution” 
is attested by unpublished documents never intended for public consump-
tion. In a memo of 24 February, marked “secret” and “extremely urgent,” 
the Committee for the Revolutionary Defense of Petrograd ordered district 
soviets to form mobile [letuchie] detachments to combat internal counter-
revolution at the same time that they formed detachments for transfer to 
the front.35 On 26 February, district soviets were ordered immediately to or-
ganize searches of suspicious organizations, establishments, and individual 
bourgeois homes for weapons.36 Another emergency, secret message to dis-
trict soviets, dated 27 February, refl ected the Committee’s angst as German 
forces moved beyond Pskov. It read: “Take immediate measures to destroy 
typewritten proclamations posted around the city headed ‘Russia has been 
sold to the Germans.’ Anyone caught pasting up these posters should be shot 
on the spot.”37 To representatives of district soviets in the Interdistrict Con-
ference, this was going too far. It circulated a directive to its constituent so-
viets limiting all “shootings on the spot” to cases in which suspects offered 
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armed resistance.38 This directive may fairly be viewed as a  grass- roots at-
tempt to stop excesses triggered by the Provisional Executive Committee’s 
proclamation of 21 February.

* * *

Meanwhile, the popular response to mobilization efforts after the fall 
of Pskov on 24 February resulted in a brief  up- tick in military recruitment 
among workers. This modest progress was refl ected in reports from the Vy-
borg, Narva, Okhtinskii, First City, Second City, and Rozhdestvenskii dis-
tricts regarding Red Army recruitment, the provisioning of recruits, and the 
political mood of workers locally from 23 to 26 February.39 Although in-
complete, these reports, taken together, comprise a roughly representative 
 cross- section of Petrograd.

The report of the Vyborg district soviet is particularly interesting be-
cause of the district’s historical importance as the citadel of Bolshevism in 
1917, and also because it was now an area of industrial blight. It revealed 
that, as of 26 February,  thirty- six hundred volunteers had signed up for the 
Red Army, almost all of them workers. The district soviet was able to sup-
ply these recruits with arms and ammunition. Provisions were a signifi cantly 
more serious problem. Yet the report refl ected confi dence that this diffi culty 
also could be overcome. The general mood of workers was deemed as “revo-
lutionary as it could possibly be.” Counterrevolutionary activity in the dis-
trict was being “nipped at the roots.” Orientation meetings for workers were 
being held and these were “well attended.” By and large, life on the streets 
was “normal.”40

The reporter from the economically and politically mixed Narva dis-
trict, south of the city center, indicated that providing a precise tally of 
Red Army recruits was complicated because there were several area recruit-
ing stations in the district. However, he expressed certainty that the fi gure 
was “more than two thousand.” There were enough weapons to go around 
[but] no provisions. An inventory of “bourgeois” residents had been made, 
and they would receive  defense- related work assignments “at the fi rst call.” 
This reporter warned that although the mood among workers was upbeat, 
it would be misleading to say it refl ected eagerness to fi ght. Among resi-
dents, generally, the spirit was “counterrevolutionary” and  anti- Soviet agita-
tion was growing.41

Information from the  right- bank, partially industrialized Okhtinskii 
district was that one thousand Red Army recruits had already been signed 
up (most of them workers, with a “sprinkling” of veteran soldiers). The 
mood of local workers was characterized as “brave,” whereas that of  better-
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 off residents [obivateli ] was interpreted as “cowardly.” This report concluded 
that “life was proceeding  normally— there were no signs of either panic or 
counterrevolutionary activity.”42

Reports from smaller, less industrialized, “better” commercial, govern-
mental, and residential districts in the center of the city were less encour-
aging than those from areas with higher concentrations of workers. For ex-
ample, the message from the First City district soviet, which contained a 
few large, recently  shut- down,  state- owned defense plants, indicated that 
Red Army recruitment there was “quite lively” and that the mood in worker 
circles was “brave,” even “uplifted.” At the same time, as a result of counter-
revolutionary agitation, the mood of residents generally was “ lost . . . con-
fused.” The author of this report claimed that it was diffi cult to be exact 
about overall Red Army recruitment fi gures. Still, he recorded 250 recruits 
as having been sent to the front that morning (26 February) and another 
250 as projected for dispatch in the evening.43 The overall situation in the 
Second City district was the same as that in the First City district, although 
the report from there did not provide numbers.44 Predictably, the situation 
in the Rozhdestvenskii district, a relatively very small, centrally located area 
strategically important because both Smolny and the Taurida Palace were lo-
cated there, was even less promising. According to the report of its district 
soviet, enlistment in the Red Army was “very listless.”45

Red Army recruitment center. David King Collection.
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The total number of recorded Red Army recruits in these six districts for 
the  three- day reporting period (23–26 February) was 10,320—not an espe-
cially impressive fi gure given the apparent immediacy of the enemy threat 
to Petrograd. However, this may not be the whole story. Available evidence 
suggests that even factory workers willing to fi ght preferred to enroll in ad 
hoc partisan detachments organized at their factories or by labor organiza-
tions rather than accept the  longer- term, more rigorous obligations entailed 
by Red Army enlistment.46 Moreover, Red Army recruitment fi gures did not 
include new members of Left SR combat squads.

When all is said and done, evaluating the attitudes of workers toward de-
fending the revolution from German forces remains complicated. In memoirs 
published in 1927 Fedor Dingel’shtedt, a member of the Bolshevik Peters-
burg Committee, Left Communist, and Bolshevik agitator in factories on 
the Petrograd side, suggested that, in assessing responses to recruitment ap-
peals during the Brest crisis, distinction must be made between local party 
leaders and “worker activists,” on the one hand, and  rank- and- fi le workers, 
on the other. According to Dingel’shtedt, although they were already be-
ginning to rethink their positions at the time that the German advance was 

A detachment of worker Red Guards poses for a photograph before departing for the front. 

Photograph by Ia. Shteinberg. David King Collection.
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especially threatening, most of the activists were still sympathetic to revo-
lutionary war and genuinely keen to combat the Germans.  Rank- and- fi le 
workers, on the other hand, were reluctant to fi ght almost from the start.

Dingel’shtedt’s recollections are particularly valuable, because they are 
based on a diary he kept during this period. Also, as a Left Communist 
he was unlikely to exaggerate labor passivity with respect to combating the 
Germans. To illustrate his argument, he describes two rallies at the large 
Pipe Factory which he addressed on 23 February. The fi rst was an assembly 
of the Bolshevik collective in the factory which, Dingel’shtedt recalls, exhib-
ited “marvelous” enthusiasm. The second was a mass workers meeting; ac-
cording to him, it refl ected just the  opposite— a sharp drop in the mood of 
the politically unaffi liated masses, expressed by grumbling and dissatisfac-
tion caused by the worsening economic situation and the threat of a new 
war. “Evidently such a picture can be considered more or less characteristic 
of a broad stratum of Petersburg workers during these days,” he concluded. 
To further document his point, he described a meeting at the wagon works 
in the Aleksandr Machine Building Plant on 27 February, where he encoun-
tered an analogous situation.47

In contrast to Dingel’shtedt, most contemporaries who wrote on the sub-
ject saw a relatively quick swing away from initial support of revolutionary 
war to demands for immediate peace among both  district- level party activ-
ists and factory workers generally. In a speech at the Seventh  All- Russian 
Bolshevik Party Congress, on 7 March, Kiril Shelavin, among the few mem-
bers of the Petersburg Committee who supported peace early on, pointed 
out that popular attitudes toward revolutionary war made a 180-degree turn 
the moment the German offensive became a matter of life or death.

Two weeks ago workers supported revolutionary war. . . . [But] after they 
saw that the enemy was not merely White Guardists but terrifying [troops] 
armed with late model  weapons . . .  all collectives, one after the other, began 
passing resolutions regarding the impossibility of conducting a revolutionary 
war and about [the necessity of ] concluding  peace. . . .  The time has passed 
when Petersburg workers, responding to factory sirens, came to the defense of 
revolutionary Petersburg.48

Under the pressure of their mass constituencies, precisely the kind of 
shift described by Shelavin seems to have occurred in trade unions and dis-
trict soviets. As noted earlier, at an emergency meeting on 22 February, the 
Petrograd Trade Union Council had passed a resolution introduced by Riaza-
nov pledging full support for revolutionary war. At a meeting on 28 Feb-
ruary, after the Sovnarkom’s acceptance of Germany’s second, more devas-
tating peace terms, the Council again adopted a Left Communist resolution 
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presented by Riazanov, but that was his last success.49 On 9 March, at a con-
ference convened by the Council to sound out the views of member unions, 
Riazanov’s position was defeated. A majority of the fi ve hundred trade union 
representatives present voted in favor of ratifi cation.50

An analogous swing away from support of revolutionary war can be ob-
served among Petrograd district soviets. If most of them tended toward Left 
Communism at the beginning of the German advance, as appears to have 
been the case, this was no longer true in March. The mood in the Vyborg 
district, where Red Army recruitment had initially been relatively successful, 
and where the local soviet had characterized the mood among factory work-
ers toward the end of February as being as “revolutionary as it could possibly 
be,” refl ected this change.51 In early March, with an unstoppable German 
attack on Petrograd seemingly a foregone conclusion, the Vyborg district so-
viet focused attention on practical measures for evacuation, destruction of 
immovable property,  house- by- house defense, if that became necessary, and 
plans for dealing with the bourgeoisie in the developing circumstances.

Such issues seemed to be on everyone’s mind at a meeting of the Vyborg 
district soviet’s executive committee on 4 March, a day after the peace sign-
ing at  Brest- Litovsk, but at a point when the German advance still showed no 
sign of abating and efforts to strengthen Petrograd’s defenses by the Commit-
tee for the Revolutionary Defense of Petrograd were continuing.  Aleksandr 
Kuklin, a former member of the Petersburg Committee who chaired the 
meeting, urged that, in view of German brutalities toward factory work-
ers at Pskov and Narva, all means of transport should be made ready and 
all workers organized into Red Guards. Clearly, he was thinking about de-
fense in case workers could not get away in time. But accomplishing this 
systematically, without stirring panic, was a concern, as another speaker 
put it, since “waiting for directives from the center is pointless inasmuch as 
the center leans on us.” Serious consideration was given to isolating all op-
ponents of Soviet power “from shopkeepers to professors” in one location 
where they could be controlled. In the end, it was decided to introduce reso-
lutions in the full soviet providing for such steps as mobilization of all work-
ers aged eighteen to fi fty without regard to political affi liation, blowing up 
everything that might be of value to the Germans, and executing all counter-
revolutionaries if they made any kind of move.52 A plenary meeting of the 
soviet added evacuation of worker families to this list.53

* * *

During this time of fl ux in popular sentiment about combat, a majority 
of the Petersburg Committee, true to its radical, independent tradition, 
steadfastly supported revolutionary war. On 25 February, the day after the 
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new Germany peace terms were accepted, it convened a meeting with repre-
sentatives of district party committees. Adopted at this meeting was a reso-
lution condemning the government’s action, insisting that it would not deter 
the German advance, and expressing certainty that there was no alternative 
to  self- defense “with arms in hand.”54 The Fourth Petrograd Bolshevik City 
Conference had been suspended on 20 February, after demanding that the 
acceptance of Germany’s peace terms be rescinded.55 The conference reas-
sembled on 1 March to reassess its position on war and peace and to select 
Petrograd’s representatives to the Seventh  All- Russian Bolshevik Party Con-
gress, scheduled to convene in a week.56

At the time of this gathering, both the fear of an advance on Petrograd 
and the Sovnarkom’s frantic efforts to defend it had, if anything, momen-
tarily intensifi ed. The circumstances of this renewed scare at the beginning 
of March border on the comic. It seems that, on 1 March, the new secretary 
of Russia’s peace delegation at Brest, Lev Karakhan, dispatched two tele-
grams to the Sovnarkom in Petrograd: the fi rst, written in code, described 
diplomatic issues relating to signing the peace; the second, sent in clear text, 
requested that a train be sent to pick up the delegation. It refl ected the dele-
gation’s desire to escape the hostile environment behind the German lines 
as soon as the peace was signed. Unfortunately, it was the second telegram 
that reached Lenin fi rst, and he jumped to the conclusion, which was an-
nounced in Pravda on 2 March, that the negotiations had broken down. In 
the announcement, Lenin issued an alert “to all soviets, to everyone” to pre-
pare for an imminent German assault on Petrograd.57 Pravda’s editors went 
a step further with a  front- page headline that read: “Our Peace Delegation Is 
Returning to Petrograd. The Question of War Has Been Decided. War! . . . 
The Old Capitalist World Is Assaulting Us with All Its Might.”58 It is prob-
ably no coincidence that precisely at this time Lenin signed a decree cen-
tralizing command of all Soviet military forces in a new body, the Supreme 
Military Council.

This intensifi ed occupation scare erupted the morning after the discus-
sion of war and peace at the continuation of the Fourth Petrograd Bolshe-
vik City Conference (1 March) and therefore could not have infl uenced 
the conference deliberations. Moreover, because conference delegates had all 
been elected in mid February, it is also unlikely that delegates’ views would 
have refl ected recent changes in worker attitudes regarding peace. Making 
the major speeches at the conference were prominent national  leaders—
 Radek and Bukharin for the Left Communists, Sverdlov and  Zinoviev for 
the Leninists. In stating the case for revolutionary war, Radek’s main point 
was that the idea of a breathing space was “nonsense,” as the realities of the 
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situation were such that Russia would be forced to make “concession after 
concession or start a new war in two or three weeks.” “There is no third 
way,” he insisted. Sverdlov’s argument, on the other hand, was just the oppo-
site. His main point was that fi ghting now was not a practical  possibility—
 that “when detachments for dispatch to the front were needed, we couldn’t 
count on a single person.” “After we conclude peace, we will organize a Red 
Army,” he said. “To all the people we are announcing that we are signing 
this infamous peace [solely] for a brief respite.” Sverdlov was adamant that 
the Left Communist repudiation of peace “contained the seeds of a [party] 
split,” and he appealed to the conferees to reject this course.59

Sverdlov’s suggestion that Left Communists were setting the stage for 
a split antagonized Bukharin. He made the perfectly valid point that Lenin 
had initiated a split by threatening to resign when a majority of the Cen-
tral Committee favored revolutionary war.60 Zinoviev, speaking last, based 
his argument in favor of ratifi cation on his interpretation of labor senti-
ment as expressed in the Petrograd Soviet. After listening to the “revolu-
tionary phrases” of Left Communists, its representatives had remained fi rm 
that signing the peace was a necessity. Although not completely discounting 
Left Communist claims that revolutionary enthusiasm could be detected 
among workers, he argued that “the dispatch of workers and all Bolsheviks 
to the  front . . .  would result in the physical destruction of the party and 
of the fl ower of the proletariat.”61 By this time, Left Communists in Petro-
grad were preparing to publish their own newspaper, Kommunist.62 Zino-
viev closed with an appeal to desist from this step. However, the arguments 
of Sverdlov and Zinoviev made no impact on most conferees. Endorsing the 
position of the Left Communists, they selected a delegation to the Seventh 
Party Congress, and a new Petersburg Committee, in which Left Commu-
nists had majorities.63 The fi rst issue of Kommunist appeared on 5 March.

At this point, Left Communists in Petrograd believed that they still had 
the support of district party committees and signifi cant numbers of  rank-
 and- fi le workers. However, by the time the Seventh Party Congress opened 
on 8 March, this confi dence was shaken, as Left Communists candidly ac-
knowledged. Thus, after recounting the negative impact of factory closings 
and Red Army mobilization on party structures and activity in Petrograd, 
especially in heavily industrialized districts such as Vyborg, a writer in the 
14 March issue of Kommunist commented that “opinions in the districts on 
the question of war and peace have shifted. If, earlier, representatives of the 
districts, refl ecting the attitudes of the latter, advocated revolutionary war, 
the predominant view now favors ratifi cation of the peace treaty.”64 Records 
of Bolshevik district committees in mid March confi rm this shift.65
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A plenary session of the Petrograd Soviet had discussed the peace on 
5 March; after a  head- on clash between Zinoviev and Kamkov, a resolution 
to oppose Brest, supported by the Mensheviks, SRs, and Left SRs, was re-
jected in favor of a Bolshevik motion endorsing its  ratifi cation— this despite 
the Petersburg Committee’s enduring support of revolutionary war. Indeed, 
under Zinoviev’s direction, a meeting of the Bolshevik Petrograd Soviet frac-
tion preceding the plenum had passed a resolution condemning the editors 
of Kommunist and demanding election of a new Petersburg Committee.66 
According to Krasnaia gazeta, the vote on this highly improper resolution 
was “a few hundred to one.”67 This was further evidence of a major  grass-
 roots shift in favor of ratifi cation and against the Left Communists.

* * *

At the beginning of March, the apparently imminent German occupa-
tion of Petrograd prompted an appeal from the Petersburg Committee to the 
Central Committee for the transfer to Moscow of the Seventh  All- Russian 
Bolshevik Party Congress, which was scheduled to convene on the fi fth.68 At 
the Petersburg Committee’s instigation, Zinoviev also expedited an urgent 
request to the Central Committee for an emergency subsidy of several hun-
dred thousand rubles to support the city party organization’s continued op-
eration in the event it was forced underground by an enemy occupation.69 
By this time, Bolshevik district committees had already begun preparations 
to go into hiding. Despite the fact that plans for the government’s fl ight to 
Moscow were then well advanced, both requests were denied. It is fair to 
speculate that the Central Committee’s coolness to the Petersburg Com-
mittee’s concerns was infl uenced by the latter’s open and fi erce opposition 
to ratifi cation of the Brest treaty. Symptomatic of this attitude was the fact 
that on 9 March, at its last Petrograd meeting, the Central Committee voted 
to dissolve the Petersburg Committee. Zinoviev, Smilga, and Lashevich, who 
had led the rebellion against the Petersburg Committee in the Bolshevik 
Petrograd Soviet fraction, were appointed to implement this decision and, 
presumably, to oversee formation of a more pliant,  pro- Brest Petersburg 
Committee.70

What may have been the most noteworthy aspect of the Seventh  All-
 Russian Bolshevik Party Congress, whose primary purpose was to adopt 
a position on ratifi cation of the Brest treaty in advance of the Fourth  All-
 Russian Congress of Soviets, was that it was held at all. Because of diffi cul-
ties in traveling to  Petrograd— the Germans were, after all, literally “at the 
gates” and rail transport was  chaotic— the Bolshevik Central Committee 
had agreed in advance that this party congress would be considered legiti-
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mate if attendance exceeded half the number of delegates to the Sixth  All-
 Russian Bolshevik Party Congress held in early August 1917.71 Of those 
participating in that congress, 157 had full voting rights and 110 had “con-
sultative rights.” It follows, then, that at least 79 voting delegates were re-
quired for a quorum at the Seventh Congress, even if delegates with con-
sultative rights were left out of the equation. Only 17 voting delegates were 
present on 5 March, when the congress was due to begin. The next day, 36 
voting delegates were on hand, and a few additional delegates were report-
edly in transit.72 With still less than half the number required for a quorum, 
the congress was nevertheless allowed to proceed. The likely explanation for 
this departure from the procedure agreed upon is that Lenin was unwilling 
to tolerate further delay; he needed to neutralize the Left Communists and 
get the party’s mandate for ratifi cation of the Brest treaty, if he was to over-
come strong opposition to the treaty by the Left SRs and moderate social-
ists at the fast approaching Fourth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets. Also, the 
Germans appeared poised to begin an assault on Petrograd at any moment.

Lenin exploited his position as reporter for the Central Committee to 
start the debate on the ratifi cation and to set its parameters. Primarily em-
phasizing the degree to which the unmitigated debacle at the front had vali-
dated his pleas for immediate peace beginning in January, and treating the 
Left Communists like rambunctious youngsters, he scolded them for the 
signifi cantly more onerous peace terms now forced upon the revolution. 
Lenin also laid a signifi cant share of the blame for Soviet Russia’s predica-
ment at Trotsky’s feet. Although Trotsky’s initial efforts to utilize the ne-
gotiations at Brest to further revolutions abroad had been magnifi cent, his 
failure to accept Germany’s initial terms when presented as an ultimatum 
and, instead, to declare his strategy of “no war, no peace,” had been an inde-
fensible mistake, and, Lenin suggested, a violation of a fi rm understanding 
between them. Yet even though all Lenin’s predictions regarding Russia’s 
military weakness had come true and Russia had been vanquished by puny 
enemy forces in eleven days, all was not yet lost. To be sure, it seemed that 
Petrograd was doomed. Lenin was certain of that and, we now know, acted 
on this assumption. However, ratifi cation of the treaty even in its existing 
form would provide a breathing space of at least a few days, and possibly 
more, which could be used to continue evacuating the capital, create a new 
army, establish domestic order, organize economic life, repair railroads, and 
make other essential defense preparations. In sum, Lenin made it clear that, 
as costly and painful as it was, ratifi cation of the treaty was the necessary 
price of survival.73

Bukharin’s measured reply for the Left Communists contrasted sharply 
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with Lenin’s opening salvo. In response to Lenin’s repeated assertions that 
the Left Communists had persistently refused to face reality and the neces-
sity of retreat, he reminded Lenin that, to the contrary, the Left Commu-
nists had consistently held to the principle that the Russian revolution would 
either be saved by revolutions abroad or would be crushed by the capitalist 
powers. Left Communists, moreover, had always assumed that Russia’s con-
fl ict with imperialism would begin with defeats. To Bukharin, the funda-
mental difference between the two sides was that the Left Communists be-
lieved in the imminence of an international workers’ revolution. Unlike the 
Leninists’ pessimistic assessment of prospects for decisive immediate revo-
lutions abroad, to Left Communists the worldwide workers’ movement was 
just then in the process of a signifi cant shift in the direction of revolution, 
which validated their proposed course.

Bukharin also rejected Lenin’s claim that only a few days’ breathing 
space was needed to facilitate defense preparations on the scale and character 
he  envisioned— a point echoed especially powerfully by Uritskii later in this 
debate. As far as Bukharin and Uritskii were concerned, a very brief respite 
in the war with Germany would not be enough to make any major improve-
ments in Russia’s military capabilities. How could the revolution optimize 
its possibilities of survival? Lenin’s answer was the breathing space, which he 
now presented as an elaborate theory. Bukharin’s answer was revolutionary 
war; as German forces drove deeper into Russia, ever increasing numbers of 
workers and peasants, battered and oppressed by the invaders, would rise. At 
the outset, inexperienced partisan detachments would suffer setbacks, but in 
this struggle the working class, which was disintegrating in the face of eco-
nomic chaos, would unite behind the slogan of a holy war against militarism 
and imperialism. Workers and peasants would learn to use weapons, they 
would build an army, and, ultimately, they would triumph.74 To Bukharin, 
the fate of the Russian revolution and of the revolution internationally de-
pended on adopting this strategy.

The fi erce debate over Brest at the Seventh Party Congress lasted twelve 
hours and was spread over two days. In addition to Lenin and Bukharin, 
17 delegates spoke out on the issue—10 in favor of ratifi cation and 7 op-
posed. The result of a roll vote on ratifi cation was 30 for, 12 against, and 4 
abstentions.75 This outcome was the last straw for Riaza nov, for whom the 
betrayal of the international proletariat embodied in Lenin’s resolution en-
dorsing the Brest peace violated his most deeply felt revolutionary principles. 
He now demonstratively announced his resignation from the party.76 Kres-
tinskii, spurred by Lenin’s vehement criticism of Trotsky for his “no war, 
no peace” strategy, offered a resolution lauding it. As he rightly pointed 
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out, Trotsky’s position had been embraced by the vast majority of the party 
leadership. Nonetheless, Krestinskii’s resolution was defeated. Trotsky took 
umbrage at this affront, understandably concluding that he was being made 
a scapegoat for the impossible circumstances in which the party found itself, 
and that rejection of Krestinskii’s resolution amounted to a vote of no con-
fi dence in him. He responded by resigning from all his positions in govern-
ment.77

Zinoviev attempted to mollify Trotsky. A host of resolutions regarding 
Brest was proposed and voted on, at least some of which Lenin interpreted as 
veiled attempts to reopen the possibility of party members supporting revo-
lutionary war at the Soviet Congress. He naturally opposed that. Ultimately, 
a proposal by Zinoviev praising the overall strategy of the Soviet delega-
tion at Brest, but implicitly criticizing its failure to accept Germany’s terms 
framed as an ultimatum, received the largest number of votes.78

At the last session of the congress the night of 8 March, the delegates 
accepted Lenin’s argument that the party’s formal name, the Russian So-
cial Democratic Party (Bolshevik), was outdated and should be changed to 
the Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik), abbreviated to RKP (b).79 How 
Trotsky was persuaded to withdraw his resignation is uncertain. In elections 
to the Central Committee, at the close of the congress, only he and Lenin re-
ceived the maximum 34 votes, 5 of the 39 voting delegates present having 
abstained.80 Perhaps, this strong endorsement helped heal the bruises from 
the criticism of his failed strategy at Brest. Be that as it may, even as delegates 
to the Bolshevik Seventh Party Congress fi nished their deliberations, some 
national government agencies were already establishing themselves in Mos-
cow, and clandestine arrangements were well advanced for the immediate re-
location there of the Sovnarkom, the CEC, and the Bolshevik and Left SR 
Central Committees.

* * *

On 26 February, the day of its decision to fl ee Petrograd, the Sovnarkom 
ordered the immediate evacuation of the Government Printing Offi ce and 
the gold stored in the treasury.81 Hurried preparations for fl ight were now 
made by key government commissariats and foreign embassies. National 
departments considered of secondary importance, such as Luna charskii’s 
People’s Commissariat for Enlightenment, were to remain in Petrograd for 
as long as possible. The American Embassy, headed by David Francis, was 
evacuated to the town of Vologda, 350 miles east of Petrograd, on the direct 
rail line to the northern port of Archangel. The British and French embassy 
staffs attempted to depart Russia via Finland, but only the British succeeded. 
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The French ambassador, Joseph Noulins, and his associates soon joined the 
Americans and smaller allied contingents in Vologda.82 All these develop-
ments, coupled with the anticipation in business circles that German forces 
would stifl e the revolution, caused prices on the defl ated Petrograd stock 
market to soar.83

At the end of February, Zinoviev led a  high- level delegation to Moscow 
to begin making arrangements for accommodating the national government 
there.84 In order to free up offi ce and living space for the newcomers, or-
ders were issued for the immediate evacuation from Moscow of nonessen-
tial institutions and citizens. Even before Zinoviev returned to Petrograd on 
4 March, some government agencies had entrained for the new capital. Al-
though an operation of this magnitude could not be kept secret, and, indeed, 
the  non- Soviet press reported it in accurate detail, on 1 March the Presidium 
of the CEC announced that all rumors about the fl ight of the Sovnarkom 
and CEC from Petrograd were completely false; that both the Sovnarkom 
and CEC were remaining in the city and preparing the most energetic de-
fense of the capital possible; and that the question of evacuation could only 
be raised at the last minute, should Petrograd’s safety come under the most 
dire, immediate threat, which was not yet the case.85 Such denials persisted 
for another week.86

Behind the scenes, local Bolsheviks were worried about the negative im-
pact the government’s fl ight would have on Petrograd factory workers. This 
concern emerged at a meeting of the Petersburg Committee on 6 March 
1918.87 Fenigshtein reported that the evacuation had already begun and 
that it was being carried out in an inappropriate way, with government insti-
tutions fi rst in line for departure. The masses were threatened with being left 
leaderless, and, if this occurred, the danger of a successful counterrevolution 
would be greatly enhanced.

By this time, Germany’s acceptance of the Soviet government’s capitu-
lation had been received, and with this in mind Stanislav Kossior expressed 
confi dence that the evacuation plan then being implemented would be revised. 
But even he protested the “panicked character of evacuation.” Shelavin, not a 
Left Communist like Fenigshtein and Kossior, nonetheless shared their mis-
givings. He proposed that the evacuation should be carried out according 
to the following principles: (1) priority should be given to valuable factory 
equipment, not institutions of the government; (2) the evacuation of sovi-
ets was impermissible, because it would strip the city of agencies responsible 
for managing the economy, and a rushed evacuation of government institu-
tions was inadvisable; (3) the party’s evacuation must be prepared gradually; 
and (4) when the need arose, priority should be given to evacuating the CEC 
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and the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee. These principles were accepted 
with the provision that the population would be prepared for any evacuation 
in advance, and that an evacuation would not be carried out in a panicked, 
sudden way. They were forwarded to the Central Committee but had no dis-
cernible effect on the character of the evacuation, even though, by now, the 
threat of an immediate German assault on Petrograd had receded.

On 7 March even Krasnaia gazeta, which had insisted a day earlier that 
no government offi cials “had or were planning to go anywhere,” suddenly 
acknowledged that the transfer of government agencies was under way. This 
step was justifi ed on the grounds that it would be impossible to rebuild po-
litical and economic institutions and to govern the Russian state with the 
enemy so close; the announcement was sweetened by the disclosure that 
Petrograd would be declared a free city, and that this status promised limitless 
economic benefi ts. According to Novye vedomosti, even some industrialists 
now looked forward to Petrograd’s becoming a “second New York.”88 By the 
next day, Friday, 8 March, Krasnaia gazeta reported that the People’s Com-
missariat for Justice was moving to Moscow on that day and would reopen 
in Moscow on the following Monday. It is worth noting that the VCheka 
tried to take advantage of Shteinberg’s preoccupation with the transfer to 
execute some political prisoners. Apprised of this intention a couple of hours 
before his departure for Moscow, Shteinberg scribbled an order to his dep-
uty, Aleksandr Shreider, to halt the shootings.89

The Sovnarkom’s original decision to evacuate the government had spe-
cifi ed that the move to Moscow should include minimal numbers of offi cials 
and their families from the central administration, and, implicitly, only criti-
cally important fi les and equipment.90 In practice, most commissariats took 
advantage of the opportunity to escape the Germans and dispatched to Mos-
cow large numbers of functionaries along with their families, from top offi -
cials to clerks, as well as enormous quantities of furniture and equipment, lit-
erally “down to the kitchen sink.” This mass move imposed a heavy burden 
on Russia’s already wildly overtaxed railway cars and lines, not to speak of 
housing in Moscow, and it contradicted the Sovnarkom’s announcements 
that the evacuation was temporary and, in any case, subject to the approval 
of the Fourth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets. Long lists of items shipped 
to Moscow illustrate this phenomenon. Included among 1,806 items on the 
Naval General Staff ’s list, for instance, were fi les, maps, offi ce equipment, 
and furniture, as well as icons (at the top of the list of most offi ces), curtains, 
rugs, mirrors, ash trays, stoves, kitchen appliances, dishes, fl atware, samo-
vars, dining room furniture, towels, blankets, and numerous other accou-
trements. Some fi fty rooms were stripped bare.91 To ship his own large li-
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brary and other personal property,  Bonch- Bruevich diverted two freight cars 
designated for transferring party literature to Moscow.92 The VCheka also 
cleaned out its offi ces, after its leadership resolved on 8 March to evacuate 
the entire commission and its staff, “not leaving anyone behind.”93 Shipping 
all its Petrograd case fi les to Moscow, the VCheka left hundreds of its pris-
oners stranded at Gorokhovaia 2 and in the Crosses (Kresty) Prison, with no 
documentation of the reasons for their arrest.94 Beyond greatly complicat-
ing and extending the national government’s evacuation well into the late 
spring, all this added to the already horrendous problems facing Soviet au-
thorities remaining in Petrograd. Not surprisingly, toward the end of March, 
the Petrograd Bolshevik leadership sent the party Central Committee a letter 
protesting the condition in which the national government had left the city. 
It was especially indignant about the behavior of the VCheka, which “took 
away the documentation [and] the investigators but left the prisoners.”95

The top government  institutions— the Sovnarkom and the  CEC— and 
the Bolshevik and Left SR Central Committees fl ed Petrograd under cover 
of darkness the night of 10/11 March. Meticulous arrangements for the trip 
were made by Vladimir  Bonch- Bruevich. According to  top- secret instruc-
tions, government and party offi cials, with their families and personal bag-
gage, would depart for Moscow promptly on a secluded spur of the Niko-
laevskii railway line linking Petersburg and Moscow. At least three separate 
trains, guarded by Latvian Rifl emen, had been assembled for the journey. 
Lenin, Krupskaia, Lenin’s sister Maria Il’ichna, and other members of the 
Sovnarkom and their families rode in the lead train. It was followed at sev-
eral minute intervals by trains carrying the CEC and the Central Commit-
tees of the governing parties.

All went smoothly until the convoy reached the small railway station 
of Malaia Vishera, approximately  seventy- fi ve miles southeast of Petrograd. 
There the convoy was stopped by the unexpected presence of a freight train 
loaded with unruly, armed Baltic Fleet sailors. The sailors were subdued in 
a few hours, and the government was able to proceed without further in-
cident. Accounts published in Russia in the Soviet era dismissed the inci-
dent at Malaia Vishera as the work of anarchic sailors who were fl ocking 
home without authorization and happened to be in the area.96 Roving bands 
of marauding soldiers and sailors were common on Russian railways at the 
time, and so that may have been true. The convoy arrived safely in Moscow 
the evening of 11/12 March. However, the possibility cannot be excluded 
that the sailors had been bent on stopping the government’s evacuation.

As a group, Kronstadt sailors tended to be particularly enthusiastic and 
enduring supporters of revolutionary war. Their independence and radi-
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calism were refl ected in the strong infl uence that Left SRs (allied with the 
smaller, radical SR splinter group, the SR Maksimalists) attained in the Kron-
stadt Soviet during the fi rst months of 1918. Typical of mass sentiment in 
Kronstadt at this time was a letter prominently featured in the 2 March is-
sue of Izvestiia Kronshtadtskogo soveta.97 “Did we overthrow Russian tsarism 
and the bourgeoisie to bow before German stranglers without a fi ght?” the 
writer of this letter asked, and then answered: “No, and a thousand times 
no! . . . Shame on the cowards who fl ee Red Petrograd!” The Kronstadt So-
viet continued to call for the rejection of the Sovnarkom’s peace policy and 
the resumption of war against Germany well after popular opinion, and 
the opinion of most soviets in Petrograd, had swung to support ratifi cation. 
Consequently, as the Kronstadt Left SR Aleksandr Brushvit observed at the 
second Left SR national congress in April, “in Bolshevik circles Kronstadt 
has become suspect; they [the Bolsheviks] no longer brag about it being the 
glory and pride of the revolution.”98

* * *

The Fourth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets convened in Moscow on 
the evening of 15 March, three days after the main body of national offi -
cials arrived there. Congress delegates were faced with a fait accompli with 
respect to the main issues on the congress’s agenda, namely, ratifi cation of 
the Brest peace and transfer of the capital from Petrograd to Moscow. Ac-
cording to the offi cial tally of the credentials committee, 814 of the 1,172 
voting delegates who participated were Bolsheviks (most of whom came to 
the congress pledged to support ratifi cation), 238 were Left SRs, and 114 
belonged to smaller parties or were unaffi liated.99 Representation from indi-
vidual soviets was capricious, owing primarily to the lack of fi rmly enforced 
regulations for election of delegates, poor communications, and transport 
diffi culties. Yet, at least concerning the proportion between “Leninist,” Left 
Communist, and Left SR representatives, it does not appear that the com-
position of the congress had been corrupted. A  pre- congress public pledge 
by Shteinberg to screen all delegations for “dead souls” notwithstanding, the 
credentials of only 14 Bolshevik voting delegates were challenged.100 Not 
during the congress nor after did the Left SRs or Left Communists question 
the congress’s legitimacy.

Published tabulations of questionnaires about attitudes toward war and 
peace that the Sovnarkom and CEC had solicited from soviets around the 
country revealed much stronger support for revolutionary war than was evi-
dent among congress delegates; however, these data were largely invalidated 
as indicators of sentiment in mid March, as a high percentage of them pre-
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dated the preliminary peace agreement between Soviet Russia and Germany 
signed on 3 March, and also predated subsequent  pre- congress regional and 
local assemblies at which delegates to the Fourth Congress of Soviets were 
elected.101 Probably of greatest infl uence on the vote of Bolshevik fractions 
at these  pre- congress gatherings was the strong endorsement of ratifi cation 
at the Seventh  All- Russian Bolshevik Party Congress, as well as news of the 
continuing debacle at the front.

The overwhelming support for ratifi cation among Bolshevik delegates 
to the national soviet congress emerged at initial fraction meetings on 13 
and 14 March; at these meetings, after Lenin presented the case for ratifi -
cation and provincial party organizations delivered their reports, it was de-
cided that Lenin would present the party’s position on the question at the 
congress. The Left Communists, having been defeated again, later met sepa-
rately to decide on their strategy.102 It was agreed, at this gathering, that the 
Left Communists’ opposition to the Brest peace, and their future tactics, 
would be outlined in a formal declaration to the congress. In the interest of 
maintaining party discipline, however, Left Communists would not par-
ticipate in the congress debate over ratifi cation and they would abstain from 
voting on the issue.

The Left SR congress fraction, meeting simultaneously, heard reports 
from their representatives in local soviets, a majority of whom rejected the 
peace. Kamkov and Shteinberg made fervent appeals for continued opposi-
tion to ratifi cation and, after a lengthy debate, the fraction adopted this posi-
tion. Arguments among Left SRs at this time centered less on whether to op-
pose ratifi cation than on the decision of the Left SR Central Committee to 
require its representatives in the Sovnarkom to resign their posts if the Brest 
treaty was approved so that the party would be free to lead continued “upris-
ings” against German imperialism.

In view of all this, the proceedings of the Fourth  All- Russian Congress of 
Soviets were, predictably, perfunctory. Most of the fi rst session on 15 March 
was taken up by a long, elliptical presentation by Lenin in favor of ratifi ca-
tion. The battle against opponents of ratifi cation having already been won, 
Lenin avoided unnecessarily offending the Left Communists in the hope of 
restoring a measure of party unity as quickly as possible. A central theme of 
his remarks was that the onslaught of imperialism and fi nance capital on the 
Russian revolution had begun with Germany’s  mid- February offensive, and 
that, helpless to combat it, the further development of the Russian revolu-
tion depended on a successful uprising of the European proletariat.103

With the Left Communists remaining silent, the main speeches for the 
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opponents of ratifi cation were made by Kamkov and Shteinberg. Kamkov 
ridiculed the very idea that the congress was being asked to ratify peace, 
pointing to areas of the former Russian Empire, such as Ukraine, where Ger-
man advances were being met with spirited resistance. To him, Soviet Russia 
was still at war with Germany; Germany would continue to make crippling 
demands on Russia irrespective of ratifi cation, and, consequently, ratifi ca-
tion would inevitably lead to the total suffocation of the Russian revolution 
and the complete defeat of everything the laboring classes had achieved in 
the preceding year.

In his speech, Lenin had not elaborated on the idea of the “breathing 
space” that was central to his argument for peace at the Seventh Party Con-
gress and in his writings of this period. This did not deter Kamkov, however. 
He made it plain that, to him, the notion that a “peace” on the terms the 
Germans offered could be of any strategic value whatsoever was ludicrous. 
Building an army, for one, would be impossible under Germany’s terms. 
From whatever angle it was approached, stressed Kamkov, ratifi cation would 
not solve anything. Yet he did not exaggerate the prospects for a successful 
defense by the Russian army, placing considerably less emphasis on tradi-
tional military combat than on the effi cacy of partisan warfare and on the 
probability that imminent decisive socialist revolutions abroad would come 
to revolutionary Russia’s rescue unless they were undermined by her capitu-
lation to German imperialism. By ratifying the Brest treaty, Soviet Russia 
would not only destroy itself, it would commit a profoundly treacherous act 
toward the revolutionary proletariat abroad. It would suppress the popular 
international upsurge that would ensue at the sight of a struggling, perhaps 
dying, but undefeated revolutionary Russia rather than the defeated, sup-
pressed, groveling, and trampled one that would be the inevitable result of 
the capitulation Lenin proposed.104

In concluding remarks, Kamkov sketched out the strategy of the Left 
SRs in the event the peace with Germany was ratifi ed. They would do every-
thing they could to insure that the peace terms would not be fulfi lled, and 
they would transfer their forces to wherever Russian workers and peasants 
were continuing to fi ght against the Germans, confi dent that, eventually, 
the international revolutionary movement would come to their rescue.105 
Shteinberg also heaped scorn on Lenin and insisted that the aspirations of 
the Germans left Soviet Russia with no choice but to fi ght and, by example, 
stimulate worldwide revolutionary uprisings. If the peace was ratifi ed, he 
warned, Left SRs would withdraw from the Sovnarkom, following which 
the best elements of the laboring classes led by Left SRs, arm in arm with 
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healthy elements in the Bolshevik party, would fi ght on.106 This comment by 
Shteinberg was the only mention by Left SRs at the congress of their hopes 
for collaboration with Left Communists.

Interspersed with the speeches of Lenin, Kamkov, Shteinberg, and Zi-
noviev, the Soviet Congress heard remarks by Martov for the Mensheviks, 
Mikhail Likhach representing Right and Centrist SRs, Aleksandr Ge repre-
senting the  Anarchist- Communists, Grigorii Rivkin for the SR Maksimal-
ists, and Valerian Pletnev for the United  Social- Democratic International-
ists. All of the latter fi ercely opposed ratifi cation and proposed resolutions 
refl ecting this position. Except for the  Anarchist- Communists and the SR 
Maksimalists, these resolutions also called for removing the Bolsheviks from 
power through  re- convocation of the Constituent Assembly, election of a 
new government on the basis of universal suffrage, or a fundamental restruc-
turing of the existing Soviet system. The overwhelming vote in favor of rati-
fi cation was anticlimactic, as the result was apparent from the outset. Only 
after it was registered did Sverdlov permit the Left Communists to make 
public their continued opposition to the Brest treaty. On the last day of the 
congress (16 March), in a formal statement obviously prepared for presen-
tation before the vote, the Left Communists declared that the treaty should 
not be ratifi ed but, instead, be replaced by an appeal for the holy defense of 
the socialist revolution. The declaration, signed by  fi fty- eight Left Com-
munist voting delegates and nine additional Left Communist members of 
the CEC, ended by explaining that, although its supporters felt obligated to 
openly express their views, a [formal] split in the Bolshevik party would be 
dangerous to the revolutionary cause and therefore, having read their decla-
ration, they would abstain from the vote on ratifi cation. In sum, while dis-
tancing themselves from ratifi cation and backing away from openly split-
ting the party, the Left Communists made it clear that they would continue 
to oppose the separate peace and work to mobilize revolutionary Russia’s de-
fenses.107

The decision on ratifi cation having been made, the congress turned to 
a similarly perfunctory consideration of transferring the capital to Moscow. 
It fell to Zinoviev, still chairman of the Petrograd Soviet, to present the Bol-
shevik position on this issue. According to him, transfer of the capital was 
dictated by the fact that, strategically, Petrograd was in an extremely critical 
situation (at which point a delegate on the right screamed out: “What, you 
mean you don’t have enough suitcases?”). Acknowledging that relocation of 
the capital was not a matter of “weeks or months,” Zinoviev insisted that it 
would be relatively short. The resolution he presented, which was adopted 
by a near unanimous vote, simply stipulated that, pending a change in Petro-



An Obscene Peace    /    207

grad’s military situation, the capital of the Russian Socialist Federated Soviet 
Republic would “temporarily” move from Petrograd to Moscow.108

* * *

The Left Communists and Left SRs carried through on their threat to 
withdraw from the Sovnarkom if the Brest Treaty was ratifi ed. A couple of 
days after the Fourth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets closed, at the fi rst Mos-
cow meeting of the Sovnarkom on 18 March, the main item on the agenda 
was the “general ministerial crisis” caused by the resignations from the gov-
ernment of the Left SRs and the Left Communists  Aleksandra Kollontai, 
Vladimir Smirnov, Valerian Obolenskii (Osinskii), and Pavel Dybenko. In 
hastily scribbled notes, virtually all the departing Left SRs grounded their 
resignations on the decision of their Central Committee.109

Observers could be pardoned if their heads spun from the speed of the 
ensuing change in the Bolshevik–Left SR relationship at the national level. 
During the Third  All- Russian Congress of Soviets, in January, Lenin had 
beamed with enthusiasm about the Bolshevik–Left SR alliance, declaring 
that it was growing stronger not by days but by hours, that in the Sov narkom 
most questions were resolved by unanimous vote.110 Little more than two 
months later, following the Fourth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets, he dis-
missed the union of the two parties as “love without joy, separation from 
which would be devoid of sadness.”111

After withdrawing from the Sovnarkom, both Left Communists and 
Left SRs remained engaged in  lower- level and local soviet institutions and 
continued their struggle against the Brest treaty. The Left SRs also stepped 
up their guerrilla warfare against the Germans in the Baltic region and 
Ukraine. Moreover, they initiated steps to implement a program of terror-
ism against  high- level German offi cials.112

Meanwhile, the struggle for political leadership between Leninists and 
Left Communists had played out in Petrograd. On 9 March, the Bolshevik 
Petersburg Committee had voted to convene an emergency city party con-
ference on 20 March, the Emergency Fifth City Congress of Petrograd Bol-
sheviks. Ostensibly, the purpose of this conference was to assess the attitudes 
of the local party organization’s rank and fi le toward the decision of the Sev-
enth  All- Russian Bolshevik Party Congress the day before to endorse ratifi -
cation of the Treaty of  Brest- Litovsk.113 Apparently, the Petersburg Commit-
tee fi rst discussed the hostile resolution adopted by the party’s Soviet fraction 
at a meeting on 12 March, during the brief interval between the Seventh 
Party Congress in Petrograd and the Fourth  All- Russian Congress of Sovi-
ets in Moscow. Its response to the fraction’s attack on Kommunist, and its un-
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precedented demand for the election of a new Petersburg Committee, was 
remarkably restrained, no doubt owing in part to its own loss of confi dence. 
The committee simply reaffi rmed its scheduling of an emergency city party 
conference to consider all controversial issues, and pointedly reminded the 
Soviet fraction that its Left Communist theses had been adopted at the con-
tinuation of the Fourth Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks on 1 March.114

An announcement to this effect appeared in Kommunist on 14 March.115 
The Left Communist majority of the Petersburg Committee undoubtedly 
hoped that, upon refl ection and discussion, and with the help of Kommunist, 
Bolsheviks “in the districts” would ignore the Seventh Party Congress’s vote 
to support the Brest treaty, as well as its formal ratifi cation by the Fourth  All-
 Russian Congress of Soviets, if that was the decision made there. In short, 
their hope was that Bolsheviks at lower levels of the Petrograd party organi-
zation would remain true to revolutionary principles as Left Communists 
defi ned them and that they would vote accordingly in the election of dele-
gates to the city conference. But this was not to be. In the debate over peace 
and war at the Emergency Fifth City Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks on 
20 March, Radek, for the Left Communist Petersburg Committee, blasted 
the Brest peace as a grave setback for the socialist revolution and appealed for 
an end to concessions to Germany. Zinoviev, speaking for supporters of rati-
fi cation, heaped criticism on the Left Communists, insisted that Kommunist 
be shut down, and demanded that the Left Communists work harmoniously 
in common party organizations. The result of this clash was a complete re-
versal of voting on 1 March. A resolution opposing Brest proposed by Radek 
received seven votes, whereas Zinoviev’s resolution in favor of ratifi cation 
garnered  fi fty- seven.116

* * *

In the days immediately following the resumption of Germany’s military op-
erations on 18 February, Soviet authorities in Petrograd had begun a fran-
tic effort to shore up the city’s defenses. They were impeded, however, by 
the profound demoralization of garrison troops and the instability of fac-
tory workers, disenchanted by the economic results of the October revolu-
tion, ravaged by transfers out of the city, and disoriented by the unexpect-
edness of the German assault. Neither the best efforts of Petrograd district 
soviets, where many of the Bolsheviks’ most experienced  local- level leaders 
were increasingly concentrated, nor appeals by the Bolsheviks’ and the Left 
SRs’ most prominent national fi gures yielded signifi cant numbers of Red 
Army recruits. Moreover, further complicating the crisis of Soviet power in 
Petrograd at this time was the expansion of subversive activity by domestic 
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counterrevolutionary groups, despite intensifi ed efforts by security agencies 
to suppress them. The occupation of Pskov by German forces on 24 Feb-
ruary stimulated a modest improvement in military recruitment, especially 
when additions to ad hoc partisan detachments and Left SR combat squads 
were combined with those for the Red Army. But as the gravity of the Rus-
sian debacle at the front became widely known, and workers concluded that 
trying to combat the Germans meant certain death, the modest surge in re-
cruitment evaporated.

During this time, the Left Communist leadership of the Bolshevik 
party organization in Petrograd remained fi ercely opposed to the Brest peace 
and steadfastly supportive of revolutionary war, as shown by its position 
upon resumption of the Fourth City Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks on 
1 March, and the publication of the fi rst issue of Kommunist on 5 March. 
Yet, very quickly, Petrograd Left Communists were forced to recognize the 
weakness of popular support for their views. Also, the Petersburg Commit-
tee’s independent stance triggered the rebellion against it by the Leninist 
party fraction in the Petrograd Soviet and the Central Committee’s deci-
sion to replace the committee. The end of an independent Left Communist 
movement in Petrograd was marked by the Emergency Fifth City Confer-
ence of Petrograd Bolsheviks on 20 March, at which the Left Communists 
led by Radek were routed by Leninists led by Zinoviev.

Meanwhile, the Brest peace had been ratifi ed by the skeletal Seventh 
 All- Russian Bolshevik Party Congress, held in Petrograd, after which the 
Soviet government had fl ed to Moscow. Although the treaty was also con-
fi rmed by the Fourth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets, controversy over the 
treaty raged on, as did its negative impact. At the national level, both the 
Left Communists and Left SRs withdrew from the Sovnarkom, and many 
of them adopted an independent course. Moreover, if after the relocation 
of the national government Petrograd’s primary importance to Lenin lay 
in the human and industrial resources that could be saved from the Ger-
mans for use elsewhere, this view was most certainly not shared by Bolshe-
vik leaders left behind. For them, “Red Petrograd” still had pride of place as 
the headquarters and standard bearer of the approaching world revolution. 
Most important, they were faced with the daunting task of directing the sur-
vival of Soviet power in Petrograd in an ever more hostile and complex envir-
onment.
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A Turbulent Spring 

The Sovnarkom’s fl ight to Moscow coincided with deepening food and 
fuel shortages and skyrocketing social problems. Bolshevik leaders staying in 
Petrograd were also faced with the emerging opposition of Petrograd work-
ers, the social class most responsible for their rise to power in 1917. In the late 
spring and early summer of 1918, these problems worsened and new ones 
emerged, among them military moves toward Petrograd by Finnish Whites 
supported by the Germans, endangering the still formidable Russian Baltic 
Fleet; a rebellion by disgruntled workers from the large Obukhov plant, sup-
ported by Baltic Fleet personnel; and a devastating cholera epidemic. On top 
of all this, civil war exploded from the Volga to the Pacifi c and on the Don, 
and Red Army and armed worker detachments were mobilized to squeeze 
grain from the peasantry by force, imposing new pressures for the ever dwin-
dling human resources still at the disposal of Bolshevik authorities in Petro-
grad. In its struggle to overcome these crises, the Council of Commissars 
of the Petrograd Labor Commune (SK PTK) initially adopted a relatively 
moderate political course. Although it later turned to tougher measures, it 
resisted using the extreme forms of repression Moscow was pressing. During 
this period of deepening turmoil, the ability of Soviet power in Petrograd to 
survive was in no small part the result of effective collaboration between the 
Bolsheviks and Left SRs in governing the region.

* * *

The Soviet central government and Bolshevik Central Committee fl ed 
Petrograd on the night of 10 March 1918, believing that German forces 
would soon occupy the city. At the Seventh Party Congress two days earlier, 
Lenin acknowledged that signing the peace would probably only spare  Piter 
for a few days, although he immediately instructed stenographers not to 
“even think about recording my remark.”1 Because the Sovnarkom assumed 
that Soviet power in Petrograd was doomed and because it was preoccupied 
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with preparations for evacuation, it did not devote any attention to Petro-
grad’s future government or security prior to its departure. At its second to 
last Petrograd meeting, on 8 March, the Sovnarkom discussed preparations 
for an unimpeded escape. The next day it took account of potential prob-
lems related to the transfer of critical industrial plants and personnel from 
Petrograd. Members of the Emergency Commission for the Evacuation of 
Petrograd were instructed to stay at their posts “until the last.”2 Beyond this, 
the Sovnarkom apparently assumed that, until the capital fell, the Petrograd 
Soviet and its Executive Committee would be responsible for directing lo-
cal administration according to directives from Moscow. It did not consider 
that the move necessitated any major structural change in the Petrograd gov-
ernment.

About the time of the Sovnarkom’s fi nal Petrograd meeting (9 March), 
the Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet summoned district soviet 
representatives to form a Petrograd Cheka (PCheka). District soviets were 
urged, as usual, to appoint “their most energetic people” who would be avail-
able for  full- time duty.3 Named head of the PCheka was Uritskii, the for-
mer ardent Left Communist. Although, later, Bolshevik opponents often 
referred to him as the “Robespierre of Petrograd,” in practice he had a far 
more moderate approach to combating counterrevolution compared to the 
VCheka in Moscow under Dzerzhinskii.4

According to Zinoviev, not until the night of the national government’s 
departure did it occur to Bolshevik offi cials remaining behind that it would 
be sensible to form an authoritative local government structurally analogous 
to the central Sovnarkom.5 What is indisputable is that on the day after the 
dash to Moscow the Petrograd Soviet’s Executive Committee formed the 
Council of Commissars of the Petrograd Labor Commune (SK PTK), thus 
associating the abandoned “Red Petrograd” in the popular mind with the 
heroic myth of the Paris Commune. According to its “constitution,” the SK 
PTK would be responsible to the Petrograd Soviet; the authority of its indi-
vidual commissariats, merged with corresponding departments of the Petro-
grad Soviet, would supersede that of local agencies of the national govern-
ment; and sections of district soviets would be transformed into local agencies 
of corresponding commis sariats of the SK PTK.6 Although never fully im-
plemented, this “constitution” was a limited declaration of Petrograd’s inde-
pendence from Moscow and of the “Commune” government’s ultimate goal 
of vertically integrating district soviet sections.

Several years later, Aleksandr  Il’in- Zhenevskii (the Bolshevik military 
leader whose wife had committed suicide a few weeks earlier, upon learn-
ing that the Germans had resumed their advance on Petrograd) would recall 
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his exhilaration when he went out into the street after the formation of the 
Petrograd Labor Commune was announced:

It seemed strange to fi nd the usual scene. Snow was falling. Pedestrians 
were hurrying along the pavements. From time to time a  horse- drawn cab am-
bled by. All just as on any other day. Yet we now had a commune! A commune, 
we could only read about until  then. . . .  It made one feel giddy just to think 
of it, and raised ones spirits to unprecedented heights.7

Petrograd Bolsheviks, from the beginning, hoped that the new local gov-
ernment would include Left SRs. Zinoviev approached Aleksei Ustinov, for 
one, about a cabinet appointment. But with most top Left SR leaders already 
in Moscow for the Fourth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets, he was noncom-
mittal. Only Bolsheviks, therefore, were included in the SK PTK, which 
was confi rmed at a plenary session of the Petrograd Soviet on 12 March. 
The government was to be chaired by Zinoviev, and appointed to head com-
missariats were Lunacharskii (enlightenment);8 Viacheslav Menzhinskii (fi -
nance); the former mayor Mikhail Kalinin (municipal services); Mikhail 

Leaders of the PCheka. Seated: Uritskii and Bokii; standing: Borizevskii and Ioselevich. 

State Museum of the Political History of Russia, St. Petersburg.
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Lashevich (food supply), Petr Stuchka (justice); Viacheslav Molotov [Skria-
bin] (economy); Adolf Ioffe (social welfare); Miron Vladimirov (transpor-
tation); and Ivar Smilga (Petrograd Military District).9 The most powerful 
fi gure in the new government was to be Trotsky, as head of a unique  Military-
 Revolutionary Commissariat with unlimited powers to defend Petrograd 
from foreign and domestic enemies.10

Trotsky held this post only for a few days, just long enough to issue a 
few tough sounding proclamations.11 He was pressured out of the govern-
ment by a majority of the Petrograd Bureau of the Bolshevik Central Com-
mittee, composed of Central Committee members who were kept behind in 
Petrograd, because of his insistence that party commissars not be allowed to 
meddle in strategic and technical directives of  so- called military specialists, 
or  spetsy— former tsarist offi cers now serving as commanders in the new Red 
Army and Navy. Upon the recommendation of his closest party comrades, 
Trotsky was hurriedly transferred to Moscow to serve as people’s commis-
sar for war.12 Another member of the original SK PTK, Stuchka, was soon 
called to Moscow to replace Shteinberg.13 In short order, Nikolai Krestinskii 
was appointed commissar for justice, and Uritskii, Boris Pozern, and Adolf 
Ioffe were named to head commissariats for internal, military, and foreign 
affairs, respectively. Evgenii Pervukhin, a physician, was placed in charge of 
the Commissariat for Public Health.

Neither the Petrograd Bureau of the Bolshevik Central Committee nor 
the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee appears to have played a role in these 
appointments (apart from the involvement of the former in Trotsky’s ouster). 
When it needed advice on government matters, the SK PTK turned to soviet 
organs and not to those of the party.14 This was still a fl uid time in the rela-
tionship between soviet and party agencies in Petrograd. Local party bod-
ies, stripped of many of their most experienced members, were now begin-
ning to consider broader political and economic issues. However, they still 
shied away from direct involvement in government. This was because of 
their overall deference to Bolshevik leaders in soviets and to prevailing at-
titudes about the appropriate relationship of party to soviet work. In his 
 memoir/ study of the Petrograd Bolsheviks in 1918, Kiril Shelavin, the Peters-
burg Committee’s authority on organizational issues, explained that among 
Petrograd Bolsheviks two views on this issue had emerged. Some leaders 
were infused with an exclusively “soviet” spirit and looked down on party 
work as relatively unimportant in building the socialist state. This outlook, 
along with the many burdens of Bolsheviks in government, helps explain 
their nearly total separation from party work. Others, “preservers of old tra-
ditions,” as they were referred to at the time, looked at government ser-
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vice as somehow “dirty” in contrast to “clean” party activity. However, both 
groups viewed party work simply as agitation and propaganda, according to 
Shelavin.15

At a meeting on 6 March, several days before the central government’s 
departure but after the evacuation had begun, the Petersburg Commit-
tee’s agenda included preliminary preparations to go underground in case 
of German occupation, internal party matters such as arrangements con-
nected with the Seventh  All- Russian Party Congress, the publication of 
Kom munist,16 and problems with how the evacuation was being handled.17 
On 12 March, the day after the government’s fl ight, the Petersburg Com-
mittee discussed the attack by the Bolshevik fraction in the Petrograd So-
viet on its opposition to the Brest peace, as well as preparations for the Emer-
gency Fifth City Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks.18 The same meeting 
also addressed the recruitment of party members for the Cheka. After issu-
ing levies to district party committees, the city party leadership, as was then 
customary, abdicated further responsibility for a government institution (in 
this case the PCheka). Also on the Petersburg Committee’s agenda on the 
twelfth were such nongovernmental matters as the provision of fi rearms to 
party members (it was decided that this was “desirable” and that the com-
mittee’s embryonic military detachment should provide instructors in the 
use of weapons) and preparations for a “triumphant” meeting of the Petro-
grad Soviet that evening to commemorate the fi rst anniversary of the Feb-
ruary revolution.19 Selection of a comrade to represent the party organiza-
tion in the Petrograd Soviet was tabled. However, nothing was said on the 
sixth or the twelfth about how Petrograd should be governed in the absence 
of the Sovnarkom and the CEC.

On 25 and 27 March, initial meetings of the Assembly of Organizers 
created by the Fourth City Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks revealed that 
party work was paralyzed in most districts after the transfer of seasoned Bol-
shevik leaders from party to government and military work, and following 
plant shutdowns, massive unemployment, and the debilitating impact of in-
traparty confl ict over the Brest treaty. In textile mills, which were among the 
relatively very few industrial enterprises still operating, a particular problem 
appeared to be the great diffi culty in even getting a hearing from their largely 
female workforce.20

On 26 March the Petersburg Committee rescinded its decision of 24 Feb-
ruary to encourage party activists to give priority to soviet work over party 
work.21 On 6 April, the First Northern Oblast [Bolshevik] Party Conference 
agreed on the importance of enhancing the authority of party agencies over 
soviets, and, fi nally, on 8 April, the Petersburg Committee adopted measures 
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to facilitate the infl uence of district committees, if not their control, over 
district soviets.22 For example, the organization of district soviet fractions 
nominally subordinate to party committees was now instituted. Although 
such measures represented implicit recognition of the primacy of party bod-
ies over soviets, which Lenin and the central party leadership in Moscow 
were emphasizing at this time, they were ineffective as a result of continuing 
drains on the personnel of district committees and the continued concentra-
tion of the party’s most senior and most competent members in soviets. As 
Stasova wrote, on 22 May, “Party work is in terrible decline because all our 
forces have gone into soviets.”23

Also refl ecting this state of affairs was a remarkably candid report that 
the Bolshevik party committee in the Second City district submitted to the 
Sixth City Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks in June 1918. As the report 
put it, “the majority of [our] party members who have gone to work in sovi-
ets or [other] municipal agencies have lost all touch with the district [party 
committee] and any kind of control over their work is beyond the realm of 
possibility. . . . [Moreover,] as a result of our own isolation from the worker 
 masses . . .  our activity has been limited to regular weekly meetings. . . . 
[Even] efforts to infl uence the activity of the [district] soviet have  failed. . . . 
 Decisions on upgrading party work exist only on paper.”24

* * *

During this initial transition period from capital to “second city,” mu-
nicipal government in Petrograd was reminiscent of the fi rst chaotic weeks 
after October; a major difference was that rotting, uncollected refuse and 
the carcasses of dead animals were now hidden under mountains of unshov-
eled snow. Meanwhile, 205 new cases of typhus were recorded in Petrograd 
during the week preceding the government’s fl ight, and medical specialists 
practically guaranteed that warmer weather would bring a devastating chol-
era epidemic. “I have been in China, Persia, and all of Asia,” a worried epi-
demiologist attached to the Military Medical Academy told a newspaper re-
porter at the beginning of April, “but I have never seen anything like what I 
am now seeing in Petrograd.”25

As it strove somehow to establish a functioning government and over-
come mounting problems, the SK PTK received precious little support from 
Moscow. From the start, Petrograd authorities were strapped for funds. 
Resources at the disposal of the national government were also very lim-
ited. Still, records of the central Sovnarkom reveal that requests for emer-
gency fi nancial allocations from the SK PTK, however urgent, were invari-
ably received with striking callousness. For example, after one of its earliest 
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meetings, the SK PTK sent an urgent appeal to Moscow for a maintenance 
subsidy of one hundred million rubles. The Sovnarkom’s response, which 
was adopted at only its third Moscow meeting on 21 March, but that would 
become typical, was to put off a decision pending clarifi cations.26 Also, the 
requested funds were labeled as an advance against budgeted expenses. This 
frustrating response notwithstanding, clarifi cations followed quickly. This 
time, on 28 March, the Sovnarkom approved an allocation of twenty mil-
lion rubles on the condition that all expenditures would be controlled by the 
state comptroller and that, in the future, the Petrograd government would 
present a budget for advances against expenses ahead of time. At Trotsky’s 
suggestion, it was also stipulated that the government of Petrograd should 
inventory available reserves of materials and food supplies, and ship all pos-
sible surpluses out of the city; and that, subject to [prior] approval by the 
central government, all marketable military and other surpluses that could 
not be evacuated from Petrograd should be sold. The division of proceeds 
from such sales would be the prerogative of the central government.27

On 11 April, Zinoviev sent an urgent emergency funding request to 
Moscow by courier. In this case, he based a plea for an additional one hun-
dred million rubles on the unemployment and food supply crises, which had 
reached new highs and were providing fertile ground for agitation among 
workers by opposition groups and antisemitic,  right- wing extremists. Zino-
viev correctly perceived that this posed a dangerous new threat to Soviet 
power: “Unemployment in  Petrograd . . .  has taken an especially sharp [up-
ward] turn,” he wrote. “Every day delegations come from our factories in 
the Vyborg and other [worker districts] and tell  us . . .  it is impossible to 
live like this any longer. . . . [It is] vital that a workers’ government not al-
low workers to die of  hunger . . .  An immediate allocation of one hundred 
million  [rubles] is essential or else [Soviet power] in Petrograd will fi nd it-
self in the most critical situation imaginable.”28 In a separate message to the 
party leadership in Moscow, the Petrograd Bureau of the Bolshevik Central 
Committee declared bluntly that it would be unable to accept responsibility 
for party work in the former capital if Zinoviev’s request was rejected.29 On 
12 April, upon Sverdlov’s recommendation, the Sovnarkom approved the 
one hundred million ruble allocation. However, release of this sum, minus 
the twenty million approved on 28 March, was predicated on the issuance of 
guarantees regarding the correct and sensible use of the funds according to a 
plan developed by an ad hoc commission of the central Sovnarkom.30

These provocative responses may have refl ected attempts by Moscow to 
force Petrograd to make effi cient use of its own resources, institute account-
ability in budgetary matters, and assert its authority over Petrograd. How-



220    /    Soviet Power on the Brink 

ever, they also betrayed a coolness toward Petrograd’s needs, a sense that 
Petrograd no longer mattered, which was profoundly resented in the former 
capital. In a similar spirit, Moscow felt completely free to direct matters re-
lating to Petrograd that would have been better handled by consultation. For 
example, the Sovnarkom unilaterally assigned Petrograd Bolsheviks to po-
sitions elsewhere at will. On 9 April, after several key Petrograd personnel 
were unexpectedly assigned to Moscow, the SK PTK resolved to inform the 
central government that no more “responsible fi gures in the Petrograd Labor 
Commune could be torn from their work without its approval.”31 There is 
no evidence that this injunction had any effect.

The Sovnarkom also attempted to control matters central to Petrograd’s 
internal affairs, such as industrial evacuation, which local authorities wished 
to coordinate. In a blunt letter to Moscow dated 23 March, Zinoviev con-
veyed Petrograd’s decision to take control of evacuation, because, as he ex-
plained, evacuation was proceeding without prior planning, with the result 
that Petrograd industries slated for evacuation and those plants already in 
the provinces were idle.32 Relevant sources suggest that unilateral adminis-
trative reorganization, whether emanating from Moscow or Petrograd, only 
served to make evacuation a bigger mess than it already was. In any case, 
minutes of meetings of the central Sovnarkom and the SK PTK, as well as 
correspondence between the Petrograd Bureau of the Central Committee 
and the Central Committee, leave no doubt: relations between Petrograd 
and Moscow at this time were greatly complicated by provocative exchanges 
over budget, personnel, evacuation, and other less weighty but symbolically 
signifi cant matters. Chaotic evacuation policies and practices also contrib-
uted mightily to deepening unrest among Petrograd’s factory workers.

* * *

In trying to overcome Moscow’s coldness to Petrograd’s needs and to 
strengthen popular support for Soviet power in the Petrograd region, which 
had been undermined by the Sovnarkom’s “panicked” fl ight to Moscow, deep-
ening food shortages, expanding unemployment, and chaotic evacuation 
policies, the SK PTK initially adopted a moderate political tack with mixed 
results. This policy shift can be seen in the contrast between the Moscow 
and Petrograd governments in the area of political repression. As soon as it 
was on its feet, the PCheka began to arrest suspected counterrevolutionaries, 
speculators, and thieves.33 However, many of these suspects, especially po-
litical detainees, were released soon after being deposed.34 The shooting of 
prisoners in Petrograd by authorized agencies other than the PCheka con-
tinued, primarily for particularly heinous common crimes (the VCheka had 
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begun conducting such shootings in late February). Also, theft and killings 
by criminals, many of them members of gangs, with an extraordinarily high 
percentage posing as Chekists, skyrocketed. So did wild shootings, often 
by newly recruited Red Army soldiers, Red Guards, and anarchists.35 Every 
night, Petrograd’s hospitals received piles of bodies picked up on the street. 
Frequently, the killers made off with the victims’ clothing. Most corpses 
remained in morgues for weeks unidentifi ed and then were buried by the 
truckload.36 Yet Uritskii, as head of the PCheka, steadfastly refused to sanc-
tion shootings. His emphasis was less on the restoration of order through ter-
ror than by concrete measures aimed at halting violence, economic crimes, 
and abuses of power.

This orientation, which differed markedly from that of the VCheka in 
Moscow,37 was refl ected in Uritskii’s earliest directives. On 15 March, he 
issued preliminary guidelines aimed at strict regulation of searches and at 
catching fake and corrupt Chekists.38 Conspicuously missing from agencies 
authorized to conduct searches were Red Army personnel.39 One week later, 
Uritskii issued a widely circulated order giving citizens three days to turn in 
unauthorized arms, bombs, grenades, and explosives. Individuals violating 
this order were to be sent to the Revolutionary Tribunal for trial but were not 
threatened with shooting. Simultaneously, district soviets were directed to 
intensify street patrols to confi scate weapons from citizens who did not have 
permits for them.40

Nikolai Krestinskii was named commissar for justice in the SK PTK 
on 4 April. Like Uritskii, he had a degree in law and a long history of revo-
lutionary activity, was a Left Communist in the dispute over the signing of 
the Treaty of  Brest- Litovsk, and was also against extreme repression of po-
litical foes. His appointment, along with pressure from Uritskii, appears to 
have prodded the SK PTK, then concerned with regaining popular support 
by displaying a “human face,” to speed up judicial proceedings against jailed 
political fi gures. Apparently this decision was also infl uenced by the need to 
reduce Petrograd’s burgeoning prison population, if only because feeding, 
housing, and controlling the spread of infectious disease among prisoners 
was prohibitive (typhus, for one, was then rampant in jails). Also, sailors at 
the Kronstadt naval base were balking at accepting Petrograd’s prison over-
fl ow, a position that had been expressed in an Izvestiia Kron shtadtskogo soveta 
editorial of 10 March:

Individuals and whole groups of people are being sent to  Kronstadt. . . . 
 What is more, most of them arrive without documentation on what is to be 
done with  them. . . .  Such an ugly understanding of Kronstadt’s role must 
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stop. Great Kronstadt is neither a warehouse for counterrevolutionaries, a uni-
versal prison, nor a  scaffold. . . .  It cannot and does not want to be a kind of 
revolutionary Sakhalin: it does not want its name to become synonymous with 
prison and executioner.41

Only a few days after his appointment, Krestinskii was authorized to 
take all necessary measures to speed up the investigation, trial, and dispo-
sition of prisoners.42 A May Day amnesty for broad categories of common 
criminals charged with minor offenses, political prisoners, and prisoners older 
than seventy, as well as a 50 percent reduction in the sentences of com-
mon criminals guilty of more serious offenses, initiated by the SK PTK on 
27 April, extended this effort.43 In comments at a meeting of the Bolshevik 
fraction in the First Northern Oblast Congress of Soviets which endorsed 
it, Zinoviev took pains to emphasize the amnesty’s political signifi cance; 
he argued that “it was necessary for Soviet power to renounce its previous 
methods of struggle against political opponents, [that] Soviet power had be-
come so strong that individual political opponents no longer constituted a 
threat, [and that] workers and  soldiers . . .  having vanquished them [their 
enemies] in economic and political combat, did not want to treat them in 
ways that were customary in all imperialist and monarchist states.”44 To the 
Petrograd Soviet, which also endorsed the amnesty, Zinoviev boasted that 
the question of a May Day amnesty arose in Petrograd independently of 
Moscow.45

Simultaneously, the PCheka’s  self- imposed ban on shootings was broad-
ened. On 16 April, the SK PTK received a report from Uritskii on limiting, 
to investigations, the Committee for the Revolutionary Security of Petro-
grad in the Commissariat for Internal Affairs. The report apparently led to 
a comprehensive discussion of shootings by city agencies. At this time, the 
Committee for the Revolutionary Security of Petrograd was the main  city-
 level police agency still carrying out summary executions after the VCheka’s 
departure and Uritskii’s prohibition of PCheka shootings. Charged with de-
veloping guidelines for the prohibition of shootings, and situations in which 
resort to arms was permissible,46 Krestinskii presented his guidelines a week 
later, and the SK PTK then issued a public announcement stipulating that, 
henceforth, “no institutions in the city of Petrograd had the right to con-
duct shootings.”47 This absolute ban applied to the PCheka, the Commit-
tee for the Revolutionary Security of Petrograd, Revolutionary Tribunals, 
Red Guards, Red Army troops, and district soviets, thus offi cially annulling 
the authorization for shootings proclaimed during the German advance in 
late February. Although conspiratorial political activity and major crime in 
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Moscow at this time resulted in unoffi cial “Red Terror,” the SK PTK’s pro-
hibition of extreme repression lasted through the summer.

* * *

The growing disenchantment of Petrograd workers with  Bolshevik/ Soviet 
power, in the spring of 1918, was refl ected in the formation of the Extraor-
dinary Assembly of Delegates from Petrograd Factories and Plants (EAD), 
a citywide opposition movement of moderate socialists and unaffi liated fac-
tory workers that subsequently spread to other industrial areas. The pri-
mary driving force for this movement was horrendous food supply short-
ages. In mid January 1918, the already alarming food supply situation in 
Petrograd suddenly worsened, then eased a bit in February, but rose more 
sharply than ever in the early spring. Some of the many factors causing these 
shortages were related to the effects of the Brest treaty. In 1917 more than 
half of Russia’s grain reserves had come from Ukraine (350 million of 650 
million puds),48 with another 110 million puds from the North Caucasus, 
143 million from the steppe borderlands and Western Siberia, and the re-
mainder from the Central black earth region. After consummation of the 
Brest treaty, grain from Ukraine was lost altogether. Moreover, German oc-
cupation of the provinces of Kursk and Voronezh blocked grain shipments 
from the North Caucasus. The best Soviet Russia could then hope for was 
around 150 million puds of grain, mostly from Western Siberia.49

Grain procurement problems affecting Petrograd were also worsened by 
the dreadful conditions of railway cars and lines necessary for grain shipments 
from Western Siberia. Further, with the Germans and Ukrain ians control-
ling the Donets Basin, coal supplies to power trains fell by more than 25 per-
cent. Owing to the prevailing disorganization, the sowing of grain dropped 
by an estimated 40–70 percent. Unable to furnish peasants with manufac-
tured goods, the Soviet government had resorted to printing increasingly 
worthless paper money, causing peasants to lose incentive to produce for the 
market. And, as if this were not enough, traditional mechanisms for buying 
and selling grain were in chaos as a result of mutual hostility and mistrust 
between holdover institutions and personnel, and in experienced, competing 
soviet food procurement organs and offi cials.50

A second major element contributing to disaffection with  Bolshevik/ 
Soviet power among Petrograd workers and to the creation of the EAD was 
mass unemployment, partially caused, and greatly exacerbated, by ineffi -
cient demobilization and evacuation policies. The industrial crisis in Petro-
grad had begun long before the October revolution, primarily because of 
shortages of fuel and raw materials. It worsened further toward the end of 
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1917 and the beginning of 1918, after factories engaged in  war- related pro-
duction were ordered to move eastward or adapt production to peacetime 
needs or shut down altogether.

Early Soviet economic policies contributed to the deepening of the in-
dustrial crisis in other ways. “Workers’ control” in factories was a prominent 
Bolshevik slogan before the October revolution, and, in its immediate after-
math, workers naturally strove to implement it. Efforts by the Sovnarkom to 
impose some order into the process of giving workers a voice in plant man-
agement through supervisory councils of workers’ control failed to stop Bol-
shevized workers, led by their factory committees, from frequently interven-
ing in running their plants. Toward the end of 1917, and in the fi rst months 
of 1918, clashes between workers and management led to the Soviet govern-
ment’s nationalization of individual Petrograd enterprises to prevent frus-
trated owners from shutting them down.51 At the beginning of December, 
moreover, efforts to create councils of workers’ control were dropped and 
the Sovnarkom established the Supreme Council of the National Economy 
(VSNKh) to direct the entire economy. Over the next few years, the VSNKh 
and a nationwide network of regional, provincial, and local SNKhs devel-
oped into the Soviet government’s primary institutions for the centraliza-
tion and administration of industry. In the short run, however, spontaneous 
workers’ control, coupled with these institutional zigzags, only caused the 
further disintegration of Petrograd industry.52

A few statistics illustrate the magnitude of the resulting economic and 
social catastrophe: between January 1 and the beginning of April 1918, ap-
proximately 134,000 workers, or 46 percent of Petrograd’s industrial labor 
force, joined the ranks of the unemployed,53 and an estimated 265 Petro-
grad factories sat idle. Hardest hit by this economic and social calamity 
were workers in larger metalworking and chemical plants and in parts of 
Petrograd such as the “Red” Vyborg workers’ district, which had been at the 
forefront of mass support for the Bolsheviks and Soviet power through out 
1917.54 As food shortages became increasingly acute, a signifi cant percent-
age of unemployed workers fl ed Petrograd for the countryside.

The emergence of the EAD was also stimulated by the widespread view 
that trade unions, factory committees, and soviets, perhaps especially dis-
trict soviets, were no longer representative, democratically run  working- class 
institutions; instead, they had been transformed into arbitrary, bureaucratic 
government agencies. There was ample reason for this concern. At this point, 
virtually all the functions of former,  sub- district duma boards and agencies 
had in fact been transferred or were in the process of being shifted to district 
soviets, thus transforming them into  self- proclaimed masters in their neigh-
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borhoods. They now jealously guarded their independent authority over all 
aspects of local rule, not only horizontally, from encroachments by local Bol-
shevik committees, but also vertically, from direction of their sections “from 
above” by corresponding departments of the SK PTK.55

Laying claim to the supreme authority of district soviets was one thing; 
fi nding loyal, qualifi ed personnel to meet rapidly expanding obligations ef-
fi ciently was quite another. Before the October revolution, a handful of un-
paid volunteers easily recruited from among elected deputies were all the 
staff that district soviets required to carry on their operations and maintain 
contact with  working- class constituents. For a brief time after October, Bol-
shevik and Left SR party committees could be counted on to provide ad-
ditional personnel as needed. By the fi rst quarter of 1918, however, many 
Bolshevik and Left SR district soviet leaders were no longer available. Large 
numbers of them had been transferred out of Petrograd. The continuing 
fl ow of Bolsheviks from party work into government did not compensate 
for these losses. Indeed, the personnel pool at the disposal of district party 
committees was already so thin and untested that frequently the committees 
themselves quickly regretted their appointments to district soviets and com-
plained about their bureaucratization.56 At the same time, dedicated veterans 
who remained in the district soviets fi lled two and sometimes more  full- time 
positions, for which they were, in any case, unprepared. In these circum-
stances, to an ever increasing degree, a good part of district soviet work was 
perforce in the hands of hastily recruited, sometimes corrupt, paid admin-
istrators, clerks, militiamen, agitators, foremen, and technical personnel. 
With committed deputies trying to do so much, and given the many vacan-
cies at any one time because of transfers, plenary meetings of district soviets 
were convened less and less frequently, and were poorly attended. Even deci-
sions on important matters were often decided by whoever happened to be 
on hand. As in the case of Bolshevik district committees, links between lo-
cal soviets and factory workers, critical for leftist success in 1917, were bro-
ken. Who had time for meetings and agitation among constituents with the 
Germans at the gates?

The Soviet government’s seemingly frantic retreat to Moscow after weeks 
of denying that a move was being considered gave another boost to the EAD. 
In many factories the surreptitious move, in the dead of night, triggered re-
sentment, even panic. “[Workers] are referring to 12 March as the day the 
revolution died,” lamented a representative of a locomotive maintenance 
shop at the fi rst EAD plenary meeting on 13 March.57 “Last year, we were 
screaming ‘Down with Nicholas!’” recalled a delegate from the Staryi Less-
ner  machine- building plant. “Now the workers are shouting ‘Down with 
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the Bolsheviks!’” A representative of the Rechkina railcar factory added that 
workers there were “devastated,” that it seemed to them that everything was 
rotting. According to a report by the Izhorskii shipbuilding and armaments 
plant representative at the next plenary meeting of the EAD, on 15 March, 
workers had been so angry about the government’s fl ight that they proposed 
blowing up the trains carrying government personnel to Moscow.58

Some sources trace the origins of the EAD to discussions in Right Men-
shevik circles in mid January, following the dissolution of the Constituent 
Assembly.59 Iurii Denike specifi cally pointed to his Menshevik comrade, 
Boris Bogdanov, a participant in these discussions, as the progenitor of the 
movement.60 At the fi rst plenary meeting of the EAD, on 13 March, in a re-
port on behalf of its organizational bureau, Bogdanov himself credited “a 
group of [Menshevik] party workers” with the original idea for the move-
ment. It was then picked up by factory workers in the southwestern, heavily 
industrialized Nevskii district, among whom Mensheviks and SRs continued 
to have a strong infl uence. An initial organizational meeting attended by 
moderate socialist and unaffi liated workers was held there on 3 March, and 
the next day they began organizing the election of delegates to the EAD and 
stimulating the formation of organizational bureaus to conduct elections in 
other districts.61

It seems clear, then, that Mensheviks had a hand in founding the EAD 
and that elected factory delegates, Mensheviks, SRs, and unaffi liated skilled 
workers among them, played key roles in its organization, orientation, and 
direction. Many had led their fellow workers into the streets during the Feb-
ruary revolution. Moreover, they had facilitated moderate socialist domina-
tion of the Petrograd Soviet through the spring and summer of 1917, before 
being overwhelmed by the Bolsheviks in the fall. Increasingly infl uential in 
their factories, they now presented the EAD fairly and with considerable 
success as a citywide movement of workers, for workers. At the fi rst plenary 
meeting of the EAD, offi cial representatives of political parties, as such, 
were expressly prohibited from membership.62 This policy refl ected wide-
spread disenchantment not only with the Bolsheviks but with all political 
parties, and a corresponding desire by the movement’s leadership to at least 
appear to rise above factional interests.

The majority of delegates to the EAD, who together represented a sig-
nifi cant portion of Petrograd’s most important factories and plants, at fi rst 
hoped to work within the Soviet system to bring about a renewal of the revo-
lution and the reconvocation of the Constituent Assembly. In this spirit, one 
of the EAD’s fi rst acts was to send a delegation to the Fourth  All- Russian 
Congress of Soviets in Moscow. However, the congress’s  Bolshevik–Left SR 
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leadership refused to give the delegation a hearing.63 Such rebuffs notwith-
standing, at this early stage, between March and the end of April, the EAD 
continued to focus primarily on studying and formulating positions on the 
critical question of food supply, on unemployment, and on evacuation, as 
well as on strengthening itself organizationally. This was done openly and 
publicly. EAD leaders rejected secrecy on principle. Even when threats of 
government reprisals became most strident, they made no plans to go under-
ground. Reporters were welcome at their plenary meetings, and full and can-
did accounts of the sessions were featured in the  non- Soviet press.64

During this initial period, the Assembly’s goals were suffi ciently am-
biguous that a typographer, K. F. Grigoriev, who identifi ed himself as “un-
affi liated” when registering in the EAD but who later owned up to being a 
Bolshevik, and possibly other Bolsheviks participated in it.65 Further, the 
Bolshevik party committee in at least one key district of Petrograd, the Vy-
borg district, circulated EAD recruitment materials to factory collectives.66 
Moreover, for months Soviet authorities in Petrograd held back from taking 
decisive action against the movement, perhaps because it sprang from the 
Bolsheviks’ own constituency, namely, factory workers; it operated in the 
open and was a popular response to drastic emergencies that the Bolsheviks 
were unable to ease; its relative strength and explosiveness were diffi cult to 
gauge; and Soviet institutions in Petrograd were unstable in the aftermath of 
the central government’s fl ight to Moscow.

Less than two weeks after the EAD’s fi rst session, Petrogradskaia pravda 
launched an attack against it.67 A band of Red Guards, on 31 March, raided 
the offi ces of the EAD’s leadership bureau.68 For the time being, however, 
that was about all. Privately, Petrograd offi cials were worried about the ex-
panding worker unrest and the EAD’s early success. This was one of the fac-
tors that motivated Zinoviev’s pleas to the Sovnarkom in late March and 
early April for immediate, emergency fi nancial aid to combat hunger among 
Petrograd workers. Riazanov, no longer a Bolshevik but at this time still head 
of the Petrograd Trade Union Council, appealed to his colleagues to rejuve-
nate dormant, docile trade unions. The emergence of the EAD, he warned, 
indicated that “trade unions are no longer responsive to the issues most on 
the minds of Petrograd workers.”69

By the beginning of April, it was becoming clear to EAD leaders that 
efforts to change the existing system “from within” were not working. At 
the same time, all the major problems that had spawned their movement 
were becoming more acute. Indeed, just then a new source of concern was 
that frustrated workers, in increasing numbers, were succumbing to right-
ist propaganda and, among other things, venting their desperation in anti-
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semitic pogroms. For their part, Soviet authorities in Petrograd now seemed 
prepared to take whatever steps were necessary to curb labor protest, in-
cluding arresting workers.70 This, in turn, led to the intimidation, apathy, 
and passivity of other segments of the Petrograd working class.

In the EAD’s earliest weeks, a majority of delegates seemed agreed that, 
in the initial months after October and through the dispersal of the Con-
stituent Assembly, most Petrograd workers still supported the Bolsheviks. 
A signifi cant transformation in the existing popular mood, they felt, began 
during the second half of January and in February. However, contradictory 
developments in early April led to splits within the EAD between “opti-
mists” and “pessimists.”71 The pessimists had strong doubts about the possi-
bility of mobilizing workers and winning out in any open clash with the gov-
ernment. In the existing circumstances, “engaging in experiments is out of 
the question,” declared Grabovskii, a pessimist from the Cartridge factory, 
at a plenary meeting of the EAD on 3 April. “At a time when [popular atti-
tudes] are in transition but when change is not yet decisive, it is essential to 
proceed very carefully to avoid a bloodbath,” he said. For their part, the op-
timists demanded more, not less, aggressive action against the government. 
Declared Kossirskii, an optimist representing the Otto Kirkhner offi ce sup-
ply factory: “the prevailing ruin is being consciously fostered to send away 
workers. Grabovskii’s fears are groundless.”72

These divisions fi rst emerged strongly during preparations for a May 
Day demonstration on behalf of the EAD’s program that began in mid 
April. During the  run- up to the demonstration, the pessimists worried about 
their ability to mobilize active support and about the possibility of bloody 
clashes with  government- sponsored celebrations. Still, they considered this a 
necessary risk. On the other hand, the optimists viewed a potential confron-
tation as salutary. The government would be scandalized by any bloodshed 
on May Day, and the EAD would be strengthened commensurately. In any 
case, Aleksei Smirnov, a veteran Menshevik also from the Cartridge factory 
and a prominent fi gure in the leadership bureau of the EAD, undoubtedly 
spoke for virtually everyone present at a plenary meeting on 17 April, when 
he declared: “Russia is at the edge of an  abyss— to stand aside now would be 
criminal.”73

Between 17 and 24 April, a special May Day Commission, along with 
EAD delegates generally, worked feverishly on demonstration preparations 
despite Zinoviev’s threats to block their march, ostensibly because it con-
fl icted with a demonstration and other May Day festivities planned by the 
Petrograd Soviet. Meanwhile, Metropolitan Veniamin also issued a prohibi-
tion on all political activities during Lent, which encompassed May Day. At 
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an EAD plenary meeting on the  twenty- fourth, some delegates conveyed 
the news that workers were unresponsive to their appeals and would not 
march because they were confused, intimidated, reactionary, or religious. 
Infl uenced by such reports, and by a drop in attendance at EAD meetings, 
some pessimists talked of canceling the demonstration altogether. In the 
end, however, in the spirit articulated by Smirnov on 17 April, everyone 
agreed that they were obliged to proceed with preparations, come what may. 
“So we must die if necessary,” intoned one brave soul.74

By the time an emergency EAD meeting was held on 29 April, a com-
bative mood dissipated following a litany of dismal reports about prospects 
for worker participation in the planned demonstration. An SR from the still 
sizable Obukhov plant, where SR infl uence remained dominant, described 
the workers’ mood there as defl ated, and concluded that if his fellow workers 
appeared on May Day it would only be in small groups that would impress 
no one. Reporting on the situation at the sprawling Putilov metalworking 
and  machine- building plant,75 Nikolai Glebov, a longtime Menshevik metal-
worker and advocate for labor solidarity and independence, announced that 
the spirit among his fellows was “indifferent,” that no one had the slightest 
interest in the fi rst of May.

Smirnov belatedly revealed that at an earlier emergency meeting of rep-
resentatives from worker organizations called by the May Day Commission 
it had been agreed that the circumstances called for a reconsideration of the 
decision to demonstrate. He observed that fear of Soviet authorities was not 
the only cause of passivity among workers; other contributing factors were 
the danger from nearby German forces and the generally dismal situation 
of the working class. A worker at one organizational meeting Smirnov at-
tended asked, “If not today then tomorrow the Germans will occupy the 
city, and we are going to take part in a triumphal march?” The Bureau, in 
turn, had concluded that, rather than staging a citywide demonstration, 
May Day events should be limited to district meetings and assemblies. Only 
a few optimists argued against this retreat, and the Bureau’s position was ac-
cepted with the proviso that district parades should be organized where fea-
sible.76 Offi cial  Soviet- sponsored demonstrations and other events, although 
modest in scale and worker participation, dominated the celebration of May 
Day, 1918, in Petrograd.

This setback for the EAD did not last long. In early May it was both in-
vigorated and radicalized by a new series of frightening events: yet another 
steep drop in food supply; the shooting of protesting housewives and work-
ers in the suburb of Kolpino; the arbitrary arrest and abuse of workers in 
another suburb, Sestroretsk; the closure of newspapers and arrests of indi-
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viduals who protested the Kolpino and Sestroretsk events; and the resump-
tion of labor unrest and confl ict with authorities in other Petrograd factories. 
The incidents at Kolpino and Sestroretsk were a direct result of food short-
ages. According to the testimony of eyewitnesses, the trouble in Kolpino had 
begun with bread scarcities during the Easter holidays. On the morning of 
9 May, a crowd of women, fi nding no food in the local grocery, descended 
on the Kolpino soviet. There they took their fury out on soviet offi cials, who 
were accompanied by several Red Army soldiers. Evidently wishing to rouse 
local residents, the women demanded that the town siren be sounded. When 
one of the offi cials, Commissar Trofi mov, refused, a woman swung a hand-
bag at him, and a youngster set the siren off. Trofi mov pulled out his revolver 
and began fi ring and then the soldiers started shooting. A few of the women 
and some bystanders were wounded in this fi rst incident.

That evening, workers in the Izhorskii plant, the main industrial enter-
prise in Kolpino, gathered at the plant to discuss a response to the morning 
shootings and were met by Red Guards and Red Army troops positioned in 
a yard across from the plant, as though preparing for military action. Soviet 
offi cials at the gathering vehemently denied responsibility for the morning’s 
shootings and explained that the Red Guards and soldiers outside were only 
on “maneuvers.” The workers present passed a resolution censuring the so-
viet for its behavior and calling for an immediate reelection. They also pro-
tested the presence of Red Guards and Red Army troops around the plant 
and demanded that they be disarmed. When the meeting ended and the 
workers went outside, they were fi red on by the troops. Several workers were 
wounded and an offi cial of the local electrician’s union was killed in this 
second incident.77

In Sestroretsk, around the same time, a crowd of housewives and work-
ers from the Sestroretsk weapons factory, angered that they had been given a 
quarter pound of oats instead of an expected ration of bread, beat up a rep-
resentative of the local soviet. In retaliation, local authorities arrested sev-
eral workers, after which their comrades demanded their release on bail and 
the appointment of a commission to investigate the affair. When these re-
quests were denied, the Sestroretsk workers went on strike for three days and 
brought their case to the EAD.78 At this time, violent incidents against hun-
gry workers and their families demanding bread occurred with increasing 
regularity.

Stenographic records of plenary meetings during this period reveal that 
a turning point in the EAD’s strategic orientation was reached in mid May, 
in response to the critical dip in food supply and resulting violence. If the 
EAD leadership had previously hoped to work within the existing system to 
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stimulate change, now it fi rst began to talk directly about overthrowing the 
Soviet government and the need to coordinate an attack on the existing re-
gime with likeminded groups around the country, especially in Moscow. At 
a meeting on 18 May, only the Bolshevik Grigoriev opposed sending a dele-
gation to Moscow; he appealed to fellow delegates to forego party rivalries 
and, instead, to work with Soviet authorities in dealing with the food emer-
gency, but the rest of the EAD would have none of that. Without argument, 
the EAD approved resolutions condemning the government’s food procure-
ment and distribution policies, and endorsing the dispatch of a delegation 
to Moscow.79

Meanwhile, rumors spread that Petrograd authorities were about to sup-
press the EAD. (As it turned out, the leadership of the Petrograd Soviet had 
tabled the question.) For the rest of May and June, then, the EAD concen-
trated on expanding nationally and preparing Petrograd factory workers to 
respond to an attack with a  one- day general strike. The EAD’s leaders as-
sumed that a citywide strike would reveal the strong support they enjoyed 
among workers and force the authorities to pull back.

Whipping up spirit for a coordinated strike, while holding labor pro-
test in check until the government attacked, proved diffi cult. Throughout 
this period, increasingly desperate workers intensifi ed pressure on the EAD 
to act without delay, and fi erce arguments over how to react to this pressure 
now arose at virtually all plenary meetings. At the end of May and beginning 
of June, a wave of strikes to protest the lack of bread swept Nevskii district 
factories, the birthplace of the EAD. But a majority of delegates concerned 
about ambiguous reports on the mood of workers elsewhere in the city, re-
solved to call on striking workers to return to work and continue prepa-
rations for a general strike.80 On 26 June, at what was destined to be their 
fi nal plenary meeting, the EAD learned that members of its delegation to 
Moscow had been arrested, and that strikes followed by bloody clashes be-
tween workers and Soviet authorities had erupted in scattered parts of cen-
tral Russia. This worrisome news was coupled with the suppression of rebel-
ling workers from the Obukhov plant and sailors from a minelaying fl otilla 
moored on the Neva, as well as word of the Bolshevik “victory” in rigged 
elections to the Petrograd Soviet.81 At this point, with little to lose, even the 
pessimists voted in favor of organizing a citywide general strike for 2 July.82

* * *

The growing disenchantment of Petrograd workers with economic con-
ditions and the evolving structure and operation of Soviet political insti-
tutions, as refl ected in the emergence and growth of the EAD, naturally 
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worried Bolshevik authorities in Petrograd. This was true of representatives 
of Petrograd district soviets in the Interdistrict Conference no less than of 
government offi cials at the highest level. To be sure, representatives of dis-
trict soviets were proud of their efforts to govern their neighborhoods, and 
staunchly protective of their independent power. However, they were deeply 
concerned about their increasing isolation. At the end of March, acting on 
their own despite the fact that most were Bolsheviks, they resolved to con-
vene successive nonparty workers’ conferences in each of the city’s districts, 
in part to undercut the EAD by strengthening ties between district soviets 
and workers. Moreover, they issued instructions to govern their organization 
and operation.83

Amid unmistakable signs of the widening rift between  Bolshevik-
 dominated political institutions and ordinary factory workers, such popular 
 soviet- sponsored conferences attracted the attention of the leadership of the 
Petrograd Soviet. Petrograd authorities now were under increasing pressure 
to hold long delayed elections to both the Petrograd Soviet and district sovi-
ets. However, Zinoviev, for one, was profoundly uneasy about the outcome 
of early soviet elections in view of the negative impact on workers of ever 
more dire food shortages and the degree to which it seemed to him that ex-
isting Bolshevik–Left  SR- controlled soviets had become isolated from their 
constituencies. He declared bluntly that district soviets had become “Houses 
of Lords.”84 In Zinoviev’s view, nonparty workers’ conferences under the ae-
gis of district soviets composed of workers elected directly in factories and 
Red Army units could provide a means of rebuilding  grass- roots support 
for  Bolshevik- dominated Soviet power. Beyond this, when elections to the 
Petrograd Soviet could no longer be put off, it might be possible to draw 
on conference delegates for a core of loyal deputies to supplement Petro-
grad Soviet deputies elected directly in factories and military units. At Zino-
viev’s urging, the Presidium of the Petrograd Soviet endorsed the Interdis-
trict Conference’s initiative.

Zinoviev’s closest party comrades in the Petrograd Bureau of the Cen-
tral Committee were dismayed by his thinking. Although sharing his unease 
about Bolshevik fortunes in early soviet elections in the workplace, they re-
belled against his ideas for radical changes in the way the Petrograd Soviet 
would be composed.85 Worth noting is that communications between the 
Bureau and the Petersburg Committee at this time were so haphazard that, 
initially, the latter was oblivious to Zinoviev’s thinking on nonparty workers’ 
conferences and their relationship to the future structure of the Petrograd 
Soviet. The Petersburg Committee’s reaction to the idea of nonparty work-
ers’ conferences, when it was fi rst formally raised on 14 May, was to try to 
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delay convocation of the conferences until food shortages had eased.86 How-
ever, three days later, after it became apparent that such conferences orga-
nized by district soviets either had been held or were already scheduled, the 
city party leadership was left with no alternative but to go along.87

On 20 May, before the  high- level intraparty debate over nonparty work-
ers’ conferences and their relationship to soviets was settled, Zinoviev, who 
had heretofore shunned personal involvement with  grass- roots party orga-
nizations, popped up at a weekly meeting of the Petersburg Committee’s 
Assembly of Organizers.88 There he overcame intense opposition by vet-
eran Bolsheviks loyal to the principle of democratic, popularly rooted So-
viet power and lobbied successfully for the earliest possible convocation of 
nonparty workers’ conferences in districts where they had not been held as 
a means of restoring linkages to labor. At this meeting, he also implicitly 
favored ignoring any instructions the Interdistrict Conference issued con-
cerning nonparty district workers’ conferences that impeded the strongest 
possible Bolshevik representation in them and obliquely linked them to the 
future composition of soviets.89

In the late spring and early summer, nonparty workers’ conferences were 
held in most districts of Petrograd.90 The comprehensive, published pro-
ceedings of the conference in the First City District provides an extraordi-
narily valuable picture that is in many ways illustrative of these conferences 
generally.91 The workers’ conference in the First City District opened on 
25 May and ended on 5 June.92 From the start, at least some Bolshevik and 
Left SR district soviet leaders viewed it not just as a  one- time means of help-
ing to deal with an extraordinary crisis but as the fi rst of periodic assemblies 
at which they would have to account for their policies to  working- class con-
stituents and seek their advice on future programs. In short, in their view, 
this conference was to be a more or less permanent institution to legitimize 
the district so viet’s work and to provide it with a new,  much- needed conduit 
to the masses (hence its “offi cial” title, “The First Conference of  Workers’ 
and Red Army Deputies in the First City District”).

Although Bolsheviks and Left SRs had a clear majority in the First City 
District Soviet, the initial First City District Workers’ Conference was not 
their exclusive enterprise. All political groups in the First City District Soviet 
were represented in the organizing and credentials commissions of the con-
ference (this was not the case in all district nonparty workers conferences). 
Among the voting delegates were representatives from local factories and Red 
Army units, the First City District Soviet, district trade unions, united co-
operatives, the unemployed, and factory health care funds, as well as Bolshe-
vik, Left SR,  Menshevik- Internationalist, Menshevik, and SR committees 
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in the First City District.93 A majority of participants were elected at special 
factory and offi ce assemblies and at meetings of the unemployed, accord-
ing to specifi ed norms.94 An estimated  twenty- three thousand to  twenty-
 fi ve thousand “working citizens” were represented. Although Bolsheviks and 
Left SRs had advantages in the election of delegates,95 even Bolshevik oppo-
nents seemed to concede at the conference’s close that, on the whole, it had 
been fairly organized and run. All told, the 201 voting delegates included 
134 Bolsheviks (67 percent), 13 Left SRs (6 percent), 30 Mensheviks and 
 Menshevik- Internationalists (15 percent), and 24 SRs (12 percent).96

The conference agenda included separate, lengthy considerations of the 
unemployment problem, the  food- supply crisis, the formation and organi-
zation of the Red Army (then still a contentious issue), the structure and op-
eration of the district soviet, and assessment of the “current moment.” In the 
present context, the most important agenda items were the reports of some 
fi fty  rank- and- fi le delegates on the conditions and prevailing mood in their 
workplaces, with which the conference began,97 and a review and critique of 
the First City District Soviet’s development and activities after October, with 
which it closed.98

The delegate reports revealed that some district workers felt they had 
fared well after October, and support for Soviet power remained strong 
among them. Also positively disposed toward Soviet power were representa-
tives of  lower- ranking civil servants who, in the words of one of their dele-
gates, considered themselves not so much employees as “faithful servants 
of the revolution” and, ironically, spokesmen for some fi ve thousand orga-
nized unemployed. The most enthusiastic supporters of Soviet power at the 
First City district workers’ conference were delegates from locally based Red 
Army units. Implicitly referring to the efforts of the EAD, one of these mili-
tary delegates pledged that, “regardless of who the enemies of Soviet power 
were, whether they hid behind nonparty labels or were Mensheviks or SRs,” 
his unit would respond, ready to shoot, as soon as the Soviet ordered. Such 
fervent expressions of support were probably small comfort to district so-
viet leaders, however, because of the lack of discipline habitually exhibited 
by Red Army troops and because they were submerged in a fl ood of worker 
complaints about  post- October economic conditions and practices, and 
demands for fundamental political  change— often for convocation of the 
Constituent Assembly and creation of a more broadly based democratic au-
thority as a replacement for the Soviet government. Apparent trouble spots 
for the Bolsheviks and Left SRs included larger enterprises in the district, 
such as the Westinghouse machine plant and the San Gali iron foundry and 
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 machine- building factory, as well as the shell casing section of the Cartridge 
factory.

Workers at the Westinghouse plant were mainly agitated by the food sup-
ply crisis. “Earlier there was infl ation,” one of its representatives explained, 
“but somehow we managed to scrape up enough food for ourselves . . .  now 
there have been cases of workers collapsing [from hunger] at their benches.” 
The San Gali factory had been an island of relative calm between manage-
ment and labor in the revolutionary period; apparently not until December 
1917, when management felt compelled to reduce the labor force by half, 
was there a serious labor confl ict there. During subsequent tensions, ending 
with the layoff of even more workers than had initially been envisioned, the 
San Gali workers became deeply dis illusioned with the existing government. 
It appeared to them that they had been left to the mercy of fate. The San 
Gali representative ended his report by reading an “instruction” which the 
workers had furnished him. It directed him to demand bread for the hungry, 
work for the unemployed, and assurance that planned food procurement ex-
peditions to the countryside would be peaceful.

The report of a Cartridge factory delegate was similarly disquieting. Be-
fore October, he declared, virtually all the plant’s workers had been sympa-
thetic to the Bolsheviks, but the Soviet government’s arbitrary, utterly cha-
otic evacuation policies had a negative impact on their outlook. In fact, as 
a result of their experience, the mood of Cartridge factory workers was, in 
this delegate’s words, “one of utter despondency. . . . [The workers] have 
lost confi dence in the [Bolshevik] government.” He also concluded with 
an “instruction” given him by his coworkers upon dispatching him to the 
 conference—“to fi ght staunchly for a democratic system, for the convoca-
tion of a Constituent Assembly, for a democratic government elected on the 
basis of secret and equal suffrage.”

The review of the First City District Soviet’s development and activi-
ties began with reports by its Bolshevik chairman, Anton Korsak, a holdover 
from 1917 and a leader in the Interdistrict Conference, and several of his 
section heads. Korsak and his colleagues acknowledged that some of the so-
viet’s policies were ill advised, and its endeavors were continually impeded by 
the absence of qualifi ed personnel. For the most part, however, the reports 
concluded that the preceding seven months saw considerable achievement, 
with the  hard- pressed Bolshevik–Left SR leadership of the soviet successfully 
fending off the counterrevolution, assuming responsibility for all aspects of 
local government, and surviving to participate in the coming world revolu-
tion and local socialist development. During discussions of key issues earlier 
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in the conference, spokesmen for the Socialist Revolutionaries and Menshe-
viks bitterly criticized almost everything about the development of the dis-
trict soviet after October. The conclusion of reports by Korsak and his col-
leagues offered a fi nal opportunity for them to enlarge on their complaints, 
which focused on three main themes: Korsak and his associates had deluged 
the conference with details about soviet activities but had done almost noth-
ing to explain basic policy formation and goals; offi cials and staff of the so-
viet were totally unequipped to deal with the complex tasks they had taken 
on, thereby contributing mightily to existing crises; and the character of the 
soviet had fundamentally changed for the worse after October, having trans-
formed from an institution for furthering  working- class interests, which was 
its proper function, into a bloated, isolated, bureaucracy composed of in-
competent, paid chinovniki (bureaucrats).

Korsak took offense, most of all at the suggestion that, in accepting pay 
for work, soviet offi cials had become chinovniki. “I myself receive money 
from the soviet,” he insisted, “but I am not a chinovnik and see nothing scan-
dalous in receiving support for myself and my family.” Yet, his subsequent 
remarks, and the resolution the conference adopted on the past and future of 
the soviet, tacitly acknowledged that at least some of the opposition’s charges 
were justifi ed. At the same time, the resolution refl ected the Bolshevik–Left 
SR soviet leadership’s conviction that the district soviet would fend off both 
the opposition and the proclivities of higher authorities to centralize power, 
and would continue to play the primary role in local political and adminis-
trative affairs.

Although Soviet power and the operation of district soviets were subject 
to similarly harsh criticism at other nonparty district conferences for which 
records have been preserved, most had sizable Bolshevik–Left SR majorities. 
Thus, as Zinoviev had suggested, when necessary they could shore up Bol-
shevik strength in elections to the Petrograd Soviet.
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Continuing Crises

On top of the mounting unrest among workers, throughout the spring and 
early summer of 1918 Petrograd remained threatened by German occupa-
tion. The military danger was heightened by German troops who had come 
ashore at the southwestern tip of Finland on 3 March and joined Finnish 
White forces that had been sweeping eastward, scoring decisive victories 
over the Reds. The enemy advance soon jeopardized ships of the Russian 
Baltic Fleet in the Helsingfors harbor and threatened Petrograd from the 
northwest.

Seizure of the Baltic Fleet was of particular concern to the British. In late 
January and February Captain Francis Cromie, the British naval  attaché in 
Petrograd, had been engaged in preparations to sink his own fl otilla of sub-
marines stranded in the Gulf of Finland; in efforts to prevent the Russian 
Baltic Fleet from falling into German hands; and in coordinating the evacua-
tion from Petrograd of precious metals and allied military stores (which was 
his initial charge). At the end of January he participated in discussions with 
the Central Committee of the Baltic Fleet about the possibility of Britain’s 
fi nancing the fl eet as a means of securing allied control over it.1 The subse-
quent negotiation of the Brest treaty made these discussions moot. During 
the second half of February, when German seizure of Petrograd appeared in-
evitable, Cromie hoped to organize the destruction of the fl eet with the aid 
of its  commander- in- chief, Admiral  Aleksandr Rozvozov.2 In March, how-
ever, Rozvozov, who insisted on complete autonomy in fl eet operations,3 was 
removed for refusing to pledge loyalty to Soviet power. Ultimately, the fl eet 
was saved from the Germans by the heroism of Captain First Rank Aleksei 
Shchastny, Rozvozov’s successor.

Elsewhere, I have described in detail Shchastny’s heroic action and trag-
ic fate.4 Shchastny fi rst captured national attention at the end of February 
1918, when he directed the transfer of  sixty- two ships from Revel (Tallinn) 
across the frozen waters of the Gulf of Finland to the Baltic Fleet’s main base 
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in Helsingfors to prevent their seizure by German forces sweeping through 
Estonia. This achievement was dwarfed, however, by what he did in mid 
March and April, when the occupation of Helsingfors by German and Finn-
ish White forces threatened the bulk of the Baltic Fleet with capture. Article 
VI of the Brest treaty specifi cally obligated the Soviet government to clear 
Finland and the Aaland Islands of Russian troops and Red Guards, and to re-
move Russian naval ships and forces from Finnish ports.5 On 20 March, the 
Naval General Staff issued instructions to move the ships from Helsingfors 
to  Kronstadt— as many ships as could make it through the thick  ice— and 
to prepare the entire fl eet for demolition. However distasteful to Shchastny, 
the latter directive was duly implemented.6 Three weeks later, the German 
government gave the Sovnarkom until 12 April to comply with its obliga-
tions regarding the Baltic Fleet. Shchastny was now instructed by the Com-
missariat for Naval Affairs headed by Trotsky to disarm all ships of the fl eet 
still in Helsingfors on 11 April. At the same time, he was authorized to con-
tinue moving as many of them as possible to Kronstadt.7 Meanwhile, with 
no hope now of saving his cherished fl otilla of British submarines trapped 
off the Finnish coast from the Germans, Captain Cromie had them sunk.8

Between 12 March and 11 April, when German and Finnish White 
forces entered Helsingfors, Shchastny superintended the transfer to Kron-
stadt of three naval convoys, including the biggest dreadnoughts in the fl eet. 
The ships could move only during daylight, and each morning ice break-
ers had to work them free. This unprecedented journey, the celebrated “Ice 
March of the Baltic Fleet,” was further hampered as transfers and demobi-
lization had sharply reduced ships’ crews, and as the ships had to maneuver 
through narrow channels close to the shoreline while facing fi re from Finnish 
coastal batteries. Nonetheless, by the end of April, the core of the fl eet, more 
than two hundred vessels, had made it safely to Kron stadt.9 Most of the 
ships dropped anchor there, although some were deployed at the mouth of 
the Neva, off Petrograd. With Trotsky’s permission, others, including a large 
division of minelayers, were moved slowly through the Neva bridges into the 
heart of the former capital, in the expectation that they would soon steam 
upriver to Lake Ladoga.10 Following this feat, the Russian public dubbed 
Shchastny “Admiral,” although he was still a captain fi rst rank. He was now 
a popular hero, revered by  rank- and- fi le sailors as much as by his offi cers.

The “Ice March,” however sensational, did not signifi cantly reduce the 
military threat to the Baltic Fleet, Kronstadt, or Petrograd. The German 
navy controlled the Gulf of Finland, which was rapidly becoming fully navi-
gable. More ominously, German and Finnish forces were advancing toward 
the Russian border. The most signifi cant and revealing incident, in a series 
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of threatening enemy moves in the Baltic at this time, involved the fate of 
Fort Ino, located on the Finnish coast slightly northwest of Petrograd. Fort 
Ino was built shortly before World War I as part of a system of naval fortifi -
cations for the defense of Petrograd. In the spring of 1918, Germany’s con-
trol of the Gulf of Finland and its occupation of Estonia, and domination 
of Finland, put these fortifi cations in immediate peril. By the third week of 
April 1918, the coast adjoining Fort Ino was occupied by Finnish White 
forces, and on 24 April the Finns, supervised by German offi cers, demanded 
its surrender.11

Even before receipt of this demand, when the Finnish threat was already 
apparent, the SK PTK proceeded with unprecedented alacrity to implement 
a CEC decree ordering obligatory military training for all citizens who did 
not exploit others’ labor. Whereas the SK PTK decree was restricted to work-
ers, the CEC decree applied to workers and peasants. Also, district soviets 
and factory committees were pushed to facilitate recruitment of their best 
personnel into the Red Army, if only temporarily.12 The SK PTK, upon re-
ceiving the demand on 25 April, vowed to “defend Fort Ino at any cost.”13 
The Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet immediately ordered dis-
trict soviets and trade unions to provide workers between the ages of eigh-
teen and forty capable of fi ghting; and both the Military Section of the 
Petrograd Soviet and the Executive Committee of the Petrograd Province 
Soviet put all forces at their disposal on highest alert. The Kronstadt So-
viet declared an end to the “breathing space” with Germany, and ordered 
ships and detachments of sailors to defend Fort Ino. Endorsing this direc-
tive, Shchastny declared that “Fort Ino cannot be surrendered and must be 
defended from attacks of any kind.”14

It is noteworthy that Fort Ino was not mentioned at meetings of the 
Bolshevik Petersburg Committee on 26 and 30 April nor on 3, 5, 7, and 10 
May.15 The reason for the omission is that, true to its customary practice, 
even decision making on  life- and- death matters was left to Soviet authorities 
despite adoption of the principle that party bodies should control govern-
ment policies. Nonetheless, the 26 April issue of the party’s Petrograd skaia 
pravda, refl ecting the fundamental shift in the position of the Petrograd So-
viet’s Bolshevik majority, announced that the Brest “breathing space” was 
nearing an end, that the Soviet government could make no further conces-
sions to Germany, and that a decisive struggle for Petrograd’s survival was at 
hand.16

If government authorities in Petrograd (not to speak of Shchastny and 
his colleagues in the Baltic Fleet) were determined to defend Fort Ino even if 
it meant the end of Brest, in Moscow Lenin and Trotsky did not agree. Quite 
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apart from the crisis surrounding Ino, Berlin was then peppering them with 
complaints and ultimatums regarding Soviet compliance with provisions of 
the Brest treaty. At the same time, Soviet naval intelligence was reporting 
that German military forces were massed on Russia’s new, compressed bor-
ders, often encroaching on Russian territory, and seizing or sinking Rus-
sian ships. With the formation of the Red Army still at a very early stage, 
it seemed clear to the two top Bolshevik leaders that extending the fragile 
peace with Germany would require new concessions. They certainly were 
in no mood to let the Fort Ino emergency escalate into the resumption of a 
 full- scale war. This difference in outlook between the authorities in Petro-
grad and those in Moscow emerged sharply at a tense meeting of Shchastny, 
Trotsky, and the Supreme Military Council in Moscow on 25 April.

Unlike the Petrograd Bureau of the Bolshevik Central Committee and 
the party’s Petersburg Committee, the Bolshevik Central Committee was 
by then closely involved in government decision making. Late the night of 
6 May, the Central Committee met in an emergency session to consider 
 late- breaking  foreign- policy issues, among them German demands for the 
surrender of Fort Ino, the expanding allied intervention in Murmansk and 
Archangel, and British threats to support Japanese encroachments in the Far 
East.17 The meeting ended with the adoption of a resolution by Lenin that 

Petrograd workers drill on Palace Square. State Museum of the Political History of Russia, 

St. Petersburg.
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endorsed “yielding to the German ultimatum.” As a footnote to this stipu-
lation, Lenin scrawled: “Immediately start evacuating everything [in Petro-
grad] to the Urals, and especially the Government Printing Offi ce.”18 This 
was another clear indication of Lenin’s enduring assumption that Petrograd 
was doomed.

Although the Central Committee’s deliberations were top secret, dur-
ing the second week in May the few  non- Bolshevik papers in Moscow and 
Petrograd still publishing were fi lled with sensational reports of new de-
mands by the German government and the imminent German occupation 
of both cities.19 Around this time, copies of letters allegedly from German 
offi cials that seemed to support the widely held belief that Soviet policies in 
the Baltic were being dictated by the German General Staff in accordance 
with secret clauses of the Treaty of  Brest- Litovsk were circulated in Petro-
grad.20 The combination of rumors relating to an imminent German attack 
and Soviet subservience to Germany caused such a stir that Bolshevik au-
thorities in Petrograd were forced to issue a declaration that such talk was a 
“total fabrication.”21

This declaration had no impact. At this point, even Stasova betrayed 
concern about an early German occupation of Petrograd by trying to ship 
the party’s printing press to Ekaterinburg. Captain Cromie, for his part, 
greatly intensifi ed his efforts to prevent the Baltic Fleet from falling into 
German hands. At one time or another, his plans included sinking Brit-
ish steamers at the approaches to Kronstadt, demolition of the fl eet, and
an elaborate and substantial program of payments to Russian naval offi -
cers to render their vessels inoperable. Provision was also made for resettling 
Cromie’s Russian accomplices in England.22 Beginning in the second half 
of May, the British Foreign Offi ce and the Admiralty gave top priority to re-
allocating their funds in Russia for rapid fi nancing of one or another variant 
of Cromie’s schemes.23 Cromie himself was fully cognizant of the dangerous  
game he was now engaged in and of the likely need for a quick departure 
from Russia.24 Although he opposed allied intervention through most of 
May and tried to work with Trotsky, his efforts to assure the timely destruc-
tion of the fl eet also necessitated collaboration with  anti- Soviet individuals 
and groups. Thus they paved the way for activities he would undertake in the 
summer to overthrow the Bolsheviks.25

On 9 May, deepening anxiety about the intentions of the Germans and 
Finns, as well as about the  German- Soviet relationship, prompted Petrograd 
civil authorities to meet with top military commissars and spetsy.26 The spetsy 
presented alarming reports on a recent buildup of German troop strength 
on the borders of Petrograd Province and, consequently, on the necessity of 
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promptly mobilizing the entire population in defense of the “ fatherland . . . 
 not Soviet power.” Some of the  top- ranking Petrograd Bolsheviks present re-
garded the nationalistic, patriotic fervor of the spetsy, some of whom were 
in touch with Cromie, as  anti- Soviet “treachery.” Nonetheless, Zinoviev de-
clared it essential to “put everything on the scales” in defense of the city. At 
the same time he hinted that a fi nal decision had not been made on whether 
Petrograd would be defended. His lack of clarity refl ected differences on this 
question between Petrograd leaders committed to their city’s defense and of-
fi cials in Moscow, such as Lenin and Trotsky, for whom Petrograd (not to 
speak of the Baltic Fleet) was a secondary priority. Ultimately, with the two 
sides at the 9 May meeting so far apart, no agreement was reached on steps 
to strengthen Petrograd’s defenses.

The determination of Lenin and Trotsky to avoid a renewal of war with 
Germany in May 1918 was not only a consequence of their enduring as-
sumptions about the hopelessness of successfully defending Petrograd. Also 
weighing heavily on their thinking was that Russia’s civil war fronts were be-
ginning to heat up precisely at that time. On 6 May, General Krasnov’s Cos-
sacks managed to retake Novocherkassk, their capital, and very quickly the 
Don territory again became a center of active resistance to Soviet rule. Dur-
ing this same time, the Volunteer Army under Generals Denikin and Alek-
seev (Kornilov having been killed by a chance artillery shell in April) was 
building up its strength in the Kuban. Most immediately threatening, how-
ever, was a rebellion of the powerful Czech Legion.

The Czech Legion was composed of more than forty thousand  well-
 armed and disciplined Czechs and Slovaks, many of them former prisoners 
of war or deserters who were dedicated to the creation of an independent 
Czechoslovak republic after the war. Originally formed in 1916 to fi ght 
alongside Russian forces on the Eastern front, in March 1918, with the ap-
proval of Soviet authorities, the Legion boarded trains in Kursk in the hope 
of crossing Siberia and leaving Russia by way of Vladivostok in order to join 
Czech forces fi ghting in France. During the second half of May and early 
June 1918, at a time when most of the Legion was strung out aboard seventy 
trains along the  Trans- Siberian Railway from west of Samara to Irkutsk, a se-
ries of catastrophic misjudgments, misunderstandings, and unfortunate in-
cidents culminated in the Legion’s rebellion, its seizure of major cities and 
railway junctions along more than  twenty- fi ve hundred miles of the railway, 
and its collaboration with  anti- Soviet movements in this huge area.

This expansion of the civil war began just as the latent confl ict be-
tween Shchastny and Trotsky, which stemmed from their tense meeting on 
25 April, was coming to a head. During the fi rst weeks of May, several fac-
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tors had further poisoned Trotsky’s already jaundiced view of Shchastny. The 
most important of these, or rather Trotsky’s interpretation of them, included 
Shchastny’s failure to move the fl otilla of minelayers to Lake Ladoga; his con-
tinuing reluctance to prepare the fl eet and naval installations for demolition; 
and, perhaps most signifi cant, Shchastny’s efforts to discredit Trotsky by im-
properly disseminating his secret orders about the destruction of the Baltic 
Fleet. Information in Cheka and Naval archives indicates that Shchastny was 
largely or wholly blameless in these matters, most importantly that he him-
self had prepared the fl eet for demolition in the event of necessity, and that 
his dissemination of  Trotsky’s orders was less an effort to undermine Trotsky 
than a refl ection of his close collaboration with Baltic Fleet offi cer and sailor 
committees. Be that as it may, on 22 May, Shchastny, frustrated by Trotsky’s 
policies and lack of trust in him, submitted his resignation. Trotsky rejected 
it, ordered him to Moscow, set him up for arrest, and  single- handedly orga-
nized an investigation, sham trial, and death sentence on the spurious charge 
of attempting to overthrow the Petrograd Commune with the  longer- term 
goal of fi ghting the Soviet republic.27

* * *

In revolutionary Petrograd, distrust of spetsy in command positions was 
so great that they were routinely arrested and beaten up for no good reason.28 
Shchastny had been a major exception. At the end of May, news of his ar-
rest provoked a fi restorm of protest in the Baltic Fleet. His execution on 
the night of 21/22 June 1918 caused an even greater furor. Indeed, it was a 
major factor in stirring a failed insurrection in late June against Soviet power 
in Petrograd in late June. In addition to popular upset over Shchastny’s fate, 
two main elements were at the root of this unsuccessful rebellion. The fi rst 
was escalating concern on the part of Baltic Fleet personnel about aggres-
sive German actions in the Baltic and passive Soviet responses to them. The 
extent of this anxiety had been refl ected at opening sessions of the Third 
Congress of Baltic Fleet Delegates (29 April–24 May 1918). Even though 
a majority of participants in the congress were Bolsheviks, they dismissed a 
telegraphed greeting from Trotsky, pointedly requesting that he appear to 
explain the government’s position on the future of the fl eet. Equally telling, 
the delegates had cheered Shchastny when he stood before them to declare 
that the moment had come for the central government to stand up and fi ght 
the Germans.29

A couple of weeks later, offi cers and men of the powerful fl otilla of 
minelayers that had moved from Helsingfors during the “Ice March,” and 
was still anchored along the Neva in the heart of Petrograd, issued a more 
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direct challenge to the city’s civil authorities.30 On 11 May, informed of ex-
traordinary efforts by Trotsky to insure the timely demolition of the fl eet, 
they adopted a resolution calling for dissolution of the Petrograd Commune 
and the creation of a dictatorship of the Baltic Fleet that could be entrusted 
with defense and government in the Petrograd region.31 Although this de-
mand caused an uproar at the time and was hopelessly  naïve, the minelayers’ 
main concern was to somehow overcome the Bolshevik government’s reluc-
tance to contest the Germans. At a meeting of ship committees in the fl o-
tilla the next day, two staunchly  anti- Bolshevik offi cers who had helped or-
ganize the previous day’s protest meeting, Feodosii Zasi much and Grigorii 
Lisanevich, clashed with Lunacharskii and Fedor Raskolnikov over the gov-
ernment’s military and foreign policies. The assembly cheered Zasimuch and 
Lisanevich, and hooted down Lunacharskii and Raskolnikov. The hostility 
of the minelayers to the existing Soviet government, as shown by their ear-
lier demand to dissolve the Petrograd Commune, had the unintended effect 
of alienating a majority of delegates at the Third Congress of Baltic Fleet 
Delegates. Although concerned about the fl eet’s survival, the delegates were 
loyal to Soviet power. On 13 May, they condemned the minelayers for their 
attack on the government, blamed their actions on “the agitation of crimi-
nals,” and vowed to oust Lisane vich and Zasimuch from the navy.32 How-
ever, their hope that ships’ crews would turn in Lisanevich and Zasimuch 
was quickly dashed, largely because their men supported them and Soviet 
authorities shied away from forcing the issue. Moreover, such developments 
as the demolition of Fort Ino on 14 May, which was erroneously assumed to 
prove Bolshevik subservience to Germany, reinforced their stature.33

On 25 May, a plenary meeting of delegates from the minelayers’ fl o-
tilla vowed to protect Lisanevich and Zasimuch “by all possible means.” 
This meeting also adopted a resolution supporting the ideal of Soviet power 
as the embodiment of government by the people but condemned the ex-
isting repressive  Bolshevik- dominated government as essentially counter-
revolutionary and disastrous for the motherland.34 At another rally two days 
later (27 May), the delegates again registered their independence by reject-
ing the authority of Ivan Flerovskii, Trotsky’s appointee as chief commissar 
of the Baltic Fleet. That was the day Trotsky arrested Shchastny, further roil-
ing the minelayers.

The second element at the root of the late June rebellion against Soviet 
power in Petrograd consisted of workers at the Obukhov plant, who had par-
ticipated in the mass demonstrations on behalf of the Constituent Assembly 
on 28 November and 5 January. Representatives of the plant later were active 
in the EAD. One of Russia’s largest producers of artillery, mines, shells, steel, 
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and iron for military purposes, Obukhov was hit hard by the sudden halt 
in defense orders following demobilization in December 1917. The efforts 
of management to switch to peacetime production were thwarted by fuel 
shortages; as a result, the plant was shut down and its 14,500  workers were 
laid off. Those who were able joined the swelling migration out of Petrograd. 
The following spring, the plant somehow managed to obtain enough fuel 
and production orders to be able to recall some four thousand workers.35

The partial reopening of the plant coincided with the deepening of food 
shortages and the sharp rise in discontent among Petrograd workers that led 
to the formation of the EAD. Beginning in April, production at the plant 
was continually interrupted by mass rallies to protest the increasingly dire 
food crisis. Like workers from most of the other Petrograd industrial en-
terprises represented in the EAD, Obukhov workers were too defl ated to 
march on May Day. But matters began to crystallize on 8 May when the Bol-
shevik Obukhov factory committee, under pressure from workers, tried un-
successfully to obtain an increase in bread rations, which were then down to 
an eighth of a pound per day.36 At a mass rally at the plant that evening, at-
tended by three thousand workers, SRs and Mensheviks heaped criticism on 
the government for the policies that led to the food emergency. A resolution 
was adopted demanding an increase in the bread ration and other food sup-
plies commensurate with workers’ needs, the immediate convocation of the 
Constituent Assembly, and an end to civil war.37 Another resolution adopted 
at a plant rally on 12 April put the demand for bread in the form of an ul-
timatum: either the commune government raised food supplies to an ade-
quate level or it would face a mass rebellion. The antigovernment mood at 
this rally became especially infl amed by reports of bloody confrontations 
that pitted women seeking bread for the Easter holidays and unarmed Izhor-
skii plant workers in Kolpino against local soviet offi cials and  trigger- happy 
Red Guards and Red Army soldiers.38 Obukhov plant representatives were 
sent to the Putilov factory, where tension over food shortages was also high, 
to sound out workers there about a move against the government.39 Toward 
the end of May, Petrograd authorities tried to cool the Obukhov workers 
by shutting down the plant for several days but to no avail. At the same 
time technical problems thwarted efforts to move the minelaying division 
to Lake Ladoga.40 As ships of the fl otilla were moored near the Obukhov 
plant, during the second half of May and in June disgruntled sailors and 
angry workers continually intermingled and at mass rallies discussed joint 
political action. In this way, the two main elements in the abortive rebel-
lion that erupted on 22 June merged. At an especially heated rally at the 
Obu khov plant on 16 June, the day after elections for a new Petrograd So-
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viet were announced, workers vowed to use the elections to transform soviets 
into a voice for the reestablishment of universal voting rights and for conven-
ing the Constituent Assembly. They also called on the EAD to commit itself 
to a struggle for power, and on the minelayers to join in it.41

At their meeting on 16 June, the Obukhov plant workers also voted to 
send a delegation to Zinoviev to request the expansion of the government 
to include representatives of all left political groups pending convocation of 
the Constituent Assembly. Naturally, this request was rejected, on the grounds 
that the coming Petrograd Soviet elections would be a referendum on the 
people’s will. Nonetheless, under pressure from the Obukhov delegation, Zi-
noviev agreed to address a mass meeting at the plant on 20 June. At this 
meeting, the speeches of Zinoviev and Lunacharskii were drowned out by 
waves of heckling. Lunacharskii could not even complete his remarks, and 
he drove off well before the Obukhov plant workers adopted yet another 
resolution demanding the convocation of a Constituent Assembly.42

On 20 June, at roughly the time of this raucous mass meeting, Volo-
darskii was assassinated in the Nevskii district not far from the Obukhov 
plant.43 Approximately fi fteen residents were arrested during a search of 
neighborhood buildings surrounding the crime scene. After interrogation, 
all were released but three: Grigorii Eremeev and two comrades, all SRs. 
Grigorii Eremeev, like his brother Aleksei, was one of the Obukhov plant’s 
most popular leaders. More to the point, he had no connection to Volodar-
skii’s killing. PCheka documents suggest that Soviet authorities used the 
sweep of the district, prompted by the search for Volodarskii’s killer, to arrest 
him and other “troublemakers,” and also to press the PCheka to keep them 
under lock and key.44

A general meeting of Obukhov workers the next day, 21 June, declared 
an “Italian strike”45—the workers threw out management and seized control 
of the plant, pending Eremeev’s release. On 22 June, another mass meeting 
at the plant resolved to demand that the EAD should declare political strikes 
in all Petrograd plants and factories for 25 June to protest the political re-
pression of workers. The Obukhov workers also resolved to continue their 
“occupation” until Eremeev was let go, and to send a joint delegation of 
workers and minelayers to Smolny demanding his release by 10:00 that eve-
ning, and to reassemble again at that time, obviously to adopt more dras-
tic, antigovernment measures if Eremeev was not freed.46 Meanwhile, news 
that Shchastny had been executed further angered the minelayers. Lisane-
vich, commander of the destroyer Kapitan Izyl’met’ev, in an especially blatant 
demonstration of solidarity with the rebelling Obukhov workers, docked his 
ship alongside their plant.
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On 21 and 22 June, Petrograd authorities led by Zinoviev were trapped 
between two fi res. On one side were workers such as those at the Obukhov 
plant and  lower- ranking military personnel, such as the minelayers, who 
were poised for a decisive clash with the government over food shortages, re-
pression of workers, and frustration with Soviet timidity in relations with 
Germany at the expense of the Baltic Fleet. On the other side were  pro- Soviet 
hotheads bent on revenge for the assassination of their hero, Volodarskii. In 
these circumstances, under pressure from Uritskii, Zinoviev restrained the 
hotheads.47 As regards the workers and minelayers, after weighing the situa-
tion, he adopted a hard line. Thus, his initial response to the delegation of 
workers and sailors seeking Eremeev’s release was to send their demand to 
Gorokhovaia 2 with the promise that Uritskii would arrange it, which he 
did. At the same time, he sent an emissary to the Putilov plant to fi nd out 
whether workers there would join the Obukhov workers’ strike. News of 
Volodarskii’s assassination had caused an immediate, if temporary, soften-
ing of dissatisfaction with Soviet power there. After this became clear, di-
rection of the incipient rebellion’s suppression was placed in the hands of 
an  inter- government troika. Orders were issued to shut down the Obukhov 
plant, and the next day, 23 June, the neighborhood surrounding the plant 
was placed under martial law, leading  local- level SRs were arrested, and the 
SR club was shut down, as were SR party headquarters in the Nevskii and 
Obukhov districts.48

On 22 June, the Bolsheviks and Left SRs transformed Volodarskii’s 
funeral into a mass demonstration of support for Soviet power. In this at-
mosphere, the popular mood swung against the minelayers, and they were 
easily suppressed with the help of some fi ve hundred Kronstadt sailors who 
had marched in Volodarskii’s funeral procession.49 Volodarskii’s assassination 
muted the sailors’ upset over Shchastny’s execution and helped turn them 
against the minelayers, just as it had softened the Putilov workers. Gorky’s 
Novaia zhizn’, which had staunchly supported political protest earlier, cap-
tured this swing. A lead editorial, on 23 June, grieved at the loss of Volodar-
skii, “an indefatigable agitator . . . [and] leader of socialism who had given 
his soul to the working class” and condemned his killing as “madness.” The 
editorial also expressed concern lest his death set off a chain of bloodshed.50

The Kronstadters were supported by three gunboats, which blocked 
the Kapitan Izyl’met’ev when it tried to escape. After a brief negotiation its 
crew was disarmed, and several offi cers and sailors were arrested without in-
cident. Lisanevich managed to slip away. Three other destroyers raised an-
chor, moved upstream, and prepared to fi ght, but their surrender was also 
negotiated without bloodshed. Some offi cers and crewmen were arrested, 
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but Zasimuch, like Lisanevich, evaded capture.51 The minelayers suffered 
a fate similar to that of the Obukhov workers in the immediate aftermath. 
Flerovskii superintended a thorough purge of the fl otilla, arresting as many 
of those who had helped mobilize the fl eet against the Petrograd government 
as he could get his hands on.

* * *

On 8–10 June, Petrograd Bolsheviks had gathered for their sixth quar-
terly city conference. Zinoviev, in an opening address, put a positive spin 
on the results of the Brest treaty, but he did not try to hide Soviet Rus-
sia’s diffi cult international situation, the negative impact of dire food short-
ages on Petrograd workers, or the catastrophic state of local party organiza-
tions. Bolshevik membership had dropped from 36,000 in February 1918 
to 13,472;52 a high percentage of members were fully engaged in govern-
ment or military work, and had lost all contact with their party organiza-
tions. Even worse, Zinoviev estimated that “hundreds and even thousands” 
of newcomers included in this measly total were  out- and- out criminals. Sub-
sequent discussion of various aspects of the state of the party reinforced this 
horrifi c picture. Pressure from the Bolshevik Central Committee to end the 
confl ict between party committees and soviet fractions, and to strengthen 
local party work and discipline, prompted the delegates to adopt strong mea-
sures to rebuild district party committees and factory collectives, and to des-
ignate the enhancement of party work as the primary task of all Bolsheviks 
in all positions.53

At this time, demands from below for the immediate reelection of the 
Petrograd Soviet were intensifying.54 Although there seems to have been a 
consensus at the city conference that elections needed to be delayed until spi-
raling food shortages eased, a few days later (13 June) the leadership of the 
Petrograd Soviet announced that voting would be held during a  seven- day 
period beginning 17 June.55 A number of factors besides popular pressure 
prompted this step: the CEC’s decision in Moscow to convene an early  All-
 Russian Congress of Soviets and to encourage a purge of moderate social-
ists from all soviets;56 a desire to counteract the  self- proclaimed right of the 
EAD to represent workers; and Bolshevik success in gaining control of non-
party district workers’ conferences, thus offering a way to help offset possible 
weaknesses in the governing parties’ electoral strength in factories.

New regulations governing the elections were confi rmed at a plenary 
meeting of the Petrograd Soviet on 15 June.57 Perhaps the most signifi cant 
change in the makeup of the new soviet was that numerically decisive repre-
sentation was given to agencies in which the Bolsheviks had overwhelming 
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strength, among them the Petrograd Trade Union Council, individual trade 
unions, factory committees in closed enterprises, district soviets, and district 
nonparty workers’ conferences.58 The Left SRs requested that representation 
from trade unions be reduced and that representatives of district nonparty 
workers’ conferences be eliminated, to no avail.59

The revised system’s advantage for the Bolsheviks is illustrated by the 
representation accorded the nonparty workers’ conference in the First City 
district. The conference was reconvened for one short session, on 22 June, 
and by majority vote, with the Bolsheviks and Left SRs joining forces, the 
conference agreed on a “winner take all” rather than a proportional represen-
tation system for election of soviet deputies. As a result, all  twenty- eight in-
dividuals elected to the Petrograd Soviet by the conference were either Bol-
sheviks or Left SRs. The sizable  Menshevik/ SR minority in the conference 
(27 percent) received no representation at all.60 An analogous procedure pro-
duced the same result in the Narva district.61 Relevant archival documents 
suggest that the same scenario emerged in elections at most district worker 
conferences and in most district soviets. Winning seats in district soviets were 
either two Bolsheviks and a Left SR or three Bolsheviks. Finally, Red Army 
forces, which essentially excluded Mensheviks and SRs, were given represen-
tation equal to workers (i.e., one deputy per fi ve hundred soldiers).62

Only about 260 of roughly 700 deputies in the new soviet were to be 
elected in factories, which guaranteed a large Bolshevik majority in ad-
vance.63 As the voting began, Zinoviev took no risk in declaring that “the 
fate of the Bolsheviks in Petrograd depends on the electoral results,” and that 
“if the election does not yield the desired result, obviously the Bolsheviks will 
give up power.”64 It was similarly disingenuous to imply, as the Bolsheviks’ 
campaign manager Volodarskii did a few days before his assassination, that 
retention of a Bolshevik majority would serve as a mandate for repression of 
such opposition movements as the EAD.65 Still, Bolshevik leaders realisti-
cally understood that the party’s failure to do well among Soviet delegates 
elected directly in factories would potentially be very damaging.

On the fi rst day of voting, the leadership of the Bolshevik Petersburg 
Committee stipulated that workers should vote only for candidates who 
staunchly supported Soviet power, who would be merciless in fi ghting all 
enemies of laboring people, and who would uphold the principle that all mi-
norities in the new soviet should be bound to obey decisions of the majority.66 
The Petersburg Committee leadership also arranged a meeting of the As-
sembly of Organizers for the night of the seventeenth at which Volo darskii, 
in what was fated to be his last appearance in a party forum, explained Bol-
shevik electoral strategy. A resolution adopted after his presentation refl ected 
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how seriously the party viewed elections in factories, and the acute shortage 
of experienced cadres for the campaign. Thus, the resolution sanctioned the 
formation of blocs with Left SRs in cases where this was necessary to thwart 
the opposition, and it encouraged shuttling the very limited number of ex-
perienced agitators available for the campaign around districts to maximize 
coverage of the entire city.67

Volodarskii envisioned that electoral commissions formed by district 
party committees and the committees themselves would coordinate the Bol-
shevik campaign at the local level, and some district party committees man-
aged to form such agencies.68 But the narrow time frame of the contest, as 
well as the paralysis of most party committees, prevented the committees 
from playing signifi cant roles. As it was, a heavy load of campaigning fell 
to the chief fi gures in the Petrograd Bolshevik and Left SR hierarchy. At the 
behest of  Volodarskii and Zinoviev, indefatigable campaigners themselves, 
“politically conscious” sailors were rushed from Kronstadt to help.69 In the 
space of a few days, by means of an intensive “blitz,” advocates for the ex-
isting regime attempted to gain back the popular support that had severely 
eroded in the preceding weeks and months during which “party work” in 
factories practically stopped. Their central theme, trumpeted daily in the 
Bolshevik and Left SR press, and at endless factory assemblies and political 
rallies, was that only the Bolsheviks and Left SRs, among the contending 
parties, stood for the realization of revolutionary goals. The enemy was the 
Mensheviks and SRs, who stood for the capitalists’ return to power and early 
restoration of the hated ways of the old regime. As in the Bolshevik cam-
paign in elections to the Constituent Assembly, a vote for the opposition was 
deemed a vote for counterrevolution. There was no middle ground.70

The Bolsheviks and Left SRs took the elections seriously from the start, 
but only after some hesitation did the Mensheviks and SRs campaign in ear-
nest. Whereas the Bolsheviks sought to shift popular attention away from 
immediate economic troubles to  long- term revolutionary goals, and argued 
that opposition demands to reconvene the Constituent Assembly were merely 
pretexts for restoring traditional injustices, the Mensheviks and SRs did the 
 reverse— they played on popular anxieties over the threat of famine, the 
likelihood of German occupation, the spread of disease, and the horror of 
an expanding, bloody civil war so as to underscore the bankruptcy of the So-
viet experiment and the importance of the Constituent Assembly as the only 
means of averting total catastrophe.71

By 26 June, when the EAD set 2 July for a general strike, elections to 
the Petrograd Soviet were nearing completion. The selection process cre-
ated by the Bolsheviks achieved its goal, delivering an overwhelming ma-
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jority for the party.72 Yet, although it is now possible to document how the 
Bolsheviks contrived a majority in the new Petrograd Soviet, it remains dif-
fi cult to evaluate the election results on the shop fl oor in terms of the work-
ers’ political sentiment. Judging by offi cial tabulations, the Bolsheviks had 
modest success in direct elections at the workplace, electing 127 of 260 fac-
tory delegates. The Left SRs received the second largest number of delegates 
elected by workers, roughly 75. Together, the governing parties received a 3 
to 1 majority among workers. SRs, Mensheviks, and unaffi liated candi-
dates fared well in several larger enterprises, among them the Putilov, Obu-
khov, Cartridge, Nevskii, Baltiiskii, and Arsenal plants, in printing estab-
lishments, and among Petrograd factory women, many of them employed 
in tobacco fi rms and textile mills. Perhaps primarily because of food short-
ages and threatened layoffs,73 long gone was the time when the Bolsheviks 
attracted strong support from female workers, as in the elections to the Con-
stituent Assembly. After the election,  Konkordia Samoilova, leader of the 
Bolshevik campaign among factory women, conceded that it had been a di-
saster, that factory women would not even give Bolsheviks a hearing.74 Still, 
a  post- election editorial in Novaia zhizn’, while taking note of Bolshevik 
defeats, SR and Menshevik successes, and the intimidation of voters, con-
cluded that “many workers have not yet rid themselves of Bolshevik ‘Com-
munism,’ [as they] still consider Soviet  power . . .  representative of their in-
terests, [and] associate their fate and the fate of their movement with it.”75 

Undoubtedly that was true. One is still left, however, with the nagging 
question of how many Bolshevik deputies from factories were elected in-
stead of the opposition because of press restrictions, voter intimidation, vote 
fraud, or the short duration of the campaign. In individual districts, fac-
tory elections were administered by election commissions that were selected 
by local soviets and excluded the opposition. Elections at the factories were 
implemented by  Bolshevik- dominated factory committees, many of which 
had not been reelected since 1917. Factory committees from closed facto-
ries could and did elect soviet deputies (the  so- called dead souls), one deputy 
for each factory with more than one thousand workers at the time of their 
shutdown. Even unemployed workers were accorded representation roughly 
equal to employed workers. Their electoral assemblies were organized through 
 Bolshevik- dominated trade union election commissions.76 On 15 June, Volo-
darskii had “magnanimously” authorized the reopening of some opposition 
newspapers, among them the SRs’ Delo naroda and the Mensheviks’ Luch. 
However, this was only a couple of days before the start of voting. Before 
then, most of the moderate socialist press remained  muzzled.

On the eve of the decisive split between Bolsheviks and Left SRs in early 
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July,77 Left SRs candidly acknowledged Bolshevik abuses in the elections. 
At the third Left SR national congress in Moscow (28 June to 1 July), Spiri-
donova claimed that three hundred of the four hundred Bolshevik deputies 
in the newly elected soviet had illegitimate credentials. “We did not speak or 
resist this [fraud] because the counterrevolution [and] defensist party is so 
strong in Petrograd that defeat of the Bolsheviks would have  meant . . .  the 
destruction of Soviet power and put Petrograd into the hands of the black 
reaction. We had to be silent about it despite the fact that the indignation of 
 workers . . .  was enormous.”78 Where, then, does this leave us? Perhaps the 
least that can now be said is that the Bolshevik “victory” in the June 1918 
elections to the Petrograd Soviet, elections that would have signifi cant po-
litical consequences, was highly suspect, even on the shop fl oor.

On 25 June, the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee took steps to orga-
nize and assert control over the party’s fraction in the new soviet, which was 
scheduled to hold its fi rst meeting two days later.79 Although this attempt to 
implement the principle that soviet fractions were subordinate to party com-
mittees failed, it was a noteworthy, potentially  precedent- setting initiative. 
Around this time, efforts were intensifi ed to establish Bolshevik fractions 
and collectives nominally responsible to local party committees in all district 
soviets and other civic agencies that lacked them.

Concurrent efforts were started to rejuvenate party work among female 
workers. With the shutdown of Rabotnitsa at the end of January,80 the lead-
ing Petrograd Bolshevik women who had been associated with it focused 
their energy on general party work, either in the Petersburg Committee or 
district party committees. A notable exception was  Aleksandra Kollontai, 
who moved to Moscow as a member of the SNK in mid March. In June, the 
need to replace party cadres that had transferred out of Petrograd, coupled 
with the disastrous results of elections to the Petrograd Soviet among factory 
women, underscored the importance of acquiring greater support among 
them. The necessity of upgrading party work among factory women had 
fi rst been raised and approved by the Petersburg Committee on the eve of 
the elections. On 14 June, the Petersburg Committee had, in fact, charged 
Samoilova to organize a special section for agitation and propaganda among 
factory women.81 At a meeting of the Assembly of Organizers on 26 June, 
Samoilova presented her views on the importance and complexities of gain-
ing a hearing among angry factory women threatened by starvation and loss 
of work, after which she made a proposal to establish special sections at-
tached to the Petersburg Committee and district party committees for com-
municating with the factory women. Some of the assembled district orga-
nizers criticized these proposals, either because they considered that winning 
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over “dark, reactionary” female workers was hopeless, or because they were 
already so overloaded that establishing yet another section seemed, as one of 
her listeners put it, an “utter illusion.”

Even Zheniia Egorova, organizer for the Vyborg district Bolshevik Com-
mittee and a member of the Petersburg Committee, who shared Samoilova’s 
views about the critical importance of party work among factory women, 
felt that primary leadership in this endeavor had to come from “above,” from 
a women’s section attached to the Petersburg Committee. Anna Itkina, or-
ganizer for the Narva district Bolshevik Committee, came to Samoilova’s 
defense, arguing that the chief weakness of earlier Bolshevik party work 
among factory women was precisely that it did not have an organizational 
base at the  grass- roots level. The Assembly of Organizers decided to form 
sections for party work among women at the city and district levels concur-
rently. Such sections were established by all Bolshevik district party commit-
tees.82 Most of them did not accomplish much, however, largely because of 
continuing economic crises affecting women and their families, as well as the 
traditional, denigrating attitudes of most male Bolsheviks toward women 
generally and particularly toward party work among female factory work-
ers. Samoilova stressed the negative impact of gender discrimination among 
male comrades during this period in a speech to the Eighth City Conference 
of Petrograd Bolsheviks in December 1918. As an illustration, she lamented 
that, when women at one of Petrograd’s largest industrial enterprises selected 
one of their own to represent them on the plant’s worker committee, they 
were rebuffed on the grounds that if representation was granted to female 
workers, it would be necessary also to give representation to children.83

At the Assembly of Organizers meeting, on 26 June, Samoilova also 
raised the question of resuming publication of Rabotnitsa, making it clear 
that while she hoped it would be revived she was ambivalent about whether 
it should be published in Petrograd or Moscow, as the capital’s resources 
would be advantageous. Egorova demonstrated no such ambivalence. Ap-
parently even more hostile to feminism than Samoilova, she declared un-
equivocally that transferring the periodical to Moscow, where its contents 
would be shaped by the arch feminist Kollontai, was absolutely “impermis-
sible!”84 Because of this lack of unanimity, a fi nal decision on this issue was 
left to the Petersburg Committee.85 Two days later, on 28 June, and again 
on 2 July, the Petersburg Committee considered the question and agreed to 
publish Rabotnitsa itself, as soon as district sections for party work among 
factory women had been established. Samoilova, Nikolaeva, and Praskovia 
Kudelli, who had comprised Rabotnitsa’s editorial board in 1917, were again 
appointed to the editorial board for the magazine’s re incarnation.86 A few 
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weeks later, however, on 19 July, this decision was reversed during a gen-
eral consolidation of the party and government press brought on by fi nan-
cial and personnel shortages. The Petersburg Committee resolved to forgo 
publication of Rabotnitsa for the time being, and instead to offer its editorial 
board weekly columns in the Petrograd Soviet’s Krasnaia gazeta.87

The fi rst of these weekly “Rabotnitsa” columns in Krasnaia gazeta ap-
peared on 4 August, and from the outset the members of its editorial board 
strove to distance themselves from any hint of separatism or of “Kollontai’s 
feminism.” Thus, in an initial introductory message, they expressed satisfac-
tion that common work in the same newspaper would strengthen the bond 
uniting female and male workers in the struggle for the great cause of free-
ing all laborers from the decay of capitalism. Just as the earlier Rabotnitsa 
had only focused on the lives of female workers as they related to the com-
mon tasks of the working class, so the new column would deal with factory 
women as one of the detachments of the great labor army.88 To be sure, sub-
sequent columns emphasized issues of particular concern to women such as 
food shortages and the bloody civil war. The most consistent theme, how-
ever, which was often highlighted in a  bold- face side bar, called on factory 
women not to lag behind men in dealing with common tasks.

* * *

Meanwhile, Bolshevik leaders in the Petrograd Soviet elected in June 
had wasted no time in drawing on their dubious “mandate” to justify sup-
pressing the EAD and head off the  EAD- led general strike set for 2 July. A 
resolution condemning the EAD as an element of the domestic and foreign 
counterrevolution was adopted at the fi rst plenary session of the new soviet 
on 27 June, several days before the elections were fi nished.89 All Petrograd 
newspapers were obliged to feature this condemnation on their front pages. 
Factories were admonished that if they participated in the general strike they 
would face immediate shutdown, and individual strikers were threatened 
with fi nes or loss of work. Agitators and members of strike committees were 
subject to immediate arrest, and these warnings were later made good.90

On the afternoon of the thirtieth, the Executive Committee of the Petro-
grad Soviet held a hurried emergency meeting with representatives from 
district soviets and district Bolshevik and Left SR party committees to de-
vise additional  anti- strike measures.91 Beginning on 1 July, printing plants 
suspected of opposition sympathies were sealed, the offi ces of hostile trade 
unions were raided, martial law on lines in the Petrograd rail hub was de-
clared, and armed patrols with authority to prevent work stoppages were 
formed and put on  twenty- four- hour duty at key points around the city. 
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Taking note of these tough measures, a writer in Novaia zhizn’ concluded 
that “never, even during the severest repression of the Bolsheviks under Ke-
rensky following the July uprising, was the freedom and will of workers so in-
hibited as it is under the terrorist stewardship of the present  worker- peasant 
government.”92 The Bureau of the EAD dug further back in time, declaring 
in a broadsheet that “no government in Russia of the Romanovs had taken 
such extreme measures to thwart a strike as the Soviet government had.”93

At least partly because of these strong countermeasures, the response to 
the EAD’s strike call was limited to a very few factories and printing plants. 
In the repressive atmosphere prevailing in Petrograd in the aftermath of the 
failed strike (made worse by the reaction to the “conspiracy” of the Left SRs 
a few days later),94 the EAD was doomed. Its Bureau met for the last time 
on 19 July. Notes from this meeting, obviously scratched out in great haste, 
indicate that it dealt exclusively with vacating the Assembly’s headquarters, 
and paying and releasing staff.95

Subsequent developments relating to the EAD took place in Moscow 
and were exclusively concerned with organizing a national workers’ congress 
aimed at giving representatives of labor from all over the country an oppor-
tunity to seek solutions to Russia’s problems. At its last meetings, in addition 
to issuing a call for a general strike, the EAD had agreed to organize a con-
gress of workers from industrial centers, primarily in the Northern and Cen-
tral oblasts, to plan an early national workers’ congress. Moreover, immedi-
ately following its meeting on 26 June, it dispatched two key leaders, Aleksei 
Smirnov and N. K. Borisenko, to Moscow to help prepare the regional con-
gress. A preliminary meeting for it was held in Moscow on 28 June. With 
delegates from Petrograd, Moscow, Tula, Iaroslavl, Nizhnii Novogorod, Sor-
movo, Vladimir, Kolomna, the Mal’tsev region, Briansk, and Tver, it formed 
an organizing committee and scheduled convocation of the regional con-
gress for 20 July in Moscow.96

The organizing committee began operating immediately, developing a 
draft agenda that made no allowance for the obvious determination of the 
Soviet government to retain power at practically any price. The regional con-
gress was still to openly consider and prepare draft resolutions on the most 
critical political and economic problems of the day. The subsequent  All-
 Russian Workers’ Congress, with the support of a reunited working class, 
was to act on them. This agenda ignored the fact that the organizing com-
mittee’s efforts were undermined from the start by the disintegration of the 
EAD in Petrograd and by the stifl ing political conditions prevailing in Mos-
cow and other industrial centers. Indeed, so few delegates had managed to 
get to the capital on 20 July that the opening of the regional congress was 
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postponed until 22 July. On 21 July, the number of delegates in Moscow was 
still so small that, assembling informally, they were left with no choice but 
to scale down the designation of the next day’s talks, as well as the agenda 
for the talks. Barring a sudden jump in the number of arriving delegates, the 
gathering was now to be called a meeting (soveshchanie) rather than a con-
gress or even a conference. Also, instead of drafting positions on critical po-
litical, economic, and foreign policy issues for a national workers’ congress, 
the “meeting” was to be limited to hearing reports on conditions locally and 
dealing with questions regarding the purpose and organization of the na-
tional congress (rather than with broad policy issues).97

The roughly  thirty- fi ve participants in this “meeting” on 22–23 July had 
barely begun to address this constricted program when their deliberations 
were broken up by Red Guards, rifl es at the ready.98 All the participants were 
treated roughly, arrested, and bundled off to VCheka headquarters for inter-
rogation and transfer to the infamous Taganka Prison. Among those seized, 
in addition to elected worker delegates, were four prominent nonvoting rep-
resentatives of socialist parties: Raphael Abra mo vich, Aleksandr Beilin, and 
Aleksandr Volanen from the central committees of the Menshevik, SR, and 
Edinstvo parties, respectively, and  Aleksandr Alt’er from the Bund.99

Documentation of this meeting, however incomplete, is of considerable 
interest because it provides insights into the behavior of government and la-
bor under the impact of civil war, unemployment, disease, and hunger. The 
value of organizing a national workers’ congress was not disputed during ses-
sions of the meeting, and the relationship of this congress to Soviet power 
as it then existed was barely mentioned, thus complicating the VCheka’s fu-
ture case against the participants. The only substantive issue that triggered 
argument was the feasibility of forming a single, powerful national workers’ 
“union” or “party,” free of infl uence from the intelli gent sia. The emergence 
of this question, like the idea of a national workers’ congress partly refl ected 
the same disenchantment with all existing political parties that had contrib-
uted to the formation of the EAD in the fi rst place.

* * *

The fi rst sign of the terrible cholera outbreak that epidemiologists had 
warned of in the spring appeared on 1 July, when government authorities in 
Petrograd were focused on preventing the next day’s general strike. On that 
date, seven suspected cases of the dreaded disease were registered in city hos-
pitals. Typical of cholera, the number of cases rose very quickly but its peak 
did not last long, after which the decline in cases was steady but stretched 
over a signifi cantly longer period of time. The fi gures for the fi rst week (1–
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7 July) were 456 confi rmed and suspected cases, with 59 resulting in death. 
The epidemic peaked during the second week (8–14 July), when the fi gure 
was a staggering 4,247 cases, with 1,264 resulting in death. The third week 
(15–21 July) saw 2,304 cases, with 1,044 resulting in death, and, during 
the fourth week (22–28 July), the number of cases and deaths dropped an-
other 50 percent to 1,219 cases, 507 of them fatal. The number of cases and 
deaths, although still worrisome, dropped steadily in August and September; 
the fi gures for all of August were 2,331 cases, leading to 861 deaths, and, for 
September, 1,091 cases leading to 372 deaths. Hit hardest by the epidemic, 
not surprisingly, were districts and neighborhoods of Petrograd populated 
by the poor and uneducated, the least able to resist infection, with a high 
percentage of unskilled and unemployed workers.100

The total number of registered cases between July and September was 
12,047, of which 8,223 were confi rmed and 4,305 deaths were recorded. 
These totals do not include large numbers of victims who died at home or 
in the streets. Nonetheless, the sheer number of registered cases made it the 
largest outbreak of cholera in the city’s history. It was three times larger than 
a major cholera epidemic in Petrograd (then Petersburg), in 1892, and one 
and a half times larger than one that ravaged the city in 1902.101 A report 
on the peak of the epidemic at a Bolshevik Petersburg Committee meeting 
on 10 July suggested that an extraordinarily high percentage of victims were 
factory women.102

Framed against the backdrop of fi erce class warfare during the period al-
ready described, the battle to bring the Petrograd cholera epidemic of 1918 
under control appears as a kind of brief, limited armistice, during which 
customarily hostile political elements of the population collaborated for the 
common good. The quickest to respond to the outbreak were Bolshevik and 
Left SR representatives of district soviet medical sections assembled in the 
Interdistrict Conference. For the duration of the emergency, local efforts to 
educate the public about avoiding infection were headed by medical sec-
tions of individual district soviets or hastily formed district soviet “troikas” to 
combat cholera, supported by epidemiologists, staffs of local hospitals, and 
pharmacists. The medical sections also established multiple neighborhood 
cholera  fi rst- aid stations and vaccination centers, which functioned  around-
 the- clock, and strove mightily to eradicate sources of contamination.103 The 
Commissariat for Public Health SK SO formed an Emergency Commis-
sion for the Struggle against Cholera which became a citywide coordinating 
center for  anti- cholera efforts.

At an initial meeting on 9 July the Emergency Commission, headed by 
Pervukhin, the Bolshevik commissar for public health, developed a plan to 



258    /    Soviet Power on the Brink

establish independent district  medical/ sanitation centers to fi ght cholera.104 
But the Emergency Commission’s records suggest that it ended up channel-
ing many of its efforts at the local level through district soviet medical sec-
tions and troikas. The Emergency Commission also appears to have worked 
well with a Central Workers’ Committee to Combat Cholera that had been 
formed by the Petrograd Soviet. Although representatives of district sovi-
ets were belatedly added to the Emergency Commission, serving alongside 
the city’s leading medical experts, the Central Workers’ Committee claimed 
the right to coordinate  district- level efforts to combat cholera.105 The com-
mittee often served as a conduit between the labor organizations generally 
and the Emergency Commission and district soviets. Even the Bolshevik 
Petersburg Committee became involved. At the peak of the crisis, it took 
steps to stop the sale of fruit by street vendors, facilitate the quick adoption 
of emergency preventative health measures by workers, and mobilize work-
ers to bury a huge backlog of coffi ns at the city’s cemeteries.106 Labor con-
fl ict associated with the epidemic was minimal and understandable. Grossly 
overworked grave diggers at the Uspenskii Ceme tery demanded an increase 
in their miserly bread ration. The same was true of employees at the city’s 
waterworks, especially stokers who themselves became victims of the dis-
ease in inordinately high percentages; they insisted on a supplemental ration 
equal to that granted personnel carrying out  high- risk medical duties. These 
demands were forwarded to the Emergency Commission and, presumably, 
were met.107

* * *

Petrograd’s political, economic, and social problems worsened immea-
surably during the fi rst half of 1918. The SK PTK, which initially was left 
largely to fend for itself by the Sovnarkom in Moscow, tried to cope with 
these problems with a measure of moderation but to no avail. The rapid ex-
pansion of the EAD was partly a refl ection of this failure. Even now, when 
the EAD’s voluminous fi les are available for study, it is impossible to quan-
tify its following. However, these records leave no doubt that in the spring 
of 1918 the EAD had the support of signifi cant numbers of workers from 
a broad  cross- section of Petrograd factories and plants. It is also clear that at 
the start, in mid March, when the EAD was attempting to work within the 
existing political system to bring about change, this support was driven pri-
marily by  bread- and- butter  issues— food shortages, unemployment, chaotic 
evacuation, and the  like— coupled with the apparent unwillingness of exist-
ing labor organizations and institutions of  self- government to help resolve 
them. By mid May, however, as all these problems deepened, the EAD’s 
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goals, and popular support for the EAD, became more overtly political and 
 anti- Soviet.108

Petrograd district soviets attempted to respond by restoring their follow-
ing among workers through their own nonparty workers’ conferences. De-
spite  Bolshevik- Left SR majorities in them, these conferences, like plenary 
sessions of the EAD, revealed the growing desperation of a Petrograd la-
bor force crushed by devastating food shortages and catastrophic unemploy-
ment. Meanwhile, the Treaty of  Brest- Litovsk had not ended the threat that 
the Germans would seize the Russian Baltic Fleet, forcing its treacherous 
“Ice March” from Helsingfors to Kronstadt led by  Aleksei Shchastny, or that 
Petrograd would be occupied, symbolized by the renewed war scare at the 
time of the crisis surrounding the fate of Fort Ino.

More than this, Moscow’s  never- ending demands for personnel stripped 
the Bolshevik party organization of its already limited cadres, undermining 
all attempts to strengthen the party so that it could resume political activity 
in workplaces and play a leading role in Petrograd’s government (after ini-
tial ambiguity about the party’s proper tasks). Symptomatic of the profound 
crisis of Soviet power in Petrograd at this point were the rebellion of the 
minelaying fl otilla and Obukhov workers, the need that Petrograd Bolshe-
viks obviously felt to assure a victory in the June elections to the Petrograd 
Soviet by corrupting the electoral process, and the brutal suppression of the 
EAD’s general strike.

The population of Petrograd, at the beginning of 1917, was conser-
vatively estimated at approximately 2.3 million, but a census in early June 
1918, the fi rst since 1910, revealed a decline of almost a million to just 
under 1.5 million.109 During the last half of May and the fi rst half of June 
alone, roughly 150,000 citizens, a high percentage of them workers, fl ed the 
former capital, streaming to the countryside to escape hunger.110 Ever more 
frightening food shortages, the increasing threat of Red Terror, and the un-
precedented cholera epidemic drove the mass exodus into mid summer. It is 
not surprising that in August, in a letter to Novgorodsteva in Moscow, even 
Stasova lamented that “Piter is empty, it is sad to look at her.”111

In coping with these myriad emergencies, the Petrograd Bolsheviks were 
aided by collaboration with the Left SRs. The critical importance of the 
 Bolshevik- Left SR alliance for the survival of Soviet power in the Petrograd 
region in the spring and early summer of 1918 is illustrated by the history of 
the  so- called Northern Commune.
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The Northern Commune and

the Bolshevik–Left SR Alliance

Zinoviev, in March 1918, had opposed the relocation of the national gov-
ernment to  Moscow— the  pre- Petrine Russian  capital— because he recog-
nized that moving it there instead of to a less central and less important 
city reduced the likelihood of its ever returning to Petrograd (Zinoviev’s 
choice was Nizhnii Novgorod). Once the move was made, Zinoviev stressed 
that because the Russian people still viewed Petrograd as the capital, in 
the short term Soviet authorities in Petrograd and Moscow would need to 
share national government functions.1 Stasova was among other prominent 
Petrograd Bolsheviks who held this view.2 In early April, Zinoviev, Lashe-
vich, and Ioffe had come away from a chaotic Central Committee plenum 
in Moscow convinced that the central party leadership was paralyzed and 
sorely needed reinforcement from Petrograd. Dysfunctional central leader-
ship at this point was a result of continuing, bitter confl ict between the 
Leninist Central Committee and Sovnarkom, on the one hand, and the Left 
 Communist– controlled Moscow Oblast Bureau and oblast government, on 
the other.3 Based on their experience, Zinoviev, Lashevich, and Ioffe were in-
creasingly uneasy about Moscow, and suspicious that, especially in foreign 
affairs, the Moscow party leadership was taking steps behind their backs 
that they would not approve.4 Also, military, food procurement, and public 
health concerns dictated stronger regional, if not national, direction from 
 Petrograd.

Creation of a regional Bolshevik organization to coordinate the party’s 
activities in the Northern Oblast (or region) preceded establishment of an 
oblast government. The Petrograd Bureau of the Bolshevik Central Com-
mittee, on 20 March, resolved to integrate provincial party committees in 
northwest Russia into a regional Northern Oblast party organization. For 
this purpose, on 3–6 April, the Bureau convened a conference of party rep-
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resentatives from the neighboring provinces of Petrograd, Archangel, Vo -
logda, Novgorod, Olonets, and Pskov.5 This conference, the First Northern 
Oblast [Bolshevik] Party Conference, formed a representative commit-
tee, the Northern Oblast Committee (SOK) to direct party work in the 
Northern Oblast.6

Concurrently, the Sovkom of the Petrograd Labor Commune (the SK 
PTK) began planning for a congress of soviets in the Northern Oblast,7 
which ultimately met in Petrograd on 26–29 April. Inasmuch as its out-
come (establishment of an oblast government) was a foregone conclusion, 
its primary historical interest lies in the revealing arguments that broke out 
there between Zinoviev and the prominent Petrograd Left SR Iakov Fish-
man over Left SR participation in the new government and over the govern-
ment’s structure.

On 23 March, the SK PTK had responded to feelers from the Left SRs 
by sanctioning negotiations to include the Left SRs in an oblast govern-
ment.8 These talks evidently went well. The SK PTK, after listening to a re-
port by Zinoviev on 11 April, reconfi rmed its interest in forming a coalition 
with the Left SRs and designated the government portfolios that could be 
offered to them: “Agriculture, transportation, and internal affairs, but not 
military affairs, under any circumstances.”9 A week before the opening of 
the First Northern Oblast Congress of Soviets, Zinoviev had led negotia-
tions along these lines with the Petrograd Left SR leadership.10

A day or two before the start of the congress, however, a majority of dele-
gates to the Second  All- Russian Left SR Party Congress (held in Moscow on 
17–23 April),11 following a week of acrimonious debate about whether to 
withdraw from the Sovnarkom because it had ratifi ed the Brest treaty, en-
dorsed withdrawal. At the same time, the delegates recommended active par-
ticipation of Left SRs in other national and regional government agencies.12 
The opening of the First Northern Oblast Congress of Soviets also coincided 
with the major new war scare surrounding Fort Ino.13 As we have seen, gov-
ernment authorities in Petrograd feared that this threat was the prelude to 
an attack on their city and had fervently proclaimed their determination to 
defend Petrograd “at any cost.”14 Naturally, then, on the fi rst day of the con-
gress, Zinoviev began a report on the SK PTK with a ringing reaffi rmation 
of this pledge to defend the city. Foreshadowing a central theme of Lenin’s 
“Immediate Tasks of Soviet Power,”15 Zinoviev listed Petrograd’s grave prob-
lems, concluding that they could be resolved only by the institution of a 
strong,  oblast- wide dictatorship, discipline, unconditional obedience, and 
revolutionary unity.

The continued Left SR boycott of the Sovnarkom together with this 
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concern about unconditional obedience and revolutionary unity were ap-
parently the catalyst for the ferocious attack on the Left SRs which Zi noviev 
launched next. Then, too, he may have been trying to move in tandem with 
Lenin’s freshly articulated disdain for the Left SRs. In any case, Zinoviev ac-
cused the Left SRs of hypocrisy, deception, and sabotage. As a consequence 
of their “fatal error” in not supporting the ratifi cation of the Brest treaty, the 
Left SRs had squandered their popular following. They also erred in think-
ing that they could withdraw from the Sovnarkom and continue their en-
gagement in Soviet government elsewhere. Under existing circumstances, 
the basis for effective political collaboration in government between Bolshe-
viks and Left SRs had been undermined. Petrograd Left SRs had the choice 
either of working with the Bolsheviks [at all levels] or leaving the soviets en-
tirely and joining the counterrevolution in their effort to overthrow the Bol-
sheviks. Repeatedly, Zinoviev contended that continuing lack of clarity in 
the policies of the Left SRs was intolerable. Yet, somewhat contradictorily, 
he also declared that if the Left SRs wanted to participate in the oblast gov-
ernment they would be welcome, provided their intent was not to “sabotage” 
the Bolsheviks’ policies but to work closely with them and support the de-
crees of the central government and the Fourth  All- Russian Congress of So-
viets (in other words, implementation of the Brest treaty).16

Because the Bolshevik majority rejected Left SR requests that Zi noviev’s 
speech be discussed at once,17 it was not until the last day of the congress on 
29 April that Iakov Fishman, spokesman for the Left SRs, was able to rebut 
him. In the interim, cooler heads, recognizing the importance of help from 
the Left SRs if Soviet power in the Northwest was to survive, worked out 
an understanding on their participation in the government.18 Nonetheless, 
Fishman, well known for his fi ery oratory, did not mince words in respond-
ing to Zinoviev.19 Seizing upon Zinoviev’s fervent pledge to combat the ad-
vance of German forces at Fort Ino to the last, Fishman declared that insofar 
as the Petrograd Commune remained true to this commitment, the Bolshe-
viks and Left SRs were united. On this central question in the Bolshevik–
Left SR confl ict, Bolshevik authorities in Petrograd might have a quarrel 
with the Sovnarkom in Moscow, but most certainly not with the Left SRs. 
To Fishman, in fact, a common determination to defend Petrograd at all 
costs provided Bolsheviks and Left SRs in the Northern Oblast with a solid 
basis for collaboration.

Fishman wondered just how the Bolsheviks expected Left SR “sabo-
tage” would be manifested. If Bolsheviks thought that the Left SRs would 
demand socialization of land instead of [urban] “gardening,” and genuine 
workers’ control rather than invitations to representatives of  commercial-
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 industrial circles, then they would be saboteurs. Here Fishman was referring 
to the Bolsheviks’ promotion of planting vegetables in open spaces in and 
around Petrograd as a means of easing the food shortages crisis, and to the use
of bourgeois specialists as paid advisors on military and industrial projects.

Responding to Zinoviev’s inference that staying out of an oblast govern-
ment followed naturally from the withdrawal of the Left SRs from the Sov-
narkom, Fishman explained that there was only one reason for this  act— the 
Fourth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets had adopted a resolution (ratifi ca-
tion of the Brest treaty) that the Left SRs were convinced had placed the Oc-
tober revolution in an utterly hopeless position. Consequently, the Left SRs, 
by allowing their representatives to participate in the Sovnarkom, would be 
actively collaborating in policies they were certain would lead to the smoth-
ering of the revolution. The Sovnarkom in Moscow would be forced to im-
plement the Brest treaty, Fishman continued. So be it. This did not mean the 
Left SRs had to abandon the Bolsheviks. They had not lost faith in them. 
The Bolsheviks had said that Soviet Russia would get a breathing space of a 
week or two, and if it was faced with intolerable conditions, the treaty would 
be torn up. If that was true, the Left SRs could participate in oblast govern-
ments with clear consciences. “You won’t be implementing the peace treaty 
here, you will just be exchanging notes with German representatives and we 
will leave that happy chore to you,” Fishman chuckled. To the degree that 
you don’t retreat from revolutionary measures to which we both subscribe, 
he declared, “we will gladly work together.”

Fishman went on to describe Petrograd Left SR thinking on Soviet gov-
ernment, in general, and on the structure of a future oblast political system, 
in particular. Here the contrast was signifi cant between Fishman, represent-
ing the dominant Petrograd Left SR point of view, and Zinoviev, who, in step 
with Lenin, was now contemptuous of democratic scruples and determined 
that strict party discipline and centralized government were the keys to sav-
ing the revolution. The core of the Left SR view on government, as Fishman 
elaborated it, was an abiding faith in the ability of workers and peasants, or-
ganized around democratic soviets, to develop the revolution. Genuine So-
viet power and a revolutionary democracy necessarily had to be based on 
healthy social forces, meaning those toiling elements of the urban and rural 
population. Because the urban proletariat was then in the process of mi-
grating to the countryside, the main social base of revolutionary govern-
ment would have to be Russia’s still enormous, healthy, and politically able 
class of laboring peasants: middle and poorer peasants working their own 
modest plots, as opposed to wealthier landowners who employed hired la-
bor. Because this class was alive and well, there was no justifi cation for intro-



264    /    Soviet Power on the Brink

ducing purely bureaucratic institutions or the dictatorship of party commis-
sars into the soviet system. This malignancy of bureaucracy and commissars 
had developed into an epidemic as a result of the fact that the Bolsheviks’ 
natural social base among factory workers was disintegrating. To compen-
sate for this, the diktat of party offi cials was being substituted for  class- based 
democracy exercised through freely elected, representative soviets. To Fish-
man, it was essential that this process be reversed. Privately, of course, Bol-
shevik authorities in Petrograd led by Zinoviev were themselves concerned 
about the isolation of soviets from their labor constituency and looked to 
mitigate it through district nonparty workers’ conferences.20

The proposals that Fishman presented on behalf of the Left SRs for 
structuring an oblast government fl owed from a deep belief that government 
should be implemented primarily through popularly controlled, democrati-
cally operated, representative soviets. Thus, Fishman proposed that, essen-
tially, the SK PTK should be abolished and that the main government body 
in the Northern Oblast should be a fl exible and elastic Soviet Executive 
Committee, whose members should be subject to recall whenever the masses 
wished so that it would always refl ect the popular will. The Executive Com-
mittee should have sections, corresponding to existing commissariats, with 
each section headed by a member of the Executive Committee so that the 
entire system would be under the Executive Committee’s complete control. 
Section heads would not meet as a body. (Presumably, similarly structured 
executive committees, subject to control by popularly elected soviets, would 
be responsible for government at lower levels.) If all this were done, Fishman 
concluded, executive committees would not be the fi ction that the CEC in 
Moscow had become, and the masses would be  re- engaged in the political 
life of the country and of the revolution.21

Subsequently, two resolutions on the structure of a government for the 
Northern Oblast Union of Communes, as the Northern Oblast was com-
monly referred to (Northern Commune, for short), were voted on by the 
delegates. One incorporated the radical (some would say quixotic) inno-
vations Fishman proposed. The other, presented by the Bolsheviks, essen-
tially conformed to existing Soviet structural models. The Bolshevik resolu-
tion also pledged that the new government would follow the line adopted at 
the Fourth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets, implementing the decisions of 
all previous national congresses of soviets (whatever that meant) and closely 
collaborating with the central Sovnarkom and the CEC. The vote was 45 for 
the Left SR resolution and 82 for the Bolshevik resolution.22

Bolsheviks selected for the Sovkom of the Northern Oblast or Northern 
Commune (SK SO) on 29 April were Zinoviev (chair); Sheiman (fi nance); 
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Lunacharskii (enlightenment); Krestinskii (justice); Uritskii (internal affairs); 
Zalutskii (labor); Volodarskii (press); Malyshev (economy); Lilina (social 
welfare); Anvel’t (nationalities); Pervukhin (public health); Pozern (military 
affairs); and Voskov (food supply).23 In early May, four Left SRs joined this 
group: Proshian replaced Uritskii as head of the Commissariat for Inter-
nal Affairs and of the Committee for the Revolutionary Security of Petro-
grad (Uritskii retained his post as head of the PCheka); M. D. Samokhvalov 
(oblast control); Nikolai Kornilov [Kirill Korenev] (agriculture); and Leonid 
Bekleshov (post and telegraph).24

The Bolsheviks not only conceded four posts in the new government to 
the Left SRs, rather than the three originally projected for them, but they 
appeared to be forthcoming on the relationship between institutions of the 
new oblast government. According to a resolution adopted by the Central 
Executive Committee of the Northern Oblast on 14 May, in the interim be-
tween Northern Oblast congresses of soviets, the Central Executive Com-
mittee, composed of  twenty- fi ve Bolsheviks and fourteen Left SRs, was to 
be the “directing and controlling organ” in the region. The SK SO was to be 
its Executive Committee. All members of the Central Executive Commit-
tee were to be distributed among commissariats, and the committee was to 
meet as a body no less than once every two weeks. Members of the SK SO 
who were not also members of the Central Executive Committee would be 
limited to consultative voting rights.25 On the surface, this design seems to 
have represented an effort to respond to Left SR concerns about the arbi-
trary power of commissars, and the primacy of the Central Executive Com-
mittee over the SK SO. In any case, in practice it quickly fell by the way-
side; as in the central government, the Central Executive Committee of the 
Northern Oblast was subordinate to the SK SO, and the latter, headquar-
tered in Smolny, essentially adopted and issued decrees pertaining to Petro-
grad and the surrounding region at will. At the same time, creation of the SK 
SO and the Central Executive Committee of the Northern Oblast Congress 
of Soviets further confused governance in Petrograd by adding another layer 
of institutions with claims to authority in the city. This state of affairs was 
mitigated, but not eliminated, by the fact that high offi cials of the SK SO, 
the SK PTK, and the Presidium and Executive Committee of the Petrograd 
Soviet, were often one and the same, and Zinoviev chaired them all.26

The debate between Zinoviev and Fishman at the First Northern Oblast 
Congress of Soviets, which in retrospect had been the central feature of the 
congress, graphically illustrated the ties that bound the Bolsheviks and Left 
SRs, as well as the profound differences between the two parties. For the 
Petrograd Bolsheviks, starved for cadres, the Left SRs were a source of ener-
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getic, competent personnel who were often infi nitely more dedicated to the 
revolution than hastily and indiscriminately recruited new Bolshevik party 
members. In the aftermath of the Northern Oblast congress, Left SRs in 
Petrograd remained active and even expanded their roles in individual com-
missariats, in the PCheka, and in such institutions of municipal government 
as the Petrograd Soviet and district soviets.

Future events would demonstrate that, at bottom, Fishman’s claim that 
the Left SRs still had faith in the Bolsheviks was not spurious. To be sure, 
most Petrograd Left SR leaders viewed the Treaty of  Brest- Litovsk as a shame-
ful betrayal of the international socialist revolution. Nonetheless, to them 
the Bolsheviks were still the heroic architects of “October.” They still had 
a healthy  core— the Left  Communists— with whom Left SRs felt an espe-
cially strong kinship. It seemed inevitable that under pressure from them, 
the Bolshevik party as a whole would return to the revolutionary path from 
which it had strayed, and together the two parties would work to further 
world revolution. The alternatives for Petrograd Left  SRs— either turning 
against the Bolsheviks and, in effect, aiding the counterrevolution, or go-
ing it  alone— were out of the question. It was, after all, only yesterday, at the 
second Left SR national party congress, that the new and still weakly orga-
nized Left SR party nearly imploded.

At the same time, the debate between Zinoviev and Fishman revealed 
the many major programmatic principles that differentiated the Bolsheviks 
from the Left SRs. To the Bolshevik leadership, the solution to the con-
tinuing disintegration of economic and political life, and to the threats posed 
by foreign and domestic enemies, lay in dictatorship, institutional centrali-
zation, utilization of the technical expertise of the bourgeoisie and of for-
mer offi cers, and extension of the “breathing space” in hostilities with Ger-
many provided by the Brest treaty at virtually any price. To the Left SRs, 
who were committed to the ideal of worker and peasant empowerment exer-
cised through democratic soviets, and who viewed a worldwide popular up-
rising as the Russian revolution’s only hope for survival, these policies were 
an abomination.

* * *

Two related developments soon after the creation of the Northern Com-
mune reinforced Left SR concerns about the direction of Bolshevik policies. 
One was Lenin’s major new programmatic statement, “Immediate Tasks of 
Soviet Power,” published in Pravda and as a special supplement to Izvestiia, 
on 28 April, and summarized in a speech to the CEC, on 29 April (the last 
day of the Oblast Congress).27 The statement was Lenin’s detailed response 
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to Left Communist theses presented in a discussion with the Leninist ma-
jority of the Central Committee and leading Left Communists on 4 April 
and published in Kommunist on April 20.28 It was also Lenin’s detailed re-
buttal to Left SR attacks on his foreign and domestic policies at the Second 
Left SR Party Congress. On the assumption that the destructive stage of the 
revolution, in which the power of the richest bourgeoisie and big land owners 
needed to be broken, was largely completed, Lenin defi ned the more im-
portant “immediate tasks of Soviet power” to be suspending the offensive 
against capitalism and putting an end to economic chaos so as to revive Rus-
sia’s economic strength and military capabilities. These tasks necessitated the 
unquestioning implementation of government directives, obedience to in-
dividual dictators (commissars), utilization of paid “bourgeois specialists” 
in economic management, the  re- imposition of  one- man managerial au-
thority and labor discipline, and other such “capitalist” measures in indus-
try as restoration of wage incentives to workers. Lenin referred to this mixed 
economic system as “state capitalism” and readily acknowledged that it was 
consciously modeled after Germany’s wartime economy. All these positions 
were anathema to Left SRs, as Karelin made clear to the CEC on 29 April. 
Also, in the CEC Lenin devoted considerably more attention to assailing 
the Left SRs for not understanding the needs of the moment than he had in 
written versions of the statement, a fact that Karelin studiously ignored, fo-
cusing, instead, on challenging Lenin’s fundamental assumptions and poli-
cies.29

Lenin’s “Immediate Tasks of Soviet Power” caused a great stir among 
Petrograd Left SRs. At the Seventh City Conference of Petrograd Left 
SRs, on 3 May, the delegates passed a resolution endorsing the Second  All-
 Russian Left SR Party Congress’s opposition to the Brest peace and with-
drawing from the central government. They also seconded participation in 
the Northern Oblast government “until such time as it retreated completely 
from the slogans of the October revolution.” In addition, they endorsed the 
“theses” against Lenin’s “new course” that were originally adopted by the 
Left SR fraction in the CEC, and that emphasized in particular Lenin’s in-
tention to develop a “businesslike” relationship with the bourgeoisie and to 
foster dictatorships in politics and economic management. Echoing Kare-
lin’s rebuttal to Lenin in the CEC, on 29 April, the theses attacked Lenin’s 
new program as a systematic retreat from the basic principles underlying 
October, and a conscious retreat from social revolution that stemmed from 
a faulty evaluation of the social role of the laboring peasantry and a lack of 
faith in the creative power of the urban proletariat. Instead of dictatorships 
and compromise with the domestic and foreign counterrevolution, the the-
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ses embodied the view that the resolution of Russia’s economic problems was 
inseparable from the world revolution. Thus they called for an immediate 
offensive against German imperialism and the fullest possible participation 
of workers and peasants in revolutionary construction and struggle through 
the expansion and strengthening of democratic soviets.30

The second development that reinforced Left SR concerns about the di-
rection of Bolshevik policy soon after the creation of the Northern Com-
mune was Lenin’s use of armed force to solve the ever more urgent problem 
of urban hunger. On 23 March, the Sovnarkom had issued a decree pro-
posed by Lenin endowing the people’s commissar for transportation, and a 
hierarchy of regional dictators subordinate to him, with unlimited powers to 
restore and direct the operation of railways throughout the country. The de-
cree also mandated the formation of extraordinary armed security detach-
ments to maintain strict order on railways.31 Judging by the situation of the 
Petrograd railway hub, these orders, apart from creating another layer of in-
experienced, often corrupt security forces, had little, if any, practical impact. 
In any case, the food supply crisis in Petrograd worsened in the late spring 
and early summer. In March, workers in Petrograd already were allocated 
a daily ration amounting to only 1,082 calories (the norm was 3,600 calo-
ries). The fi gures for April, May, and June were 1,013, 899, and 714 calo-
ries per day, respectively. Yet even these allocations do not refl ect the ac-
tual state of affairs, because available food supplies often were insuffi cient 
to meet even these minimal allocations. In memoirs written years later a Vy-
borg district Bolshevik, Vasilii Kaiurov, recalled that in May, workers ate sig-
nifi cant numbers of the city’s horses, and that beginning then, for weeks at a 
time, the most workers could get for their ration cards were sunfl ower seeds 
and nuts.32

At a meeting of the Petrograd Soviet on 9 May, both Bolsheviks and 
Left SRs still looked to peaceful measures to deal with the food emergency,33 
which was also on the agenda of a Bolshevik Delegates Soviet meeting on 
17 May.34 Only a small percentage of district committee delegates showed 
up for this meeting. But because the situation was already so threatening, 
and because of the presence of A. I. Puchkov, a Bolshevik representative on 
the Central Food Supply Board, the delegates agreed to declare the meet-
ing “unoffi cial” and just to listen to what Puchkov had to say. Explaining the 
causes of the food supply crisis, he pointed to the unwillingness of peasants 
to part with grain for worthless paper money as well as transportation prob-
lems and obstructionism by  anti- Soviet elements at all levels of food pro-
curement, shipment, and distribution. He rejected, as a “delusion,” the no-
tion that the crisis could be solved by eliminating restrictions on free trade 
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or forcibly squeezing grain from kulaks (richer peasants who used hired la-
bor). Puchkov especially emphasized the critical importance of producing 
the manufactured goods required by peasants, creating a reliable barter sys-
tem between town and country, improving transportation facilities and ad-
ministration, and establishing a uniform  class- based,  food- rationing system 
throughout the country.

Some of Puchkov’s listeners were completely demoralized by his remarks, 
if only because existing fuel shortages and widespread hunger appeared to 
preclude production of manufactured goods required for barter. Other dele-
gates were less pessimistic about the possibility of easing the crisis through 
Puchkov’s nonviolent measures as well as by fi nding the resources required 
to improve shipping; evacuating the unemployed to areas where food short-
ages were less acute than in Petrograd; increasing the exploitation of fi sh-
ing resources in the North; encouraging the planting of vegetable gardens 
in the city and its environs; and appointing signifi cant numbers of workers 
to watch over saboteurs in food supply agencies until reliable replacements 
could be trained.

Virtually everyone was opposed to “provoking panic” and playing into 
the hands of the counterrevolution by making the extent of the crisis gener-
ally known. Implicit in Puchkov’s report, as well as in the subsequent discus-
sion, was that the survival of Soviet power in Petrograd depended on some-
how improving or, at any rate, avoiding further deterioration in the food 
situation. Nonetheless, no one questioned Puchkov’s exclusive emphasis on 
nonviolent methods of dealing with the crisis.35

Puchkov’s approach, however, confl icted with the plan of using coer-
cion that was laid out by Lenin and the Sovnarkom. On 9 May, operating 
on the premise that despite starvation in the consumer provinces, “kulaks 
and the rich people” in  grain- producing provinces were holding back signifi -
cant grain surpluses in order to force the government to pay dearly for them, 
the Sovnarkom agreed to “respond to coercion against the starving poor by 
those possessing grain with coercion against the bourgeoisie.” In this spirit, it 
adopted a decree ordering that all grain surpluses in the hands of those with 
grain beyond the minimum amount needed to sow their fi elds and feed their 
families until the next harvest had to be turned in at designated collecting 
points within a week.

All peasants with grain surpluses after this period would be declared 
“enemies of the people.” Those arrested would be turned over to revolu-
tionary tribunals, sentenced to no fewer than ten years of hard labor in 
prison, deprived of all property, and permanently banished from their com-
munes. The people’s commissar for food supply, Aleksandr Tsiurupa, and his 
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deputies were empowered to use armed force to seize grain surpluses. They 
could dissolve any local food supply bodies that defi ed their orders, and they 
could fi re and submit for trial all individuals from government or private 
agencies who interfered with them.36 During discussions of this decree in 
the CEC on the same day (9 May), Karelin spoke for the Left SRs and raised 
strong objections.37 However, they were ignored. On 13 May, the decree was 
confi rmed by the Presidium of the CEC.38

* * *

Lenin’s policy of squeezing the peasantry to feed starving workers, and 
the resulting creation of a virtual state of war between town and country, 
was implemented on a large scale in the late spring and summer. At that 
time, armed worker and Red Army units, the  so- called food procurement 
detachments (prodotriady), were dispatched to farming regions to seize “sur-
pluses” from peasants at gunpoint. Subsequently, Committees of the Village 
Poor (kombedy), from which kulaks and rural residents who owned commer-
cial or industrial enterprises were excluded, were formed in agricultural re-
gions.39 The primary purpose of the kombedy was to help food supply de-
tachments locate grain surpluses and generally assist in implementing the 
food supply dictatorship.

The decree on the formation of kombedy  was adopted by the Sovnarkom 
on 8 June and came before the CEC for confi rmation on 11 June. There 
Karelin bitterly criticized it for undermining “the entire structure of Soviet 
power in the countryside.” As he saw it, elective peasant soviets, which were 
already developing food supply sections, were to be subordinated to entirely 
new, “isolated” institutions. Also, a whole new category of small landhold-
ers, guilty only of trying to save minimal amounts of grain needed to ob-
tain the industrial goods they required for survival, were to be defi ned as 
class enemies and their meager grain surpluses confi scated. Peasants were to 
supply grain at fi xed prices, but the prices of manufactured goods they re-
quired were not fi xed. To Karelin, these were all signs of Bolshevik bias to-
ward workers and an affi nity for bureaucratic centralization.

Lenin, from the start, sought to maximize the recruitment of Petrograd 
Bolsheviks and ordinary workers for dispatch to the countryside without re-
gard to the effect this would have on the stability of Soviet power in the city. 
Thus, on 10 May, the day after the Sovnarkom adopted the decree autho-
rizing the forceful seizure of surplus grain from peasants, he asked a Putilov 
plant representative to convey an appeal to Petrograd workers to participate 
in food procurement detachments on a mass scale. Reinforced with a writ-
ten authorization from Aleksandr Tsiurupa to use all necessary force to ob-
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tain bread, the appeal called for recruitment in Petrograd alone of twenty 
thousand “select” workers for “a merciless armed assault on the rural bour-
geoisie.”40 On 21 May, Lenin also telegraphed to Zinoviev and the Bolshe-
vik Petersburg Committee the text of an open letter to Petrograd workers re-
garding the mobilization of food procurement detachments. Published the 
next day, the letter called for the immediate mobilization of tens of thou-
sands of advanced Petrograd workers to obtain grain from the peasantry by 
force of arms in order to escape “the outstretched bony hand of hunger.”41

Just a day later (22 May), Lenin penned a second “Letter to Workers in 
Piter,” following another stormy session of the CEC where Bolshevik atti-
tudes toward the peasantry and the indiscriminate grain procurement poli-
cies were attacked by the Left SRs Karelin and Trutovskii, also a leading Left 
SR. Baiting workers to join in a holy procession to the countryside, Lenin’s 
second letter was more brash and, if anything, more alarmist and reckless 
than the preceding one. Perhaps the most signifi cant difference between the 
two was this letter’s ferocious attack on the Left SRs, for it charged that they 
were now the party of the  weak- willed, apt to defend kulaks, undermine ab-
solutely essential forced grain procurement policies, and, overall, subvert So-
viet power to the same degree as the domestic and international counter-
revolution.42

Lenin’s second letter appeared on the front page of Krasnaia gazeta on 
26 May. Petrograd Left SRs, who were then working closely with Bolshe-
viks in the coalition government established after the First Northern Oblast 
Congress of Soviets, were again incensed. The timing of Lenin’s assault was 
especially awkward in the former capital, because it coincided with a further 
decline in the local food supply; the rising tide of labor unrest that led to in-
creased support for the EAD; the antisemitic outbursts among workers and 
other disturbing signs of activity by rightist elements; and the fresh German 
occupation scare accompanying the threat to Fort  Ino— all of which under-
scored the critical need for unity among government forces if Soviet power 
in the Northwest was to survive.

A blistering  front- page editorial in the Petrograd Left SRs’ Znamia bor’by 
on 28 May began and ended with fi erce criticism of Lenin’s indiscriminate 
assault on the Left SRs. Two days earlier (26 May), leading Petrograd Left 
SRs and representatives of district party committees had gathered for their 
Eighth City Conference, where Lenin’s second letter, which had appeared in 
the morning papers, triggered an understandable explosion. “Lenin has fi -
nally exceeded all bounds,” one participant apparently roared. “He doesn’t 
shy away from anything, even [the grossest] distortion of fact,” bemoaned 
another. “It is essential to restrain the dictator gone berserk,” shouted a third. 
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The conference adopted a resolution declaring that Lenin’s demagoguery 
had “exceeded all bounds” and calling on the Left SR Central Committee 
to request the Bolshevik party to immediately express its opinion on Lenin’s 
position.43

I have found no record of any response to this request. Under Zino-
viev, the Presidium of the Petrograd Soviet wasted no time in responding to 
Lenin’s appeals. On 23 May, even before the publication of Lenin’s second 
letter, it called on district soviets to form grain procurement detachments 
“no later than 27 May.” Lists of the composition of these units were to be de-
livered to the Food Supply Commission of the Petrograd Soviet by 28 May. 
As a start, each district soviet was assigned a quota of recruits ranging from 
20 to 50, for a total of 515 recruits. The Presidium obligated itself to in-
struct and arm the detachments.44 On 29 May an emergency plenary meet-
ing of the Petrograd Soviet endorsed this plan, and on 2 June the Presidium 
of the Petrograd Soviet announced that the fi rst detachments, numbering 
four hundred workers, had departed Petrograd.45

On 31 May, the Petrograd Bureau of the Bolshevik Central Committee 
convened a rare meeting of party leaders from the SK SO, SOK, the Peters-
burg Committee, district party committees, trade unions, and the like. A 
primary purpose of this meeting appears to have been to consider direc-
tives from the Central Committee to “restore” strict intraparty discipline 
and, once again, to enhance party work over soviet work.46 The most im-
mediate task at the meeting was to discuss how to respond to Lenin’s insis-
tence on signifi cantly more of the Petrograd party organization’s “fi nest” for 
service with worker grain procurement detachments (which destroyed any 
possibility of enhancing party work). In an effort to resolve these confl ict-
ing goals, the meeting confi rmed the appointment of a commission of three 
 (Zinoviev, Stasova, and Sarah Ravich) with “dictatorial powers” to direct the 
appointment and distribution of cadres, and resolved to assign 25 percent of 
the party’s membership locally to grain procurement detachments.47

The Bolshevik Petersburg Committee’s Assembly of Organizers dis-
cussed the proposed dispatch from Petrograd of 25 percent of its most effec-
tive members on 5 June. The organizers focused on the negative impact that 
this huge outfl ow of experienced personnel would have on their efforts to re-
build factory collectives. Although clearly receptive to the formation of food 
procurement detachments, they also concluded that letting go of 25 percent 
of party members was unrealistic but that district party committees ought 
to do everything possible to maximize the number of comrades who could 
be spared for food procurement brigades.48
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The recruitment of the brigades was on the agenda of the Bolshevik 
Petersburg Committee on 19 July, after Lenin gave a third open letter ad-
dressing Petrograd workers to Kaiurov, the Vyborg district Bolshevik, for 
dissemination in Petrograd.49 In this letter, Lenin called for the dispatch 
of an additional ten thousand workers to the countryside. By then some 
 twenty- fi ve hundred comrades had been sent to the provinces, at the same 
time that conscription and party mobilizations for the Red Army were also 
drawing large numbers of available personnel from Petrograd.50 The com-
mittee members ignored the scope of Lenin’s demand, which, if fulfi lled, 
would have veritably wiped out the party organization and its most reliable 
supporters. However, they treated his directive seriously because, as they put 
it, “the fate of the revolution depends on it,” and busied themselves with pro-
cedures to improve the quality of participants in food procurement brigades 
but leaving enough competent personnel behind in Petrograd so that essen-
tial party organizational work could continue.

Simultaneously, Kaiurov presented Lenin’s message to a meeting of the 
Executive Committee of the Vyborg district soviet, which responded by as-
signing some of its key leaders to duty with food procurement detachments. 
However, a row was caused in the Executive Committee of the Petrograd So-
viet by the selection procedures initiated by the Petersburg Committee and 
by Lenin’s dispatch of his letter with Kaiurov, thus  by- passing both the Cen-
tral Committee in Moscow and Petrograd party authorities. This prompted 
the Petrograd Bureau of the Central Committee to convene a joint meeting 
with the Petersburg Committee on 22 July. Adopted there was a resolution 
making confi rmation of participants in food procurement detachments the 
joint responsibility of the Petersburg Committee and the Presidium of the 
Petrograd Soviet, and censuring both Lenin and  Zinoviev— Lenin for vio-
lating organizational procedures by giving his letter directly to Kaiurov, and 
Zinoviev for publicly attacking the Petersburg Committee in the Executive 
Committee of the Petrograd  Soviet.51

The Left SR Central Committee, meanwhile, prohibited party mem-
bers from joining “punishment units,” their term for the food procurement 
detachments,52 and the ban was observed in Petrograd. True to their prac-
tice of avoiding damaging confl icts with the Bolsheviks, however, Petrograd 
Left SRs did not make an issue of Bolshevik food procurement policy. Thus, 
at a session of the Petrograd Soviet that endorsed the policy, their spokesman 
limited himself to recommending that agitators also be sent to the country-
side to justify what was being done, and then spent the balance of his time 
bashing the Mensheviks and SRs.53
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By a decree of 10 June, the SK SO dissolved the existing food supply 
bureaucracy and established a centralized food supply dictatorship for the 
city of Petrograd. Management of the procurement and distribution of food 
supplies was to be the responsibility of the People’s Commissariat for Food 
Supply in Moscow and the Petrograd Soviet. Moreover, district soviets were 
encouraged to nominate food supply authorities for their districts.54 Both of 
these departures from Moscow’s directives appear to have been a response to 
the concerns of local Bolsheviks and Left SRs. Indeed, one of the most strik-
ing aspects of this whole episode is the extent to which it demonstrates that 
Petrograd Left SRs and Bolsheviks avoided harsh polemics, despite their 
fundamental differences on political, social, and economic issues, in order to 
address problems critical to the survival of Soviet power in the Northwest.

* * *

Partly as a result of the moderating infl uence of the Left SRs, espe-
cially Proshian, the commissar for internal affairs, Bolshevik authorities in 
Petrograd resisted pressures in June to institute “Red Terror” as a means of 
suppressing counterrevolutionary activity.55 More than this, by mid June 
Proshian, who had been openly hostile to the Cheka as an institution from 
the start, had developed a comprehensive draft plan for policing Petrograd 
with a trained security “guard” of the Committee for the Revolutionary Se-
curity of Petrograd at the city and district levels, and ordinary citizens who 
would carry out periodic mandatory police duties in their neighborhoods. 
The latter would be organized into unarmed patrols that were to maintain 
 twenty- four- hour watches throughout the city. The primary task of these 
patrols would be to report all signs of criminal activity, including suspicious 
political activity, to the professional police for appropriate action. However 
unrealistic, this draft plan would seem to have obviated the need for such ad 
hoc agencies as the PCheka.56

There is good reason to believe that at this time Uritskii’s views on the 
PCheka coincided with Proshian’s. For one thing, the PCheka had become 
infested by  speculators— middlemen who enriched themselves by the illegal 
sale of essential goods such as food and fuel at infl ated prices. On 20 April, 
Elena Stasova, in a letter to Novgorodsteva in Moscow, responded to a com-
plaint from the Central Committee regarding negative attitudes toward the 
Cheka in Petrograd with the comment that “if we believed that the two com-
missions [Dzerzhinskii’s and Uritskii’s] had no positive value at all, we would 
launch an immediate campaign against them and get them  liquidated . . . 
 criticism of what exists is always necessary.” “I don’t know about Dzerzhin-
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skii,” she continued, “but Uritskii says quite defi nitely that, with respect to 
combating speculation, they [PCheka leaders] are constantly confronted by 
the fact that tracks lead back precisely to them at Gorokhovaia, which is thus 
the center for speculation.”57

Uritskii probably would not have opposed dissolution of the PCheka 
for two other reasons: he found that directing it was distasteful, and, more 
important, he had a badly strained relationship with Dzerzhinskii, his su-
perior. The problem between the two was initially complicated by the im-
possible situation left by the VCheka following its fl ight to Moscow. Dzer-
zhinskii had ignored repeated requests from Uritskii for the return of case 
fi les pertaining to Cheka prisoners in Petrograd. More basic still, Uritskii 
saw the VCheka shootings as counterproductive and its methods of interro-
gation as egregious.58

Dzerzhinskii, on the other hand, was outraged by Uritskii’s arrest in early 
June of Aleksei Filippov, one of the VCheka’s fi rst foreign intelligence agents 
and Dzerzhinskii’s associate, on suspicion of involvement with a counter-
revolutionary organization, the “Comorra for Vengeance of the Russian 
People.”59 Dzerzhinskii also knew of the PCheka’s shift toward moderation 
after the VCheka’s fl ight from Petrograd, and he considered Uritskii both in-
subordinate and too soft for his position. In mid April, for example, Dzher-
zhinskii was appalled to learn that the PCheka had released some prisoners 
he had ordered to be permanently exiled from Russia on suspicion of espio-
nage.60 His concerns about Uritskii were refl ected in the decisions of a meet-
ing on 12 June of the Bolshevik fraction in the First  All- Russian Conference 
of Chekas, which met in Moscow from 11 to 14 June to discuss particularly 
sensitive policy and organizational issues.61 The fraction adopted a resolu-
tion calling for the use of secret agents; the incarceration of prominent and 
active  monarchist- Kadet, Right SR, and Menshevik leaders; the shadowing 
of generals and offi cers and surveillance of the Red  army— its command-
ers, clubs, circles, schools, and so on; and the summary shooting of promi-
nent and clearly guilty counterrevolutionaries, speculators, thieves, and [of-
fi cials] guilty of accepting bribes. In this same  hard- line spirit, the fraction 
voted to propose to the party Central Committee that it recall Uritskii from 
his post as head of the PCheka and replace him with a “stronger and more 
decisive comrade, capable of fi rmly, unswervingly, [and] mercilessly root-
ing out and combating hostile elements that were ruinous to Soviet power 
and the revolution.”62 The chair of this meeting was Ivan Polukarov, a cen-
tral fi gure in the VCheka by virtue of his position as head of the section for 
fi ghting counterrevolution. It is most unlikely that Polukarov would have 
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shepherded any major recommendations through the conference’s Bolshe-
vik fraction, let alone a call for Uritskii’s ouster, without Dzerzhinskii’s prior 
approval.

The problem was not just Proshian and Uritskii, however. There are in-
dications that their attitudes on the future of the PCheka were shared by 
a majority in the Petrograd Bureau of the Bolshevik Central Committee 
as well as by some Petrograd district soviets, and also Krestinskii, commis-
sar for justice in the SK SO. As early as 13 April, the Petrograd Bureau of 
the Bolshevik Central Committee had considered a resolution proposed by 
 Adolf Ioffe to recommend that the Central Committee in Moscow abolish 
the VCheka and PCheka, because “they were more dangerous than useful.” 
Ultimately, only Ioffe voted for his resolution. Most revealing, however, is 
that the Bureau went on to adopt a motion “to temporarily refrain from mak-
ing a case against the continued existence of Dzerzhinskii’s and Uritskii’s 
commissions, because [at that time] it would only be a pointless gesture.”63

Opposition to the PCheka by some district soviets emerged during a 
discussion of a plan for the security of Petrograd at a meeting of the Inter-
district Conference on 22 May.64 During this period, Petrograd district so-
viets generally were concerned most of all with maintaining their own au-
thority over their territory. Therefore, they were hostile to the hierarchical 
PCheka and developed draft schemes for restructuring the Committee for 
the Revolutionary Security of Petrograd that would have given this commit-
tee and its district agencies primary responsibility for combating counter-
revolution, speculation, and crime locally.65

Press reports on a meeting of high offi cials in the Commissariat for Jus-
tice on 20 June provide a strong clue to Krestinskii’s thinking about the 
PCheka. According to these reports, which were not denied, the meeting 
was convened to consider the work of “Uritskii’s Commission” and the re-
form of the Justice Commissariat’s criminal investigation agency. However, 
the meeting was devoted mainly to discussing problems connected with the 
PCheka. At its close, the assembled offi cials adopted a resolution to “liqui-
date the PCheka.”66

These press reports reached Dzerzhinskii two days later, and one can 
well imagine his upset about them. His grand vision of the supreme impor-
tance of the Cheka  vis- à- vis other security organs was refl ected in a decision 
by the  mid- June national conference of chekas to assume the full burden of 
the merciless struggle against counterrevolution, speculation, and corrup-
tion in government throughout Russia. It was also refl ected in the confer-
ence’s unilateral dissolution of all other security organs, and its declaration 
that chekas were the supreme organs of administrative power throughout 
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Soviet Russia. Yet, in spite of this assertion that the VCheka was the exclusive 
guardian of Russia’s domestic security, and that it should have the strictly 
hierarchical, independent chain of authority also approved at the confer-
ence, the Cheka in Russia’s second city appeared poised to disband unilater-
ally.67 After discussing this situation with his colleagues, Dzer zhinskii sent a 
telegram to Zinoviev making his opposition to the dissolution of the PCheka 
crystal clear. As he put it:

There is information in the papers that the Commissariat for Justice is trying 
to dissolve Uritskii’s Emergency Commission. The Cheka considers that, in 
the present especially aggravated moment, dissolving an agency of this kind is 
impermissible; to the contrary, after listening to local reports on the political 
situation of the country, the  All- Russian Conference of Chekas reached the 
fi rm conclusion that it is necessary to strengthen these organs through the cen-
tralization and coordination of their work. The Cheka requests that you inform 
Comrade Uritskii of the above.68 

As indicated below, at the beginning of July, in the wake of Volodarskii’s 
assassination and signs of expanding popular unrest, Soviet authorities in 
Petrograd sent Dzerzhinskii a denial of press accounts relating to the  PCheka’s 
dissolution.69

* * *

Left SR infl uence in the SK SO far exceeded their numbers (four of 
thirteen commissars). An example of their importance is the  independent-
 minded and impulsive Prosh Proshian. As a people’s commissar in the na-
tional Sovnarkom between December 1917 and mid March 1918, Proshian 
had fought Lenin and his party colleagues more fi ercely than anyone when 
Bolshevik policies and practices clashed with Left SR principles. Following 
ratifi cation of the Brest treaty, he consistently supported and defended the 
withdrawal of Left SRs from the Sovnarkom as an absolutely essential aspect 
of international revolutionary strategy. Upon assuming his post as commis-
sar for internal affairs in the government of the Northern Commune, second 
in importance only to Zinoviev, Proshian found that his commissariat was 
not yet functional.70 Yet, during his brief tenure, he devoted enormous en-
ergy to developing the commissariat as a  region- wide, genuinely collabora-
tive administrative institution. A major step in this direction was his orga-
nization, in early June, of a congress of representatives from internal affairs 
sections of provincial soviets in the Northern Oblast.71 That congress en-
dorsed an organizational structure for the Commissariat for Internal Affairs 
and for internal affairs sections in the provinces down to the volost level.72 
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On 15 June, the Central Executive Committee of the Northern Oblast ac-
cepted his organizational plan,73 and the new organizational structure was 
put into place during Proshian’s incumbency and retained after his depar-
ture. As he did during his tenure as people’s commissar for post and tele-
graph in the Sovnarkom, in his internal affairs post he replaced hostile staff 
with personnel loyal to Soviet power, many of them Left SRs. That some key 
decrees of the time were issued over his and  Zinoviev’s signatures showed his 
importance in the Northern Commune. His appointment, in early June, to an 
emergency,  all- powerful,  high- level  intra- government troika also indicated 
his stature. The troika was formed to combat counterrevolutionary pogrom-
ist activity conducted among workers by  right- wing groups, which was just 
then becoming a serious problem, as well as the threat posed to the retention 
of Soviet power by such emerging opposition forces as the EAD.74

As commissar for agriculture, the Left SR Nikolai Kornilov was simi-
larly resourceful, energetic, and ambitious. Although he was also forced to 
build his department from scratch, his work may have been facilitated by 
a special commission established under the auspices of the SK SO, several 
weeks before his appointment, to develop a plan for organizing a Commis-
sariat for Agriculture, SK SO.75 On 23 May, soon after assuming his post, he 
dispatched a carefully framed programmatic memorandum to soviet agricul-
tural sections throughout the Northern Oblast. Apart from announcing the 
formation of his commissariat and trying to establish a mutually fruitful re-
lationship with the sections, his aim in this initial communication was to set 
forth his primary purpose, namely, to work closely with them in preparing 
to implement the Left SR fundamental land reform program. In this con-
nection, he targeted such related tasks as re organizing plant, animal, and for-
est husbandry; improving land; rural resettlement and education; and gath-
ering information and records pertinent to addressing these tasks. He also 
announced that he would immediately form, and be the director of, a “tem-
porary land council”; it would be composed of Kornilov’s collegium and 
particularly competent elected representatives of provincial soviet land sec-
tions under his jurisdiction, to help develop reform plans responsive to local 
realities.76 Comprehensive regulations governing the organization and op-
eration of the Commissariat for Agriculture and its local agencies were pre-
pared during his tenure,77 and he developed planning and budgetary proce-
dures for immediate implementation. Clearly envisioning an extended stay 
in his position, he ordered the preparation of detailed budgets for the en-
tire 1918–19 fi scal year.78 Moreover, his internal instructions reveal that he 
managed his commissariat meticulously and with an iron hand.79

Bolsheviks and Left SRs also worked arm in arm in such institutions as 



The Northern Commune and the Bolshevik–Left SR Alliance    /    279

the Petrograd Soviet and district soviets. By this time Bolsheviks, supported 
by Left SRs, had majorities in all but one Petrograd district soviet. The ex-
ception was the Rozhdestvenskii district soviet, where Left SRs had a ma-
jority. This mutual support endured well into the summer. Thus, at a session 
of a nonparty workers conference in the Porokhovskii district, on 3 July, a 
Left SR fended off criticism of the Bolsheviks by Mensheviks and SRs.80 Al-
though in his opinion the Bolsheviks had been wrong in accepting the Brest 
peace, he immediately added that “only those who don’t do anything, don’t 
make mistakes.” Typifying public Petrograd Left SR attitudes toward rela-
tions with the Bolsheviks in Petrograd, he went on to say that “we might 
have temporary differences with the Bolsheviks; however, we are marching 
forward bound together.”81

At the beginning of May, the Petrograd Soviet’s daily, Izvestiia, was re-
named Severnaia kommuna (Northern Commune); its editorial board in-
cluded two Bolsheviks and one Left SR. The relatively tranquil working 
relationship between Bolsheviks and Left SRs in Petrograd during the emer-
gencies of the spring and early summer of 1918 contrasts strikingly with 
the situation prevailing in Moscow. To be sure, in Moscow the Left SRs re-
mained active in the collegiums of individual commissariats, in the city and 
district soviets, and in the VCheka. However, while Bolshevik domestic and 
foreign policy was subject to daily,  hard- hitting criticism in the Moscow Left 
SRs’ Znamia truda, with the exception of attacks on the Brest treaty and 
forced food procurement, criticism of Bolshevik policies in Znamia bor’by 
was relatively muted, cautious, and benign. Signifi cantly less attention was 
devoted to berating Bolsheviks than to attacking common domestic and for-
eign enemies, especially the EAD.

When prominent national Left SR leaders traveled from Moscow to 
Petrograd, they devoted less attention to fi nding fault with the Bolsheviks 
than to defending Soviet power and, at times, even the Bolsheviks. Maria 
Spiridonova spent several days in Petrograd at the beginning of June, pri-
marily to participate in the First Northern Oblast Left SR Party Congress. 
A few weeks later, along with Boris Kamkov, she campaigned for the Left 
 SR- Bolshevik bloc in elections to the Petrograd Soviet.82 It is apparent from 
her comments at sessions of the Peasant Section of the CEC and at meet-
ings of the Left SR Central Committee prior to these trips, that she had be-
come profoundly disillusioned with the Brest treaty and was a fi erce critic 
of Bolshevik grain procurement policies, primarily because of their devas-
tating effect on peasants. Yet, while in Petrograd, during endless rounds of 
speech making, she kept her growing rage over Bolshevik policies and prac-
tices largely to herself. Instead, she appealed to her listeners, usually workers, 
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to ignore demands by Mensheviks and SRs to reconvene the Constituent 
Assembly; to rouse themselves from their political lethargy; and to focus 
on the critical task of restoring industrial production and continuing the 
struggle against the bourgeoisie. The Mensheviks and SRs were cruelly ex-
ploiting hunger to mobilize the masses against Soviet power and the Bolshe-
vik party, “which was shouldering the impossibly diffi cult burdens of gov-
ernment and fi ghting to the last to defend the triumph of the people.”83 A 
Constituent Assembly would give the people nothing but renewed enslave-
ment. Soviet power, on the other hand, represented the fi rst experience in 
history of workers and peasants governing themselves in their own interests, 
and its survival demanded great discipline and a long period of suffering and 
sacrifi ce. But, in the end, the outcome would be altogether glorious.84

A red thread running through Spiridonova’s speeches of this period was 
that all of Europe was on the verge of a monumental revolutionary explo-
sion and that tolerance of German imperialism had reached the breaking 
point. However, with German forces threatening Petrograd, it is doubtful 
that many of her listeners caught the distinction between her message and 
the appeals of Bolshevik authorities in the former capital to strengthen the 
city’s defenses. In some of her speeches, she strongly opposed collaboration 
with capitalists in any form.85 Yet despite Lenin’s fresh assaults on the Left 
SRs, she did not link this criticism to him.

The Left SR national leadership in Moscow was generally much more 
supportive of the SK SO than their Bolshevik counterparts. Following its es-
tablishment, the central Sovnarkom remained as cool as ever to appeals for 
fi nancial aid from Petrograd. Beyond this, the people’s commissar for in-
ternal affairs, Grigorii Petrovskii, stubbornly refused even to recognize the 
Northern Commune’s existence. Thus, on 22 May, Martin Latsis, Petrov-
skii’s deputy, wrote provocatively that, since “all the central government 
knew about the establishment of the Northern Oblast [government] was 
what it read in newspapers and chance documents, the central government 
could not take account of the Northern Commune, nor could it take any 
steps to regularize relations with it.”86 Before Zinoviev even had an oppor-
tunity to respond to this missive, Petrovskii circulated similar messages to 
the six provinces in the Northern Oblast.87 This kind of sniping went on for 
months.

Zinoviev was not the only one who had problems with Petrovskii. Pro-
vincial soviets and heads of individual commissariats in Petrograd did also. 
Proshian, as both commissar for internal affairs and a Left SR, had particu-
larly great diffi culties. Upon assuming his post, Proshian requested Petrov-
skii to route through him all correspondence with provincial soviets and 
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other institutions in the Northern Oblast. In the telegram, Proshian also 
asked Petrovskii to send him whatever fi les he had relating to provincial sovi-
ets in the Northern Oblast.88 A short time later, Proshian followed this tele-
gram with a letter in which he raised critical budgetary issues and insisted 
that “not a single item of business or fi nancial allocation to provincial sovi-
ets be directed straight to them, bypassing him.” He also requested copies 
of all information dealing with the Northern Oblast, and of all Petrovskii’s 
decrees and directives concerning the granting of pensions and the establish-
ment of internal security forces.89 I have not been able to fi nd responses to ei-
ther of these messages.

Petrovskii used various pretexts to justify his position on the Northern 
Commune. When one was eliminated, he would fi nd another. At fi rst his 
justifi cation was that the CEC had to approve regional governments before 
he could recognize them.90 After the Northern Commune received the re-
quired approval, he insisted that his hands were tied until he received certi-
fi cation from each of its constituent provincial soviets of a desire to join the 
Northern Commune.91 Clearly, this confl ict refl ected the central govern-
ment’s aversion, particularly Lenin’s, to  semi- autonomous regional associa-
tions, as well as Lenin’s increasing predilection for extreme centralization. By 
contrast, the Left SR Central Committee’s advocacy of decentralized gov-
ernment helps account for its strong support of the Northern  Commune.

* * *

The SK SO, the  Bolshevik- Left SR coalition government established 
by the First Northern Oblast Congress of Soviets, functioned effectively 
and relatively harmoniously despite the Left SRs’ enduring antipathy to the 
Treaty of  Brest- Litovsk and several subsequent, potentially crippling devel-
opments: the Left SRs’ profound aversion to “state capitalism” as articulated 
by Lenin in “Immediate Tasks of Soviet Power”; Lenin’s brutal approach to 
grain procurement and the upset of Left SRs over Lenin’s notoriously  ill-
 timed public assaults on them, and the refusal of Petrovskii even to recog-
nize the existence of the Northern Commune.

The success of the coalition is partly explained by Bolshevik cadre short-
ages, which were made infi nitely worse by Lenin’s ever larger and shriller 
demands for personnel to serve in the armed forces and in grain procure-
ment detachments sent to the provinces. The Petrograd Bolsheviks needed 
the Left SRs. However, the main reason for the coalition’s durability was the 
common ground the Petrograd Bolsheviks and the Left SRs shared on such 
matters as the distaste of Proshian, Uritskii, and Krestinskii for the Cheka; 
the contributions that such Left SRs as Proshian and Kornilov made to the 
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improvement of government at the highest level; and their shared commit-
ment to the survival of Soviet power in the northwest.

For Soviet power in the region, the period between mid March and July 
1918 was a time of continuing crises. That it survived without resort to ter-
ror was due in no small part to effective collaboration between Petrograd 
Bolsheviks and Left SRs, and their mutual restraint in dealing with each 
other. However, the collaboration was not to last. The breakdown of the Bol-
shevik–Left SR bond in Petrograd and in the Northern Commune would 
soon be triggered by events and directives from Moscow.



11

The Suicide of the Left SRs

During the time that Petrograd Bolsheviks and Left SRs were suppress-
ing their differences and working together to preserve Soviet power in Petro-
grad, divisions between the national Communist and Left SR leadership in 
Moscow widened precipitously. Their “honeymoon” had come to an abrupt 
halt during the second half of March, after ratifi cation of the Brest treaty by 
the Fourth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets and the withdrawal of Left SRs 
from the Sovnarkom. Between April and June, the relationship between na-
tional Left SR leaders and Lenin and his colleagues in the Sovnarkom de-
teriorated as a result of the latter’s continuing concessions to the Germans 
and the  on- going pursuit of authoritarian domestic policies. Most national 
Left SR leaders were opposed to the creation of the food supply dictator-
ship; the utilization of worker food procurement detachments and Commit-
tees of the Village Poor to forcefully seize grain from peasants; the reliance 
on paid spetsy in industrial management and technical leadership of the 
armed forces; and the reinstitution of judicial capital punishment symbol-
ized by the execution of “Admiral” Shchastny. In their eyes, these measures 
were incompatible with revolutionary ethics, the international character of 
social revolution, defi nitions of class and class struggle, and the  democratic-
 populist principles underlying Soviet power.

At the same time, Lenin and the national Bolshevik leadership saw that 
the fragile peace with Germany and their tenuous hold on power were being 
threatened by the Left SRs’ strident attacks on their policies and aggressive 
efforts to undermine them, and also by the sharply increasing support for the 
Left SRs, especially among peasants in the provinces.1 Lenin’s response in-
cluded harshly worded attacks on the Left SRs in the CEC and in his second 
“Open Letter to Workers in Piter.”2 Thus, as spring turned to summer, Left 
SR and Bolshevik national leaders were on a collision course that would have 
serious implications for Bolshevik–Left SR collaboration in Petrograd.
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* * *

Protocols of meetings of the Left SR Central Committee in May 
and early June, although fragmentary, document this deterioration of the 
 Bolshevik–Left SR relationship at the highest level from the Left SR point 
of view.3 The confl ict was also played out in the pages of Znamia truda and 
Pravda and, as we have seen, at plenary sessions of the CEC. The growing 
antagonism between Bolsheviks and Left SRs over policies toward the peas-
antry and grain procurement had an especially adverse impact on the CEC 
Peasant Section, a Left SR bastion headed by the legendary Spiridonova.

The Peasant Section, created as an autonomous department of the CEC 
in January 1918, had its own large Executive Committee and party fractions, 
and it published an independent, nationally circulated daily newspaper, Go-
los trudovogo krest’ianstva. It is fair to say that during the fi rst months of 1918 
the Peasant Section was Soviet Russia’s primary coordinating institution for 
organizing and preparing peasants for land reform, mobilizing them in sup-
port of Soviet power, establishing soviets in outlying regions where they did 
not yet exist, and identifying, articulating, and defending peasant interests. 
As Spiridonova explained, an additional purpose of the Peasant Section was 
to “unite peasants and workers into one integrated  whole . . .  to unite city 
and country” under the Soviet banner.4

Between January and April 1918, the Peasant Section launched numer-
ous initiatives to lay the groundwork for land reform and, more generally, 
to build support for Soviet power in rural Russia. It implemented intensive 
training programs for rural agitators on issues connected with implemen-
tation of the Left SR land reform program and developed courses of study 
for rural schoolteachers on agronomic and social problems (in both cases, 
it recruited and subsidized participants from the areas to which they were 
later assigned). It also prepared mountains of brochures and pamphlets on 
agrarian, social, and political issues for distribution among peasants.5 The 
section carried on a lively correspondence with rural soviets, peasant coop-
eratives, and individual peasants, and, using carefully developed question-
naires, gathered systematic information on political, economic, and social 
aspects of peasant life.6 In this and other ways, the Peasant Section devel-
oped a rich database on conditions in rural Russia. Thanks to the myth sur-
rounding Spiridonova’s name among peasants, the section became a national 
center to which peasants looked for advice and help.

In a report on the Peasant Section at the Second Left SR Party Con-
gress, on 17 April 1918, Spiridonova stressed that Bolshevik benevolence to-
ward the section had ended in mid March 1918, in the wake of the Left SRs’ 
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resignations from the Sovnarkom. According to Spiridonova, an ongoing 
struggle developed after that between the Bolshevik leadership of the CEC 
and the Left SR leadership of the Peasant Section over the latter’s “sepa-
ratism.” Funds for budgeted expenses had not been received from the CEC, 
and so the Peasant Section was nearing the point at which it could no longer 
function.7

In fairness to the Bolsheviks, antagonism toward the Peasant Section 
for “separatism” undoubtedly seemed justifi ed. After the CEC voted to ac-
cept Germany’s new peace terms, the section became enmeshed in Left SR 
attempts to scuttle the peace. Spiridonova acknowledged as much at the 
Second Left SR Party Congress when she reported that signifi cant num-
bers of the section’s agitators were already then being sent to regions border-
ing the German front.8 Clearly, their task was less to gather data and spread 
socialism than to organize resistance to German occupation forces. This is 
documented in a telegram of late June from a Bolshevik offi cial protesting 
the disorganizing activity of Peasant Section agitators in the Pskov region.9

On 16 June, after the CEC endorsed the Sovnarkom’s decree on Com-
mittees of the Village Poor, Karelin publicly announced that Left SRs would 
do everything they could to prevent its implementation. Printed materials 
which the Peasant Section dispatched to the countryside in January and 
February had included a balance of Left SR and Bolshevik texts. This was 
no longer true by the late spring, after Bolshevik and Left SR peasant poli-
cies diverged. In the ensuing battle between town and country, Left SR rep-
resentatives of the Peasant Section naturally took the side of the peasantry 
against the Bolsheviks. There is also ample evidence that, in  food- producing 
regions, Left SRs from local soviets deliberately impeded Bolshevik food 
procurement efforts, especially the attempt to form local Committees of the 
Village Poor that would facilitate forced seizures of grain.10

Because of the Peasant Section’s close ties with the peasants and its ability 
to gather information from them, after armed food procurement detach-
ments, such as those from Petrograd, began their forays into  grain- producing 
regions in early June, the section was fl ooded with data and graphic personal 
accounts about the atrocities the detachments had wrought. Many of these 
accounts have been preserved in the archives of the Federal Security Service 
(FSB), the  present- day successor to the VCheka, in fi les pertaining to Spiri-
donova’s work in the Peasant Section.11 In an open letter to the Bolshevik 
Central Committee, Spiridonova quoted extensively from letters graphically 
recording the brutalities of food procurement brigades, aided by Commit-
tees of the Village Poor, against starving peasants and the resulting state of 
war in the countryside. As one letter writer put it:
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We didn’t hide any grain. As was decreed, we left ourselves nine puds a 
person for a year. Then we were sent a decree to keep seven puds, and to turn 
over two. We did that. [But] Bolsheviks came with detachments. They made 
a total wreck of everything [razzorili v konets].

We rose up. [Now,] it’s bad in Iukhnovskii County. We have been bat-
tered by artillery. Whole villages are on fi re. Our homes have been burned to 
the ground. We gave up  everything— we wanted things to be good. We knew 
cities were hungry, [so] we didn’t spare ourselves.12

By mid June, protests against the violence of  Bolshevik- led food procure-
ment detachments from Petrograd began to reach the Bolshevik Petersburg 
Committee. At a meeting on 18 June, Egorova complained that the “detach-
ments were being badly organized” and were “composed of undesirable ele-
ments that deserved to be arrested.” Looking to the future, she insisted that 
it was essential to be very selective in recruitment. No one challenged the le-
gitimacy of her concerns and recommendations; as a leader of the Vyborg 
district Bolsheviks, she obviously knew what she was talking about. Rather, 
it was agreed that a special memorandum embodying her concerns be pre-
pared for the CEC in Moscow.13 I have found no evidence of this memoran-
dum’s fate. But on 6 August the Sovnarkom, gripped by the initial panic trig-
gered by the Allied interventions,14 adopted a resolution confi rming all past 
decrees on using violence against class enemies, including peasants who re-
sisted grain seizures with fi rearms.15

Less than a year later, in a report on the work of the Central Committee 
delivered at the Eighth Communist Party Congress in March 1919, Lenin 
conceded that the Bolsheviks had made “terrible errors” in their approach to 
the peasantry. “Because of the inexperience of our workers, [and] the com-
plexity of the problem,” he said then, “blows meant for kulaks struck the 
middle peasantry.”16 But why was the problem so complex, one wonders? 
And who more than Lenin was responsible for the “terrible errors”?

* * *

The Bolsheviks’ gradual strangulation of the Peasant Section prompted 
some Left SR members to call for convocation of a separate  All- Russian 
Congress of Soviets of Peasants’ Deputies. For the time being, however, 
Spiri donova and her colleagues in the Left SR Central Committee resisted 
those demands, preferring to step up pressure for an early  All- Russian Con-
gress of Soviets of  Workers’ and Peasants’ Deputies.17 Their hope was to 
unite peasants and force fundamental policy changes by subjecting the gov-
ernment’s domestic and especially foreign policies to criticism by the broad-
est possible popular forum. Naturally, top Bolsheviks also opposed a sepa-
rate national congress of soviets of peasants’ deputies. A separate congress 
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would have destroyed the de facto consolidation of national soviet institu-
tions under Bolshevik control that had been achieved in January and would 
further empower the Left SRs. Although a Bolshevik majority in a legiti-
mately elected combined national soviet congress was by no means assured, 
it was preferable to a separate peasant congress controlled by the Left SRs. 
Lenin was forced to yield. The CEC decided, on 10 June, to convene the 
Fifth  All- Russian Congress of  Workers’, Peasants’, Soldiers’, and Cossacks’ 
Deputies in Moscow on 28 June.18

The intraparty confl ict between Leninists and Left Communists at the 
national level had festered into May and June, encouraging Left SR leaders 
that perhaps Left Communists would side with them at the national con-
gress of soviets in the event of a clash over the Sovnarkom’s foreign policy. 
The rift in the Bolshevik leadership was essentially over by the end of June, 
however, and Lenin emphasized this, on 1 July, in a long interview with a 
reporter from the Swedish newspaper Folkets daglad politiken. “The oppo-
sition within the Bolshevik party has calmed down,” he observed early in 
the interview. “Bukharin, Radek, and the others are once again participat-
ing in party work.”19 This circumstance may also help explain the Bolshe-
viks’ willingness to risk convocation of a national congress of soviets. No 
longer did Lenin have to fear a Left Communist–Left SR alliance at the con-
gress or inevitable demands by the Left Communists to convene a party con-
gress to settle disputed issues prior to the congress of soviets. Rather, the Left 
SRs would face an outwardly united Bolshevik party, determined to whittle 
down the Peasant Section’s independent power and, more important for the 
Bolsheviks, to neutralize the Left SRs. 

* * *

Following the decision to schedule the opening of the Fifth  All- Russian 
Congress of Soviets for 28 June, both the Bolsheviks and Left SRs turned 
their attention to winning a majority in that assembly. With good reason, 
Lenin was by no means sanguine about the outcome. He recognized that 
electoral regulations that strongly privileged workers over peasants might 
not be enough to offset likely Left SR domination of the vote in rural areas.20 
At a CEC meeting on 14 June, upon the initiative of the Bolshevik leader-
ship, the Mensheviks and SRs were expelled from that body, and soviets 
throughout the country were encouraged to follow suit. There seems little 
doubt that the timing of this sudden move, which was justifi ed by the argu-
ment that the Mensheviks and SRs had become part of the counterrevolu-
tion, was driven by the goal of undermining these two contenders for con-
gress delegates.21

Elections to the Fifth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets, to my knowl-
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edge, have never been independently investigated, and it is probably impos-
sible to do so now. The preliminary breakdown of delegates by party an-
nounced at the opening session was Bolsheviks, 678, and Left SRs, 269. The 
remaining 88 delegates were divided among [SR] Maximalists (roughly 30), 
 Social- Democratic Internationalists (5–6), and unaffi liated delegates (about 
48), for a total of 1,035 delegates with full voting rights.22 Recalling this un-
expected, huge preponderance of Bolshevik delegates, an unidentifi ed Left 
SR delegate, most likely Aleksandra Izmailo vich, a member of the Left SR 
Central Committee, later wrote that “the Left SRs failed to consider the Bol-
sheviks’ capacity to work miracles.” “The Bible tells us,” this Left SR con-
tinued, “that God created the heavens and the Earth from  nothing . . .  In 
the twentieth century the Bolsheviks are capable of no lesser miracles: out of 
nothing, they create legitimate credentials.”23

There is, in fact, substantial circumstantial evidence that the huge Bol-
shevik majority in the congress was fabricated, and that the number of le-
gitimately elected Left SR delegates was roughly equal to that of the Bolshe-
viks. Sharp increases in support for the Left SRs in peasant soviets on the eve 
of the Fifth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets had given Left SR leaders confi -
dence that they would have a majority at the national congress. At the end of 
June, Left SR delegates at the Third Left SR Party Congress in Moscow had 
also been encouraged by reports on voting results in district and province 
soviet congresses at which delegates to the national congress were elected.24 
Preliminary tallies of arriving delegates published by Znamia truda during 
the week preceding the opening of the congress indicated that the Left SRs 
would have near parity with the Bolsheviks. On the eve of the congress, the 
independent Moscow dailies Novosti dnia, Nashe slovo, and Zhizn’ conveyed 
the same impression.25

Unfortunately for the Left SRs, these tallies did not include roughly 399 
Bolshevik delegates whose right to be seated was challenged by the Left SR 
minority in the congress’s credentials commission.26 Around 25 June, at the 
same time that Sverdlov had postponed the opening of the congress from 
28 June to 3 July (further delayed until the fourth), urgent calls had gone 
out to the party’s leaders in soviets around the country to immediately send 
additional Bolshevik delegates to Moscow. The legitimacy of these delegates 
was challenged by the Left SR minority in the credentials commission and 
by Left SRs in the institutions from which they came. At the start of the con-
gress, Left SRs insisted on parity with the Bolsheviks on the credentials com-
mission in order to expose these manipulations, but these demands were re-
jected in a straight  party- line vote, strongly suggesting a  cover- up.27 Archival 
documents for Mogilev Province, much of which was occupied by the Ger-
mans, clearly illustrate this fraud.28 
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It is not surprising that the fi rst sessions of the congress, which was held 
in the Bolshoi Theater, exploded into a  no- holds- barred verbal  free- for-
 all.29 With Sverdlov, who was anything but evenhanded, as chair, the Left 
SRs were at an enormous disadvantage. On 4 July, the day the congress 
opened, Trotsky, in effect, requested authorization to shoot anybody, “on the 
spot,” who was resisting arrest for opposing German occupation forces in 
Ukraine.30 Spiridonova, responding for the Left SRs, reasonably interpreted 
this as a direct threat.31 After Trotsky’s request was adopted as a formal reso-
lution, there could be no doubt that it was part of a preemptive strike against 
the Left SRs. The next day (5 July), Lenin repeatedly baited the Left SRs to 
withdraw from the congress. Thus, early on, in a report on the policies of 
the Sovnarkom, he referred to Spiridonova’s failure to take account of the 
Bolsheviks’ huge congress majority and declared without ceremony that “if 
these people [the Left SRs] prefer walking out of the congress, good rid-
dance.”32 Lenin later declared that “if there are Left SRs like the previous 
orator [Spiridonova], who say . . . ‘we can’t work with Bolsheviks, we are 
leaving,’ we will not regret that for a minute. Socialists who abandon us at 
such a [critical]  time . . .  are enemies of the people.”33

Karelin and Kamkov who, in addition to Spiridonova, were the main 
speakers for the Left SRs at the congress, stood their ground. They fi ercely 
attacked the Bolsheviks and German imperialism, to the angry glares of a 

The Bolshoi Theater in Moscow during the Fifth All-Russian Congress of Soviets. State 

Museum of the Political History of Russia, St. Petersburg.
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 high- level German delegation that occupied a front box. The main point, 
however, is that, at the end of this fi rst day, the Left SR leaders’ hope that 
they could use the combined congress to reshape Sovnarkom policies was 
shattered. As a result, they felt pressed to turn to a traditional SR weapon, in-
dividual terror, specifi cally the assassination of the German Ambassador to 
Moscow, Count Wilhelm Mirbach. The decision was taken hastily, out of 
fear that Left SR leaders were in immediate physical danger and in the be-
lief that killing Mirbach would save them by provoking the resumption of 
war with Germany.

* * *

The use of terror against foreign “imperialist” leaders in order to under-
mine Brest was fi rst discussed and approved at a closed session of the Second 
 All- Russian Left SR Party Congress in April. Those identifi ed as poten-

Leading Left SRs. Top row: Kamkov and Karelin. Bottom row: Shteinberg, Spiridonova, 

and Proshian. Drawings by Iu. K. Artsybushev.
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tial targets included General Eikhord, commander of German occupation 
forces in Ukraine; Count Mirbach; and Kaiser Wilhelm. In May, Grigorii 
Smolianskii, secretary of the CEC and a member of the Left SR Battle Or-
ganization, made a secret trip to Berlin to sound out German Social Demo-
crats about assassinating the Kaiser. Their dismay at the idea caused it to be 
shelved.34 On 24 June, when Sverdlov postponed the opening of the Fifth 
 All- Russian Congress of Soviets from 28 June to 3 July, and it appeared pos-
sible that the congress might not be held at all, the Left SR Central Com-
mittee revisited the idea of assassinations. It thereupon adopted a resolution 
providing for the organization of a series of terrorist acts against top repre-
sentatives of German imperialism.35 Although this resolution did not name 
Count Mirbach or any specifi c targets for assassination, one may safely as-
sume he was still a prime target, as he was the leading symbol of German im-
perialism in Soviet Russia and had been high on the Left SR hit list in April.

The text of the Left SR Central Committee’s resolution of 24 June indi-
cates that the committee envisioned that some time would be needed to mo-
bilize military forces and prepare the masses and local party organizations 
for terrorist acts, and that their purpose was to undermine the policy of the 
Leninist Sovnarkom, not to fi ght the Bolsheviks unless this was required for 
self defense. These measures, therefore, would have been unnecessary had 
the Fifth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets voted to revoke the Brest peace. 
The Left SR Central Committee’s resolution of 24 June was, in short, a con-
tingency option. In any case, the resolution was approved, in veiled form, by 
the Third  All- Russian Left SR Party Congress.36

Serious preparations for the assassination of Count Mirbach began late 
on the night of 4/5 July, after the opening session of the Congress of Sovi-
ets. Initially, the murder was scheduled for the next day (5 July),37 but when 
it became clear that more time was needed for preparations, the act was 
postponed until the following afternoon (6 July). The assassination was car-
ried out by two Left SR Chekists, Iakov Blumkin and Nikolai Andreev, in 
a drawing room at the German Embassy. Meanwhile, virtually the entire 
Left SR Central Committee assembled in the military headquarters of the 
VCheka, where the formidable military forces there were commanded by a 
former Black Sea Fleet sailor, the Left SR Dmitri Popov.

In the early afternoon of 6 July, Lenin received news of a major uprising 
against Soviet power in Yaroslavl, a provincial city on the Volga roughly 150 
miles northeast of Moscow, necessitating the deployment there of more of 
Moscow’s dwindling troops.38 Coming hard on the heels of major transfers 
of military personnel to the Murmansk and Czech fronts, this left Moscow’s 
security largely in the hands of relatively small Latvian Rifl e and VCheka 
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forces, and a motley array of undisciplined Red Guard and Red Army units, 
most of them still being formed and trained.

A short time later, Vladimir  Bonch- Bruevich phoned Lenin with the 
fi rst word of an attempt on Mirbach’s life. Initially, the extent of the ambas-
sador’s injuries was unclear, but word of his death soon came. In these fi rst 
frenzied moments it did not occur to Lenin that the Left SRs might be re-
sponsible for the assassination.39 Lenin fi rst learned from Dzerzhinskii that 
Mirbach had been killed by Blumkin and Andreev when he paid a condo-
lence call at the German Embassy in the late afternoon. Lenin also was told 
that Blumkin was under the protection of the VCheka’s main military force 
and that the unit was led by Left SRs. Further disturbing news came from 
the people’s commissar for foreign affairs, Georgii Chicherin, who informed 
Lenin that the German government would be pressing for German troops to 
be stationed in Moscow.

Dzerzhinskii, accompanied by two assistants, went directly from the 
German Embassy to his military headquarters, now the Left SR command 
center, to arrest Blumkin and Andreev. At this point, Dzerzhinskii seems to 
have assumed that the two had acted on their own.40 He was quickly dis-
abused of this idea. While searching VCheka military headquarters for the 
assassins, he happened upon many of the top Left SR leaders, including 
Donat Cherepanov, Georgii Sablin, Spiridonova, Kamkov, Proshian, Kare-
lin, Trutovskii, Fishman, and his own senior deputy, Aleksandrovich. They 
informed him that Mirbach had been killed on orders of the Left SR Cen-
tral Committee, which took full responsibility for the act. Dzerzhinskii im-
mediately arrested Proshian and Karelin and threatened to shoot Popov if 
he did not turn over Blumkin and Andreev. Dzerzhinskii later testifi ed that 
some sailors had then forcibly disarmed him. Spiridonova explained that 
Dzerzhinskii and his assistants were being detained, “because they were with 
Mirbach,” and Cherepanov added that “the Bolsheviks would have to face 
up to the fact that the peace was in shambles, that the Left SRs did not seek 
power,” and, indeed, that it would be fi ne with them “if the situation in 
Ukraine . . . [i.e., where a partisan war against German occupation forces 
was in full swing] was duplicated in Moscow.”41

Back in the Kremlin, Lenin did not learn of the extent of Left SR in-
volvement in Mirbach’s killing until early evening.  Bonch- Bruevich, who 
was with Lenin at the time, recalled that he was stunned and momentarily 
unnerved by the news, and that “he turned white as he typically did when he 
was enraged or shocked by a dangerous, unexpected turn of events.”42 How-
ever, still convinced that  all- out war with Germany would be an unmitigated 
disaster for the revolutionary cause, Lenin quickly recovered and focused on 
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showing the Germans that the Bolsheviks were quite capable of easily han-
dling the Left SRs. The catch was that it was by no means clear that the or-
ganized military forces immediately available to him were a match for those 
at the disposal of the Left SRs. His main security agency, the VCheka, was 
riddled with Left SRs.

Nonetheless, the stakes were obviously extraordinarily high, and sub-
sequent developments showed that Lenin was prepared to accept the risk. 
Branding Mirbach’s assassination as part of an  all- out effort by the Left SRs 
to overthrow Soviet power, Lenin entrusted its suppression to Trotsky, who, 
in turn, appointed Ivar Smilga to command the units involved in this task.43 
Colonel Ioakim Vatsetis (commander of the Latvian Rifl es Division), Pod-
voiskii (then a member of the Supreme Military Council), and Nikolai Mura-
lov (commissar of the Moscow Military District) were to coordinate an im-
mediate assault on Popov’s headquarters.44 Lenin also ordered Uritskii and 
Petr Zaslavskii, secretary of the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee, to return 
to Petrograd at once to head off possible Left SR moves there. Unoffi cial 
telephone and telegraph services within the city of Moscow, and between 
Moscow and the rest of the country, were cut, and strict controls were im-
posed on motor traffi c within Moscow as well as on rail services in and out 
of the capital.

At 8:00 pm the entire Left SR Fifth Congress fraction was detained in 
the foyer of the Bolshoi Theater. Members of the fraction and their guests, 
numbering more than four hundred, had assembled for the scheduled start 
of the late afternoon session of the congress, unaware that their own Central 
Committee was planning to assassinate Mirbach, let alone that he had actu-
ally been killed.45

The Soviet government’s fi rst offi cial statement about Count Mirbach’s 
assassination was soon telegraphed around the country. Condemning the 
“scoundrel Left SRs” for bringing Russia to the brink of war with Germany 
and launching an uprising against Soviet power, the government announced 
that all Left SR delegates to the Fifth Congress of Soviets were being de-
tained as hostages, and that all necessary measures were being taken to liq-
uidate “the rebellion of the new servants of  White Guard schemes immedi-
ately.” It called on “everyone” to take up arms in defense of the revolution.46

Unfortunately for Lenin, who hoped to quell the “rebellion” of the Left 
SRs without delay, a military assault on Popov’s headquarters planned by 
Vatsetis for 2:00 am encountered a major snag. The day of the planned as-
sault was July 7, a Sunday and also a religious holiday, St. John the Baptist’s 
Day, and not one unit of the Red Guards, Red Army, or Latvian Rifl es or-
dered to participate in the attack (and among these only the Latvian Rifl es 
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were truly operational) showed up on schedule at jumping off points. Con-
sequently, as Podvoiskii and Muralov sheepishly acknowledged in a report 
to Lenin a few days later, “The nighttime character of the operation was lost 
and it necessarily became a daylight raid.”47 The government’s attack fi nally 
began at noon, when heavy artillery shells were lobbed, from a distance of 
“two hundred steps,” at Popov’s headquarters and two neighboring build-
ings, badly damaging them. An exchange of fi re from rifl es and machine 
guns followed, causing Popov’s forces and the Left SR leadership to scatter, 
leaving Dzerzhinskii behind.

By the night of 6 July, the actions of the Left SRs, beginning with Count 
Mirbach’s assassination, were already being defi ned by the Soviet govern-
ment as “an uprising against Soviet power,” and historians have often de-
picted the episode that way. But is this characterization valid? Having sifted 
through the available published and unpublished evidence, I conclude that 
it was not. Upon investigation, with the possible exception of Prosh Proshi-
an’s brief occupation of the Central Telegraph Offi ce and his behavior there, 
which may well have been unauthorized,48 all of the Moscow Left SRs’ ac-
tions following Mirbach’s assassination were consistent with the objective of 
reshaping the policies of the Leninist Sovnarkom but not with forcibly seiz-
ing power or even fi ghting the Bolsheviks except in  self- defense.

* * *

Lenin and Grigorii Petrovskii acted decisively to eliminate the Left SRs 
as a political factor to be reckoned with, now that they were on the run. 
Blumkin and Andreev managed to evade capture. So did eleven of four-
teen other Left SR leaders later indicted in connection with Mirbach’s as-
sassination. However, more than four hundred Left SRs, mostly  rank- and-
 fi le members, were caught and an uncertain number were summarily shot 
(Aleksandrovich among them).49

Members of the Left SR Fifth Congress fraction were sandwiched into 
two upstairs rooms of the Bolshoi for a few days, after which thirteen “main 
culprits” were sent to cells in the Kremlin, one hundred were released, and the 
remainder were held in barracks at the Aleksandrovskii Military Academy 
and gradually freed. Signifi cantly, among the main culprits were Left SR 
members of the credentials commission. They were not released until after 
the congress ended, at which point their challenges of Bolshevik delegates no 
longer mattered. Left SRs from the Peasant Section who were not congress 
delegates were also arrested and held in the Kremlin.50 Spiridonova, who was 
arrested when she showed up at the Bolshoi to explain the Left SRs’ action, 
was held in a Kremlin cell until the end of November.
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The Left SRs’ two central newspapers, Znamia truda and Golos trudo-
vogo krest’ianstva, which had been shut down on 7 July, were not permitted 
to reopen. On 9 July, the Fifth Congress of Soviets resumed, minus the Left 
SRs. It passed a resolution condemning the events of 6–7 July as a brazen at-
tempt by the Left SRs to seize power, endorsed the actions of the Soviet gov-
ernment in quashing the rebellion, and banned all Left SRs unwilling to dis-
avow the actions of their Central Committee from membership in soviets.51 
Implementing this policy, Petrovskii, people’s commissar for internal affairs, 
went a step further. He ordered local soviets to expel all Left SRs from re-
sponsible positions in government regardless of their attitudes toward the ac-
tions of their Central Committee.52 Moreover, the Peasant Section was now 
essentially gutted.

Shortly before the Fifth Congress closed on 10 July, it adopted the fi rst 
Soviet constitution. Iurii Steklov, a member of the commission that drafted 
the constitution, acknowledged when he presented the document to the con-
gress that, although its distinguishing feature was to demonstrate the acces-
sion of workers and peasants to state power and articulate their goal of creat-
ing an egalitarian, democratic, socialist society free of economic exploitation 
and political domination, the struggle against the domestic and international 
bourgeoisie necessitated the formation of a strong, centralized dictatorship 
during the transition from capitalism to socialism.53 Thus, the constitution 
perpetuated the fi ction that the elective  All- Russian Congress of Soviets was 
the highest organ of state authority, and that between its convocations, ex-
cept in dire emergencies, the Sovnarkom was subordinate to the CEC which 
was the supreme legislative, administrative, and controlling organ of govern-
ment; in practice, however, the opposite prevailed. Between the Fifth Con-
gress in July 1918 and the Sixth Congress the following November, the CEC 
assembled only eight times (as a rule, the Sovnarkom met daily), and, with 
the Mensheviks, SRs, and Left SRs effectively excluded, its meetings were 
largely ceremonial.54

The right to vote was given to all male and female citizens over eighteen 
who gained their livelihood by their own production or socially useful labor, 
and to soldiers and the disabled. Persons employing hired labor, or receiving 
income from industrial or business  enterprises— in sum the former middle 
and upper  classes— were disenfranchised. A provision apparently limiting 
the voting rights of working women in a late draft of the constitution was 
omitted in the version presented and approved by the congress.55 However, 
the privileged position of workers over peasants in Soviet elections, which 
had facilitated though not assured the building of a huge Bolshevik majority 
at the Fifth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets, was also fi rmly cemented in the 
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constitution. In future elections to congresses, city soviets were to be allot-
ted 1 deputy for each 25,000 electors, and representatives of provincial con-
gresses of soviets were to be allowed 1 deputy for each 125,000 electors.56

Two days after the Congress of Soviets dispersed (14 July), Lenin’s worst 
fear was realized. Acting German Ambassador Kurt Riezler formally re-
quested that a battalion of German troops armed with machine guns, mor-
tars, and fl ame throwers be allowed into Moscow to protect his embassy. The 
request presented Lenin with a seemingly hopeless dilemma. An affi rma-
tive response was incompatible with Soviet Russia’s sovereignty. For practi-
cal purposes, it would have made the Sovnarkom hostage to the whim of the 
German High Command. On the other hand, rejecting Riez ler’s request ap-
peared to guarantee the resumption of the  all- out war with Germany which 
Lenin still believed would be suicidal.

Lenin could breathe more easily, however, when the second Battle of the 
Marne began at midnight 14 July, tying up German forces in a major offen-
sive in the West. Chicherin quickly rejected Riezler’s demand, promising to 
do everything possible to provide security for the German Embassy.57 Lenin 
echoed Chicherin’s message in a formal statement at a hastily assembled fi rst 
meeting of the new CEC.58 The immediate crisis in  Soviet- German relations 
ended with an understanding that one thousand Red Guards would be as-
signed to protect the German Embassy in Moscow, and that this force could 
be augmented by three hundred unarmed German soldiers in civilian dress.

* * *

Developments in Petrograd following Count Mirbach’s assassination 
confi rm that this  ill- conceived act was precisely what the Left SRs claimed it 
to be and not part of a failed Left SR conspiracy to seize power. The day of 
7 July 1918, St. John the Baptist’s day in Petrograd, was sunny and hot. By 
noon, the streets in the former capital were fi lled with holiday strollers. The 
only mention of events in Moscow in the morning papers was a  two- line of-
fi cial bulletin, phoned out of the capital just after Mirbach’s death, before 
regular telephone and telegraph communications in the capital were cut: 
“The German ambassador Mirbach has been assassinated. Two bombs were 
thrown at him.” Signifi cantly, this was the only indication of an emergency 
in Moscow to appear in the Left SR Znamia bor’by. The day’s banner head-
line, as had been the case for several days, was still aimed at building pressure 
for a change in foreign policy by the Fifth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets: 
“Down with the Brest Noose, Which Is Stifl ing the Revolution!”

The night before, the few top Bolshevik offi cials in the Petrograd So-
viet who were not at the Soviet congress received directives from Moscow 
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to head off a Left SR rising locally. They immediately formed a  Military-
 Revolutionary Committee with unlimited authority to deal with the per-
ceived emergency. The committee quickly began preparations to disarm the 
main Left SR detachment at Left SR military headquarters in the centrally 
located Pages School. It also decided to shut down Znamia bor’by and to try 
to capture the Petrograd Left SR City Party Committee, both of which were 
located in the former Pertsov mansion on Ligovskaia Street, not far from the 
Pages School. Moreover, the committee directed that  military- revolutionary 
troikas, also with extraordinary powers, be immediately established by Bol-
shevik offi cials in district soviets to keep a close watch on infl uential  local-
 level Left SRs, and to coordinate preemptive strikes against district Left SR 
agencies. District soviet troikas were formed in most districts of Petrograd 
late on the night of 6 July and on 7 July.59 They took charge of removing Left 
SRs from key positions, reinforcing security, and disarming Left SR detach-
ments in their neighborhoods.

It is noteworthy that even now Bolshevik party organizations played sec-
ondary roles in these decisions and in their implementation. At the end of a 
report on economic administration in the Northern Commune at an evening 
meeting of the Bolshevik Delegates Soviet on 6 July, the Petersburg Commit-
tee’s Sergei Gessen rushed in and read an announcement about Mirbach’s as-
sassination and the  Military- Revolutionary Committee’s directive to district 
soviets. That was all. Despite the fact that delegates from all major districts 
of Petrograd were present ( twenty- seven delegates in all), Gessen’s news does 
not appear to have been discussed, nor were the delegates called on to help 
organize suppression of the Left SRs.60 Moreover, the Bolshevik Petersburg 
Committee was not called into special session. It held regular meetings on 
5 and 10 July, and, seemingly, none in between.61 In response to the appar-
ent emergency, at least three Bolshevik district party committees (those in 
the Rozhdestvenskii, Okhtinskii, and Vasilii Island districts), acting on their 
own, formed or activated emergency troikas on 7 July.62 Except for the Rozh-
destvenskii district, where Left SRs had a majority in the local soviet, how-
ever, the work of party troikas appears to have been quickly superseded by 
the  military- revolutionary troikas established by district  soviets.

Abundant evidence demonstrates that Bolshevik authorities in Petro-
grad learned of the Left SR role in Mirbach’s assassination well before Petro-
grad Left SRs were aware of it. In an interview with a reporter on 10 July, 
N. Krasikov, a Left SR in the Press Commissariat, reported that “news of 
the [Left SRs’] armed action in Moscow was greeted by the party’s Petro-
grad Committee with amazement and disbelief. For us this was completely 
unexpected,” he explained. Krasikov received the news upon being denied 
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access to his offi ce in Smolny on 7 July. At that time, he heard the Bolshevik 
view of the Left SRs’ actions.63

Krasikov’s experience underscores an important point. With Znamia 
bor’by shut down, and telephone and telegraph communications to Moscow 
cut, any assessment of the reaction of Petrograd Left SRs to news of Mir-
bach’s assassination must consider that the information they received about 
it for several days came from Bolshevik sources, and this was even true of re-
ports in the  non- Bolshevik press. In ever more lurid and damning terms, 
these sources conveyed the news not only that the Left SR Central Commit-
tee was responsible for Mirbach’s killing but that the Left SRs had embarked 
on a number of steps aimed at overthrowing Soviet power. This must have 
seemed completely incomprehensible to Left SRs, as the heart of the Left SR 
credo included the hegemony of democratic, revolutionary soviets.

Uritskii returned to Petrograd at around 3:00 pm on 7 July and assumed 
direction of the  Military- Revolutionary Committee. The replacement of 
Left SR heads of commissariats and other party members in prominent gov-
ernment positions by Bolsheviks, which began earlier in the day, was now 
intensifi ed. Uritskii retained chairmanship of the Petrograd Cheka and re-
claimed the post of commissar for internal affairs from Proshian. Even be-
fore that, Left SR offi ces in the Aleksandr wing of Smolny were isolated 
by forces loyal to the Bolsheviks, trapping unsuspecting Left SR function-
aries. At around 2:00 pm these offi ces were shut down. Simultaneously, the 
Left SR fraction in the Petrograd Soviet was arrested and taken to Goro-
khovaia 2.64 Soon after, the Left SR Petrograd Committee learned of gov-
ernment preparations to disarm the party’s military detachments, and it 
immediately alerted its military headquarters and district committees and 
detachments, warning them of likely Bolshevik attacks and instructing them 
to go into hiding.65 The committee members themselves then went under-
ground.

Information reaching the  Military- Revolutionary Committee later in 
the afternoon indicated that Left SRs at all levels reacted to this alert with 
shock and bewilderment. Authoritative local leaders reportedly asked one 
another: “Why are we being urged to make preparations to operate ille-
gally?”66 In the late afternoon a Vechernye ogni reporter looking for a story in 
the offi ces of the Left SR Petrograd Committee and Znamia bor’by found 
them empty except for a forlorn paperboy and a Left SR from the nearby 
 Aleksandr- Nevskii district who was trying to fi nd out what was going on. In 
response to a query from the reporter, the Left SR replied, “The only thing 
we Petrograd Left SRs know is that our Central Committee has been ar-
rested. We are not aware of any offensive action by Left SRs. The message 
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we received from our Petrograd Committee has left us all baffl ed. Why are 
we being disarmed? Why is the Petrograd Committee telling us to go under-
ground? Apparently, something has happened.”67

A Bolshevik Putilov worker later recalled that on the morning of 7 July 
everything was quiet in his district. “Left SRs and their families strolled in 
the sun. They were oblivious to what was occurring, even though the more 
important of them were already under close surveillance.”68 Representatives 
of Bolshevik district committees canvassed at a Bolshevik Petersburg Com-
mittee meeting on 10 July reported similar confusion among local Left SRs 
on 7 July. “The escapade caught Left SRs [in our area] completely unaware. 
They assumed it must be a provocation,” the representative of the First City 
District reported.69 In short, from the start Soviet authorities in Petrograd 
knew full well that Left SRs in the former capital were not party to whatever 
“conspiracy against Soviet power” had occurred in Moscow.  Rank- and- fi le 
Petrograd Left SRs were, in fact, so disoriented that nowhere did they resist 
confi scation of weapons. The only known casualties during disarmament of 
Left SR detachments in the districts were the result of an accident. As Lat-
vian rifl emen were seizing weapons from Left SRs near the Obukhov plant, 
a grenade fell to the ground killing four and wounding fourteen.70

* * *

The main stage upon which the “Left SR uprising” of 7 July 1918 in 
Petrograd and its suppression was played out was the area around the Pages 
School. What took place there was less a drama than a tragicomedy. Com-
manded by a sailor named Sandurov, the main Left SR detachment in the 
Pages School was a shadow of what it had been in February and March 
1918, when, with the encouragement of the Bolsheviks, it had been formed 
to help defend Petrograd from the Germans.71 As was the case with Bolshe-
vik forces, when the civil war expanded in the late spring and early summer, 
the most experienced personnel in the detachment had been rushed to the 
front. The result was that by early July most of the roughly 350–380 soldiers 
in the Pages School were mercenaries, mostly teenagers, with little training 
and no party allegiances. A signifi cant proportion had only very recently 
been lured away from Red Army and naval units by promises of higher pay 
and better working conditions.72

On the morning of 7 July, members of the detachment were denied 
passes into the city, informed of Mirbach’s assassination, and alerted to the 
possibility of an attack by German or Finnish White Guard forces. They 
were not told about Left SR complicity in the murder or the possibility of 
an attack by Red Army forces.73 At 5:00 pm, telephone service to the Pages 
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School was cut. From then on, the unit had no communications, either with 
the Left SR political leadership or with district detachments. An hour later, 
Red Army soldiers on horseback began patrolling Nevskii Prospekt and other 
strategically important streets and government buildings. Pickets were estab-
lished at the main approaches to the area around the Pages School, evening 
performances at the nearby Mariinskii, Aleksandrinskii, and Malyi theaters 
were canceled, readers at the adjoining Imperial Public Library were rushed 
out the door, and a medical facility was set up in the City Duma building 
(also nearby). The  Military- Revolutionary Committee, which was to direct 
the disarmament of the Left SR detachment, established itself in the south-
west wing of the Gostiny Dvor, a  two- story labyrinth of shops on Nevskii 
Prospekt, a main wing of which faced the Pages School. Light artillery pieces 
were positioned along Bankers Lane (behind the State Bank), on the corner 
of Nevskii Prospekt and Sadovaia Street, and on Chernyshevskii Lane.74

Just before these last preparatory moves, Uritskii sent Zalutskii and an-
other party colleague, Nikolai Kuzmin, into the Pages School to try to negotiate 
the surrender and disarmament of the Left SR detachment.75 Their proposal 
was rejected. Following this, an attempted sneak attack by  Bolshevik- led loy-
alist troops was turned back by grenades tossed from windows of the Pages 
School. One more attempt was made to negotiate a surrender. Negotiations 
were evidently still in progress when individuals on both sides resumed fi ght-
ing. Meanwhile, rumors of “an event” had drawn thousands of curious on-
lookers to the area around the Pages School. It was still very light, and would 
be for hours, and so the onlookers strained against police pickets, trying to 
get a glimpse of the action.

At around 7:00 pm, the crowd watched as soldiers, some of them carry-
ing machine guns, established a perimeter around the Pages School. An hour 
or so later, government forces launched their main assault, pounding the 
school with artillery shells and rifl e and machine gun fi re. The defenders an-
swered back, sporadically battering the facade of the Gostiny Dvor and rip-
ping away windows. The  ear- splitting boom of artillery shattered windows 
in the public library and terrifi ed unsuspecting strollers, many of them chil-
dren, in the Anichkov Palace Park. The gaping crowds scurried for cover 
when the fi ring became heavy and surged back each time it subsided, unper-
turbed by the acrid, dense smoke now fi lling the air. Moura Bencken dorff, 
the probable Cheka informer, and Captain Cromie, who had destroyed all 
his records as soon as he found out what was happening, were among the on-
lookers.76

Once the artillery bombardment of the Pages School began, the stream 
of soldiers fl eeing the building and surrendering to loyalist troops became a 
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fl ood. Toward the end of the battle, some sailors were observed scampering 
across neighboring rooftops. Finally, at around 9:00 pm, onlookers spotted a 
white towel hanging from a window of the Pages School. The fi ring stopped 
while an agreement was arranged providing for the surrender and disarma-
ment of the Left SR detachment in exchange for a guarantee of the personal 
safety of its personnel. Moments later, attacking troops entered the building, 
disarmed and arrested the 150 or so members of the detachment still inside, 
and took them to Gorokhovaia 2.

PCheka documents indicate that the assault on the Pages School was an 
unprovoked preemptive strike. Most of those arrested attested in depositions 
that they had joined the Left SR detachment to defend Soviet power and, 
not wishing to fi ght it, had not participated in the shooting that occurred 
at the school. The PCheka was unable to fi nd any evidence that the Left SR 
leadership had authorized the detachment to resist government forces or had 
done anything other than instruct it to go underground. Judging by a State 
Political Administration (GPU) tabulation made in July 1935 (and corrob-
orating PCheka fi le documents), of the 161 suspects arrested in the case of 
the “Armed Resistance of Left SRs in Petrograd,” 36 appear to have been set 
free the same evening. The GPU was unable to ascertain the outcome of pro-
ceedings against the remaining 125, suggesting that they were also quickly 
released for lack of incriminating evidence.77 On 10 December 1918, the 
PCheka’s investigation was offi cially closed and fi les relating to it were put in 
storage, because, in the words of a secret PCheka resolution, “all suspects in 
the case had been freed and no further inquiry was conducted.”78 Nonethe-
less, the battle at the Pages School became an important element of the offi -
cial myth surrounding the Left SR conspiracy against Soviet power nation-
ally and was used to justify the repression of the Left SRs.79

* * *

The 9 July resolutions of the Fifth Congress, not to speak of Petrovskii’s 
harsher  follow- up directive, obliged Bolshevik authorities in Petrograd to ex-
pel Left SRs who were unwilling to disavow their Central Committee from 
membership in soviets.80 On 10 July, by which time Zinoviev had returned 
from Moscow, the Petrograd Soviet endorsed this principle. In practice, how-
ever, the Petrograd Soviet limited itself to banning Left SRs who were un-
willing to repudiate their Central Committee from its Executive Commit-
tee and, by extension, banning them from leadership posts in district soviets. 
The removal of Left SRs from the soviet altogether was left to recall elec-
tions.81 This restraint, which was characteristic of Bolshevik offi cials in the 
Petrograd Soviet amid continuing instability among workers, was belatedly 
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endorsed by the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee on 19 July, which was the 
fi rst time the “Left SR problem” came up for discussion in that forum.82

At its meeting on 10 July, the Petrograd Soviet had also resolved that the 
armed forces should be purged of Left SRs who did not disassociate them-
selves from the Left SR Central Committee. In this connection, the sailors 
of the nearby Kronstadt naval base were cause for special concern. In March 
1918, the strong infl uence of Left SRs on Kronstadt’s revolutionary poli-
tics had been refl ected in the Kronstadt Soviet’s fi erce opposition to the Brest 
peace. In May, at the time of the crisis over the fate of Fort Ino, the Kron-
stadt Soviet and its executive committee had adopted a spate of resolutions 
proclaiming the Brest “breathing space” all but over.83 Most recently, on the 
eve of the Fifth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets, by which time the Left 
SRs, in alliance with SR Maximalists, had a majority in the Kronstadt So-
viet, it had adopted a resolution expressing aversion to centralized dictato-
rial government as a violation of the principle “All Power to the Soviets” and 
a throwback to bourgeois systems of government.84

In contrast to the situation prevailing in Petrograd, where Left SRs 
do not appear to have constituted a security risk during the July events in 
Moscow, the danger was very real that thousands of armed,  independent-
 minded Kronstadters led by Left SRs might respond to news of the Left 
SR “rebellion” against the Bolsheviks in Moscow with a rising of their own. 
Bolshevik authorities in Petrograd were alert to this risk. Taking advantage 
of the momentary disorientation of the Kronstadt Left SR leadership, they 
formed a Revolutionary Committee at the naval base on 7 July composed of 
the entire Kronstadt Bolshevik party committee that successfully assumed 
strict political control at the base.85 Bolshevik apprehensions were confi rmed 
when Kronstadt Left SRs, to a man, refused to sign a pledge obligating 
them to obey the Revolutionary Committee. On 9 July Bolshevik offi cials 
in Petrograd responded by dissolving the Kronstadt Soviet and establishing 
a puppet committee in its place. This committee shut down Izvestiia Kron-
shtadtskogo Soveta, the voice of revolutionary Kronstadt ever since March 
1917, ordered the disarmament of Kronstadt Left SRs and Maximalists, 
and banned political meetings of any kind at the base.86 The committee also 
decreed regulations for the election of a new soviet that effectively excluded 
Left SRs. For practical purposes, the Left SRs were outlawed.87 The Bolshe-
viks justifi ed all these moves on the basis of the Kronstadt Soviet’s “criminal 
indecisiveness and inability to defend Soviet power” and on “the need for 
a strong revolutionary dictatorship in order to prevent the triumph of the 
schemes of imperialist agents.”88
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As for Petrograd Left SRs, on the fi rst day or so after the announce-
ment of “the Left SR rebellion against Soviet power,” some  district- level Left 
SR leaders were so stunned by seemingly irrefutable evidence of their na-
tional leadership’s effort to overthrow Soviet power that they repudiated 
their own leadership.89 At factories, Bolsheviks tried to take advantage of 
this disorientation to wean Left SR workers from the party.90 Subsequently, 
under the pressure of a continuing barrage of hostile Bolshevik propaganda, 
some Petrograd Left SRs remained alienated from their party leadership and 
either joined the Bolshevik party or the Popular Communists (Narodniki 
kommunisti ), a Left SR splinter group organized in September 1918.

Desertions from the Left SRs were not the typical response, however. 
Images of the “Left SR conspiracy against Soviet power” in Petrograd, trum-
peted in the local Bolshevik and Soviet press, differed so drastically from 
what Petrograd Left SRs knew to have occurred that most of them quickly 
became skeptical of the government’s version of events in Moscow. These res-
ervations hardened after protest leafl ets from comrades in Moscow reached 
Petrograd.91 The leafl ets provided compelling information on the fabrica-
tion of a Bolshevik majority at the Fifth Congress of Soviets, on the motiva-
tion behind Mirbach’s assassination, on the scope of repressions of Left SRs 
in Moscow, and on Bolshevik abuses of power generally. As a result, Petro-
grad Left SRs increasingly resisted demands that they disavow the actions 
of their Central Committee as the price of keeping “responsible positions” 
or even of retaining their elective seats in soviets. Occasionally, they blamed 
the Bolsheviks for attacking them, rather than the other way around, and de-
manded an end to Bolshevik attacks.

Miraculously, given the extreme harassment to which they were now 
subjected, Petrograd Left SRs were able to convene the Tenth City Confer-
ence of Petrograd Left SRs in mid July. There a resolution was adopted ap-
proving the actions of the Left SR Central Committee and demanding the 
immediate liberation of imprisoned Left SR leaders.92 Even earlier, at the 
meeting of the Petrograd Soviet on 10 July, a majority of the Left SR fraction 
refused to condemn the actions of their Central Committee.93 The fraction 
stubbornly held its ground at a meeting of the Petrograd Soviet on 16 July, 
when the Bolshevik leadership, in effect, gave the Left SRs a last chance to 
back down, and then formed a new Executive Committee without them.94 
From then on, regardless of the gravity of the crisis, Left SRs were frozen out 
of the central Soviet leadership. During policy discussions at Petrograd So-
viet plenary meetings, Left SRs were treated as pariahs whether the issue was 
military mobilization, labor unrest, or even public health.95



304    /    Soviet Power on the Brink

The tendency of Petrograd Left SRs, at the grassroots level, to rally 
around their Central Committee, and pay dearly for it, is well refl ected in 
their behavior in district soviets. In the Peterhof District Soviet, for instance, 
the Executive Committee minus Left SRs, on 9 July, offi cially substituted 
Bolsheviks for Left SRs in leadership positions. At the same time, the Execu-
tive Committee also banned Left SRs from their offi ces and required them 
to relinquish their weapons.96 The full soviet did not get around to discus-
sing relationships with Left SRs until 14 July. A couple of days earlier hun-
dreds of workers at the Putilov wharf, within the district, had adopted and 
circulated a resolution protesting Bolshevik repression of the Left SRs, “a 
party truly protective of workers and peasants.” The resolution demanded 
the release of jailed Left SRs so that they would have an opportunity to ex-
plain themselves to workers, and the reopening of Znamia truda and Znamia 
bor’by as well as an impartial investigation of the matter.97 However, Bolshe-
viks in the Peterhof District Soviet ignored this resolution by an important 
segment of their constituency. At the meeting of the soviet on the 14th, they 
demanded that Left SR deputies in attendance declare whether they were 
with the Bolsheviks or against them, and whether they approved of the ac-
tions of the SR Central Committee. “If you approve,” they stated, “we will 
count you among our enemies. If you do not, our formerly friendly associa-
tion can continue.”

The Left SR response was that, as a Soviet party, they stood and would 
stand for Soviet power. However, they would fi ght the dictatorship of in-
dividuals. They did not condemn the action against Mirbach, as such, and 
would not break with their Central Committee until the Left SR press was 
reopened and there was defi nitive clarifi cation of whether the Left SR Cen-
tral Committee had attempted to overthrow Soviet power. The spokesman 
for the Left SR fraction rejected the accusation that Petrograd Left SRs had 
participated in a conspiracy. He suggested that the order to disarm Left SRs 
in the district had come from above and that local Bolshevik comrades had 
not, in fact, lost trust in the Left SRs, nor, for that matter, lost interest in 
working together in the future. He urged the Bolsheviks to state openly 
whether this was so. The question was answered by a Bolshevik resolution 
passed at the meeting. It endorsed the measures taken by the Executive Com-
mittee “against a party that had betrayed the revolutionary cause” and called 
on “workers to give a merciless rebuff to adventurers [read: the Left SRs] . . . 
seeking to drag Russia into war.”98 A roughly analogous process took place 
in the Vyborg and Narva district soviets.99

As nearly as I have been able to tell, local Bolshevik party committees, 
as such, did not fi gure in the decisions of the Peterhof, Vyborg, and Narva 
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district soviets to purge Left SRs from leadership positions. Rather, they 
acted on a general signal from the Petrograd Soviet. By contrast, the Vasilii 
Island Bolshevik district committee took the initiative in demanding reelec-
tion of the local soviet executive committee, the restructuring of the soviet, 
and the ouster of suspicious Left SRs from all leadership posts.100 These de-
cisions were made and implemented through Bolshevik district soviet lead-
ers at meetings of the district soviet executive committee on 16 July and of 
the full soviet on 18 July.101

The situation in the Rozhdestvenskii district was more complex. In the 
aftermath of the events of early July, the transfer of exclusive authority to 
Bolsheviks in the district soviet there took on special importance because 
of the close proximity of both Smolny and the Taurida Palace. However, 
accomplishing this was complicated by the great strength of Left SRs lo-
cally. At meetings of the district soviet on 8, 11, 12, and 15 July, Bolsheviks 
heaped abuse on Left SRs, and the latter, supported by SR Maximalists, vig-
orously defended themselves, exclaiming, for example, how dare the Bolshe-
viks attack a party that included individuals like Spiridonova, who had suf-
fered so much for the revolution. Whatever action the Moscow Left SRs had 
taken, they insisted, was a move against compromises with imperialism and 
the dictatorship of individuals, not against Soviet power. Indeed, in Petro-
grad, it had been the Bolsheviks, not the Left SRs, who were the aggressors. 
The Left SR Petrograd Committee, in fact, had issued express instructions 
prohibiting offensive steps by forces loyal to it. By what right had Bolsheviks 
in the district created an  all- powerful troika, usurped the authority of the 
district soviet, and arbitrarily ravaged local Left SR personnel and agencies? 
You, not we, have explaining to do, Left SR deputies in the Rozhdestvenskii 
District Soviet insisted, adding that they would be willing to continue work 
in the soviet but only on equal terms with the Bolsheviks.

Such defi ance so rattled Bolsheviks in the Rozhdestvenskii District So-
viet that their chief spokesman declared that Admiral Shchastny sank the 
Black Sea Feet to please the Left SRs (!). At another point, this spokesman 
insisted that, since Petrograd Left SRs justifi ed the actions of their Central 
Committee, it followed that they had been apprised of its actions in advance. 
Nonetheless, under the impact of the fi erce Left SR rebuttal, after initially 
excluding Left SRs from the Executive Committee, the district soviet Bol-
shevik fraction reversed itself and selected an Executive Committee in which 
Left SRs had parity with Bolsheviks.102 This act so incensed the Bolshevik 
party committee in the district that it scheduled an immediate meeting of 
the fraction to force an agreement to remove Left SRs from the Executive 
Committee and from all other leadership positions in the soviet.103 This di-
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rect intervention in the operation of the district soviet by the local Bolshe-
vik party committee, along the lines pursued in the Vasilii Island district, 
achieved its aim. A resolution to exclude Left SRs from the Executive Com-
mittee was adopted at a meeting of the full Rozhdestvenskii District Soviet 
on 18 July, with the provision that three of sixteen places on the commit-
tee would be reserved for Left SRs who formally condemned their Central 
Committee.104 Within three days, Left SRs had been removed from the Ex-
ecutive Committee, and Bolsheviks had been installed as heads of all the dis-
trict soviet’s administrative sections.105

The First City District Soviet was among a minority of Petrograd dis-
trict soviets in which Left SRs bowed to intense Bolshevik pressure and re-
pudiated their Central Committee.106 However, even in Petrograd district 
soviets in which Left SR fractions distanced themselves from their Central 
Committee as well as in district soviets in which they remained defi ant, Left 
SRs were never able to regain their previous status as genuine partners in lo-
cal government.

This is not to suggest that Left SRs disappeared from government agen-
cies entirely. The Petrograd Bolsheviks were so strapped for cadres that for 
some time they had no choice but to continue to rely on Left SRs for staff. 
As late as the end of August 1918 Stasova, in a plea for personnel from dis-
trict soviets on behalf of the Northern Oblast Bolshevik Committee (SOK), 
complained that “of 117 people on the staff of the politically critical Com-
missariat for Internal Affairs, only 4 were Bolsheviks. As a result,” she wrote, 
“despite our strong desire to send Bolsheviks to investigate local confl icts [in 
rural areas outside Petrograd], this is impractical. Comrade Uritskii is forced 
to send out Left SRs.”107 Nonetheless, as Stasova’s frustration implies, Petro-
grad Left SRs were now regarded, at best, as a necessary evil. Collectively, 
they were hounded along with all moderate socialist, liberal, and conserva-
tive parties and groups.

* * *

The end of the Bolshevik–Left SR alliance marked the decisive turn to 
 one- party government in Soviet Russia. Around this same time, government 
centralization in Petrograd was advanced by the abrogation of the taxing 
powers of district soviets and by the undermining of the autonomy of some 
of their more important sections. For example, the Soviet of the Economy 
for the Northern Region (SNKhSR), since its formation in late March, had 
been trying to overcome what Molotov, its chair, referred to as the “paro-
chialism” of district soviet economic sections so as to impose control over 
them.108 Now it tried a diplomatic approach. It issued guidelines for eco-
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nomic sections setting forth their goals and tasks; it attempted to system-
atize their organization; and it established their relation to the SNKhSR. Yet 
the guidelines were suffi ciently ambiguous and attuned to the sensibilities 
of district soviets to make them mutually  acceptable. Thus, although dis-
trict economic sections were supposedly responsible for controlling and or-
ganizing the local economy under the direction of the SNKhSR, the sections 
were expressly identifi ed as agencies of the district soviet, not the SNKhSR. 
Permanent contact between the SNKhSR and district soviets was to be main-
tained through the mutual exchange of delegates. This was deemed espe-
cially important during the period of socialist construction; after that, im-
plicitly, district soviets might be more, not less, independent. Representatives 
of economic sections, one per district, were given the right to participate in 
plenary meetings of the SNKhSR but without voting rights. Moreover, a 
specifi c role was identifi ed for inter district conferences of economic section 
representatives that were to be convened no less than twice a month to dis-
cuss and coordinate activities.109

These guidelines enabled the SNKhSR and district soviet sections to de-
velop a stable relationship in the short run, and provided a model for cen-
tralization in other areas that was more acceptable than the  ultra- centralized 
dictatorships Lenin promoted. However, economic administration in Petro-
grad remained ineffi cient. Both city and districts maintained substantial bu-
reaucracies with overlapping functions and responsibilities. Not until mili-
tary emergencies in 1919 would districts soviets tacitly acknowledge the 
need for signifi cantly more rigorous centralization. During the late summer 
of 1918, their modus vivendi with the SNKhSR notwithstanding, district 
soviets remained fi ercely protective of their prerogatives.

* * *

The collapse of the Bolshevik–Left SR alliance in Petrograd should not 
hide its vital importance to the creation of a viable Soviet government in the 
Petrograd region after the Sovnarkom’s fl ight to Moscow, and to the survival 
of Soviet power there during the severe economic, political, and military 
crises of late spring and early summer 1918. Nor should it obscure the im-
mense historical signifi cance of the alliance’s destruction nationally.

In view of this, the decision of the Left SR Central Committee to exer-
cise “the terror option” following its defeat in the struggle over credentials at 
the Fifth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets seems particularly unfortunate. At 
the Fourth  All- Russian Left SR Party Congress in October 1918, Left SR 
leaders consoled themselves with the idea that, by assassinating Mirbach, 
they had served the  long- term cause of international socialist revolution. 
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That is debatable but, in any case, does not alter the fact that following Mir-
bach’s killing, all the Left SRs’ plans and expectations went awry. The Left 
SR leadership had assumed that the assassination of Mirbach would pro-
voke an immediate German military attack. But Lenin’s government, aided 
by fortuitous developments on the Western front, successfully averted that. 
The Left SRs also hoped that the Left Communists were still sympathetic 
to their concerns and would ultimately support their action. Together with 
this Bolshevik core, they would lead the revolutionary struggle. But with the 
Bolsheviks’ hold on Soviet power hanging by a thread, even the most ardent 
Left Communists maintained party discipline.

Worst of all, for the Left SRs the Bolsheviks’ successful fabrication of 
a large majority in the Fifth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets had come as 
such a shock, and the July events had developed so quickly, that the Left SR 
Central Committee had not even begun to prepare the party as a whole for 
a possible radical change in tactics. With quixotic faith in the power of revo-
lutionary spontaneity, Left SR leaders, belatedly charged with implement-
ing the “terror option,” did not give this problem a second thought, leav-
ing powerful Left SR organizations in Petrograd, Kronstadt, and elsewhere 
unprepared for a Bolshevik attack. Spiridonova, from her Kremlin cell, ac-
knowledged this fatal error. In an anguished letter to the Fourth Left SR 
Party Congress, she tried to help her Central Committee colleagues fend off 
a relentless barrage of intraparty criticism: “The Mirbach act,” she wrote, 
“was the whole party’s  doing— the result of its Third Congress’s resolution 
regarding ‘abrogation’ of the Brest treaty, of its  mood . . .  and of its inter-
national and revolutionary spirit.” At the same time, she admitted, “the 
Central Committee and I in particular are to blame for  shortsightedness—
 for not having had the foresight to envision the possible consequences of 
our act and to neutralize them in advance.” “Our party’s lack of preparation 
technically and psychologically was gigantic,” she lamented. “Our biggest 
mistake was hurrying too  much. . . .  If only it were possible, I would quarter 
myself for my personal blame.”110

The Soviet government’s fi rst offi cial announcement about Mirbach’s 
assassination accused the Left SRs of giving the Germans the best possible 
excuse to attack Russia. But by the same token, the Left SRs’ act, however 
understandable framed against the fraudulent composition of the Fifth  All-
 Russian Congress of Soviets and the ominous developments at the congress’s 
start, offered Lenin a better excuse than he could possibly have hoped for to 
eliminate the Left SRs as a signifi cant political rival. He took full advantage 
of the opportunity in Moscow and also pressed leaders in key political cen-
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ters such as Petrograd, where the Bolshevik–Left SR partnership endured, 
to launch preemptive strikes against the Left SRs and to neutralize them for 
good as a signifi cant political force. Despite their skyrocketing strength in 
the countryside before Mirbach’s assassination, the Left SRs never recov-
ered from the battering they received at the hands of the Bolsheviks follow-
ing their impetuous act.
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The Road to “Red Terror”

The summer of 1918 saw a hardening of policies toward real and potential 
counterrevolution in Petrograd. Volodarskii’s assassination, the removal of 
the moderating infl uence of the Left SRs on Petrograd government, an up-
surge of  anti- Bolshevik activity involving Allied secret agents, the increased 
danger of German occupation after Count Mirbach’s assassination, and the 
constantly growing threat of famine and epidemic diseases all threatened 
the survival of Soviet power. In addition, Moscow stepped up its pressure 
on  cadre- starved Petrograd for more and more  personnel— from party lead-
ers to unskilled  workers— either to serve with armed detachments foraging 
for grain in the countryside or to join Red Army units on Soviet Russia’s civil 
war fronts.

These threats grew with astounding speed. In early May Krasnov’s Cos-
sacks had begun to reestablish themselves as the predominant power in the 
Don region, which remained a hotbed of rebellion and opposition to Soviet 
rule through the summer. Further south the Volunteer Army of Denikin 
and Alekseev consolidated power in the Kuban and North Caucasus, while 
landings by Allied interventionist forces in the northwest, in Murmansk and 
Archangel, reawakened the danger of an early occupation of Petrograd, ei-
ther by the Allies or the Germans. Perhaps the greatest threat to the survival 
of Soviet power came from the  East— from rebelling elements of the Czech 
Legion, then collaborating with White,  anti- Soviet movements in vast ex-
panses along the  Trans- Siberian railway. On 8 June the  western- most ele-
ments of the Legion bolstered military forces loyal to the SRs, the future 
“People’s Army,” when they captured the Volga city of Samara. There dele-
gates to the Constituent Assembly led by SRs formed a rival national gov-
ernment, the “Committee of Members of the Constitu ent Assembly,” or 
Komuch, which assumed the mantle of the Constituent Assembly.

We need not be detained by the tangled, at times bloody battle for hege-
mony in the East during the rest of the summer and fall, primarily between 
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SRs associated with Komuch and conservative former SRs and White of-
fi cers centered in the Western Siberian city of Omsk, culminating in the 
establishment of a reactionary government headed by Admiral  Aleksandr 
Kolchak in the winter.1 Suffi ce it simply to note that before the advance of 
the People’s Army, supported by the Czechs, along the Volga was fi nally re-
versed in September 1918, it had captured Kazan, no more than fi ve hun-
dred miles southeast of Moscow; that at the peak of its power, Komuch 
controlled the provinces of Samara, Simbirsk, Kazan, and Ufa, and part of 
Saratov province; and that, roughly concurrently, a linkup of Allied forces 
with the Czechs, and their simultaneous march on Moscow and Petrograd, 
appeared to be a real possibility. This prospect energized the counterrevolu-
tion in Petrograd, roiled the Germans, and badly frightened gravely weak-
ened Bolshevik authorities in the former capital. The drift to Red Terror in 
Petrograd and other Russian cities during the late summer of 1918 grew out 
of the insecurity caused by these ominous developments. Factors often cited 
for causing the Terror, such as pressure from Lenin, the assassinations of 
Volo darskii and Uritskii, and the unsuccessful attempt to kill Lenin, played 
a less signifi cant role.2

* * *

In the spring and early summer of 1918 Volodarskii had been commissar 
for the press, agitation, and propaganda in the SK PTK and later in the SK 
SO. In these posts he directed repression of the opposition press. In mid June 
he was also the chief Bolshevik organizer of rigged elections to the Petrograd 
Soviet and editor of the Petrograd Soviet’s radical popular tabloid, Krasnaia 
gazeta. All this made him a  high- profi le object of derision by enemies of Bol-
shevism, on a par with Zinoviev and Uritskii. On the other hand, to  rank-
 and- fi le factory workers who still supported the Bolsheviks as guardians of 
worker empowerment, Volodarskii was one of the most popular spokesmen 
for the Petrograd party organization.

Volodarskii was assassinated on 20 June.3 If his murder by an unknown 
assailant was intended to further  anti- Bolshevik sentiment among disgrun-
tled factory workers, the tactic may have had some success, coinciding as it 
did with the angry response of Baltic Fleet sailors to Shchastny’s execution 
and Obukhov workers to the arrest of their leaders. The abortive rebellion 
of the Baltic Fleet minelayers and the Obukhov factory workers occurred 
within days of Volodarskii’s assassination. However, increased hostility to 
Soviet power at a popular level does not appear to have been the most com-
mon reaction to the sensational killing. Judging by Novaia zhizn’, which was 
then highly critical of the Bolsheviks, word of Volodarskii’s death shocked 
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most workers in neighboring factories and increased the danger of mob vio-
lence.4

Volodarskii’s colleagues on Krasnaia gazeta’s editorial board demanded 
quick vengeance in the form of immediate mass terror for the murder of 
their leader.5 Simultaneously some  district- level Bolsheviks formally regis-
tered concern about intensifi ed activity by enemies of Soviet power and ex-
pressed a desire to settle scores with them.6 Also, on the morning of 21 June 
a stream of worker delegations showed up at Zinoviev’s offi ce in Smolny to 
demand immediate repression as retaliation for Volodarskii’s killing so that 
“revolutionary leaders would not be cut down, one at a time.”  Zinoviev as-
serted, however, that “we opposed this  mood . . .  we insisted that there be no 
excesses.”7 The Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet met in emer-
gency session the same day (21 June) to discuss the greatly infl amed mood. 
According to Novye vedomosti, the meeting’s general sentiment was that 
lynch justice should be opposed.8

Several days later Lenin learned of Petrograd’s restraint and was plainly 
infuriated by the news. He immediately cabled a tongue lashing to Zi noviev, 
Lashevich, and other members of the Petrograd Bureau of the Central Com-
mittee and the Petersburg Committee: “We heard only today that in Piter, 
workers wanted to respond to the killing of Volodarskii with mass terror 

Volodarskii lying in state at the Taurida Palace. State Museum of the Political History of 

Russia, St. Petersburg.
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and that you held them back,” he scolded. “This is  in- tol- er- able!”9 None-
theless, Uritskii was able to prevent excesses for the time being. At the same 
time Volodarskii’s assassination, followed by the actions of the minelayers 
and Obukhov workers, appeared to demonstrate the continued need for 
such potentially powerful, ad hoc security organs as the PCheka. The kill-
ing quashed the movement to abolish the PCheka, which had been picking 
up steam.10 It was left to the virtually moribund Presidium of the SK PTK to 
respond to Dzerzhinskii’s message of 24 June regarding the impermissibility 
of abolishing the PCheka. On 2 July the Presidium informed the VCheka 
that information about the liquidation of the PCheka was false.11

* * *

Volodarskii’s replacement as commissar for the press, agitation, and propa-
ganda was Nikolai Kuzmin, previously an editor of Petrogradskaia pravda. To-
ward the end of June, at the time Kuzmin assumed his post, the SK SO en-
hanced his powers to combat the opposition press.12 Precisely at that time 
the Petersburg Committee began to assert itself, however gingerly, on key 
government matters. The committee had not been consulted about Kuz-
min’s appointment, was unhappy with Petrogradskaia pravda during his ten-
ure there, and was apparently fearful that he was not tough enough to fully 
utilize the prerogatives of his offi ce.13 At a meeting on 12 July, after discus-
sing the work of the Press Commissariat, the Petersburg Committee passed a 
resolution declaring that, although the new press commissar had made  hard-
 line pronouncements, he had taken no concrete steps against hostile papers; 
the resolution demanded more energetic measures. In something of a land-
mark in its relationship with local government authorities, the Petersburg 
Committee nominated one of its most respected members, Moisei Khari-
tonov, for the post of press commissar, on the condition that he work under 
the committee’s constant control. In this connection, the Petersburg Com-
mittee assigned Samoilova and Zalutskii to conduct negotiations with Zino-
viev regarding Kharitonov’s appointment and to discuss the shutdown of 
bourgeois newspapers with Kuzmin.14

At the start of the Petersburg Committee’s next meeting on 18 July, Kuz-
min presented a plan of work for his commissariat.15 Because a majority of 
members wanted to shut down all bourgeois papers at once, whereas Kuz-
min visualized a more gradual, piecemeal approach, the response to his re-
port was a resolution calling for a discussion and a decision on curbing the 
bourgeois press at an early meeting of the Petrograd Soviet’s Executive Com-
mittee. The resolution envisioned that, at this meeting, a representative of 
the Petersburg Committee would “insist on the most decisive measures 
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possible against the bourgeois  press . . .  as the [voice of the] most evil class 
enemy of the proletariat.” At the same time assemblies [of party members] 
in the districts would be convened to explain the necessity of suppressing the 
bourgeois press entirely and to demand that this be done. The Petersburg 
Committee’s resolution included the unprecedented provision that “Kuzmin 
could stay on as commissar but that he would be obligated to make weekly 
reports to it and to change his tactics toward the bourgeois press.”16 Kuzmin 
subsequently stiffened his policies.17

* * *

Following the murder of Volodarskii, despite expanding arrests of sus-
pected oppositionists, Uritskii successfully resisted pressure for PCheka shoot-
ings, as well as the practice, instituted by the VCheka in Moscow, of holding 
 high- profi le political prisoners as hostages to be shot in the event of further 
killings of prominent Soviet leaders. Among  well- known fi gures arrested by 
the PCheka at this time was Nikolai Kutler, a former tsarist offi cial, lead-
ing Kadet, and deputy from Petersburg in the second and third state dumas. 
Picked up on 23 June, he was released two days later. Press reports suggest 
that intercepted letters he wrote to a colleague abroad had aroused the suspi-
cions of PCheka investigators; however, upon reviewing the letters, Uritskii 
found nothing incriminating in them and ordered Kutler’s release.18

A week after Kutler’s arrest, the former Russian prime minister  Vladimir 
Kokovtsev was roused in the middle of the night, arrested, and hauled off to 
Gorokhovaia 2, where he spent about a week. His arrest, like Kutler’s, was 
triggered by suspicious mail intercepts, in Kokovtsev’s case, letters between 
counterrevolutionaries who, unbeknownst to him, had discussed the possi-
bility of his becoming prime minister in a  post- Soviet government. Uritskii’s 
trip to Moscow for the Fifth Congress of Soviets delayed consideration of 
Kokovtsev’s release. He deposed Kokovtsev on 7 July and let him go the 
same day. In his memoirs, Kokovtsev depicted his interrogation by Uritskii 
as a long and civil discussion that dealt as much with his resignation as prime 
minister in 1914, and his impressions of Nicholas II, as with questions re-
lating to his arrest.19 Aleksandr Amfi teatrov, a prominent prose writer, lit-
erary critic, and fi ercely  anti- Bolshevik journalist who was arrested by the 
PCheka on 24 June, had a similar experience. Held at Gorokhovaia 2, he was 
discharged two days later. In Novye vedomosti, the paper he was then work-
ing for, he characterized his deposition by Uritskii as a political conversation 
rather than an interrogation. Uritskii was interested in such topics as his re-
lations with Grigorii Aleksinskii and other “Plekhanovites,”20 whether his 
orientation was toward Germany or the Entente, his literary and newspaper 
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work, and the source of Novye vedo mosti ’s funding. After they had discussed 
these subjects, Uritskii said  Amfi teatrov was free to go.

None of this is to suggest that detention at Gorokhovaia 2 in mid sum-
mer 1918 was not a demeaning and trying experience or that hundreds 
of other, often  lower- profi le political prisoners were as fortunate as Kutler, 
Kokovtsev, and Amfi teatrov. Their descriptions leave little doubt about that. 
And there is also no question that conditions in Petrograd’s even more over-
crowded and unsanitary prisons were far worse than in the makeshift cells 
at Gorokhovaia 2.21 It is simply to say that Uritskii still resisted the extrem-
ist tide at a time when the Cheka in Moscow was already arbitrarily shooting 
class enemies and when, for practical purposes, unoffi cial Red Terror was in 
full sway there and in other Russian cities.22

To be sure, Petrograd authorities adopted various repressive measures to 
prevent the general strike scheduled by the EAD and to suppress the orga-
nization for good. However, I have found no evidence that the PCheka ar-
rested leaders of the EAD, as the VCheka in Moscow had done in early June 
when it incarcerated several members of an EAD delegation in Moscow, 
and again on 22 July, after its suppression of the regional workers’ congress.23 
Similarly, following Mirbach’s assassination, Uritskii tried to avoid unnec-
essary bloodshed in Petrograd, despite the offi cial endorsement of mass ter-
ror by the Fifth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets.24 Rather, he focused on the 
suppression of specifi c counterrevolutionary conspiracies. This was the case 
with the  anti- Soviet conspiracy in the Mikhailovskii Artillery Academy.25 Its 
leaders were left alone, under close watch, until 11 July, when they intensi-
fi ed preparations for violent action against the government. Not until then 
were twelve of them arrested.26

* * *

During the fi rst three months of 1918, while the Treaty of  Brest- Litovsk 
was being negotiated and the battle over its ratifi cation raged, the British, 
French, and American governments had worked to dissuade the Soviet leader-
ship from withdrawing from the war. This was the motivation behind Bruce 
Lockhart’s appointment as Britain’s special envoy to Petrograd in January.27 
Moreover, for some time after the treaty was ratifi ed, the Allied powers 
played on the apprehensions of the Soviet government about the extent of 
German ambitions in Russia to try to entice it into some kind of collabora-
tion that would result in the resumption of hostilities on the Eastern front. 
This was a policy dictated by fears, naturally strongest among the French, 
that a protracted lull in the east would undermine the Allied war effort in the 
west, resulting in a successful German drive on Paris.
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By the late spring of 1918, as Bolshevik concessions to Germany mounted, 
renewed Soviet resistance to the Germans was no longer a prospect. At this 
point the Western allies, especially the British and French, began to sup-
port various  anti- Bolshevik movements friendly to the cause of pursuing 
the war against Germany to victory, at fi rst primarily with large infusions 
of money. Lockhart, through an old friend, had opened a channel to Boris 
Savinkov, who, he knew, intended to murder the top Bolshevik leadership on 
the night of the planned Allied landing in Archangel, and to take advantage 
of popular discontent over famine conditions to establish a military dictator-
ship.28 By July, moreover, Lockhart had joined the French in funneling sub-
stantial funds to General Alekseev, director of the Volunteer Army’s political 
arm and a leading candidate to head a military dictatorship.29

Roughly 170 British marines had landed in Murmansk, in early March, 
to guard allied military supplies before ratifi cation of the Brest treaty and 
the hardening of  Soviet attitudes toward the Allies. At the beginning of  June 
the marines were augmented by an additional six hundred British troops. 
Skirmishes soon broke out between the British and Red Army forces. Still, 
among the Allies the issue of military intervention in Russia was complex 
and controversial. This was especially true in Washington, where, on prin-
ciple, Woodrow Wilson opposed furnishing American troops for action in 
Russia. But even the French, desperate to repel Germany’s offensive in the 
West, could ill afford to divert signifi cant forces for a joint expeditionary 
force in Russia. Thus the number of military personnel the Western al-
lies could commit to intervention in Russia was relatively very small. On 
2 August, by which time President Wilson had grudgingly agreed to fur-
nish troops for limited operations in the Russian North, some twelve hun-
dred British and French troops, and a smattering of American soldiers, went 
ashore in Archangel.30 Richard Ullman, whose study of early  Anglo- Soviet 
relations remains the most reliable on the subject, concluded that the occu-
pation of Archangel on 2 August marked the real beginning of Allied inter-
vention in Russia. The Allied troops, under the overall command of Gen-
eral Frederick Poole, helped establish an  anti- Bolshevik government headed 
by the venerable populist Nikolai Chaikovskii in Archangel.31 Nonetheless, 
because their forces were puny, the Allies looked to link up with elements 
of the Czech Legion to realize their goals in northwest Russia, but this was 
never achieved.

Especially after the troop landing in Archangel, the Allies encouraged 
use of their beachheads in Murmansk and in Archangel as staging areas 
for the buildup and training of indigenous Russian,  anti- Bolshevik,  anti-
 German forces. In connection with the latter, the British subsidized a proj-



320    /    Celebration amid Terror

ect to recruit unemployed former offi cers in the Russian Imperial Army and 
Navy, and technical specialists (pilots, engineers, railroaders, demolition 
experts, and the like) for service with the military units being assembled 
in the north. Clandestine operations connected with this project, dubbed 
by the PCheka “The Case of Recruitment of  White Guardists for Mur-
mansk,” were carried out in Moscow, Vologda, Petrograd, and other loca-
tions in western Russia throughout the summer. Petrograd was a natural 
center for these activities, and Captain Cromie, who had by now become a 
strong advocate of unilateral Allied military intervention in force, helped fi -
nance them.32 A signifi cant number of recruits came from oppositionists in 
Soviet administrative institutions, and Red Army units in the city of Petro-
grad, and even recruits from the South, were processed in Petrograd.33

Even with the addition of indigenous recruits, the Allied expeditionary 
force was too small to launch signifi cant offensive operations. However, for 
some time the Soviet leaders overestimated its strength. With the fl edgling 
Red Army already stretched thin by campaigns against the Czechs in the 
east, Krasnov’s Cossacks on the Don, and Denikin’s and Alekseev’s Volun-
teer Army in the Kuban, they feared early, unstoppable Allied advances on 
Vologda, Moscow, and Petrograd. In his memoirs Arkadii Borman, son of 
the Kadet leader Ariadna  Tyrkova- Williams, who was then an undercover 
White intelligence agent in the Soviet government, recalled the utter panic 
that seized even Lenin in the fi rst days after the occupation of Archangel.34 
In Petrograd, popular anxiety over an imminent enemy advance on the city, 
either by Allied interventionists or the Germans, reached levels not seen since 
the occupation of Pskov in February or the crisis over Fort Ino in May.35

In June and July 1918 the threat to the revolution posed by the suc-
cesses of the Whites and Czechs had rekindled efforts begun by Petrograd 
authorities during the “Ino crisis” to enroll Bolsheviks, and workers gener-
ally, in crash military training courses.36 At the end of June this threat also 
prompted Moscow to begin conscription into the Red Army of Moscow 
and Petrograd workers born in 1896 and 1897 (expanded to include work-
ers born in 1893–1895 a month later).37 The negative impact of these drafts 
on the Petrograd Bolshevik party organization, and on the security of Soviet 
power in Petrograd, was made infi nitely worse by a separate Central Com-
mittee directive mandating mass mobilization into the Red Army of party 
members with combat experience. Among  high- level Petrograd Bolsheviks 
now ordered into the Red Army were Lashevich, Ivan Bakaev, and Petr Za-
lutskii, a member of the Petrograd Bureau of the Central Committee, Secre-
tary of the Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet, and commissar for 
labor in the SK SO, respectively. Conscription and party mobilizations for 
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the Red Army came on top of levies for grain procurement detachments.38 
By the beginning of August the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee was balk-
ing at releasing any more “responsible” party members for Red Army ser-
vice.39 This resistance was solidifi ed by anxiety over the threat to Petrograd 
posed by the Allied landing in Archangel, by a sudden move of the German 
Embassy from Moscow to Petrograd, and by ominous German naval move-
ments in the Gulf of Finland.

During the rest of August and well into September a network of new 
minefi elds was laid at the approaches to Kronstadt and Petrograd, and ele-
ments of the Baltic Fleet were placed on full alert with instructions to engage 
the enemy.40 Moreover, Petrograd authorities, following Moscow’s example, 
sought protection by launching a new  round- up of former offi cers and some 
prominent civilians thought to be sympathetic to the Allies. A few days after 
the Allied landing in Archangel, Cromie cabled the Admiralty that in Petro-
grad seven thousand offi cers and civilians had been arrested in the previous 
two days and that he was trying to negotiate the release of the offi cers for 
cash.41 Cromie himself managed to evade capture by clambering “over roofs 
before they got up the stairs.”42

* * *

In short order, Cromie’s activities had branched out from coordinating 
the evacuation of military supplies from Petrograd, trying to arrange the 
timely destruction of the Baltic Fleet, and facilitating the movement of Rus-
sian offi cers to supplement Allied forces in the north, to winning over Lat-
vian units that had previously served as a Soviet praetorian guard and fund-
ing and “uniting three large  anti- Bolshevik groups,” with the evident aim 
of overthrowing the Soviet government in Petrograd.43 After the killing of 
Mirbach, Cromie had destroyed his ciphers, thus disrupting the possibility 
of effective communications with London.44 He had assumed that General 
Poole, the overall commander of Allied interventionist forces, would provide 
him with some direction, but this did not happen.45 Making matters worse, 
the compartmentalization of covert activities by agents from different intelli-
gence agencies represented in the British Embassy meant that Cromie had to 
rely largely on his own devices and judgment. Soviet authorities had already 
demonstrated their disdain for the niceties of diplomatic immunity, so that 
Cromie now felt it necessary to lead a fugitive existence, moving from one 
safe house to another.46 His close association with members of the former 
nobility at this time may have strengthened his attraction to restoring the 
monarchy or to a military dictatorship in Russia.47 Other factors that might 
have pushed Cromie in a counterrevolutionary direction included his per-



322    /    Celebration amid Terror

sonal observations of the chaos associated with Bolshevik rule, his growing 
conviction not only that the Bolsheviks were controlled by the Germans but 
that “the Hun” would soon occupy Petrograd, and his constantly expanding 
interactions with active counterrevolutionaries generally. There is no reason 
to doubt, as others have noted, that he was primarily motivated by patrio-
tism, in Richard Ullman’s apt phrase, “keeping Russia  non- German.”48 He 
was, after all, a dedicated professional military offi cer, and Britain was at 
war with Germany. In the conditions prevailing in Petrograd during the late 
summer of 1918, however, his patriotic goals came to include the overthrow 
of the Soviet government.

By then, Cromie was intensifying his conspiratorial activities. Among 
“White” conspirators he appears to have been collaborating with in August 
were two undercover Cheka agents, Steckelman and Sabir. Steckelman had 
persuaded Cromie that he had sixty thousand Finnish White Guards, plus 
 twenty- fi ve thousand Latvian troops at his disposal, and that he had the 
means to control rail, telegraph, and telephone services for support of Al-
lied expeditionary forces in the North, the neutralization of German forces 
in Finland, and, if desired, a powerful joint march on Petrograd. At the same 
time Sabir was reported to have assured Cromie that the soldiers guarding all 
the Bolsheviks’ armored cars at night were in his pay. With their help and the 
aid of a battalion of  White offi cers loyal to him, he would be able to take re-
sponsibility for “arrangements” inside Petrograd (that is, for a coup timed to 
coincide with an Allied advance from the north).49

Cromie was suffi ciently satisfi ed that Steckelman and Sabir were reliable 
that he attempted to arrange meetings between them and representatives of 
the other counterrevolutionary groups which he was subsidizing. Moreover, 
he made Sabir responsible for blowing up a key bridge over the Neva in the 
event of a German advance on Petrograd from Finland.50 Lockhart, who was 
then providing large sums of money to the infamous Sidney Reilly, the top 
operative of the British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) inside Russia who 
was bent on  single- handedly masterminding the liquidation of the Soviet 
national government,51 had at least a general sense of these activities. In a 
“Secret and Confi dential Memorandum on the Alleged Allied Conspiracy in 
Russia” which Lockhart submitted to the Foreign Offi ce shortly after his re-
turn to London in November 1918, he emphasized his warm relations with 
Cromie and that he was aware that both Cromie and Commander Ernst 
Boyce, nominal director of the SIS in Russia, were involved with several 
counterrevolutionary organizations in Petrograd and were spending consid-
erable sums of money on them.52
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* * *

In British Agent, Lockhart conceded that the Allied intervention was an 
indirect cause of the Red Terror.53 There is a kernel of truth in that, at least 
in so far as Petrograd is concerned. Toward the end of June, when the procla-
mation of Red Terror was fi rst pressed by radical Petrograd workers, Uritskii 
had already publicly linked Volodarskii’s assassination to the collaboration 
between the Allies and the Right SRs.54 Subsequently, as Allied agents such 
as Cromie and Lockhart increased their aid to counterrevolutionary orga-
nizations and Allied intervention became a reality, amid fears of an early at-
tack on Petrograd by the Allies or by Germany, offi cial propaganda against 
the imperialists, especially the British and French, became a drumbeat that 
further fueled popular anxieties. Records of Bolshevik district committees 
leave no doubt that fear of an enemy attack and the occupation of Petrograd 
at this time was genuine. Moreover, the readiness of even party members 
to serve at the front was moderated by the belief that it was fi rst necessary 
to safeguard the survival of the revolution in the rear by crushing domes-
tic foes.55

At its regular meeting on 23 July the Petersburg Committee had put its 
weight behind the signifi cant expansion of political repression. Foreshadowed 
by its  hard- line position on treatment of the opposition press a week ear-
lier, this move was triggered by an ominous warning of massive counter-
revolutionary activity in the Vasilii Island district reported by Aleksandr 
Sergeev and Sergei Rapoport, chairman of the Vasilii Island district soviet 
and head of its trial and investigation section, respectively. According to 
them, an estimated seventeen thousand offi cers in their district, many of 
whom defi ned themselves as monarchists, were then organizing a counter-
revolutionary conspiracy. Their report was taken very seriously. The Peters-
burg Committee responded to it by adopting a resolution protesting the 
laxness of the government’s security policies and affi rming the necessity of 
“employing Red Terror against the very real efforts of counterrevolutionaries 
to organize rebellions.”56

With the aim of lobbying for implementation of a systematic program 
of mass terror, the Petersburg Committee arranged a meeting with the 
Petrograd Bureau of the Central Committee and Sergeev and Rapoport for 
ten o’clock that evening (specifi cally identifying, as essential participants, 
 Zinoviev, Zorin, Uritskii, and Pozern, representing the Petrograd Soviet, 
the Revolutionary Tribunal, the PCheka, and the military, respectively).57 
The meeting was held at the Astoria Hotel, the residence of most top party 
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leaders, and often referred to as the “Cheka hotel” because it was close to 
Gorokhovaia 2. The Petersburg Committee seems to have been unsuccess-
ful in persuading a majority of the necessity of implementing a program of 
“Red Terror” or even of lifting the ban on summary shootings adopted by 
the SK PTK in April. However, arrests of suspected counterrevolutionaries, 
some of whom were soon designated as hostages, were now expanded.58

During the war scare of early August, signs increased that Uritskii was 
losing ground to advocates of “Red Terror” in the SK SO, as well as his col-
leagues in the PCheka leadership. These signs included the detention, as 
hostages, of former offi cers and civilians. The class antagonism pressed by 
Bolshevik zealots, such as those on the editorial board of Krasnaia gazeta, 
party members in the districts, and a majority of the Petersburg Commit-
tee, was also refl ected at the Second Northern Oblast Congress of Soviets 
held in Smolny on 1–2 August. The contrast with the First Northern Oblast 
Congress of Soviets in late April is striking. The fi rst congress had been a 
relatively free forum where Bolsheviks and Left SRs debated fundamental 
issues.59 The Second Northern Oblast Congress was less a meaningful dia-
logue on key issues than a political rally, similar to what plenary sessions 
of the Petrograd Soviet had become by then. Congress delegates were out-
numbered by the entire Petrograd and Kronstadt soviets, as well as delegates 
to district soviet conferences, members of the Petrograd Trade Union Coun-
cil, Red Army and Navy committees, and central and district railroad worker 
committees. Whipped to fever pitch after rousing speeches by Sverdlov and 
Trotsky, who were in Petrograd at this time, congress participants adopted 
a Bolshevik resolution “On the Current Moment,” which set the stage for 
a program of mass terror. “Soviet power must insure the safety of the rear 
[by] maintaining a close watch over the bourgeoisie [and] . . . instituting a 
policy of mass terror toward it,” read the resolution. Henceforth, “our motto 
is mass armament of workers and the concentration of all forces for a life or 
death military attack on the counterrevolutionary bourgeoisie.”60

Implicit in this resolution was the reintroduction of the summary shoot-
ing of counterrevolutionaries that had been practiced and encouraged by the 
VCheka since February. At least some Petrograd district soviets immediately 
endorsed this call for mass terror.61 By his own admission,  Zinoviev, now re-
ferred to as “boss” of Petrograd, became an advocate of “Red Terror” in the 
wake of Volodarskii’s killing but was restrained from trying to put this new 
orientation into practice by Uritskii and, in all probability, by Proshian and 
Krestinskii as well. As noted earlier, the moderating infl uence of Proshian 
and of Petrograd Left SRs generally was eliminated following the assassina-
tion of Count Mirbach in July. In mid August Krestinskii was transferred to 
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Moscow to become the people’s commissar for fi nance. As a result, Uritskii 
had become increasingly isolated within the SK SKSO and the leadership of 
the PCheka.

The impact of this weakened position was soon apparent. At a meet-
ing on 17 August the SK SO issued a decree authorizing the PCheka, at its 
discretion, to shoot persons guilty of counterrevolutionary agitation and of 
a broad range of other political and economic crimes.62 The best Uritskii 
could get was a stipulation that decisions on shootings would require the 
unanimous vote of the PCheka Collegium.63

The decision actually to proceed with the shootings was taken at a 
PCheka Collegium meeting on 19 August. Uritskii argued long and hard 
against it. One of the most illuminating accounts of Uritskii’s diffi culties 
with his colleagues in the PCheka leadership at this time was written by 
S. G. Uralov during the Khrushchev era; it is undocumented but purports to 
be based on the unpublished memoir of an unnamed younger PCheka fi re-
brand who was a member of the PCheka Collegium. In his recollections, this 
fi rebrand alluded to continuing pressures on Uritskii to approve the shoot-
ings during the  run- up to the 19 August Collegium meeting. “With ever in-
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creasing frequency there was talk of the need for shootings,” he is quoted as 
having written. “During offi cial meetings and private conversations, several 
comrades persistently raised the issue of [instituting] Red Terror.” Accord-
ing to his account, as conveyed by Uralov, after the SK SO’s decision forced 
a vote on shootings in the PCheka Collegium, only Uritskii opposed them. 
He did so on practical grounds. But after the Collegium soundly rejected his 
argument that shootings would be counterproductive, he abstained from a 
vote on the fate of  twenty- one political prisoners and common criminals so 
that the will of the majority would prevail.64 Two days later (21 August), the 
 twenty- one prisoners were shot. The makeup of this fi rst batch of PCheka 
victims is instructive: nine were shot for common crimes; four of the nine 
were former PCheka commissars. The remaining twelve were political pris-
oners, most of them alleged to have conducted counterrevolutionary agita-
tion among Red Army soldiers. Included in the latter were six of twelve con-
spirators from the Mikhailovskii Artillery Academy arrested in July. Among 
them was the former offi cer Vladimir Perel’tsveig whose execution was to 
have serious consequences, primarily for Uritskii.65

The night of the PCheka’s fi rst shootings (21 August), the prevailing 
spirit of using violence against political opposition was captured in a reso-
lution adopted by the Fifth Petrograd Province Congress of Soviets. “In ev-
ery village and county we must carry out a radical purge,” the resolution de-
clared. “Counterrevolutionary offi cers, and indeed all White Guardists who 
even think about returning power to the rich, must be mercilessly liqui-
dated.”66 A week later (28 August) a plenary meeting of the Petrograd Soviet 
moved the offi cial proclamation of Red Terror a step closer in response to an 
alleged attempt on Zinoviev’s life. Provoked by unsubstantiated rumors that 
an unidentifi ed individual behaving suspiciously had sought out Zinoviev at 
the Astoria Hotel two nights earlier in order to kill him, the Soviet passed a 
resolution declaring its determination “to liquidate all the White Guardists 
in our hands should a hair fall from the head of one of our leaders” and “to 
annihilate all leaders of the counterrevolution to a man.”67 This resolution 
was similar to the one passed by the Petrograd Soviet on 22 June, following 
Volodarskii’s killing. However, the resolution adopted by the Petrograd So-
viet at that time was explicitly a warning, whereas in the conditions prevail-
ing at the end of August 1918 there could be little doubt that it was a state-
ment of policy.

* * *

On the morning of 30 August 1918 Uritskii was shot and killed on 
the way to his offi ce at the Commissariat for Internal Affairs on Palace 
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Square. The details of his murder and the dramatic capture of his assas-
sin emerge with clarity from voluminous Cheka fi les on the case.68 Uritskii 
was shot by Leonid Kannegisser, a  twenty- two- year- old former cadet in the 
Mikhailovskii Artillery Academy who was a talented poet well known in 
Petrograd literary circles (among his friends were Maria Tsvetaeva and  Sergei 
Esenin).69 Although Kannegisser appears to have been a Popular Socialist 
and an enthusiastic supporter of Kerensky in 1917, in repeated interroga-
tions by PCheka investigators he refused to divulge his political affi liation, 
if indeed he had one, in 1918, and steadfastly insisted he had acted alone. 
The PCheka established that following the October revolution he had some 
connections to counterrevolutionary conspiratorial groups.70 However, its 
conclusion that Uritskii’s killing was part of one grand domestic and inter-
national conspiracy against Soviet power is not substantiated by any evidence 
in the PCheka’s hands. Perel’tsveig, who had been among those executed by 

Leonid Kannegisser. Author’s 

personal collection.
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the PCheka on 21 August, was Kannegisser’s close friend. Kannegisser had 
no way of knowing that, in general, Uritskii had been steadfastly opposed to 
shootings, and, in particular, that he had made  last- ditch efforts to stop the 
executions of Perel’tsveig and his comrades. Uritskii’s name appeared on exe-
cution orders published in the press, and Kannegisser, by his own admission, 
had acted to avenge his friend’s death.71 In Mark Aldanov’s words, “the death 
of a friend turned him into a terrorist.”72 Kannegisser was executed for his 
act. To the consternation of PCheka investigators, 144 other individuals ar-
rested in the case, including Kannegisser’s mother, father, sisters, and a large 
number of his friends and acquaintances who were listed in his address book 
somehow survived the Red Terror and were released.73

Informed promptly of Uritskii’s assassination, Lenin responded by or-
dering Dzerzhinskii to go to Petrograd without delay to direct an inves-
tigation. Prior to Dzerzhinskii’s departure, Lenin sent him documents re-
lating to counterrevolutionary activity that were to be published the next 
day. In a cover note to them that has been published, Lenin asked whether 
 Dzerzhinskii thought it would be wise to carry out arrests at a location speci-
fi ed in the documents. In this connection, he suggested that these arrests 

Uritskii’s funeral, 1 September 1918. Zinoviev is standing second from right. Molotov is 

fourth from right wearing a raincoat. State Museum of the Political History of Russia, 

St. Petersburg.
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might enable the VCheka to “fi nd the threads and links among counter-
revolutionaries.” Apparently referring to Uritskii’s killing, he stressed that 
now “for possibly the fi rst time, there is ‘offi cial’ confi rmation of ties be-
tween those who did the shooting and the SR party.”74

In two subsequent speeches to factory workers on 30 August, however, 
Lenin did not mention Uritskii’s murder, the possible arrest of SRs, or offi -
cial implementation of state terror.75 After the second speech, at the Mikhel-
son iron foundry,  machine- building, and weapons plant, he narrowly es-
caped a second assassination attempt (the fi rst had occurred the previous 
January).76 He was shot at several times. One bullet struck him in the chest, 
and another passed through his left arm and lodged in his neck. Lenin’s con-
dition appeared to be critical. While medical experts worked to stabilize 
him, his party held its collective breath.



13

The Red Terror in Petrograd

The assassination of Moisei Uritskii on the morning of 30 August and the 
attempt on Lenin’s life that night have usually been viewed as the direct cause 
of the Red Terror. Actually, undeclared Red Terror in all its forms had been 
under way in Moscow and other Russian cities for months. In Petrograd the 
practice of taking political hostages had begun in late July. Uritskii’s ban on 
shootings had been reversed by the PCheka on 19 August (after which the 
shootings of the twenty- one prisoners had been carried out), and Red  Terror 
had been all but offi cially declared at a plenary session of the Petrograd So-
viet on 28 August. However, it is certainly true that in the former capital the 
murder of Uritskii, coupled with the failed attempt on Lenin’s life, unleashed 
a wave of arrests and an orgy of politically motivated seizures of hostages and 
shootings by the PCheka, district security agencies, and worker and soldier 
bands that far exceeded anything that had come before, even in Moscow.

The fundamental aim of the Red Terror in Petrograd, in the fall of 1918, 
was to ensure political stability at a time when the city was being stripped of 
security forces. Nonetheless, responsibility for its proclamation is murky. It 
does not appear to have originated from the top, as has been commonly as-
sumed. The national Sovnarkom did not issue a green light for mass terror 
beyond what was contained in the resolution of the Fifth  All- Russian Con-
gress of Soviets until the second of two meetings on 4 September.1 By then, 
the Red Terror in Petrograd was already raging. Not until 6 September did 
the SK SO and an expanded plenary session of the Petrograd Soviet consider 
offi cial responses to Uritskii’s assassination. The SK SO reconfi rmed its de-
cree of 17 August which authorized shootings by the PCheka for various 
political crimes.2 Amid the wave of arrests and shootings then cresting in 
Petrograd, revalidation of this decree may well have been an attempt to re-
assert the Cheka’s control over summary exe cutions. Simultaneously, at a 
plenary meeting of the Petrograd Soviet that began with eulogies of Uritskii, 
the deputies adopted a resolution branding “Right SRs, Mensheviks, Black 
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Hundred offi cers, priests, and kulaks” as outlaws, proclaiming martial law, 
and pledging to answer “White Terror by bourgeois killers with Red Ter-
ror.”3 Yet on this very day, a PCheka progress report published in the govern-
ment and party press revealed that, during the preceding week, 512 coun-
terrevolutionaries had already been shot. The report also included the fi rst 
of several lists of individuals arrested as hostages to be executed in the event 
of another terrorist attack on a Bolshevik leader (120 hostages were on this 
list).4 Where, then, did offi cial authorization for a program of mass terror in 
Petrograd originate?

* * *

Less than two hours after Uritskii’s assassination on 30 August, the Pre-
sidium of the Petrograd Soviet dispatched a “highly urgent” message to all 
district soviets, district offi ces of the Red Army, and stations of the Com-
mittee for the Revolutionary Security of Petrograd. Besides announcing 
Kane gissar’s capture and identifying him as a Right SR, and implicating 
the British and French in Uritskii’s killing, it ordered that guard posts be 
strengthened, barricades be erected at strategically important locations, and 
“all forces” be readied for battle. In the fi rst hours after the killing of the 
PCheka chief, the Petrograd Soviet leadership feared that this killing might 
be the start of the  long- expected,  full- scale domestic and Allied attack on 
Soviet power in Petrograd. The message authorized immediate, unlimited 
searches and arrests of the bourgeoisie, Imperial offi cers, suspicious elements 
among students, civil servants, and the British and French.5 Together with 
the PCheka’s conditional authorization for shooting counterrevolutionaries 
that was adopted by the SK SO on 19 August, the message can be prop-
erly viewed as another major step toward the proclamation of Red Terror in 
Petrograd.

Upon careful examination, however, it is apparent that the initiative 
for implementing an offi cial program of  full- scale Red Terror in Petrograd, 
including mass summary executions, came from the Bolshevik Petersburg 
Committee. Immediately after the news of Uritskii’s assassination was re-
ceived, the committee convened a meeting of appropriate members of the 
SK SO and the party leadership that afternoon (30 August)—again in the 
Astoria Hotel. Signifi cantly, this took place before the attempt on Lenin’s 
life that evening. Elena Stasova described this gathering in her memoirs.6 
Early in the meeting Zinoviev, harking back to the party’s restraint follow-
ing Volodarskii’s killing, demanded that, this time, “appropriate” measures 
be adopted without delay. Among the measures he advocated was “letting 
workers deal with the intelligentsia as they wished, on the street.”
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Stasova claims that participating “comrades” listened to Zinoviev’s ex-
treme pronouncements with “embarrassment.” After she took the fl oor to 
oppose him, he stormed out of the room in a rage. Among those siding 
with her was Gleb Bokii, representing the PCheka.7 Ultimately the gath-
ering agreed to form special troikas to go to the districts to hunt down 
“counter revolutionary elements.” Other steps decided upon at this meeting, 
or shortly after it, included the immediate execution of the sizable number 
of political hostages already in the hands of the PCheka, and the assign-
ment of Stasova to the PCheka’s presidium to review lists of individuals to 
be executed. Slogans adopted at this meeting and published the next day in 
the name of the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee included “In response to 
the White Terror of Counterrevolutionaries, we respond with Red Revo-
lutionary Terror!” “White Guardists have gone unpunished too  long— the 
hour for settling scores has arrived!”8

A high percentage of PCheka arrests and shootings during the Red Ter-
ror of 1918 in Petrograd occurred during the fi rst few days after the decision 
by the expanded meeting of the Petersburg Committee on 30 August. The 
night of 30/31 August, in the Admiralteiskii district alone, the Cheka ar-
rested roughly forty people in raids, most of them former offi cers and Right 
SRs.9 Contemporary newspaper reports suggest that particularly large num-
bers of “counterrevolutionaries” were shot the night of 31 August/1 Sep-
tember.10

Many of the initial victims had languished in prison for months. This 
was the case with Vasilii Mukhin, a wealthy, by all accounts unusually be-
nevolent former landowner who, according to PCheka records, was arrested 
in May on hearsay evidence connected with the “Case of the  Comorra for 
the Vengeance of the Russian People.”11 Representatives of the EAD from 
Petrograd who had been arrested in Moscow in mid July, during the gov-
ernment’s raid on the regional workers’ congress, were more fortunate than 
Mukhin. As they were still incarcerated at the start of the Red Terror, their 
execution seemed certain. However, the Menshevik leadership had mobi-
lized foreign socialists in their support. The Soviet government was leery of 
antagonizing them further, and Riazanov, working through Sverdlov and 
Chicherin, was able to get several of them released into his custody.12

On 2 September, in the Moscow Soviet, deputy Voznesenskii, who had 
just returned from Petrograd, reported that fi ve hundred “representatives of 
the bourgeoisie” had already been shot there.13 If accurate, this fi gure rep-
resents the number of political prisoners shot by the PCheka the nights of 
30/31 August and 31 August/1 September.14 This number also accounts for 
all but twelve of the executions announced in the press on 6 September and 
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more than  two- thirds of the “up to” eight hundred PCheka shootings dur-
ing the entire period of the Red Terror in Petrograd that Bokii reported to a 
Northern Commune Cheka congress in mid October.15 The latter number 
also corresponds to the combined total of people shot during the Red Terror 
listed in comprehensive,  year- end statistical tables for the PCheka and the 
Petrograd Province Cheka that were prepared for internal use.16 Addition-
ally, about fi ve hundred out of roughly one thousand hostages were shot by 
the Kronstadt Cheka during the Red Terror.17

This said, the precise count of Red Terror victims in the Petrograd re-
gion will probably never be known, as available fi gures do not include execu-
tions carried out by  district- level security agencies and roving worker bands, 
some of them loosely directed by the PCheka. In an unpublished memoir 
written in the late 1920s or early 1930s, S. P. Petrov described the activities 
of one such worker band. In 1918 Petrov, a Bolshevik, was employed in the 
Novyi Lessner  machine- building plant. He recalled that, right after the as-
sassinations of Volodarskii and Uritskii, he and his comrades feared that 
they might be the next targets of  bomb- throwing SRs. “We led all workers 
in our plant on  anti- SR demonstrations,” Petrov explained. “We [also] pro-
claimed and carried out responses [in kind]. . . . We weren’t shy  then— we 
drowned inveterate enemies in barges off Lisyi Nos’. . . . On the evening of 
an operation, the guys would gather [and] I would let them know what had 
to be done.”18

Such lynch justice was fed by the Petrograd party and government press, 
especially by Krasnaia gazeta. From the time of Volodarskii’s slaying, it had 
surpassed all other Petrograd papers in the virulence of its demands for im-
mediate “Red Terror.” Thus it is not surprising that its advocacy of ven-
geance in the aftermath of Uritskii’s killing was also more strident and lasted 
longer than coverage in other papers. The lead editorial in Krasnaia gazeta 
on 31 August, titled “Blood for Blood,” captures the paper’s tone throughout 
the Terror. It called on workers to steel their hearts so they would not feel 
pity when their enemies were slaughtered and would not waver at the sight 
of oceans of their blood. The editorial ended: “Let the blood of the bour-
geoisie and its servants  fl ow— more blood!”19

Another Krasnaia gazeta editorial on the fi rst day of Red Terror in Petro-
grad, this one entitled “To the Wall!” drew a parallel between France dur-
ing the Great Terror of 1793 and the situation prevailing in Russia. After 
the French people had rebelled against the power of the aristocracy, priests, 
and kings, victory had not come easily, contended the author of this edito-
rial. The old order had put up stiff resistance but through superhuman ef-
fort the French had overcome all obstacles. First, the French revolutionaries 
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decided to deal with the internal enemy, and thus proclaimed the Terror to 
be directed against all enemies of the revolution! Their slogan was “All aris-
tocrats, to the lamp posts!” In the course of dealing with counterrevolution-
aries, the revolution gradually strengthened itself militarily and, ultimately, 
the French began to defeat their external enemies. We are going through a 
phase that is similar to this moment in the Great French Revolution, the 
writer went on. And now we, too, must fi rst conquer the internal counter-
revolution. French revolutionaries carried rebellious aristocrats “to the lamp 
posts,” they hung enemies of the people by the thousands. The Russian revo-
lution stands its enemies against the wall and shoots them, he concluded. 
“To the wall with the bourgeoisie!”

To the editors of Krasnaia gazeta, the scale of shootings during the 
fi rst days of Red Terror in Petrograd was a disappointment. Their featured 
opinion piece on the morning of 4 September acknowledged that execu-
tions since Uritskii’s assassination and the attempt on Lenin’s life were a 
start but no more than that. The party had not yet rid itself of criminal soft-
ness; instead of the several thousand shootings that had been promised, no 
more than a few hundred representatives of the bourgeoisie had actually 
been shot.20

The Red Terror in Petrograd was backed by a massive campaign aimed 
at bringing the workers’ hostility toward domestic and foreign enemies to 
a boiling point, and at linking the two enemies together. During the fi rst 
week of September 1918, news articles and editorials only slightly less in-
fl ammatory than those in Krasnaia gazeta appeared in all Petrograd news-
papers. Daily rallies in factories, worker clubs, and meeting halls throughout 
the city, featuring the party’s most prominent fi gures speaking on the subject 
“Who We Are Fighting Against,” were also used to reinforce popular sup-
port for the Terror.21

By September 2 it was apparent that Lenin’s medical condition was no 
longer  life- threatening and that he was recovering. Nonetheless, the major 
Petrograd newspapers featured  front- page medical bulletins detailing his 
condition well after that. The bulletins appeared alongside myriad resolu-
tions from factories, labor organizations, and Red Army units expressing 
hope that Lenin would survive, condemning the attack on him, and de-
manding vengeance; essays describing Lenin’s seminal importance to the 
Russian and international labor movements; and descriptions of Uritskii’s 
killing, updates on the PCheka’s investigation of it, and eulogies of Uritskii 
as the ideal party leader.

The centerpiece of the concerted effort to link domestic and foreign 
enemies revolved around the  so- called Lockhart Plot, allegedly a joint Al-
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lied conspiracy directed by Bruce Lockhart, under way in both capitals, 
to overthrow Soviet power.22 At the beginning of August a member of the 
VCheka leadership in Moscow, Varvara Iakovleva, had been assigned to co-
ordinate the investigation of the case in Petrograd. While she was in the for-
mer capital, Lockhart, Sidney Reilly, and Colonel Henri de Verthamon, co-
ordinator of the extensive French  anti- Bolshevik sabotage operations and 
one of Reilly’s chief  co- conspirators, were unmasked in Moscow by Dzer-
zhinskii’s agents, if not by Moura Benckendorff then by Colonel Eduard 
Berzin, commander of a Latvian rifl e regiment and a Dzerzhinskii operative, 
who had fooled Lockhart and Reilly into believing that his men were ripe 
to turn against the Soviet regime. Evidence in the PCheka’s hands indicated 
that the British Embassy in Petrograd was at the center of Allied planning 
to overthrow Soviet power there. In view of this, toward the end of August 
additional Cheka investigators were dispatched from Moscow to Petrograd, 
and Dzerzhinskii himself was scheduled to go there soon.23 Lenin’s fi rst ac-
tion upon learning of Uritskii’s killing, as we have seen, was to send Dzer-
zhinskii to Petrograd.

In Soviet accounts, an assault on the British Embassy by the PCheka 
the evening of 31 August is pictured as a magnifi cently successful operation 
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to capture participants in the Lockhart  Plot— a domestic and international 
conspiracy against Soviet power that included the murder of Uritskii. Al-
though British archival sources indicate that there were solid grounds for 
linking the embassy with domestic counterrevolutionary conspiracies, there 
is no evidence that the subversive activities of Lockhart and Cromie were 
coordinated. In a debriefi ng shortly afterward, Harold Trevenen Hall, a ci-
vilian SIS employee who worked closely with Cromie in Petrograd, con-
cluded that the two undercover agents Sabir and Steckel man, who had been 
collaborating with Cromie in August, were agents provocateurs. He testifi ed 
that, around midday on 31 August, he met with them at their request. Sabir 
and Steckelman maintained that the time for action had come, and they pro-
posed a planning meeting at the nearby Hotel France as soon as possible 
with them and other representatives of  anti- Bolshevik organizations work-
ing with Cromie.24

On 31 August the Red Terror was already in high gear. On the night of 
30/31 August the British Consul, Arthur Woodhouse, as well Cromie’s clos-
est associate, Le Page, had been arrested. So Sabir’s and Steckelmann’s im-
patience did not arouse Hall’s suspicions. It was Hall’s idea to schedule the 
meeting later that very afternoon, and to hold it at the embassy rather than 
the Hotel France. If Sabir and Stecklemann had their way, the trap they 
were setting for Cromie and his fellow conspirators would have been sprung 
at the Hotel France, not the embassy. After hearing from Hall about what 
Sabir and Steckelmann had to say, Cromie began arranging the requested 
meeting. The only counterrevolutionary leader Hall mentioned by name 
was General Yudenich and a car was sent to fetch him.25 Subsequently the 
Soviet press reported that Savinkov and Maksimilian Filonenko (a close as-
sociate of Sa vinkov’s and one of Lockhart’s counterrevolutionary contacts) 
were among prominent enemies of the revolution that the PCheka had ex-
pected to be at the embassy meeting.26 Whatever the case, it turned out that 
Yudenich was hiding out at the Dutch Embassy, and none of Cromie’s other 
Russian contacts except for Sabir and Steckelmann showed up at the ap-
pointed hour.27

Meanwhile, Dzerzhinskii had arrived in Petrograd toward evening on 
31 August,28 where he learned of the attempt to assassinate Lenin in Moscow 
and, presumably, of the trap set by Sabir and Steckelmann. Before hurrying 
back to Moscow to take charge of the emergency there, he approved the raid 
on the British Embassy. Semen Geller of the PCheka was assigned to lead 
it.29 Participants in the early evening raid were Geller’s deputy, Ia. Sheink-
man; one of the investigators from Moscow, Bronislav Bortnovskii; and sev-
eral other Cheka commissars and intelligence agents. In his debriefi ng, Hall 
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indicated that shortly before the raid began, Sabir went downstairs to the 
street level of the embassy, explaining that he was going to order his “de-
tectives to keep a sharp lookout.” In retrospect, Hall assumed Sabir’s pur-
pose was to issue a  go- ahead for the ensuing attack. Because the expected 
counterrevolutionary leaders of interest to the PCheka were absent, it may 
have been that Sabir tried and failed to abort it.

Minutes after Sabir returned, Geller and his comrades, pistols drawn, 
broke into the embassy. They were making their way toward Le Page’s offi ce 
on the second fl oor, where Cromie, Hall, Sabir, Steckelmann, and perhaps 
others were gathered, when shooting erupted. In the confused gun battle at 
close quarters that followed, a Cheka intelligence specialist, Robert Ionson, 
and Cromie, pistol blazing, were killed. Sheinkman and Bortnovskii were 
seriously wounded. Geller later admitted to having fi red the shot that hit 
Bortnovskii.30 Approximately forty people in the embassy at the time of the 
attack were arrested and led off to Gorokhovaia 2. Apart from Sabir, Steck-
elmann, and one Prince Shakhovskii, the captured were Russian or British 
embassy employees. It was payday, and most were caught in “Paymaster” 
Ernst Boyce’s offi ce.31 That Sabir and Steckelmann were seized but, unlike 
Shakhovskii, not listed among those arrested supports Hall’s retrospective 
conclusion that they were  agents- provocateurs.

News reports in all the Petrograd newspapers during the days immedi-
ately following the incident proclaimed that compromising material gath-
ered in the raid, combined with knowledge provided by unnamed infor-
mants, indicated that the PCheka had successfully liquidated a “grandiose 
conspiracy” involving domestic “party organizations and foreign agents of 
 Anglo- French capital.” The embassy attack probably was a success insofar 
as it linked “ Anglo- French capital” to domestic conspiracies against Soviet 
power in the popular mind. The image of the arrested British offi cials as a 
dangerous threat was enhanced by the fact that they were held in the infa-
mous Trubetskoi Bastion of the Fortress of Peter and Paul, in cells that had 
been reserved for particularly dangerous political prisoners during the tsarist 
era. Yet, in important ways, the raid was a failure. The most likely primary ar-
chitect of the Lockhart Plot, Sidney Reilly, who actually was in Petrograd on 
31 August, was not caught. Also, John Merritt, a British businessman turned 
clandestine agent who had worked closely with Cromie during the preced-
ing summer, kept up the fl ow of money to at least some  anti- Bolshevik indi-
viduals and groups he had been subsidizing. Merritt became so adept at spir-
iting British offi cials who were not swept up in the embassy raid, as well as 
compromised Russian contacts, across the border to Finland that he became 
known as a modern day “Scarlet Pimpernel.”32 Moreover, British agents, 
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such as Paul Dukes, soon picked up the pieces of the subversive network es-
tablished by Cromie.33 Although the British government was initially ap-
prehensive about what the documents seized in the raid might reveal, their 
importance turned out to be minimized by Cromie’s destruction of incrimi-
nating records and ciphers in July. From the point of view of Soviet au-
thorities, the raid was probably disappointing and unfortunate in yet an-
other way. It prompted the VCheka in Moscow to move prematurely on the 
conspirators there.34 Mass arrests of British and French consular personnel 
in Moscow were conducted the night of 31 August/1 September. Among 
those caught in this roundup were Lockhart, his mistress Moura Bencken-
dorff (the likely Cheka informer), Captain W. L. Hicks (Lockhart’s clos-
est associate), and Xenophon Kalamatiano, head of an American espionage 
ring in Russia, and many of his key Russian agents. Escaping, along with 
Sidney Reilly, was de Verthamon, the leading French collaborator in  Reilly’s 
schemes.

Lockhart and his British and French partners incarcerated in Moscow, 
as well as Cromie’s associates imprisoned in Petrograd, were released after 
several weeks in exchange for Maxim Litvinov, the Soviet Union’s future 
people’s commissar for foreign affairs, and his entourage. Litvinov, the So-
viet government’s provisional plenipotentiary to Great Britain, had been in-
terned in London’s Brixton Prison following Lockhart’s arrest. Thus Kalama-
tiano was the lone Allied defendant present for the public “Lockhart trial,” 
heard by the Supreme Revolutionary Tribunal from 28 November to 3 De-
cember 1918. Along with Kalamatiano and roughly fi fteen alleged mem-
bers of his spy network and fi ve of Reilly’s, Allied defendants in the case, 
all tried in absentia, were Lockhart, the French  Consul- General Colonel 
 Ferdinand Grenard, and de Verthamon.35 None of the  Petrograd- based Al-
lied secret agents was among the accused, perhaps because the most impor-
tant of them, Cromie, had been killed. Under the circumstances, dredging 
up what was known about Cromie’s subversive activities and trying his col-
leagues would only have further infl amed  anti- Soviet passions in London. 
Nor was any signifi cant effort made to link  anti- Soviet conspiracies in Petro-
grad with those in Moscow.

Among Russian defendants tried, only Colonel Aleksandr Fride, found 
guilty of being Kalamatiano’s chief agent, was sentenced to death and shot. 
Several of Kalamatiano’s operatives received relatively light prison sentences. 
Try as he might, chairman of the Supreme Revolutionary Tribunal Kry-
lenko was unable to demonstrate that Russian defendants connected to Al-
lied agents other than Kalamatiano were more than minor fi gures. Charges 
against some of them were dropped; other defendants were acquitted or re-
ceived very light sentences. Kalamatiano was sentenced to death but the exe-
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cution was delayed, and he was released in August 1921, as a condition of 
emergency food deliveries to Soviet Russia by the American Relief Admin-
istration. Lockhart, Reilly, Grenard, and de Verthamon were declared “ene-
mies of labor” and “outlaws,” and were to be shot if ever found on Russian 
territory.

The PCheka’s storming of the British Embassy and the shooting of 
Cromie, coupled with the brutality of the Red Terror in Petrograd, triggered 
an international outcry. Dzerzhinskii and authorities in Petrograd tried as 
best they could to mute this criticism and especially its impact on workers 
internationally. In a radio broadcast abroad, on 2 September, they charged 
that  Anglo- French agents and domestic counterrevolutionaries had joined 
together to reverse the revolution and restore the tsarist regime, which was at 
least partly true, and that these agents were personally and directly respon-
sible for the murders of Volodarskii and Uritskii, and the attempted assas-
sinations of Lenin and Zinoviev, which was not true. Signifi cantly this ac-
cusation was not leveled at the Lockhart trial. The September broadcast, 
the text of which was published, had this to say about the results of the em-
bassy raid:

On 31 August, at 6:00 pm, our Commission for Struggle against Counter-
revolution was able to catch one of the main English conspiratorial groups 
 red- handed in the British  Embassy. . . .  A huge amount of correspondence 
was seized, which will be published. It incriminates the English conspirators 
 completely . . .  The eyewitness testimony of some of those detained has estab-
lished that [Allied agents] . . . planned to arrest the Soviet of People’s Commis-
sars. . . . [In normal circumstances,] we would never have resorted to a search 
of a [foreign] embassy. But we cannot be silent when one is transformed into 
a conspiratorial headquarters for plotters and killers.36

The response of the British Foreign Offi ce to these accusations, and, more 
generally, to the embassy raid, Cromie’s death, and the arrest of its personnel 
in Petrograd and Moscow, was remarkably restrained, probably because 
the British knew that some of the charges were valid and were uneasy that 
hard evidence relating to these might come to light.37 In reality, the “huge 
amount” of incriminating evidence supposedly seized in the British Em-
bassy was never published, suggesting that Geller and his men came away 
from their raid  empty- handed.

* * *

On 2 September, when the indiscriminate character and broad scope of 
arrests and shootings in Petrograd were already clear, local representatives of 
Ukraine, Poland, Georgia, and Lithuania sent a joint letter to  Zinoviev as-
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serting the unacceptability of applying such measures to their countrymen 
who were then in Petrograd.38 The response to their appeal refl ected the cha-
otic nature of the Red Terror of 1918 in the city. Predictably large numbers 
of individuals from these countries, then under German occupation, were 
arrested. The German Consul in Petrograd reacted by bombarding Bokii 
with letters demanding the release of most of them on the grounds that they 
were under German protection.39 Attached to each letter was a list of per-
sons arrested since the previous letter, their nationalities, and their places 
of  detention— all told, almost a thousand individuals.40 On 10 September 
Bokii sent the German Consul the text of a message he had dispatched to 
district soviets ordering that they release all imprisoned citizens of nations 
under German protection against whom they had no specifi c evidence to sup-
port charges of counterrevolution or speculation. Bokii also ordered that in-
dividuals of these nations against whom specifi c charges could not be lodged 
not be arrested in the future.41 Subsequent letters and lists from the German 
Consul to Bokii reveal that these orders were ignored. Arrests of citizens of 
nations under “German protection” continued. By the end of September, 
only about two hundred had been released out of the roughly one thousand 
prisoners identifi ed on the German consul’s lists.42

In mid September the  Bolshevik- led Petrograd Trade Union Council be-
came alarmed by the indiscriminate character of the Red Terror. On 14 Sep-
tember, “in order to avoid fatal and irreparable errors,” the council appealed 
to Zinoviev and Bokii to institute strict controls and safeguards on shoot-
ings generally, on arrests and searches at trade union offi ces, and on arrests 
of trade union offi cials.43 At the same council meeting that issued the ap-
peal, Riazanov proposed an amendment calling for an end to outlawing en-
tire parties and taking political hostages. However, it was defeated.44 Ironi-
cally, during the Red Terror, even Zinoviev who, as we have seen, advocated 
allowing workers free reign to deal with the bourgeoisie “as they wished,” be-
came exasperated by the diffi culty he encountered in getting information 
about PCheka prisoners. After repeated failed attempts to fi nd out the sta-
tus of this or that individual purportedly in the  PCheka’s hands, in a memo 
to Iakovleva he directed the PCheka to immediately form an “information 
bureau.” However, evidently realizing the futility of this demand in the pre-
vailing circumstances, he ended his message by pleading that, if nothing 
else, the PCheka should respond to his queries about individuals as quickly 
as possible.45

Zinoviev, as head of the SK SO and the Petrograd Soviet, seems to have 
been at least temporarily concerned about inadvertent arrests and shootings 
of Bolsheviks, Bolshevik sympathizers, or unaffi liated individuals of special 
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importance to the government. S. P. Petrov, the Novyi Lessner plant worker 
who described his nocturnal forays to hunt down political enemies, recalled 
saving the lives of honest revolutionaries on the brink of execution.46 Stasova, 
in her memoirs, indicated that there was good reason to worry about “fatal 
and irreparable errors.” She recalled checking arrest lists and freeing those 
who were “accidentally” on the list. Arrests were “frequently incorrect be-
cause they were based on incidental information,” she remembered. “Among 
those arrested were people who were sympathetic to us, who worked with 
us, and so forth.”47

During these frightening days, large numbers of professionals identi-
fi ed as popular representatives of the bourgeoisie were arrested, among them 
prominent fi gures in theater and music.48 Also netted were individuals of im-
portance to Petrograd’s survival, such as technical specialists in soviets and 
on ships of the Baltic Fleet, further crippling them,49 and physicians, who 
were attempting to cope with epidemic diseases not only in the Northern 
Commune but nationally. The People’s Commissariat for Health alerted the 
People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs to this problem toward the end 
of September, and Petrovskii, who had earlier strongly advocated the blan-
ket roundup of hostages from among the bourgeoisie and offi cers,50 hur-
riedly dispatched a letter to soviets around the country prohibiting the arrest 
of doctors and other health personnel “only because they were popular.”51 
At the beginning of October Petrovskii broadened his caution, complaining 
that according to his data not enough had been done to assure the security 
of the rear, primarily because some soviets had directed Red Terror at the 
petty bourgeoisie and the intelligentsia generally rather than at politically 
infl uential representatives of the grande bourgeoisie and the old regime (this 
was plainly the case in Petrograd). Petrovskii ordered that hostage lists be re-
viewed with an eye to releasing prisoners unsuitable as hostages because of 
their low political visibility.52

In a speech opening the Seventh City Conference of Petrograd Bolshe-
viks on 17 September, Zinoviev made no such distinctions. Contradicting 
his earlier concern about groundless, potentially debilitating shootings, he 
now interpreted unwavering Red Terror as a necessary response to White 
Terror at a moment when, according to him, civil war in Russia was near-
ing its apogee. At this time the advance of the People’s Army was reversed, 
but this success was clouded by the advances of Krasnov’s Cossacks and the 
Volunteer Army. Pointing to areas of the country where Red Terror had al-
ready resulted in particularly large numbers of arrests and shootings, Zino-
viev concluded approvingly that “if we continue at this pace, we will [sig-
nifi cantly] reduce the bourgeois population of Russia.”53 The resolution on 
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the “current moment” adopted by the Seventh City Conference embodied 
 Zinoviev’s new extremist bent and pointed to the connection between the 
Red Terror in Petrograd and the need to mobilize human resources for the 
front:

The civil war in Russia is peaking. The necessity of adopting Red Terror 
in response to White Terror is a refl ection of this  fact. . . .  The working class 
must fi nally implement a dictatorship of steel and settle scores with all its ene-
mies coarsely. Security in the rear must be assured and all forces devoted to the 
 front . . .  It is essential to teach male and female workers that they are all em-
ployees of the Cheka, that all of us are participants in the great struggle with 
the counterrevolution [now] breathing its last.54

According to a late  Soviet- era biography of Bokii, in mid September 
 Zinoviev still favored issuing arms to Petrograd workers generally and giving 
them the  go- ahead to mete out “lynch justice” at their discretion.55 Bokii’s 
opposition to such extremism prompted Zinoviev to replace him before the 
month was out. Stasova, for one, feared for his life if he remained in Petro-
grad without protection, to such an extent that she appealed to Sverdlov to 
have Bokii transferred to a government post in the safety of the Kremlin.56

Additional insights into Zinoviev’s attitude toward Red Terror gener-
ally and to the importance of the Cheka in particular are provided by the 
stenographic record of a plenary session of the Petrograd Soviet on 24 Sep-
tember, one of the purposes of which was to mobilize workers for participa-
tion in preparations for a triumphal celebration of the fi rst anniversary of 
“October.” After Maria Andreeva, the  well- known actress and Gorky’s com-
mon law wife who was then deputy commissar for the arts in the People’s 
Commissariat for Enlightenment, described the work of a special “Central 
Bureau” formed to organize the “October” celebration, a fi erce argument 
erupted between Riazanov and Zinoviev. Riazanov had returned to Petro-
grad a couple of weeks earlier, after having obtained the release of several 
participants in the regional workers’ congress who had been incarcerated 
in Moscow.57 In Petrograd, he was appalled by the indiscriminate, chaotic 
way that Red Terror was being implemented, and he tried unsuccessfully to 
mobilize his colleagues in the Petrograd trade union leadership to push for 
changes.58 He was also deeply disturbed by the inhuman conditions prevail-
ing in Petrograd’s wildly overcrowded prisons. In an impassioned address, 
he argued that the Petrograd proletariat could not celebrate “October” as a 
holiday of joy, as Andreeva had proposed, unless the red banners to be car-
ried that day were free of the blood stains of guiltless proletarians. Riazanov 
expressed the opinion that Petrograd authorities had to form a commission 
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to help the PCheka liberate all innocent victims of the Red Terror during 
the coming month in order to create the “psychological prerequisite” for 
the  holiday— in his words “so that on 25 October [o.s.] we can declare with 
clean hearts, honor, and enthusiasm that only those whose individual guilt 
can be established are still suffering in our jails.”59

Surely Andreeva was sympathetic to Riazanov’s plea. She herself had 
lobbied for the release of innocent theatrical performers caught up in the 
Terror.60 Indeed, most of Riazanov’s listeners responded to his ideas with 
 applause— until Zinoviev indignantly attacked him. According to  Zinoviev, 
if anything critical was to be said about the revolution, it was that it was too 
“soft and fainthearted.” He was particularly offended by Riazanov’s implicit 
criticism of the Cheka. Only our fi nest are sent to the Cheka, he averred, and 
their work is the most diffi cult that we have to assign, because imprisoning 
even enemies is stressful and agonizing. “Honor and glory to comrades who 
carry this burden!” he thundered. “We have arrested representatives of the 
bourgeoisie, not proletarians, and Comrade Riazanov knows it,” he added. 
Immediately contradicting himself, however, Zinoviev suggested that if 
workers followed such “bandits” as Right SRs, the revolution had no choice 
but to make war on them. “Long Live Red Terror,” he declaimed.  Riazanov’s 
efforts to respond were drowned out by a wave of catcalls directed toward 
him and stormy applause for  Zinoviev.61

* * *

At the Seventh Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks held on 17–21 Sep-
tember, the drastic decline in local Bolshevik party membership that had 
been a major impetus to the launching of the Red Terror was starkly re-
vealed. Just since the previous city conference in June, it had dropped by 
nearly 50 percent, from 13,472 to 6,000. This fi gure amounted to less than 
2 percent of organized factory workers in the city.62 Declining membership 
was not the only problem the party faced. A detailed questionnaire that the 
Petersburg Committee circulated to its members at the end of August re-
veals the dramatic change in the complexion and competence of the local 
party. The Petersburg Committee received 3,559 responses to its question-
naire, or better than 60 percent of those sent. Tabulated by the leading So-
viet economist and statistician Stanislav Strumilin, the questionnaires pro-
vide a valuable picture of the Petrograd party organization in the fall of 
1918. They reveal, for example, that 40 percent of the current members had 
joined the party after the October revolution (1,419 respondents), indeed 
that the vast majority of these green “October” Bolsheviks had come into the 
party during the preceding eight months.63 Clearly, then, mobilization of ex-
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perienced Bolsheviks for positions in the Red Army and food procurement 
detachments, following earlier outfl ows, had drastically altered the propor-
tion of party veterans to newcomers to the detriment of the party organiza-
tion.64 Soviet offi cials, from Zinoviev down, continually repeated the refrain 
fi rst articulated in June, that new recruits included many corrupt profi teers 
who belonged in jail.65 The deterioration of the party organization in Petro-
grad explains why, at this point, responsible members of district party com-
mittees were forced to devote signifi cant portions of their time to weeding 
out rotten apples, often through party trials; why the Petersburg Committee 
now systematized such proceedings and also developed an appeals process 
for them;66 and why, despite critical shortages of cadres, rules for member-
ship were tightened.

A second trend that emerges from Strumilin’s tabulations is the high per-
centage of Petrograd Bolsheviks working  full- time in Petrograd soviets, mu-
nicipal agencies, educational or other cultural bodies, trade unions, coop-
eratives, the Red Army, and domestic security agencies compared to those 
working in party organizations (58 percent, or 2,071 of 3,559).67 Indeed, 
even these fi gures do not give a true picture of the party’s declining fortunes 
inasmuch as only a small proportion of those still working in party organiza-
tions were qualifi ed to hold responsible positions. For one thing, a high pro-
portion of  university- educated Bolsheviks took advantage of opportunities 
to move to Moscow in mid March or soon after. The result was that only 87 
of the 3,559 respondents had university degrees or some form of higher edu-
cation.68 It is likely that a high proportion of this group were not engaged in 
party work.

Nor were the Bolsheviks successful in recruiting Petrograd women into 
the party. Despite initiatives to attract female workers such as Krasnaia gaze-
ta’s weekly “Rabotnitsa” columns and the efforts of women’s sections now at-
tached to the Petersburg Committee and district party committees, less than 
10 percent of the Petrograd Bolshevik membership, or roughly 700 mem-
bers, were women. Of this already small percentage of women, only 7 per-
cent, or around fi fty, were factory workers, this at a time when 39 percent 
of Petrograd’s employed factory workers were women (44,629 of 113,346 
employed workers).69 Strumilin attributed this low percentage of female 
worker–Bolsheviks to the fact that factory women “belonged to relatively 
backward elements of the worker masses, culturally and politically, that were 
primarily prevalent among textile workers, workers in tobacco and candy 
factories, house maids, and the like.”70

To help compensate for the dearth of a critical mass of personnel serving 
in party organizations, the Seventh City Conference elected to follow Mos-
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cow’s lead and create a special category of Bolshevik “sympathizers”: factory 
workers who would actively support the party, especially in times of crisis, 
but who would not be subject to the admission requirements, often burden-
some responsibilities, and susceptibility to mandatory transfer out of Petro-
grad of  full- fl edged party members.71 It also resolved to press all “respon-
sible” Bolsheviks in nonparty agencies to become involved in some form of 
active party work. Refl ecting this emphasis on obligatory party work for 
everyone, the chief slogan of the day, “No Party Members without Party Re-
sponsibilities!” was substituted for the milder “Strengthen Party Work!” that 
had been adopted at the Sixth City Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks.

In spite of the weaknesses of party organizations compared to soviets, as 
well as the often contentious relations between them, the Seventh Confer-
ence’s resolution on the work of the Petersburg Committee emphasized the 
need to strengthen control of the Petrograd Soviet and its agencies. By exten-
sion, it was deemed equally important for party committees to exert control 
over soviets at the district level.72 The enhanced importance of the policy set-
ting role of party organizations in local government was refl ected in the fact 
that now, for the fi rst time, Zinoviev, who headed the government in Petro-
grad, became a member of the Petersburg Party Committee.73 That for some 
time he continued to direct city and regional government as though the 
Petersburg Committee did not exist testifi es to the diffi culties party commit-
tees continued to encounter in imposing controls over soviets.

Participants in the Seventh City Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks en-
acted another, notable organizational change. In February the Fourth City 
Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks had created the broadly representative 
“Delegates Soviet” which was to be the most authoritative party body for the 
city of Petrograd. The Delegates Soviet was supposed to counterbalance a di-
minished Petersburg Committee. Because of the limited availability of expe-
rienced leaders for party work, the Petersburg Committee had been reduced 
from forty or more representatives elected by district committees to nine 
members picked at large. In practice, however, the Delegates Soviet did not 
replace the Petersburg Committee as the party’s top local leadership body. 
Never more than a sounding board, it was rarely convened and, even so, its 
meetings were poorly attended, especially during the late spring and early 
summer, as the shortage of local party veterans became progressively more 
acute. In fact, virtually from the start, the Assembly of Organizers, although 
not even mentioned in the party’s statutes, played a more important practi-
cal role than the Delegates Soviet in the Petrograd party organization. The 
Assembly of Organizers, an appointive body, developed into the chief city-
wide conduit through which the Petersburg Committee learned about prob-
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lems facing the districts and its primary forum for discussion and dissemina-
tion of new organizational policies. The Delegates Soviet seems to have met 
for the last time on 6 July.74 It was formally abolished by the Seventh Con-
ference of Petrograd Bolsheviks in September.75 In this haphazard way, the 
drastic shortage of experienced cadres led to the failure of the effort by the 
Fourth City Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks to retain the party organi-
zation’s relatively democratic operation.76

* * *

During the Red Terror, the powers of the Cheka were inevitably en-
hanced. To be sure, in Moscow Bolshevik leaders such as Mikhail Ol’min-
skii, an editor of Sotsial demokrat and a member of the Bolshevik Moscow 
Committee, publicly attacked the Cheka for the indiscriminate manner in 
which the terror was conducted, for its lack of accountability, and for its ex-
alted pretensions  vis- à- vis other soviet institutions. Ol’minskii took special 
aim at the VCheka’s offi cial periodical, Ezhenedel’nik chrezvychainykh ko-
missii po bor’be s  kontr- revoliutsiei i spekulatstii (Cheka Weekly), which glori-
fi ed chekas and their excesses throughout Russia.77 His salvo was the tip of a 
bitter  intra- party debate over the operations of chekas during the terror. Al-
though the Cheka Weekly was shut down at the end of October after only six 
issues were published, this was less the result of criticism by moderates such 
as Ol’minskii than because its extreme fanaticism was unacceptable even for 
Lenin. For practical purposes, the VCheka emerged from the attacks against 
it essentially unscathed precisely because of the support of Lenin, Trotsky, 
and a majority of the party Central Committee in Moscow, and of Zinoviev 
and the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee in Petrograd.

Beginning a few days after Uritskii’s killing and the attempt on Lenin’s 
life, the leadership of the VCheka had made use of the prevailing crisis at-
mosphere to speed up formation of identically structured local chekas re-
sponsible for combating counterrevolution and speculation throughout the 
country. One of the main purposes of the Cheka Weekly was to propagate 
the ideas and methods promoted by the VCheka so that, in the words of its 
opening issue, chekas everywhere in the country would conduct their work 
of liquidating the “ideologues, organizers, and leaders of hostile classes in an 
identical, well planned, and methodical manner.”78

In this spirit, the purpose of a  mid- October congress of Cheka represen-
tatives from the Northern Commune was to develop a common plan of work 
and establish effective communications and relationships among them, and 
also assess the results of the Red Terror. The Cheka congress of the Northern 
Commune opened in Smolny on 15 October with  seventy- two delegates 
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representing all eight provinces. It began with local reports revealing that 
most district and even province chekas had been created by party commit-
tees after the events of late August, not so much in response to instructions 
from above than as a means of implementing Red Terror on the ground. 
Judging by these reports, many district and province chekas, some of them 
working in tandem with Committees of the Village Poor, had arrested sig-
nifi cant numbers of hostages. A few chekas had already conducted shoot-
ings, but most of those that had pronounced death sentences were waiting 
for sanction from the center before carrying them out.79

Bokii, by now no longer head of the PCheka, summarized its work dur-
ing the preceding seven months. He announced that the PCheka had made 
a total of 6,229 arrests. Between 15 August and 15 October the PCheka had 
begun to process 1,101 cases of counterrevolution, of which 364 were com-
pleted, and during the Red Terror, it had shot as many as 800 prisoners. Pre-
sumably those executed included the 512 Bokii announced in the press on 
6 September and an additional 288 or so shot between 6 September and 
15 October.80

Zinoviev was the keynote speaker for the congress’s discussion of the 
role of chekas in the prevailing situation. Concerning domestic issues, his 
long address adhered closely to his speech at the recent Seventh City Con-
ference of Petrograd Bolsheviks and his rebuttal to Riazanov’s plea for the 
liberation of innocent hostages before the fi rst anniversary of the October 
revolution in the Petrograd Soviet. After fi rst praising the Cheka as the “van-
guard of worker collectives recruited to defend the revolution,” he warned 
that “although the bourgeoisie had been badly beaten and reduced, and here 
and there even liquidated, it could recover.” The rebellion of the Second 
Fleet Detachment three days earlier (about which more is said below) dem-
onstrated that the revolution was still threatened and that only the Com-
munist party could be tolerated. Lauding Red Terror as it had been imple-
mented in Petrograd, he cautioned against any slackening of the squeeze on 
political opposition. Toward the close of his speech, he criticized “objection-
able discussions within the Cheka about who was supreme.” The Cheka, like 
the Red Army, was an arm of the Bolshevik party and discussions about se-
niority ignored the principle of internal discipline that was its foundation.81

Not long after Zinoviev fi nished, a debate erupted at the congress over 
the seniority question or, more precisely, over the hotly contested structural 
issue of whether local chekas would be responsible to the Cheka hierarchy 
or to administrative sections of corresponding soviets. The issue had fi rst be-
come the focus of controversy in the late spring and summer, when a net-
work of regional and local chekas accountable solely to the VCheka began to 
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emerge, and as the VCheka’s pretensions  vis- à- vis all other government in-
stitutions escalated. The response of local soviets to these pretensions had 
come at the First Congress of Representatives of Province Soviets and Chairs 
of Province [Soviet] Administrative Sections, which was convened in Mos-
cow by the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs at the end of July. At-
tended by  fi fty- nine delegates, all of them Bolsheviks, the congress fi rmly 
and unanimously rejected Cheka autonomy. In a resolution, “On Chekas,” 
delegates declared that the unifi cation of administration was the primary 
organizational task of local government, and that the previous practice of 
isolation and separatism on the part of chekas, which had led to constant 
tensions and confl icts with the otherwise unifi ed elements of local adminis-
tration, had demonstrated that the situation was abnormal. Therefore, it was 
essential to restructure local chekas into subsections of the administrative 
sections of corresponding local soviets.82

Coincidentally, a congress of  administrative- section representatives from 
soviets in the Northern Commune was meeting in Petrograd at the time of 
the regional Cheka congress. The congress of administrative sections’ rep-
resentatives was chaired by Sarra Ravich, Uritskii’s replacement as commis-
sar for internal affairs in the SK SO, who happened to be a strong supporter 
of Cheka independence. However, her position on the issue was not shared 
by most congress delegates. On 17 October, just before a scheduled discus-
sion of the organizational status of local chekas that appeared certain to end 
in the endorsement of the plan to make chekas subordinate agencies of sovi-
ets, she announced that the Cheka conference “had agreed” to discuss the is-
sue together.83 At a joint meeting, after lengthy, often acrimonious debate, 
the views of  administrative- section representatives seeking to rein in chekas 
were overwhelmed by the arguments of PCheka representatives, strongly 
supported by Ravich and her staff, who emphasized that the Cheka needed 
autonomy in the  life- and- death struggle for survival in which Soviet power 
was then engaged. The resolution adopted by the joint meeting specifi ed 
that, structurally, local chekas should be sections of local soviets, “respon-
sible to them for political direction.” For practical purposes, however, this 
stipulation was canceled out by the signifi cantly more important provision 
that in their “internal operation” chekas were to be “absolutely autonomous 
and directly [and solely] responsible to the next highest authority [in the 
cheka chain of command].”84

At the same the time that the PCheka was establishing cheka autonomy 
 vis- à- vis soviets, it successfully overcame local party efforts to bring it under 
its wing. As in the case of the Petrograd Soviet and district soviets, this effort 
had intensifi ed in the wake of the Sixth Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks 
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in June.85 At the end of July some  forty- fi ve Bolsheviks in the PCheka orga-
nized themselves into a collective headed by an activist leadership Bureau, 
which aspired to a meaningful voice in all matters involving the PCheka. 
This corresponded to the principle then being promoted by the top party 
leadership that by working through subordinate Bolshevik fractions in sovi-
ets, and collectives in other government agencies, party committees should 
assert systematic oversight on  policy- making and strict party discipline in 
them. However, Uritskii would have none of that. He interpreted the col-
lective’s aspirations as an expression of lack of confi dence in the PCheka’s 
leadership.86

During negotiations that dragged on into the fall, and acrimonious 
charges and countercharges, the PCheka collective scaled down its ambitions, 
agreeing to stay out of operational matters and limiting its role to inter-
nal personnel issues, including key appointments and the protection of em-
ployee rights. However, even this was unacceptable. The PCheka Presidium 
insisted that the collective confi ne itself to such mundane, purely internal 
party matters as confi rming new party members, collecting dues, distrib-
uting Bolshevik literature, and arranging lectures. Following this dismis-
sal, the PCheka collective, reluctant to consider a strike against the PCheka 
leadership, backed away from a decisive confrontation and elected to pres-
ent its case to the Petersburg Committee and request its formal recognition 
before proceeding further.87 At least for now, the powers of the  PCheka’s 
leadership remained intact.

* * *

The Red Terror in Petrograd was unleashed to eliminate subversive po-
litical opposition in the former capital, but in this respect its effect was lim-
ited. Domestic conspiracies against the government continued during the 
last quarter of 1918. A case in point was the failed rebellion of the  Petrograd-
 based Second Baltic Fleet Detachment, a refl ection of the Petrograd Left 
SRs’ rejuvenated political opposition, and of the alienation from Bolshevik 
rule of demobilized sailors, recalled to service following the Red Army’s set-
backs in the south and on the Volga. Their failed insurrection foreshadowed 
the Kronstadt revolt of March 1921.

With the demobilization of the old Russian navy and the creation of a 
new “Red Navy,” service in the fl eet had become voluntary and contractual. 
At that point, tens of thousands of sailors drafted into the tsarist navy dur-
ing the war took the opportunity to return home, either to factory jobs in 
the cities or to the countryside. This process was intensifi ed in May 1918, 
when the destruction of much of the huge Russian Black Sea Fleet resulted 
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in an intensifi ed fl ow of naval personnel into civilian life. However, the vol-
untary principle governing naval service proved unworkable largely because 
a high percentage of technically qualifi ed, veteran sailors loyal to the revolu-
tion were transferred to civil war fronts and because many experienced spe-
cialists were unwilling to serve for the low pay specifi ed in contracts. This 
left  less- qualifi ed newcomers in their places, and by the summer of 1918 the 
Baltic Fleet, for one, suffered an acute shortage of capable specialists without 
whom ships could not operate. At that time, its ships were interned in Kron-
stadt, outside Petrograd, or along the Neva. This being the case, the recall of 
experienced sailors for the Baltic Fleet was less an attempt to overcome per-
sonnel shortages aboard ships than a way of generating a pool of veterans 
from which troops desperately needed for service on civil war fronts could 
be drawn. Only individual mobilized sailors with specifi cally required skills 
were to receive shipboard assignments.88

In September 1918 demobilized sailors conscripted in 1915, 1916, and 
1917 were recalled. Authorities in Moscow and Petrograd were divided as to 
how they should be deployed. Moscow wanted to assign them directly to the 
Red Army, whereas proprietary naval authorities in Petrograd were deter-
mined to organize them into units under their control. Since these were na-
val personnel, Baltic Fleet commissars viewed them as replacements for na-
val units already at the front.89 The naval authorities prevailed. Upon recall, 
thousands of these newly mobilized sailors were sent to Petrograd and Kron-
stadt for orientation and dispatch to the front. As a Baltic Fleet commissar 
acknowledged at the time, “Our hope was that in each sailor there existed a 
revolutionary spark which we would always be able to fi re up.”90

It quickly became apparent that Moscow’s expectations regarding the 
military value of mobilized sailors and the hopes of Baltic Fleet commissars 
for them were equally unrealistic. In retrospect, it is diffi cult to see how it 
could have been otherwise. Many of the mobilized sailors came from rural 
villages where Left SR infl uence still predominated. During the preceding 
summer they had witnessed the horrors imposed on the peasantry by armed, 
 Bolshevik- led grain procurement detachments and Committees of the Vil-
lage Poor. Other sailors came from industrial centers, where they had found 
their factories shut down and had observed the misery infl icted on workers 
by unemployment, hunger, and epidemic disease.

Moreover, arrangements for the settlement of mobilized sailors were cha-
otic. The number of sailors who showed up was double the number expected 
(ten thousand rather than fi ve or six thousand).91 Because it was immedi-
ately clear that it would be politically unwise to settle them onboard ships, 
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where their antagonism to the Bolsheviks could most easily be spread to ex-
isting skeleton crews (and, furthermore, where hostility of mobilized vet-
erans toward fl edgling volunteers was likely to cause friction), many were as-
signed to barracks and  make- shift housing in Kronstadt and Petrograd. Very 
quickly every facility of this kind was overwhelmed. Living conditions in all 
of them were uniformly  horrid— none more so than in the ramshackle bar-
racks of the Second Baltic Fleet Detachment, where a few thousand mobi-
lized sailors were settled. The barracks were fi lthy, gloomy, and terribly over-
crowded. Windows were broken and doors did not have locks. Toilets were 
ghastly. Asphalt fl oors in the barracks were covered with sticky mud; they 
were not swept, let alone washed. Excrement festered in corners. Bunks were 
old, with iron springs, many of them broken. A majority of bunks had noth-
ing on  them— no mattresses, blankets, or pillows. There were no bowls, tea 
kettles, or mugs. The sailors ate from common slop buckets, of which there 
was a shortage. Some water pipes were broken. There was neither soap nor 
linen, the sailors lacked uniforms, and more than half did not have shoes.92

It is not surprising, then, that newly mobilized sailors were ripe for re-
bellion. At a gathering of the Petersburg Committee, on 26 September, 
 Zinoviev voiced alarm about mobilized  sailors— about the “intolerable” con-
ditions in their barracks and the urgency of political work among them.93 
A week and a half later, the  Bolshevik- dominated Executive Committee of 
the Kronstadt Soviet took note of “ anti- Soviet attitudes” among a majority 
of mobilized sailors, blamed them on “undesirable and dangerous elements,” 
and resolved to take steps to eliminate them.94 But neither the absence of 
party work nor the presence of undesirables was at the root of the prob-
lems among mobilized sailors, and, in any case, nothing was done about ei-
ther one. And so the sailors gravitated more closely to the Left SRs, whose 
infl uence among them was strong from the start, and who demonstrated in-
terest in their plight. Political resolutions adopted by the mobilized sailors of 
the Second Baltic Fleet Detachment prior to their rebellion refl ected natural 
synergy between them and the Left SRs.

Initial signs of political unrest among mobilized sailors were observed 
in Kronstadt.95 The fi rst mass protest meeting of mobilized sailors in the 
Second Baltic Fleet detachment quartered in Petrograd took place on 4 Oc-
tober, not long after most of them had arrived. The resolutions passed at this 
meeting, by unanimous vote, blended personal concerns with positions on 
broader issues propagated by the Military Naval Organization attached to 
the Left SR Petrograd Committee.96 Concern about personal safety and sur-
vival was refl ected in resolutions stipulating that all companies of the de-
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tachment should be armed (subsequently, the detachment was only able to 
secure some revolvers). All issues related to food supply, and its improve-
ment, were to be entrusted to an elected committee, and the sailors were to 
get uniforms without delay. Broader concerns were refl ected in two reso-
lutions: one to rid the fl eet of all incompetent volunteers and replace them 
with qualifi ed mobilized personnel97 and a second to undertake the release of 
sailors unjustly imprisoned by the Bolsheviks.98

Petrograd authorities were well aware of the hostility toward them of the 
mobilized sailors, especially those from the former Black Sea Fleet, but they 
were helpless to improve the sailors’ material situation. They concluded that 
severe repression was required to establish order among the sailors but were 
loathe to take repressive action without justifi cation. In the words of Ivan 
Flerovskii, the chief Baltic Fleet commissar who had been one of the lead-
ing proponents of stationing mobilized sailors in Petrograd, “serious repres-
sion requires a serious excuse.”99 And so security units were readied for ac-
tion against the mobilized  sailors— at the appropriate  moment.

During the second week of October a newly arrived former Black Sea 
Fleet sailor, Yakov Shashkov, emerged as a leader of disgruntled mobilized 
sailors in the Second Fleet Detachment. Shashkov was a Left SR activist. 
Around the same time (no later than 12 October) the Left SR  military- naval 
organization issued a fi ery revolutionary appeal to the sailors. Although ev-
ery phrase of the appeal was a condemnation of Bolshevik practice and a call 
to sailors to assume the role of revolutionary vanguard they had played in 
1917, tactically its emphasis was less on immediate action than on steadfast-
ness, organization, and  self- discipline.100 But, by then, the sailors were hold-
ing daily rallies, each more incendiary than the last.

The fi nal straw for the detachment appears to have been attempts by 
Flerovskii and Il’ya Fruntov, his deputy, to pacify the unit at a rally on 
13 October. The sailors shouted down Flerovskii. They were even rougher 
with Fruntov, pulling him off the speakers’ platform and screaming “get rid 
of them, damn it!” glaring at both him and Flerovskii.101 Before dispersing, 
they selected representatives to go to Kronstadt to win support for revolu-
tionary action, but Bolshevik authorities there prevented them from enter-
ing the naval base. At another mass rally that evening Shashkov, acknowl-
edged as a powerful orator even by Bolsheviks, electrifi ed the sailors with a 
fi erce condemnation of Bolshevik rule and the demand for a return to gov-
ernment by liberated, democratic  soviets— that is, 1917-type soviets, free of 
domination by one party. The sailors adopted a resolution by acclamation 
that testifi es better than anything else to their rejection of Bolshevik prac-
tice, as well as to the infl uence of Left SRs on their behavior:
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We demand the immediate nullifi cation of the Brest treaty, which has 
shamed the revolutionary people. We demand rejection of payments [to the 
Germans] . . . [H]aving just returned from fi elds [poluga] and work benches, 
we cannot remain silent about the moans of toiling people everywhere suf-
fering under the weight of arbitrary rule and the violence of hired bureau-
crats–commissars. We ourselves have experienced the breakup and arrest of 
congresses of worker and peasant soviets. We have witnessed the beating and 
shooting of often innocent workers, peasants, and sailors. . . . 

We demand the reestablishment of genuine Soviet power! . . .
Down with the Brest noose!
Long live the International Socialist Revolution!102

The PCheka subsequently charged that this resolution was drafted and re-
produced on a duplicating machine in Petrograd Left SR headquarters.103

The next day, October 14, the mobilized sailors were still defi ant at an-
other mass rally, where they demonstrated their independence by electing 
one among themselves, Georgii Shanin, to replace Flerovskii’s appointee, 
Avgust Kulberg, as their commissar. They also picked a staff to assist Shanin. 
In an Order No. 1, announcing these changes, Shanin annulled all orders of 
Bolshevik commissars as of noon that day (14 October). A  follow- up, Order 
No. 2, closed the detachment’s premises to anyone without permission from 
the new authorities.104

After taking these steps the sailors, many armed with revolvers, marched 
to the nearby parade ground of the First Naval Coastal Detachment, They 
staged a protest rally there and, in company with an unspecifi ed number of 
sailors from that unit, marched to the square in front of the Mariinskii The-
ater and held another rally. By then it was 7:00 pm. Several sailors led by 
Shashkov entered the theater, stopped a performance of  Wagner’s opera Die 
Walkyrie in the middle of the fi rst act, and commandeered the brass section 
of the orchestra. Accompanied by their new marching band and shouting 
 anti- Bolshevik slogans, they set off for the nearby Neva quay to try to per-
suade crews of naval vessels anchored there to join them.

Simultaneously Flerovskii tried to round up forces on these same vessels 
to suppress the increasingly embarrassing and potentially threatening re-
bellion of the Second Baltic Fleet Detachment.105 Riding in an automobile 
along an embankment, he suddenly found his way blocked by the march-
ers. He was immediately recognized, pulled out of the car, and forced to 
accompany them. According to Flerovskii, Shashkov then led the demon-
strators toward Nevskii Prospekt, the main stage for countless political dem-
onstrations in 1917. When Flerovskii tried to break away, he was severely 
beaten. Indeed, it appears that only a chance rifl e shot in the distance, which 
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prompted the mobilized sailors to scatter, saved him from being torn limb 
from limb. In the ensuing confusion, he managed to escape.106

The rebellion of the Second Fleet Detachment ended a few hours later, 
when the mobilized sailors, tired and frustrated by their largely unsuccessful 
efforts to attract support from ships’ crews, straggled back to their barracks. 
While they rested, Shashkov went in search of rifl es. A truck in which he was 
riding was soon stopped, and he was arrested.107 The barracks of the Sec-
ond Fleet Detachment were surrounded by security forces, and roughly fi fty 
members of the unit were arrested.108 Efforts by the Petrograd and Northern 
Oblast Left SR committees to stimulate popular support for them were un-
successful.109

Meanwhile, Zinoviev viewed the failed rebellion as an excellent oppor-
tunity to rid Petrograd of Left SRs, once and for all. As he expressed it in a 
report on the abortive insurrection to an emergency meeting of the Petro-
grad Soviet on 15 October, “The Petrograd proletariat must fi nally hammer 
the last stake into the heart of the White Guardist party of Kamkov.” Much 
of this meeting was devoted to denouncing the rebellion of the Second Bal-
tic Fleet Detachment, after which the deputies passed a resolution condemn-
ing it as the work of a “shady gang of Left SR intriguers and conscious agents 
of  Anglo- French capital,” “a pathetic copy of the July uprising of Left SRs in 
Moscow.”110 Thus the resolution further criminalized the Left SRs.

In this same spirit, the Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet 
centralized suppression of similar counterrevolutionary outbursts in the fu-
ture and authorized “the most decisive measures to combat the Left SRs, in-
cluding liquidation of their organizations in the districts.”111 Concurrently 
the Presidium of the Petrograd Soviet appointed an emergency commission 
to inspect the barracks of the Second Fleet Detachment. The intolerable liv-
ing conditions recorded in the commission’s report of October 18, as de-
scribed above, underscored the legitimacy of some of the mobilized sail-
ors’ most serious personal grievances. On 21 October Fruntov cabled the 
People’s Commissariat for Military Affairs in Moscow to halt the shipment 
of mobilized sailors to Petrograd.112

On 15 October the PCheka raided Petrograd Left SR headquarters, 
ransacked fi les there, and arrested nine party members on the premises.113 
During the next few days the PCheka interrogated all those arrested in the 
case, and, on 21 October, recommended to the PCheka Presidium that thir-
teen leaders of the rebellion, two of whom were not yet in custody and six 
of whom were Left SRs, be shot and that the rest be freed.114 The Presidium 
endorsed the recommendation the next day, and that night the eleven con-
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demned sailors in the PCheka’s hands were marched to the Fortress of Peter 
and Paul and shot.115

Following the rebellion, the Petrograd Soviet initiated a program, man-
datory for members of the Second Fleet Detachment, to indoctrinate Bal-
tic Fleet sailors with a better understanding of their revolutionary duty.116 
Naval commissars addressed mass meetings of ships’ crews that inevita-
bly ended with the passage of resolutions condemning the rebellion of the 
Second Baltic Fleet Detachment and pledging loyalty to Soviet power in its 
existing form. The resolutions were duly published in the Petrograd press.117 
The shooting of the eleven prisoners deemed guilty of leading the rebellion 
of the Second Fleet Detachment on the night of 22/23 October was not 
made public for a week.118 Signifi cantly, the day after the shootings were an-
nounced, the crew of the battleship Petropavlovsk, whose condemnation of 
the mobilized sailors’ rebellion had been among those published in its imme-
diate aftermath,119 boldly protested what it termed the “brutal  massacre . . . 
 of genuine proletarians who, because of genuine, truly terrible hunger, par-
ticipated in nothing more than a hunger riot which was later dubbed an 
 anti- Soviet insurrection.” The protest of the Petropavlovsk sailors was not 
published. Forwarded to the PCheka for action, it was preserved in the case 
fi le on the rebellion.120

* * *

The initiation of the Red Terror by the Bolshevik Petersburg Commit-
tee marked a major enhancement of its role in Petrograd government. The 
committee’s attraction to mass terror was rooted in its radicalism during the 
October revolution and in genuine anxiety about losing out, at a time of ex-
treme organizational weakness, to the domestic counter revolution supported 
by Allied agents. In the aftermath of Uritskii’s assassination and the failed at-
tempt on Lenin’s life, Krasnaia gazeta’s rallying cry, “Blood for Blood,” cap-
tured the sentiments of the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee as well as those 
of the young fi rebrands in the PCheka and such party zealots on the shop 
fl oor as S. P. Petrov. That the Red Terror in Petrograd exploded with greater 
fury, expanded more quickly, and was ultimately more chaotic than in Mos-
cow and other urban centers was partly due to Zinoviev’s violent reaction to 
Uritskii’s assassination and, ironically, also to the impatience of a segment of 
Petrograd workers to settle scores with their perceived enemies that had been 
building during Uritskii’s tenure as head of the PCheka.



14

Celebrating “The Greatest Event in

the History of the World”

Against the backdrop of the Red Terror in Petrograd, Bolsheviks in the 
former capital were preparing to celebrate the fi rst anniversary of the Oc-
tober revolution. The history of the organization and staging of this premier 
Soviet holiday sheds light on broader political and social issues confronting 
the Petrograd Bolsheviks and Soviet power a year after “October.” These is-
sues include the redefi nition of Petrograd’s identity from the perspective of 
Petrograd Bolsheviks, the relationship between Petrograd and Moscow, the 
institutional locus and structure of power and authority, and the extent of 
popular support for Soviet power in the Petrograd  region.

Considering the previous months of continuing crises, in the fall of 
1918 Petrograd workers could still legitimately ask, as many had on the eve 
of May Day, “What do we have to celebrate?” Nonetheless, many Petro grad 
Bolsheviks saw ample reasons to rejoice as the anniversary approached. In 
west central Russia, the advance of the Czechs and Whites had been re-
versed. Kazan had been recaptured on 10 September. Most important, Ger-
man forces in Western Europe were in full retreat. In Octo ber and early No-
vember, the German war effort collapsed completely, the Habsburg Empire 
disintegrated, and democratic revolutions toppled the old order in Central 
Europe. Although Lenin was deeply troubled by the possibility that the En-
tente powers would unite with defeated Germany and attempt to stamp out 
the threat to capitalism posed by Bolshevism in Russia, his reading of the 
signifi cantly enhanced threat to the survival of Soviet power caused by Ger-
many’s impending defeat was taken with a grain of salt by leading Petrograd 
Bolsheviks.

“What we are seeing now exceeds our loftiest expectations,” gushed the 
popular Bolshevik Petersburg Committee member Moisei Kharitonov at a 
plenary meeting of the First City District Soviet in mid September. “Just re-
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call that last October the fondest dream of almost all of us was to somehow 
survive until the Constituent Assembly. . . .  At that time, very few of us 
agreed with Lenin’s confi dence in the permanence of Soviet power. Now it is 
an accomplished fact.” At a meeting of the same district soviet a month later, 
Ivan Pashkevich, a highly educated former member of the German Social 
Democratic Party,1 speaking on behalf of the soviet’s leadership, dismissed 
both foreign and domestic threats out of hand. “Recently, events have been 
developing with the speed of a moving picture,” he observed. “Each new day 
brings more news than one could previously expect in a year, and that which 
recently seemed out of reach is now achieved easily and quickly. We are 
gradually growing accustomed to considering our situation stable.” To hear 
Pashkevich tell it, the Czechs were retreating in panic. Once German forces 
left the Don region and Ukraine, those areas would quickly come under So-
viet control. Whatever meager [new] interventionist forces the Allies might 
muster would quickly become as demoralized as were the Allied units then 
in North Russia. Dismissing Lenin’s concerns, Pashkevich insisted that “fear 
of [further] foreign intervention is unjustifi ed.”2

In the fall of 1918, euphoria over revolutionary triumphs on the Volga 
and in Central Europe was refl ected in the Petrograd press, in reports and 
resolutions at Petrograd Soviet meetings,3 as well as in speeches by Petro-
grad Bolshevik leaders at weekly Sunday rallies4 and in the proceedings of 
the Seventh City Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks and the First Petro-
grad Province Bolshevik Conference (7–11 October).5 To be sure, in these 
forums Petrograd Bolshevik leaders echoed Lenin’s call for continued sacri-
fi ce and the building of a  three- million- man army. But, in contrast to Lenin, 
they considered a huge military buildup, universal military training, and the 
like, necessary not so much to defend Soviet Russia from White forces and 
an inevitable attack by a coalition of imperialist powers as to prepare for the 
Red Army’s role in bringing about the triumph of socialist revolutions in 
Central Europe. They drew strength from the fact that Soviet power in Rus-
sia had survived for a full year (signifi cantly longer than the legendary Paris 
Commune), and from the fi rm belief that they were the vanguard at the 
dawn of the global socialist millennium. This, in broadest outline, was the 
mood among Petrograd Bolsheviks as they prepared for a grand festival to 
mark what the future prominent Soviet historian Vadim Bystranskii referred 
to at the time as “the greatest event in the history of the world.”6

* * *

Early planning for the October holiday in Petrograd was begun by the 
Commissariat for Enlightenment of the SK SO, in August 1918.7 At the be-
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ginning of September, the leadership of the Petrograd Soviet assumed di-
rection of holiday preparations. Despite steps taken to enhance the political 
power of party organs  vis- à- vis soviets, the party’s enduring weakness in-
sured that the Petrograd Soviet would need to take the lead in organizing a 
massive  oblast- wide celebration to do justice to the seminal, global signifi -
cance of the October revolution and to Petrograd as its source. The Bolshe-
vik Petersburg Committee does not appear to have played a particularly sig-
nifi cant role in organizing the holiday, and district party committees mostly 
coordinated their own participation in holiday events.

A  ten- member Central Bureau for Organization of the October Festivi-
ties, the ad hoc agency designated to direct arrangements for the holiday, was 
formed at a conference convened by the Presidium of the Petrograd Soviet 
on 15 September.8 Initially headed by Maria Andreeva and later by Naum 
Antselovich, a trade union leader and member of the Executive Committee 
of the Petrograd Soviet, the Central Bureau reported to the Presidium of the 
Petrograd Soviet. It was empowered to issue mandatory decrees and requi-
sition supplies at will, and each of its nearly dozen sections had similar au-
thority. The authority of the Central Bureau was strongly buttressed by the 
fact that its  multi- million- ruble budget, extraordinarily large for the time, 
was intended to provide not only for its own expenditures but for district so-
viet holiday commissions which had few other funding sources. This top-
 down administrative structure, which conformed to the centralized insti-
tutional models that Moscow had pressed on national, regional, and local 
governments for months with only marginal success, gave the Central Bu-
reau control over spending on most activities connected with the holiday.

During the second half of September, the Central Bureau developed 
its internal structure and hired personnel, forming separate, largely autono-
mous sections for arts and decoration, theater, music, cinema, construction, 
economic matters, route of march, lighting, and auto transport. It also es-
tablished a “front section” to deliver gifts and entertainment to Red Army 
troops on the northwestern fronts during the holiday. The preliminary de-
sign for the grand holiday in Petrograd was developed by the Central Bureau 
at meetings on 17 and 19 September. The commemoration was initially en-
visioned as a  day- long memorial to fallen revolutionary heroes and a celebra-
tion of “October.” A. F. Oksiuz, secretary of the Central Bureau, was dele-
gated to prepare a report on the character and organization of the holiday, 
as a basis for launching arrangements for it.9 The Central Bureau’s meeting 
on the nineteenth was chaired by Lunacharskii himself. At the beginning of 
the meeting Oksiuz summarized his report. The holiday’s start would be sig-
naled by a salute from cannons at the Fortress of Peter and Paul. Later, cele-
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brants would assemble in their districts and proceed to the Field of Mars in 
a “carnivalesque manner.” Mobile side shows along the way would foster the 
desired gaiety. The separate processions would meet at the communal graves 
of fallen revolutionary heroes, which would be decorated with palm fronds. 
There the columns of marchers would be met by a “mighty” state orchestra 
playing the Internationale. Platforms would be erected alongside the graves 
from which orators would address the crowds. At dusk, the columns would 
reassemble for a torchlight parade through the city. All Petrograd would be 
ablaze with fi re and lights. At set intervals, spectacular fi reworks would be 
set off from rooftops. Simultaneously, revelers would be entertained by a va-
riety of nighttime spectacles. All theaters would be open and would stage 
free plays and concerts throughout the night.10

Lunacharskii suggested dividing the festival into three distinct parts 
and enhancing the joyous atmosphere by “creating nonstop noise by youth 
equipped with whistles, rattles, metal pipes, and the like.”11 In a plan for 
the October festivities that he had submitted to the Moscow soviet, he pro-
posed “repeating the emotional experience of the October revolution.” The 
festival would be “split into three parts: struggle, victory, the intoxication of 
 victory . . .  Initially the mood culminates, then attains its high point, and 
ends in general gaiety.”12 Very likely, this is what Lunacharskii also had in 
mind for Petrograd.

Following Lunacharskii’s remarks, Antselovich proposed extending the 
October festivities to two days. The fi rst day would be taken up by political 
rallies and a show of the proletariat’s military strength. He suggested that 
the central focus of this fi rst day be Smolny, as the main symbol of the pro-
letarian revolution in the consciousness of the popular masses. A triumphal 
plenary session of the Petrograd Soviet would be followed by an imposing 
mass march. Festive, universal gaiety would be the hallmark of the second 
day. The population would be awakened by loud bells and trumpets. War-
ships, big and small, would ply the Neva. A gigantic red banner would be 
lifted into the sky over the Field of Mars by a helium balloon. Revelers in 
the streets would be showered by revolutionary literature tossed from auto-
mobiles.

Antselovich suggested that either the headquarters of the Proletarian 
Cultural Association (Proletkult) or the Palace of Labor should be the cen-
tral focus on the second day and that, for this occasion, a celebration of la-
bor, all trade unions should be called upon to prepare fancy banners. Unlike 
the conceptions of Oksiuz and Lunacharskii, Antselovich’s plan eliminated 
the Field of Mars as a central focus of festivities. As Antselo vich explained, 
the holiday should not be a memorial (although fallen heroes should receive 
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their due), but a  forward- looking celebration of revolutionary triumphs, ei-
ther achieved or imminent. Toward the end of this meeting, it was agreed 
that the main event on the fi rst day (7 November) would be a political dem-
onstration and that the center of events would be Smolny. The second day 
(8 November) would be a time for rejoicing. On that day, monuments to 
revolutionary heroes would be unveiled, and a festive ceremony would be 
organized to mark the offi cial opening of the Palace of Labor, originally 
the Nikolaevskii Palace and later the Kseshiinskii Institute, primarily for 
daughters of the nobility. Because Moscow had by then decreed a  three- day 
holiday, Thursday–Saturday (7–9 November), and participants in the meet-
ing felt overwhelmed by the task of organizing such a long program, it was 
agreed that, on the ninth, citizens would be free to do as they wished.13

On 24 September, Andreeva delivered a progress report to a plenary 
meeting of the Petrograd Soviet,14 revealing that the Central Bureau had 
drawn on Lunacharskii’s structural scheme within a conceptual framework 
combining ideas put forth on the nineteenth by him, Oksiuz, and Antselo-
vich. At the outset, Andreeva stressed that, although a major purpose of cele-
brating the anniversary was to instill the proletariat with confi dence in the 
ultimate success of its cause, a bloody struggle for the triumph of the revolu-
tion was still in progress, and therefore the October festivities had to have a 
“serious and solemn aspect.” The theme of the fi rst day of the holiday would 
be to assess and demonstrate the strength and power of the revolution. The 
Petrograd masses would be awakened by the thunderous and joyous sounds 
of  music— either from orchestras or choruses or maybe even bells (though 
defi nitely not church bells). Processions of workers and Red Army troops, 
organized by district, would march to the Field of Mars, participate in a 
brief tribute to fallen heroes buried there, and continue on to Smolny. As 
the preeminent center and symbol of the October revolution, Smolny was 
to be the focus of events on that day. A commemorative session of the Petro-
grad Soviet would be held there, and a new monument to “our great teacher” 
Marx, mounted on a pedestal in front of the building, would be unveiled 
and dedicated. The remainder of the afternoon would be reserved for rallies 
throughout the city. In the evening, all theaters would be open.

The theme of the second day of festivities would be the celebration of 
workers. The government would offi cially present the Palace of Labor to 
the city’s workers, and commemorative meetings would be held in its spa-
cious halls. A highlight of the events there would be the unveiling of a mam-
moth statue of a metalworker, standing tall and mighty before the entry-
way into the palace. This would be followed by public merrymaking along 
the Neva and other open spaces along Petrograd’s many waterways. Newly 
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created monuments to revolutionary heroes would be unveiled in the city’s 
parks and squares. In the evening, special lighting effects, theater programs, 
and other popular spectacles would carry through the central themes of the 
day.15 Subsequently, the elements of the October festivities that Andreeva 
outlined would be refi ned and juggled, some new elements would be added, 
but much of Andreeva’s basic concept would endure.

* * *

During the second half of September commissions for the October 
holiday, attached to district soviets, were organized at the instigation of the 
Central Bureau. District Bolshevik party committees were allowed to elect 
one representative each to serve on these commissions. For district soviets, 
a magnifi cent holiday celebration would be not only a means of celebrating 
the triumph of the Russian people but also a way of highlighting their own 
achievements and restoring connections with workers. The response of the 
Rozhdestvenskii District Soviet to the idea of a grand celebration was typical. 
On 30 September, it accepted with alacrity a proposal by its commission for 
the October festivities to develop a plan for the holiday together with repre-
sentatives of neighboring factories, with the proviso that the plan should be 
ready “no later than the next week.” The district soviet specifi ed that workers 
should be encouraged to organize festivities in their places of work and that 
three workers from each factory should be elected to help develop a  district-
 wide plan for the holiday.16

Three days later, in a similarly enthusiastic and populist spirit, the ex-
ecutive committee of the Peterhof District Soviet formed a  three- person 
commission to familiarize itself with the plan for the holiday developed by 
“the center” and to design a plan of its own for consideration at the next so-
viet plenary meeting.17 At this meeting, on 6 October, a member of the com-
mission complained that, in their district, the Central Bureau was only plan-
ning to decorate the Narva gates and the headquarters of the district soviet. 
Plainly unimpressed by the Central Bureau’s plans, he declared that the his-
torical signifi cance of the fi rst anniversary of October simply “had to leave a 
[signifi cant] mark in the hearts of the revolutionary proletariat.” Sharing his 
misgivings, a commission colleague insisted that the entire district be deco-
rated so that, “at least on this one great day, the unsightliness of our living 
conditions will be completely obscured.” He urged that decorating be put in 
the hands of proletarians who, he felt, could easily handle the task with but 
fi ve hundred thousand of the ten million rubles that he alleged had been al-
located to the Central Bureau. His recommendation was approved, as was 
that of another deputy who asked that workers be furnished free meals dur-
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ing the holiday. For this purpose, an offi cial of the soviet was empowered 
to requisition food from a local market and to hoard provisions confi scated 
from speculators.18 Among district soviets and workers generally, a penchant 
for decorating everything, and for broad worker involvement in the develop-
ment and staging of holiday events, was widely shared.

District soviets undoubtedly recognized that their independence on mat-
ters relating to holiday planning would clash with the predilections of the 
Central Bureau. The position of the Central Bureau had been articulated 
in the earliest published bulletins of its sections. Thus, a proclamation from 
the Music Section published on 9 October informed all government institu-
tions, district soviets, party organizations, educational institutions, and mu-
sicians that the arrangement of all [festival] concerts and [musical] shows be-
longed exclusively to it.19 On 14 October, after the holiday planning of some 
district soviets was well advanced, the Central Bureau convened a confer-
ence with district soviet representatives. The chairman of the Rozhdestven-
skii district soviet suggested, at a plenary meeting of his soviet later the same 
day, that the Central Bureau had deluged the district soviet representatives 
with the originality and colossal variety of holiday events it had planned, the 
imposing numbers of experts and other resources it already had at its dis-
posal, and, at least implicitly, the enormous advantages that would accrue to 
district soviets if they worked in accordance with the holiday arrangement 
procedures it had established.20

The message that these opportunities would be closed to district soviets 
if they did not accede to the Central Bureau’s control appears, at the very 
least, to have been understood. All the district soviet representatives who 
participated in this conference, including those from the Rozhdestvenskii 
and Peterhof districts, voted to accept procedures presented by the Cen-
tral Bureau which gave it the fi nal say in all critical matters pertaining to 
the holiday arrangements. Under these procedures, direction of all aspects 
of organizing the holiday was to be transferred to the Central Bureau; un-
approved, separate projects by individual districts were prohibited; district 
soviets were also forbidden to produce placards or to issue slogans without 
clearance from the Central Bureau; and all decorating projects in districts 
had to be conducted under the Central Bureau’s supervision. Individual fac-
tories, other places of work, and civic organizations were required to sub-
mit cost estimates for holiday projects to their district soviet. District sovi-
ets, in turn, were obligated to prepare comprehensive  district- wide budget 
estimates for the Central Bureau’s approval. Nobody at the meeting of the 
Rozh destvenskii district soviet on 14 October raised questions about ac-
cepting these strictures, and the chairman closed by urging his colleagues to 
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press district factories to submit their project designs and budgets as quickly 
as possible.21

Although the formal mandate of the Central Bureau, as an agency of 
the Petrograd Soviet, did not extend outside Petrograd, it was budgeted to 
support the celebration of the fi rst anniversary of “October” in all Northern 
Commune provinces and among Red Army troops facing the Germans. In 
practice, its main effort outside Petrograd was focused on preparations for 
festivities at the front. After Oksiuz, on behalf of the Central Bureau, de-
scribed the Central Bureau’s design for the holiday at a meeting of the Petro-
grad Province Commission for Preparation of the October Festivities at-
tended by representatives of rural soviets on 5 October, the representatives 
presented plans that seemed to satisfy him. They envisioned a  four- day cele-
bration. During the fi rst two days delegates from local soviets would come to 
Petrograd to participate in festivities there. On the next two days, all “active 
forces” in Petrograd would fan out into the province to take part in celebra-
tions in even the smallest villages.22

Between 5 October and a  follow- up meeting on 11 October, the Com-
mission for Preparation of the October Holiday in Petrograd Province scaled 
down, to one day (9 November), the holiday festivities among peasants in 
which Petrograders would participate. At the meeting on the eleventh, a com-
mission member explained that celebrants in Petrograd would be on their 
own on the ninth because, on that day, all “active forces” in Petrograd would 
go into the countryside to clarify the momentous meaning of the holiday to 
peasants and to demonstrate the strength of the revolution to political ene-
mies.23

As it turned out, holiday celebrations, some of them quite elaborate, were 
staged in towns and villages throughout Petrograd Province and in other 
provinces in the Northern Commune but without help from Petrograd’s “ac-
tive forces.”24 The Central Bureau furnished outlying areas with instruc-
tions, miles of red bunting, mountains of leafl ets, and busts and portraits of 
soviet leaders in various sizes.25 Beyond that, the main emphasis of Petrograd 
authorities involved in planning the commemoration for the region was to 
bring the “countryside” to see the wonders of the holiday in Petrograd. First, 
peasant soviets everywhere in the Northern Commune were invited to elect 
delegates to participate in holiday festivities in “the red capital.” These dele-
gates were guaranteed free travel, housing, meals, and entertainment, as well 
as participation in what was promoted as a uniquely magnifi cent, seminal 
historical event.26 Second, Soviet authorities scheduled the Northern Oblast 
Congress of Committees of the Village Poor to be held in Petrograd on 3–
6 November, so that the projected fi ve thousand or so peasants expected to 
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attend would participate in the holiday festivities there beginning on the 
 seventh.

According to the offi cial bulletin announcing this congress, radioed to 
the furthest reaches of the Northern Commune on 17 October, congress 
delegates would be housed in the Winter Palace, congress sessions would 
meet there, and all their expenses would be fully covered.27 To be sure, con-
vocation of this congress was justifi ed as a means of forging links with the 
peasantry, better defi ning and coordinating the work of Committees of the 
Village Poor and their relationship to local soviets in the countryside, and 
facilitating the mobilization of peasants for mandatory service in the Red 
Army. At the beginning of September, military conscription was extended 
to include peasants in the Petrograd region, necessitating a more sensitive 
and forthcoming approach to them. Beyond that, however, like invitations 
to peasant soviets, the timing of the congress represented a conscious effort 
by Petrograd authorities to bring peasants and workers together for what 
they were determined would be the grandest mass spectacle ever. Peasant 
representatives would then become conduits for spreading word of the Oc-
tober revolution’s great triumphs and prospects to the backward country-
side. As Zinoviev explained, “most important is that several thousand peas-
ants live in Petrograd for about a week, see our organizations, breathe the air 
of the red capital along with the revolutionary proletariat, form friendly ties 
with Petersburg workers, hear our best orators, and depart with a bag of lit-
erature for [their]  villages . . .  they will be a living bridge between city and 
countryside.”28

The Central Bureau’s policy about involving personnel from Petrograd 
in holiday activities at the front contrasted with its position on dispatching 
party cadres to rural areas. Unlike peasants, soldiers in battle zones could 
not leave their posts for the holiday. In the wake of their fi rst major mili-
tary triumphs, Red Army troops that previously were reviled as the scourge 
of Petrograd were now hailed as heroes. As we shall see, the Central Bureau 
spared nothing in its efforts to bring the joys of the October holiday to the 
soldiers.

* * *

Meetings of the Central Bureau on 17 and 19 September and An dreeva’s 
report in the Petrograd Soviet on 24 September had established broad pa-
rameters for the fi rst two days of the October festivities in Petrograd. Plan-
ning and organization continued through October and the fi rst days of No-
vember, growing exponentially in response to pressures from district soviets 
and the seemingly decisive revolutionary upsurge unfolding in Central Eu-
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rope. On 19 October, the press published a list of  seventy- one prominent 
sites in Petrograd designated for major decoration projects and the artists 
whose designs were selected. More projects and artists were later added to the 
list. Among sites to be decorated according to designs by many of the city’s 
 best- known artists were main public buildings, rail stations and bridges, 
central squares, prominent thoroughfares and street corners, and the head-
quarters of district soviets.29 Beginning in early October, all Petrograd was 
dotted by holiday construction sites. Arrangements for the October festivi-
ties by the theater, music, and fi lm sections were similarly ambitious.30

Ships and personnel of the Baltic Fleet based in Kronstadt and in and 
around Petrograd since the late Shchastny’s “ice march” were designated to 
play prominent roles in the festivities. The prize battleships would be moved 
to the mouth of the Neva, cruisers would be positioned on the Neva south 
of the Nikolaevskii Bridge, and an armada of destroyers would lay anchor 
between the Nikolaevskii and Liteinyi bridges in the heart of Petrograd. All 
these ships would be decorated with brightly colored fl ags and furnished 
with material for spectacular lighting effects and fi reworks. The main naval 
shows were scheduled to begin at 6:00 pm. From then until midnight, search 
lights, rockets, and other fi reworks would light up the night sky.31 Similar, 
albeit more modest lighting and fi rework displays would be put on by mili-
tary vessels anchored near provincial towns along the Neva between Petro-
grad and Lake Ladoga.32

Featured plays, concerts, fi lms, fi rework and light shows, and naval dem-
onstrations were just the tip of the iceberg. Among other forms of entertain-
ment planned by the Central Bureau and its sections were roving street va-
riety shows;33 band ensembles playing on decorated trucks and balconies 
around the city;34 improvisations depicting scenes from the revolutionary 
past (heralds, either on horseback or on foot, would announce what was tak-
ing place at different locations);35 and mobile cinemas showing fi lms “under 
the opens skies” after outdoor concerts. In addition to a fi lm based on a 
screenplay by Lunacharskii, “on moving into bourgeois apartments,” a cine-
matic chronology of the revolution was scheduled for outdoor viewing.36

Then, too, varied programs of rallies, theatricals, concerts, and poetry 
readings were planned by all Petrograd district soviets despite stresses con-
nected with obtaining approval and budget authorizations from the Cen-
tral Bureau. The centerpiece of most  district- level celebrations was a gala 
 concert/ plenary meeting of the local soviet, with its headquarters festively 
decorated. Despite the rich talent promised by the Central Bureau, district 
soviets often preferred to use their own resources for entertainment at lo-
cal holiday events. The Central Bureau does not appear to have tried to stop 
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them probably because of its own dependence on district soviets to com-
plete holiday projects as the holiday drew closer. Thus, soviets in both the 
Narva and Moscow Gate districts formed their own “proletarian” choruses. 
Belatedly, sections of the Central Bureau furnished instructors to help dis-
trict soviets prepare concerts and theatricals.37 Only the First City district 
soviet had its own newspaper, the Vestnik soveta 1-ogo gorodskogo raiona. For 
the October holiday, its editors prepared a double issue, with photographs, 
 year- end reports on the work of district soviet sections, and reminiscences. 
At least one other district soviet, the Second City district soviet, produced a 
commemorative history glorifying its activities during the previous twelve 
months.38

In order to bring the October holiday to Red Army troops at the front, 
the Central Bureau’s section for holiday celebrations in battle zones coordi-
nated the collection of gifts for soldiers, formed delegations to deliver them, 
and recruited and organized groups of entertainers for holiday performances 
among frontline soldiers. On the road, however, these traveling ensembles 
had to fend for themselves. One of the fi rst groups to leave was the  so- called 
First People’s Great Russian Orchestra. It departed Petrograd for a  two- week 
tour of the Northern front on 2 November.39 The next day, a group of enter-
tainers, including a  twenty- four- man brass band, left for the Karelian front. 
Its tour began inauspiciously in Petrozavodsk, where it was given accommo-
dations in train carriages, only to be thrown out during the night by hostile 
railway administrators. On 7 November, the group led a holiday demonstra-
tion in Petrozavodsk, and between the eighth and the  twenty- fourth, trav-
eling by train, boat, sleigh, and horseback, it put on variety shows for soldiers 
in garrison towns in central Karelia.40

Both Lunacharskii and Zinoviev attached special importance to the Oc-
tober festivities and played energetic roles in holiday preparations. One of 
 Zinoviev’s major concerns was to promote Red Petrograd, “where the fi rst 
and decisive battles [of the October revolution] were played out,” as the 
center of the worldwide revolutionary socialist movement. He outlined an 
ambitious publications program aimed at furthering this objective. A key 
work in this program was to be a compendium of memoirs by participants 
in the October seizure of power who had remained in Petrograd when the 
national government fl ed to Moscow and who could illuminate the city’s 
leading role in the fi rst socialist revolution. Zinoviev urged that the model 
set by the bourgeoisie of revolutionary Paris be followed. “Just look at how 
the French bourgeoisie managed to learn about and sing praises to its revolu-
tion . . .  and how every corner of Paris in which events of any consequence 
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took place has been  immortalized. . . .  We must not forget that, in Petro-
grad, every stone [also] belongs to  history . . .  we [also] walk on hallowed 
ground.” An essential element of the holiday, according to Zinoviev, was to 
record revolutionary events everywhere in Petrograd, “so that they will be 
preserved for our brothers [and] for future generations.” “The one hundred 
to two hundred stories in this book,” he concluded, “will become the golden 
book of worldwide socialism.”41

Most citywide holiday activities were initiated by Lunacharskii, Zino-
viev, the Central Bureau, or one of its sections. A signifi cant exception was 
a program for children of the poor, which became a  last- minute feature of 
the third day of festivities. During the second half of October, a number 
of separate projects aimed at involving children in the jubilee had begun to 
be organized, several of them initiated at the neighborhood level. The chil-
dren’s department of the Central Bureau’s Theater Section planned a chil-
dren’s march and special theatrical presentations for 9 November.42 Con-
currently, the music section, in collaboration with the theater section, put 
together variety shows for children;43 the Petrograd district soviet planned a 
“grandiose” children’s parade, accompanied by a marching band;44 a group 
of employees in the Commissariat for Enlightenment was involved in orga-
nizing choruses in schools and teaching them revolutionary songs;45 the Iri-
novskii railway organized an outing for children featuring rides on brightly 
decorated trains, holiday refreshments, and children’s shows;46 and railway 
workers in the Nevskii district prepared to offer a production of “Sleeping 
Beauty” for their children.47 On 2 November, the social welfare section of 
the Spasskii district soviet announced that it was organizing the fi rst prole-
tarian holiday for children of the district’s poor and invited other institutions 
to contact it and join forces to organize a broader children’s festival.48 Each 
of these activities was developed independently. Not until the very eve of the 
October celebrations were they combined.

It is notable that nothing had been said about events for children at an 
expanded plenary meeting of the Petrograd Soviet on 1 November at which 
Antselovich gave a comprehensive “fi nal” report on the program for the Oc-
tober festivities that had been developed by the Central Bureau. There was 
no mention of children’s events, even in holiday programs published in the 
Petrograd daily press as late as 6 November. The fi rst public announcement 
that during the third day of the holiday “everything had to be put at the dis-
posal of children, [including] orchestras, automobiles, fl owers, performers, 
managers, etc.,” appeared in instructions for holiday organizers published 
and circulated late in the day of 6 November. The instructions included a 



368    /    Celebration amid Terror

detailed plan for a children’s march, a rally and concert for children on Pal-
ace Square, and concerts and fi lm showings in the Winter Palace. The thirty 
thousand children expected to participate were promised such treats as white 
bread and apples.49 Apparently the  all- day children’s festival was among the 
few citywide elements of the holiday generated largely “from below.”

The plenary meeting of the Petrograd Soviet on 1 November had begun 
with effusive comments by Zinoviev on the huge number of peasant dele-
gates streaming into Petrograd for the regional Congress of Committees of 
the Village Poor, which Zinoviev interpreted as a clear sign that the Bolshe-
vik campaign to win the support of the peasantry was making headway, and 
on popular eruptions in Central Europe, which Zinoviev viewed as decisive 
steps toward the triumph of socialist revolution on the Russian model on a 
global scale. In general, the scheme presented by Antselovich conformed to 
the broad plan for a  two- day celebration set forth by Andreeva in the Petro-
grad Soviet on 24 September.50 Better than any other source, Antselovich’s 
presentation conveys the signifi cance the Central Bureau attached to the 
holiday as a whole and to its separate elements. As Antselo vich put it, the so-
cialist revolution in Russia had immediate relevance to the momentous de-
velopments then taking place in the West. By implication, the celebration of 
“October” in Petrograd had to embody a vital international message. At the 
same time, even without the revolutions then erupting in the West, the sur-
vival of worker power in Russia for an entire year merited a festival surpass-
ing any other. Not only did the commemoration need to be constructed in a 
way that would enable the masses to rest from their heavy burdens, it was es-
sential that they get a full sense of the colossal import of their  epoch- making 
achievement.

For Antselovich, during the fi rst day it was crucial that all of Petrograd’s 
military and proletarian forces be mobilized to show the bourgeoisie, “our-
selves,” and the world the strength of the city’s working class. Smolny had 
been selected as the center of festivities on the fi rst day, because the resolu-
tions adopted there marked the beginning of a new era not only in the life 
of the Russian proletariat but in the experience of all mankind. The Field 
of Mars had been rejected as a focal point, because, as Antselo vich put it, 
“a year has passed and we don’t have only corpses, we [still] have proletarian 
power.”

If the fi rst day was intended to represent the triumphant struggle for a 
proletarian dictatorship, the second day was intended to symbolize what had 
been achieved thanks to the efforts of the working class. Its central focus 
would be the opening of the fi rst proletarian palace of labor in Russia. Clari-
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fying the symbolism of the gigantic statue of a metalworker that would be 
unveiled there, he explained that it was to be the counterpoint to the work 
of a famous Belgian sculptor depicting a metalworker deep in thought. The 
Belgian statue represented the state of the working class under the Second 
International. The image of the metalworker in front of the Palace of Labor 
symbolized workers in the new era. “The metalworker has awakened, he is 
standing, and in his hands is a hammer with which he crushes all violence 
in the country.” The organization of workers by trade for citywide demon-
strations on the second day “symbolizes those worker ranks that are build-
ing a [new] life, a [new]  economy— that are building palaces of labor.” On 
this second day, workers would demonstrate on Nevskii Prospekt and inun-
date the bourgeois quarter. “The proletariat has not yet had time to settle 
there,” Antselovich explained. “But it owns the street[s] and the entire bour-
geois quarter. . . . [It] must show who is boss there.”Toward the close of his 
report, Antselovich reemphasized the domestic educational function of the 
holiday:

Every one of us must try to involve our wives and sisters [in the festivities] 
so that all of our poor are in the streets. We will come out of the worker dis-
tricts to the center of the city. Each of us must go so that the demonstration 
will be grandiose, so that the masses, even the most backward, take part. . . . 
[F]or us a demonstration is not just a time for  exercise . . .  It is a great school 
that educates and gives birth to Communists. Each worker in a column of 
demonstrators will sense his  strength . . .  and the most timid will feel the great 
power of workers collectively.51

Zinoviev, paraphrasing the comment of a peasant who had referred to 
the October revolution as “the Easter of the working class and poorer peas-
antry,” expressed the hope that the celebration of “Red Easter” would be glo-
rious and, declaring that Antselovich’s report was only informational, cut off 
discussion of it.52

* * *

Participation in the October holiday in Petrograd was “by invitation.” 
The festivities were designed for offi cials and delegates from soviets, the 
 Bolshevik/ Communist party, trade unions, and other approved institutions; 
civic bodies; honored foreign guests; and Bolshevik and unaffi liated workers, 
peasants, Red Army soldiers, and Baltic Fleet sailors. Members of the for-
mer upper and middle classes engaged in mandatory labor, except those un-
loading food supplies, were excused for the holidays. Specifi cally excluded 
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from holiday events were “byvshie liudi” (“former people,” the declassé) and 
members of opposition parties (especially Left SRs), as well as worker and 
peasant “bandits” who supported them.

This policy became apparent in early October when the Executive Com-
mittee of the Petrograd Soviet banned the  Menshevik- dominated printers’ 
union from participation in holiday parades.53 During the immediate  run- up 
to the anniversary, Soviet authorities in Petrograd hurriedly superintended 
the creation of a  Bolshevik- controlled “Union of Red Printers,” which was 
to represent printing plant workers in the festivities.54 The detailed order of 
march for parades drawn up by the Central Bureau’s route of march section, 
in which each participating element had a precisely designated location at 
 fi ve- minute intervals, was partly intended to prevent intrusion by unautho-
rized individuals and groups.55

The Central Bureau tried hard to insure that free tickets to theater per-
formances and concerts would reach ordinary workers and peasants to give 
them a rare glimpse of elite culture, offer plenty for them to see and do, and 
the opportunity, above all, to enjoy themselves.56 In contrast, only a hier-
archy of government and party offi cials, foreign guests, and a smattering of 
elected delegates from mass organizations could attend the most prestigious 
functions, including the unveiling of the monument to Marx on the morn-
ing of the seventh, the ceremonial concert and meeting of the Petrograd So-
viet that evening, and the grand opening of the Palace of Labor on the night 
of the 8th.57

In view of the ambitiousness of the Central Bureau’s plans, and the dif-
fi culties in Petrograd at the time, it is not surprising that the completion of 
all construction projects turned out to be impossible. Petty crime plagued 
the Central  Bureau— most commonly, the unauthorized requisitioning of 
building materials by fake agents of the Central Bureau during the day and 
theft from building sites at night. Criminals caught posing as agents of the 
bureau or stealing from construction sites were threatened with “punish-
ment according to the law in wartime.”58 At the local level, district soviet 
holiday commissions encountered snags in receiving budgetary appropria-
tions from the Central Bureau, sometimes forcing them to seek out alternate 
sources of support or to rely on their creativity.59

A major worry of holiday planners was food supply during the festivi-
ties, but that fear was laid to rest at a meeting of the Central Bureau on 
19 October. The report of an offi cial from the Commissariat for Food Sup-
ply of the SK SO revealed that it had been laying away provisions for the 
holiday during the most diffi cult days of the summer and early fall. Sud-
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denly, as if by magic, the Commissariat was able to guarantee ample supplies 
of meat, fats, even French rolls.60

* * *

From the start, Petrograd authorities viewed the celebration of the fi rst 
anniversary of the October revolution as an opportunity to assert Red Petro-
grad’s aspiration to leadership of the worldwide socialist revolution over 
Moscow’s competing claim. This thinking was partly an extension of the 
age- old rivalry between Petrograd and Moscow that, since mid March, had 
been shaped by the national government’s frenzied fl ight from Petrograd. 
Later, it was fueled by ongoing confl ict between the governments of the two 
“capital cities.” At an early stage of holiday preparations in Petrograd, it be-
came public that Petrovskii and Zinoviev were in continual confl ict over the 
unwillingness of the former to offi cially recognize the Union of Northern 
Communes. The confl ict escalated after Petrovskii, in an Izvestiia interview 
of 10 October, described the Northern Commune as the epitome of the 
kind of autonomous,  self- appointed regional government that violated the 
Soviet constitution and the principles of Soviet state building. Occurring 
at precisely the time when Petrograd was working feverishly to establish its 
preeminence as the revolutionary capital in connection with the holiday, 
Petrovskii’s onslaught begged for a strong response. It came in the form of 
a blunt open letter to him from Ravich, Commissar for Internal Affairs, 
SK SO, published on 17 October. Depicting the formation of the Northern 
Oblast government as a mandatory response to pressures from the popula-
tion for leadership and a need to fi ll a power vacuum, Ravich accused Petrov-
skii of ignorance, deceit, and  self- serving  narrow- mindedness.61

Less than a week later, the Bolshevik Central Committee in Moscow put 
a severe crimp in Petrograd’s plans to assert its primacy during the holiday 
by scheduling the opening, in Moscow, of the Emergency Sixth  All- Russian 
Congress of Soviets for 5 November (later changed to 6 November). A pri-
mary purpose of this hastily called congress was to provide a national forum 
for discussing Lenin’s views on the impact of the impending sudden end of 
the world war on Soviet Russia’s international situation and, in that connec-
tion, on its urgent military tasks. A secondary purpose was to consider the 
reform of Soviet institutions in the countryside. However, Sverdlov made 
plain to the CEC on 22 October that the emergency congress was timed so 
that the celebration of the fi rst anniversary of the October revolution would 
begin in Moscow. Refl ecting this aim, the fi rst item on the projected agenda 
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of the congress was a speech by Lenin on “The First Anniversary of Soviet 
Power.”62

Zinoviev was on a tour of the Urals front when the convocation of the 
emergency congress was announced. Upon his return, he and Lunachar skii 
attempted to counter Moscow’s “trump” by attracting provincial representa-
tives from all over Russia to join in holiday festivities in Petrograd. Their in-
vitation, published on the front page of three successive issues of Severnaia 
kommuna, read:

The Petrograd  Soviet . . .  and the [SK SO] . . . invite the Moscow soviet and 
all city, province, county, and village soviets [around the country] to send their 
delegates to the celebration of the October revolution in Petrograd. The revo-
lution of 25 October (7 November) took place in Petrograd; the leading role 
in our entire socialist revolution belonged to the proletariat of Petrograd; [and] 
the victims of our October battles are buried in Petrograd. The holiday in 
Petrograd must have a  Russian- wide character. Therefore, we ask that our sovi-
ets send one or two people for the two to three days of the holiday at the same 
time they send delegates to the  All- Russian Congress of Soviets.

Zinoviev, Lunacharskii63

* * *

As the October holiday drew closer, the primary concerns of all So-
viet authorities in Petrograd were focused on completing major construc-
tion projects, hiding or eliminating symbols of the old regime, maximiz-
ing popular participation in holiday events, and insuring that Bolshevik 
opponents would not disrupt them. The biggest impediment to fi nishing 
the enormous number of decorating projects was the diffi culty in recruit-
ing enough construction workers for the task even after large numbers of 
 laborers were brought in from the provinces. At the beginning of November, 
supervisors of all building and renovation projects in the city of Petrograd 
unrelated to the holiday were ordered to immediately release all carpenters, 
joiners, painters, and unskilled laborers in their employ and send them to the 
Central Bureau for assignment. Construction workers who did not report 
for duty at once were again threatened with dire punishment.64

Efforts to hide or eliminate symbols of the old regime took a number 
of forms. Smaller statues, paintings, and similar artifacts were destroyed or 
hidden away. Large monuments, Imperial emblems on buildings, and so on, 
were draped with red bunting or decorative panels. This was the case with 
the huge equestrian statue of Alexander III on Znamenskii Square. In his 
report to the Petrograd Soviet on 1 November, Antselovich pledged to re-
name all streets and squares that “remind us of the time of damnation.”65 
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Most new names of streets and squares, as well as bridges and buildings, 
honored revolutionary heroes, events, or institutions. For instance, Nevskii 
Prospekt became 25 October Prospekt, Liteinyi Prospekt became Volodar-
skii Prospekt, Suvorovskii Prospekt became Soviet Prospekt, Ivan Street be-
came Socialist Street, Palace Square became Uritskii Square, Znamenskii 
Square became Uprising Square, the Taurida Palace became the Uritskii Pal-
ace, Nobles’ Bridge became Republican Bridge, and Police Bridge became 
People’s Bridge.66

During the second half of October, press reports on holiday prepara-
tions proliferated. On 24 October, Severnaia kommuna carried a detailed, 
enthusiastic description of how the Field of Mars was being decorated and, 
from then on, similarly effusive advertisements for other major holiday con-
struction sites were published daily.67 It was then customary for Petrograd’s 
political leaders to give speeches on critical issues at weekly Sunday after-
noon mobilization rallies. On Sunday 27 October, the theme of these mass 
meetings was “The Great Anniversary.” Accounts of the speeches in the press 
indicate that Petrograd’s top Bolsheviks fanned out across the city to whip 
up enthusiasm for the domestic and international triumphs of the October 
revolution and for the approaching jubilee as a celebration of the Petrograd 
proletariat as the vanguard of international revolution.

Daily press bulletins informed Petrograders of unusually large supplies 
of grain and even delicacies being shipped from distant  food- producing re-
gions to the revolutionary capital, as gifts to “Red Petrograd” for the Oc-
tober festivities. Thus, on 1 November, it was announced that in Or lovskii 
Province ten thousand geese were being shipped to Petrograd for the holiday 
tables of the revolutionary proletariat.68 It was also reported that unusually 
large quantities of grain had already been received by the city’s bakeries; and 
half pound loaves of bread were to be baked the night of 5–6 November for 
distribution to shops on the night of the sixth.69 What better news to put a 
starving city into a festive spirit?

A major issue with implications for the popular mood during the Oc-
tober festivities was settled on 2 November, when the Executive Commit-
tee of the Petrograd Soviet responded to workers’ anxieties by publishing 
a decree that factory workers and white collar employees would be paid in 
full during the holidays. According to this decree, all those who could not 
be given the holidays off were to receive double pay.70 Attitudes of female 
workers were of particular concern to holiday planners, as factory women 
often seemed cool, if not openly hostile, to the celebration. A Krasnaia ga-
zeta editorial on 20 October declared that it was high time for factory 
women to come to their senses and fi nally rid themselves of their habitual 
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political passivity. In an adjacent article, “Why the Working Class Cele-
brates the October Revolution,” Samoilova singled out women employed 
in textile mills and tobacco factories for special criticism. Clearly, however, 
the fundamental problem she voiced, namely, the unwillingness of factory 
women to support Bolshevism, was in fact widespread. After enumerating 
the  epoch- making gains wrought by the October revolution, Samoilova 
criticized female workers who, she wrote, were refusing to participate in cele-
brating “October” and, worse yet, were insisting on working during the fes-
tivities because they considered the celebration “a Jewish holiday.” “The face 
of every conscious female worker is covered with shame when she reads these 
words,” Samoilova lamented.71

To undermine attempts by their opponents to disrupt the holidays, the 
Bolsheviks in Petrograd arrested hundreds of prominent and  middle- level 
potential troublemakers still at liberty. This new crackdown began the night 
of 4/5 November. Two of the jailed were the Obukhov plant SRs  Grigorii 
and Aleksei Eremeev; the former had been arrested and briefl y detained the 
previous June, following Volodarskii’s assassination.72 Also rounded up was 
Aleksandr Izgoev, a member of the Kadet Central Committee, who had 
been marked for arrest as a hostage at the start of the Red Terror but had 
been among opposition political leaders who were overlooked in the fren-
zied waves of arrests back then. He recalled in his memoirs that, on the night 
of 4/5 November, a group of soldiers and sailors conducted a lengthy search 
of his apartment, seized heaps of his writings, and hauled him off to the lo-
cal police station. There he was held in a makeshift basement cell with forty 
other victims of the  pre- holiday roundup. It soon became clear that the only 
common thread uniting Izgoev and his cellmates was that they had all been 
on candidate lists for elections to district dumas in the spring of 1917; these 
lists for the fi rst truly democratic elections in Russian history were thus used 
to determine the identities and addresses of those subject to arrest.73

On 6 November, the Central Bureau issued instructions governing 
speeches at  post- parade rallies and other public events aimed at preventing 
them from being turned into forums for free discussion. Orators at outdoor 
rallies were instructed to speak only from designated locations, either plat-
forms or movable rostrums; rallies could last no more than an hour; open-
ing greetings had to be delivered by agitators selected by district soviets; and 
all speakers had to be accredited. Each district soviet was responsible for pro-
viding agitators at local theatrical and musical performances who were re-
stricted to short greetings conforming to guidelines furnished by the Central 
Bureau. Similarly, designated representatives of the Petrograd Soviet were to 
deliver brief, scripted greetings at large communal theaters.74
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At the same time, the military commissar for Petrograd and Petrograd 
Province put all locally based Red Army forces on full alert. Leaves for Red 
Army personnel were canceled.  Fifty- man cavalry units were ordered to pa-
trol central areas of the city nightly, and all suspicious elements on the streets, 
not to mention anybody agitating against Soviet power, were to be arrested 
at once. Security was tightened at government buildings, the State Bank, the 
Fortress of Peter and Paul, key bridges, telephone and telegraph stations, and 
post offi ces.  Combat- ready security forces were ordered to duty at police sta-
tions.75 Also, district soviets formed “troikas” with unlimited powers in case 
of an emergency during the holidays.76

Signifi cantly, on this occasion, Baltic Fleet sailors were not drawn on 
for protection because city authorities were particularly wary about pos-
sible holiday disturbances by angry sailors. This concern mounted after the 
belated public announcement on 30 October that eleven seamen judged to 
have been ringleaders of the abortive insurrection on 14 October had been 
executed. On 2 November, the Executive Committee of the Petrograd So-
viet privately acknowledged the failure of its Military Section to conduct 
organizational work among sailors or to improve their living conditions.77 
So, at the same time that it rebuked and reorganized the section, it issued a 
spate of warnings about disruptions planned by Bolshevik enemies. Typical 
was an appeal by the Petrograd Soviet to ships’ crews and mobilized sailors 
claiming that Left and Right SRs had joined forces and were planning ac-
tion against Soviet power during the approaching holiday. “For some reason, 
these White Guardists are counting on you most of all, comrade sailors,” this 
appeal read. “If ‘Left’  and/ or Right SR provocateurs, [or] Black Hundred of-
fi cers dressed up as sailors, appear [among you], escort them to Gorokhovaia 
2 immediately.”78 Another appeal of this period warned that “information 
has been received from many sources that counterrevolutionary  bands . . . 
 have set themselves the task of preventing the celebration of the fi rst anni-
versary of the October revolution.” “The proletariat of the entire world, 
led by Russian workers and peasants, is engaged in the fi nal decisive battle 
against the bourgeoisie, and therefore our holiday is being transformed into 
a great worldwide celebration of the triumph of revolutionary socialism,” 
concluded the appeal. “We cannot allow these days to be clouded by any acts 
hostile to  worker- peasant power.”79

* * *

The primary themes of the October holiday were vividly refl ected in 
editorials and reports in the only newspaper that appeared in Petrograd on 
7–9 November, God proletarskoi revoliutsii (A Year of Proletarian Revolution), 
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a combined publication of Petrogradskaia pravda, Severnaia kommuna, Kras-
naia gazeta, Vooruzhennyi narod, and Petrograd news agencies. Perhaps the 
most important of these themes was that, largely as a result of the revolu-
tionary fi re started in Petrograd in October 1917, all Europe was on the edge 
or already in the throes of decisive revolutionary explosions, and that the an-
niversary coincided with a decisive turning point in the struggle for survival 
of Soviet power in Russia. The agonizing wait for the eruption of world revo-
lution, during which revolutionary Russia was forced to battle for survival 
alone, was all but over.

In speeches on 7 November, both Lunacharskii and Zinoviev pointed to 
Petrograd and Smolny as “the cradle of the worldwide socialist revolution,”80 
and A. Naglovskii, in the 7 November issue of A Year of Proletarian Revolu-
tion, concluded confi dently that “the most diffi cult moments and stages [in 
the consolidation of the October revolution] have been overcome.”81 In an 
essay, “The Great Anniversary,” which appeared in his journal Plamia that 
same day, Lunacharskii expressed certainty that all Europe would celebrate 
the second anniversary of the October revolution in 1919. Nonetheless, no-
where would it be feted as it would in Petrograd, because Petrograd would 
retain its place as the capital of the worldwide socialist revolution and be 
the natural meeting place of congresses of soviets of workers’ and peasants’ 
deputies from all over the globe.82

This  Petrograd- centered, exhilarated mood was typical of most Petro-
grad offi cials at this juncture. “Our predecessors, the Paris Communards, 
held power for only a few weeks. Russian workers have held it for a year,” 
crowed Zinoviev in a lead editorial, also in the fi rst issue of A Year of Prole-
tarian Revolution. Paris workers succumbed, because, he continued, unlike 
us, they were not supported by the rest of the country. Conceding that the 
triumph of the October revolution would not be stable if the working class 
in the rest of the world remained aloof from Russia’s struggle, he expressed 
absolute certainty that that would not happen.

In this editorial, Zinoviev forecast the course of revolutionary events 
around the world in the near term:

Republics in Austria and Hungary will be established in the next few 
 days . . .  In Vienna, Budapest, and Prague, state power will be transferred to 
Soviets of workers and soldiers deputies. Shortly, the revolution will pass from 
Austria to  Italy . . .  The moment when we will see soviets in Milan and Rome 
is  close. . . .  The [early] triumph of the German working class is  inevitable . . . 
[and] when a red fl ag is permanently raised over Berlin, it will signify that the 
hour when that same red fl ag is raised over Paris is not far  off . . .  It is pos-
sible that English capital will survive for a few years alongside socialist regimes 
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in the rest of Europe. But from the moment when socialism in Russia, Aus-
tria, Germany, France, and Italy becomes a fact, English capitalism will have 
reached its end.83

Another primary holiday theme was the growing invincibility of Red 
Army troops. Already, they had begun to replace Baltic Fleet sailors as the 
praetorian guard and pride of the revolution. A prominently featured essay 
by one L. Vyborgskaia in A Year of Proletarian Revolution on 8 November put 
the matter this way:

Anybody who was in the street and squares of Piter today [7 November] would 
have to concede that all the beauty of the decorations and fl oats notwith-
standing . . .  the most gorgeous sight of the day was surely our Red  Army . . . A 
year ago, all we had was a small group of courageous worker Red  Guards. . . . 
 Now we have an army that even Imperial Europe would have to praise.

* * *

At midnight on 6 November, the pounding booms of a  twenty- fi ve-
 gun salute from cannons at the Fortress of Peter and Paul signaled the start 
of the fi rst anniversary celebration of the October revolution in Petrograd. 
Carpenters and artists at construction sites racing to fi nish holiday projects 
were drenched by a cold driving rain that would last through the next day. 
At 7:30 am, crowds from the Second City district, the lead marchers in the 
grand parade that day, began to assemble in front of the local soviet’s head-
quarters. While they formed, women circulated among them collecting 
funds to buy presents for Red Army troops at the front. Promptly at 8:00, 
after seven more blasts from cannon at the Fortress of Peter and Paul, trucks 
loaded with holiday literature, placards, pins, and a trumpeter to signal the 
start of the march sped from the Palace of Labor to the Second City dis-
trict soviet building and to each of ten other district assembly points around 
Petrograd. Somewhat later, led by the chairman carrying the banner of the 
Second City district soviet, accompanied by a marching band, and followed 
by the local Red Army unit, the Second City district soviet leadership, mem-
bers of the district Bolshevik party committee and of sundry local civic and 
labor organizations, along with contingents of workers and their families, 
all singing the Internationale, began to slog through the rain and mud along 
a circuitous route to Smolny. This routine was repeated at other district as-
sembly points around Petrograd at set intervals for the rest of the day.84

There are no reliable estimates of the number of participants in the holi-
day marches in Petrograd on 7 and 8 November. Most of the foreign press, 
absorbed by Germany’s defeat and the expanding revolutionary outbreaks 
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in central Europe, ignored the Bolshevik festival altogether. If one were to 
judge by A Year of Proletarian Revolution, the turnout on 7 November ex-
ceeded all expectations (and the same was also true the next day). Among 
opponents of Soviet power, an announcement in the Soviet press the eve-
ning of 6 November that the Germans had broken relations with the So-
viet government,85 allegedly because it was behind revolutionary eruptions 
in Germany and had not punished Mirbach’s killers, gave rise to rumors that 
German forces would fi nally occupy Petrograd and stifl e Bolshevism. Along 
with fear of being attacked by revelers, this prospect seems to have kept such 
observant  anti- Soviet notables as Ziniada Gippius off the streets during the 
holiday. From her windows on Sergievskaia Street near the Uritskii (Tau-
rida) Palace, she could see “long red calico rags and a gigantic portrait of a 
disheveled Marx” hanging on the fence surrounding the palace gardens and 
could hear the blaring horns of marchers on their way to Smolny but could 
not see them.86 Still, there is little reason to doubt the large number of par-
ticipants, mobilized by a mixture of carrots and sticks, energized by Ger-
many’s imminent surrender and the eruption of social revolutions in Cen-
tral Europe, and bolstered by many thousands of guests from the provinces, 
military personnel, and  peasant- delegates to the Northern Oblast Congress 

Celebrants at the Field of Mars, 7 November 1918. Krasnyi Petrograd, 1919.
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of Committees of the Village Poor, even after allowance is made for huge 
population losses in the preceding year.

By noon, lead elements of the procession from the Second City district, 
joined by representatives from the Congress of Committees of the Village 
Poor, reached Dictatorship of the Proletariat (Lafonskaia) Square in front 
of Smolny. Distributing themselves at designated points around the veiled 
statue of Marx, they listened as Lunacharskii, standing on a makeshift po-
dium atop an automobile decorated with red bunting, hailed the meeting 
place of the Petrograd Soviet as the “cradle of the revolution,” paid homage 
to Marx, and announced the most recent joyous tidings about the spread 
of social revolution in Germany. Then they watched as the statue was un-
veiled, and, after listening to several more renditions of the Internationale, 
they marched back to their starting points. The rest of the processions from 
“the districts,” arriving at the square at  several- minute intervals, slowed at 
the monument to Marx where they were “saluted” by the strains of the Inter-
nationale and responded with cheers, after which they paraded through the 
center of Petrograd and returned “home.” This procedure was scripted to the 
minute and, despite the rain, seems to have proceeded without a hitch.87

The holiday session of the Petrograd Soviet, attended by distinguished 

Representatives of Committees of the Village Poor in Petrograd during a celebration of the 

fi rst anniversary of the October revolution. State Museum of the Political History of Rus-

sia, St. Petersburg.
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foreign socialists, offi cials of the government and party, and selected rep-
resentatives of soviet and labor organizations, was scheduled to begin at 
7:00 pm. But not until 8:00 did the orchestras and lead soloists of the state 
operas and the Smolny cathedral choir fi le onstage for a concert of classical 
music which began the session. The concert ended with a performance of 
Mozart’s Requiem. Zinoviev, the keynote speaker, took this as a cue to pay 
homage to Volodarskii, Uritskii, and “hundreds” of other former members 
of the Petrograd Soviet who had given their lives for the revolutionary cause. 
This was one of the few solemn moments in Zinoviev’s speech. Another 
came when, in a rare moment of candor, he apologized that so little had 
been accomplished for labor during a year of Soviet power. “It has turned 
out to be impossible to clothe workers,” he acknowledged. “They are in tat-
ters, hunger is imprinted on their faces, and life is diffi cult for their wives and 
children.” Nonetheless, the great achievement of Soviet power in Russia had 
been to wake up “ brother- proletarians” around the world.88

Forgotten was Zinoviev’s own strong opposition to the Bolshevik sei-
zure of power in October. Essentially, this was Zinoviev’s victory speech. Al-
though he repeated Lenin’s warning that the Allies, victorious in the West, 
might well pounce on Soviet Russia, he seemed to dismiss this as a serious 
threat to the survival of the revolution, in as much as the new Red Army was 
quickly becoming strong enough to repel any foe. Moreover, recalling the 

Commissars of the Northern Commune after the unveiling of a memorial to Karl Marx: 

(1) Zinoviev; (2) Lunacharskii; (3) (behind Lunacharskii) Pozern; (4) (extreme right) 

 Evdokimov; (6) Lilina; (7) (behind Lilina) Lisovskii; (8) Voskov; (9) Ravich. Boris Sokoloff 

Collection, Hoover Institution Archives.
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 run- up to October, he scoffed at moderate socialists who had rejected the 
possibility of a socialist revolution in backward Russia; at the time, it had 
been easy and clear to see that the exploited were ripe to rise against the ex-
ploiters. “We took that into account a year ago. And a year of social revolu-
tion has proven the accuracy of our prophecies to everyone,” he declared tri-
umphantly.

Repeatedly, Zinoviev exulted in the sheer joy of the holiday. “Waiting 
for the moment when the working class in the West would become con-
scious of its role was long and painful,” he declaimed. “But surely it is im-
possible to conceive a sweeter moment than the one we are living through.” 
“The sun has never been as close to us as it is now. We will defi nitely live to 
see the moment when not only we but the French, English, and Americans 
have their own Smolny . . . [yet even then] the proletariat of all countries 
will view [our] Smolny as the holiest of holies.” Zinoviev’s closing toasts—
“Long live the best of the best, the Petrograd proletariat!” “Long live the 
revolutions that are approaching and those that have already arrived!” “Long 
live dear Smolny!”—were drowned out by the combined sounds of the as-
sembled musical ensembles playing the Internationale and the boom of fi re-
works exploding in the black sky over the nearby Neva. At the conclusion of 
his speech, Zinoviev was driven the short distance to the Nikolaevskii Sta-
tion, where a train was waiting to take him to Moscow and the Sixth  All-
 Russian Congress of Soviets.89

As Zinoviev spoke the rain stopped. Ignoring the winter chill, contin-
gents of workers and soldiers and their families, interspersed with groups of 
peasants, crowded the Neva embankments to watch the light and fi reworks 
show. By the standards of the time, it must have been quite a sight. To one 
observer, toward evening on 7 November the Neva took on a “magical ap-
pearance.” Hydroplanes skimmed over the water toward the Field of Mars 
and back again. Garlands of brightly colored lights were strung on ships, 
linking them together, while searchlights crisscrossed the sky and swept the 
tightly packed, cheering spectators on the embankments. On cue, a rocket 
on one of the ships shot into the heavens and dissolved into a huge waterfall 
of sparks, after which rockets and blue signal fl ares from all the ships let loose 
a barrage that lasted several hours. The spectacular light show continued well 
into the night, while free fi lm showings, “under the skies,” and musical and 
theatrical performances attracted large crowds of ordinary people all over 
the city.90 Richard Stites, a leading American historian of Russian and So-
viet culture, vividly described the elaborate decorations that formed the set-
ting for these activities:
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[T]he decor for November 7 in Petrograd was brilliant, having been executed 
by major artists such as Mstislav Dobuzhinsky, Natan Altman, K. S.  Petrov-
 Vodkin, and Boris Kustodiev. Dobuzhinskii retained the classical beauties of 
Zakharin’s Admiralty, augmenting its thematic with maritime pennants, fl a-
glets, and anchors, and hiding the ugly  structures . . .  along the Neva River. 
Altman, on the other hand, sought to destroy utterly the monumentality of au-
tocratic architecture in Palace  Square . . .  behind modernist designs. The result 
was festive richness but also a diminution of Petrograd’s appearance as a center 
of unambiguous power.91

By all accounts, it was a mass festival unlike any Petrograd had ever wit-
nessed.

The next day’s celebration of labor was no less spectacular, as the cen-
tral focus shifted from Smolny to the Palace of Labor. Participants in mass 
marches that day were deliberately routed through the elite neighborhoods 
adjacent to Nevskii Prospekt, effectively occupying them for several hours. 
The starting point for the most prominent  marchers— top trade union of-
fi cials, members of the government,  high- ranking Bolsheviks, and offi cials 
from the Commissariat for Labor and from the SNKh  SR— was at the foot 
of 25 October (Nevskii) Prospekt at the corner of Bolshaia Morskaia Street. 
They were followed by more than one hundred thousand workers, many 
of them unemployed, grouped by trade union. Led by metalworkers, the 
trade unionists, joined by sundry bands and choruses, stretched past Upris-
ing (Znamenskii) Square at the end of 25 October Prospekt and spilled over 
into every side street adjoining it.

At noon, following another cannon salute, thousands of marchers began 
moving toward the Admiralty and the Palace of Labor. A podium had been 
erected across from the palace and the veiled statue of the metal worker. After 
about an hour, by which time the open space in front of the palace was 
crammed with notables and ordinary citizens, Lunacharskii climbed to the 
podium and dedicated the statue.92

The main event of the second day of the October holiday in Petrograd 
was the ceremonial opening of the Palace of Labor itself. Antselovich began 
this proceeding with a pledge that in the future all of Petrograd’s palaces 
would be palaces of labor, because, as he put it, “we are strong and can do 
anything we wish.” Lunacharskii, fi lling in for Zinoviev, was the featured 
speaker. He began with some platitudes about the evolution of trade unions 
and the modern workers’ movement, and ended with similarly bland com-
ments on the role of labor and labor unions during the transition to socialism 
as refl ected in Russia’s experience during the preceding year.93

Following Lunacharskii, Riazanov, representing the Petrograd Trade 
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Union Council, was given the fl oor. Earlier, as the oldest revolutionary pres-
ent, he had been invited to join the presidium. The festival organizers un-
doubtedly were wary about what he might say and his remarks were given 
only passing mention in A Year of Proletarian Revolution. The stenographic 
account reveals that he was as  independent- minded as ever. Rejecting Lu-
nacharskii’s hyperbole, he attempted to moderate what seemed to him to 
be wildly misplaced optimism regarding the development of revolutions 
abroad. Declaring that it was necessary to look truth in the eye, even dur-
ing the celebration of “October,” he insisted that, just as Left Commu-
nists had predicted, the capitulation at Brest had delayed eruption of a “real 
international revolution.” Thanks to Germany’s defeat, the shameful peace 
had been annulled. However, the triumph of Allied imperialism had cre-
ated more dangerous conditions than ever. With as much certainty as Lenin, 
 Riazanov took it for granted that the victorious Allies would soon seek to 
stifl e the Russian revolution. For Red Petrograd, there was no alternative to 
resistance at any price. On the other hand, if “the cradle of the revolution” 
found the will to defend itself, in tandem with the Austrian and German 
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proletariat, it would ultimately survive until the outbreak of decisive social-
ist revolutions in Western Europe.94

In the prevailing atmosphere, Riazanov’s “wet blanket” was coolly re-
ceived. Much more popular were the messages of Viacheslav Molotov, for 
the SNKh SR, and Sergei Zorin, on behalf of the SK SO. Molotov confi -
dently predicted that the Palace of Labor would become the center for the 
Petrograd proletariat’s fi nal suppression of the bourgeoisie, and Zorin ex-
pressed hope that the October holiday and the opening of the Palace of La-
bor would become worldwide symbols of the great power of the working 
class. Zorin exhorted: “We are saying to them [workers of the world], look, 
we are stifl ing our bourgeoisie, stifl e yours.”95

Meanwhile, the plans to devote the next day (9 November) to a celebra-
tion of “proletarian children” were about to get under way. The program was 
crafted to mimic the previous days’ adult marches. Participants, now pro-
jected to number fi fty thousand, all children of workers or, in any case, of 
the poor, were drawn from factory children’s organizations, public primary 
schools, and orphanages. Beginning at 10:00 am, carrying red banners, fl ags, 
and placards (some obviously of their own creation), the “little proletari-
ans” gathered at assembly points all over Petrograd at  two- hour intervals 
under the watchful eyes of their teachers and volunteer coordinators from 
trade unions. The children then clambered aboard decorated streetcars, the 
youngest ones riding the entire way to the headquarters of the General Staff 
adjoining Uritskii (Palace) Square, across from the Winter Palace. Older 
children alighted several blocks away, formed columns led by girls in red ker-
chiefs carrying white chrysanthemums or multicolored fl ags, and paraded 
down 25 October Prospekt to Uritskii Square singing the  Internationale. To 
a Petrogradskaia pravda reporter, “the sound of their anthem coming from 
the mouths of youthful proletarians warmed the hearts of workers lining the 
streets and watching with delight as the younger, developing generation of 
future citizens and builders of socialism on earth moved passed.”96

The crowds of children formed a giant quadrangle on the vast square be-
fore the Winter Palace. The day was blustery, but the sky was a clear blue. 
Shivering, the children listened to a military band playing the Inter nationale 
and to Lunacharskii describing the altogether glorious future that awaited 
them thanks to their elders’ struggle for freedom, equality, and brotherhood. 
In the Winter Palace, short skits, motion pictures, and concerts were pre-
sented for them. The children were treated to hot tea and snacks, and then, 
accompanied by military bands and costumed clowns, they paraded up Nev-
skii Prospekt to Uprising Square, where they boarded streetcars and returned 
to their assembly points. To Krasnaia gazeta’s editors the next day, this event 
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proved that now no one could abuse Petrograd’s orphaned, homeless chil-
dren, because in the Soviet government they had a loving mother.97 More so-
berly, Samoilova was as realistic about the situation of poor and orphaned 
children as she had been in public comments about the political backward-
ness of female workers.98 Lauding the fact that children of the working poor 
were given a chance to feel that they were part of the October holiday, she 
stressed that, fundamentally, almost nothing had been done to improve their 
lot. To her, 9 November was less a children’s celebration than a celebration of 
children, and an expression of the need to address their continuing plight.99

* * *

Devoting 9 November to a grand “proletarian children’s day” eliminated 
the possibility that, on that day, “all forces from Petrograd” would disperse 
into the surrounding province to take part in holiday festivities there. Sovi-
ets from some regional centers provided holiday speakers but, for the most 
part, outlying towns and villages had to arrange their own holiday events. 
A report sent to the Petrograd Telegraph Agency by a proud Bolshevik from 
Kotel’skii county (volost’  ) in the Iamburg district (uezd ) southwest of Petro-
grad, provides the fullest description I have been able to fi nd of the holiday 
celebration in a remote corner of Petrograd Province.100 Torrential rains on 

Children of the poor celebrate the fi rst anniversary of the October revolution, 9 November 

1918. State Museum of the Political History of Russia, St. Petersburg.
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the night of 6/7 November and the following day had caused major fl ood-
ing, according to this report, but in the early morning local peasants, unde-
terred, had decorated their huts and waded through  ankle- deep mud to vil-
lage assemblies (skhody). For purposes of the celebration, the county, which 
embraced  fi fty- six villages and several small factories, was divided into four 
districts. Around midday, the inhabitants of villages in each of these districts, 
many of them carrying red banners and fl ags, gathered together. At these as-
semblies, a local Bolshevik gave a speech about the international signifi cance 
of the seizure of power by the proletariat and the village poor in Russia, and 
the future course of the struggle for socialism abroad. After these remarks, 
the villagers, singing revolutionary songs, set off for Kotly, the county seat.

During the previous night the residents of Kotly, the center of one of the 
four districts, had built a “ peasant- style” triumphal arch designed by a “lo-
cal builder” and fi nished equipping a  so- called  Worker- Peasant University 
Named after Lenin. Its grand opening was to be a highlight of the local fes-
tivities. Peasants from surrounding villages arrived carrying banners. Gath-
ering at the “university,” they were formed into columns. At the front were 
children from the Kotel’skii school carrying two crimson silk banners deco-
rated with golden tassels and cords. Behind them was a group of local Bol-
sheviks carrying a banner that read “Death to  Kulaks— The Poor Are Com-
ing.” The crowd listened to a representative of the Iamburg Soviet speak on 
the international signifi cance of unity between the proletariat and the multi-
million poorer peasantry in Russia, and then to cheers and revolutionary 
songs by the county’s theater circle, the throng marched through surround-
ing villages, many of them decorated with greenery, red fl ags, and arches cov-
ered with green pine boughs, and back to Kotly. There, they merged with the 
other three district processions at the triumphal arch, and proceeded to the 
“university” for an offi cial opening by representatives of the Iamburg Soviet. 
A red fl ag was raised on the fl agpole of the “university,” and the Kotel’skii 
military detachment fi red several blank rounds from their rifl es in salute. 
The assembled marchers shouted rousing cheers, after which they were in-
vited into the building for tea and candy (free for children and offi cial dele-
gates, and at a “nominal fee below cost” for everyone else).

In the early evening, the crowd gathered around a “bonfi re of the revo-
lution” to witness the burning of effi gies of tormentors and servants of the 
old regime, including “Albert,” an especially hated local former landowner. 
To the author of this account, an unforgettable sight was the  gray- bearded 
men who had learned about the torment of serfs imposed by landowners 
from their fathers and grandfathers dancing in childlike merriment around 
the bonfi re as fl ames lapped at an effi gy of Albert. At that moment, he wrote, 
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it seemed as if everybody was welded together by the complete destruction 
of the old system and the blaze of world revolution that was spreading so-
cialism to Europe. Following the celebration around the bonfi re, a dance for 
young people was held at the “university”; rooms were also set aside for those 
who wanted to sing. The gaiety lasted well into the night, and space was 
found for inhabitants of distant villages who wanted to spend the night.101

* * *

The organization of the commemoration of the fi rst anniversary of the 
October revolution in Petrograd sheds light on several key questions relat-
ing to the Bolsheviks and Soviet power in the former capital a year after “Oc-
tober.” First is the issue of the institutional locus of power and authority at 
that time. Putting aside for a moment the relationship between Bolshevik 
party committees and local soviets, the position of higher Soviet authorities 
in Petrograd with respect to district soviets had changed signifi cantly since 
the mid summer. To be sure, district soviets still jealously guarded their inde-
pendence, but, in practice, it was now clear that they were fi ghting a losing 
battle. Testifying to this reality was the dominating role in festival arrange-
ments of the Central Bureau for Organization of the October Festivities, 
formed under the aegis of the Presidium of the Petrograd Soviet, and the 
strictly subordinate position of organizing commissions attached to district 
soviets in preparations at the local level.

Especially at the start, district soviets had strong, independent ideas 
about the organization of the holiday in their neighborhoods, including 
concern for involving representatives of local factories in holiday planning 
as a way of reestablishing connections with workers generally. At the same 
time, these soviets exhibited their customary disdain for  higher- ups. How-
ever, the fact that the Central Bureau controlled funding for the holiday 
forced district holiday commissions to suppress their distaste for supervision 
and accept comprehensive direction from above. The only major element of 
the holiday generated largely “from below” was the festival for children. Al-
though still a long way from realization, by the fall of 1918 the kind of cen-
tralized, strict, exclusively Bolshevik hierarchical power structure fostered by 
the Central Bureau and its separate sections was already being aggressively 
promoted as the model for all government institutions, from the SK SO and 
its commissariats, as well as the Petrograd Soviet, down to district soviets and 
their sections.

Concurrently, in district soviets to a greater extent than in the SK SO 
and the Petrograd Soviet, not to speak of the PCheka, the direct infl uence of 
party agencies was no longer limited to token representation, as it had been 
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for much of the year. The modest involvement of party agencies in orga-
nizing the holiday was less a measure of relative power than of utility. More 
commonly, in ways that differed signifi cantly from district to district, the 
party’s infl uence was now exerted through nominations to soviet leadership 
posts, mandatory periodic reports by soviet offi cials and criticism of them at 
local party meetings, and organized district soviet Bolshevik fractions. Yet, 
even in districts where these mechanisms were best developed, they indi-
cated growing infl uence rather than control over district soviet policies. As a 
result, acrimony between district party committees and soviets, as well as be-
tween district soviets and  city- level government agencies, was still the norm. 
The structural relationship of party bodies to soviets remained unsettled.
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During the culminating stage of the October revolution in Petrograd, 
Lenin’s demand that power be seized at once won out over the Bolshevik 
moderates’ more patient and cautious plan of undermining the Provisional 
Government gradually and linking its formal removal to the action of the 
Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets. Yet, despite this initial, seemingly 
decisive setback, the moderates continued to fi ght for their goals which, it 
should be reemphasized, were enshrined in the Bolsheviks’  pre- October po-
litical program. Firmly convinced that for the Bolsheviks to maintain an in-
dependent,  ultra- radical course, as Lenin and Trotsky demanded, would be 
suicidal for the revolution, they sought support for broadening the govern-
ment at meetings of the Bolshevik Central Committee and Petersburg Com-
mittee, and in the party’s CEC fraction. Moreover, together with the Left 
SRs, the  Menshevik- Internationalists, and smaller left socialist parties, they 
stood fi rmly for the preservation of civil liberties and for the accountability 
of the Sovnarkom to the more broadly representative CEC, as stipulated by 
the soviet congress, at CEC plenary sessions, and, most important, at the 
emergency talks on the formation of a broad socialist coalition government 
sponsored by Vikzhel.

At fi rst, the efforts of moderate Bolsheviks at the Vikzhel talks were im-
peded by the determination of the Mensheviks and SRs to exclude Lenin 
and Trotsky from any future government, if not to reverse the October 
revo lution entirely. Subsequently, they were undercut by popular enthusi-
asm for the program of the soviets, the early military successes of revolu-
tionary forces, and the defection of the Left SRs to the Leninists. Indisput-
ably, as well, the moderates were outmaneuvered by Lenin at every turn. 
Their ouster from control of the Bolshevik fraction in the Constituent As-
sembly in December 1917 marked the end of their collective fi ght against 
the Leninists, and an end to their existence as an infl uential, intraparty na-
tional  grouping.
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Historians generally have been dismissive of the moderate Bolsheviks, 
emphasizing their opposition to Lenin’s triumphant radicalism before and 
after the Bolshevik seizure of power and ignoring their critically important 
role as stewards of the party during Lenin’s extended absence from Petrograd 
in the summer and early fall of 1917. Undeniably, however, without the 
moderate Bolsheviks’ forceful and clever political strategy during the  run- up 
to the October days, which was supported by Trotsky and other radical Bol-
shevik leaders who shared Lenin’s theoretical views and goals but were wary 
of his violent tactics, Lenin’s belated military moves against the Provisional 
Government on 25 October would not have been feasible. Then, too, the 
moderates were certainly not the small minority depicted in Soviet accounts. 
Their views on revolutionary strategy and goals were widely shared inside 
and outside the party. In retrospect, their thinking about the  long- term dan-
gers of an exclusively Bolshevik assumption of power in backward Russia 
appears very wise. In line with their assumptions, the decisive uprisings of 
the European proletariat that Lenin and Trotsky believed were the precondi-
tion for building socialism in Russia failed to materialize.

The Bolsheviks’ struggles for survival during the fi rst year of Soviet 
power in Petrograd provide valuable insights into the dynamics of the ear-
liest stage in the process leading to the consolidation of the highly central-
ized,  ultra- authoritarian Bolshevik political system in Soviet Russia. The an-
swer to the central historiographical question posed at the start of this book 
is clear. Neither revolutionary ideology nor an established pattern of dictato-
rial behavior are of much help to explain fundamental changes in the char-
acter and political role of the Bolshevik party, or of soviets in Petrograd, be-
tween November 1917 and November 1918, although the impact of both 
cannot be entirely discounted. The fact is that the Petrograd Bolsheviks had 
to transform themselves from rebels into rulers without benefi t of an ad-
vance plan or even a concept. Most signifi cant in shaping the earliest evolu-
tion of party and soviet bodies, their relationship to each other, and the So-
viet political system generally, were the realities the Bolsheviks faced in their 
often seemingly hopeless struggle for survival.

So it was that, in the aftermath of “October,” ignoring the principle that 
all government power should be transferred to local soviets, Petrograd’s new 
authorities did not dissolve the Petrograd City Duma until it became ap-
parent that it had become a national center for opposing them. Moreover, 
not until forced to act because of the dissolution of the Military Revolu-
tionary Committee (MRC) and strikes by civil servants did the  Bolshevik-
 dominated Petrograd Soviet take power into its own hands, and, even then, 
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it sought to retain much of the city duma’s administrative infrastructure and 
professional personnel. Similarly, toward the end of 1917, district soviets 
were also left with no choice but to dissolve antagonistic district dumas. Al-
though forgoing the election of new ones, district soviet leaders tried their 
best to staff newly created administrative sections with experienced per-
sonnel from corresponding duma boards. Precisely because all this was done 
without any plan or central direction, the structure of local soviets and the 
locus of power within them varied signifi cantly. They tended to operate on 
their own and, in large measure, to defi ne their constantly expanding roles 
in response to emerging needs and concerns. Relatively quickly, they became 
politically powerful and staunchly protective of their autonomy and inde-
pendence from interference both by national and citywide government agen-
cies and by higher and parallel party bodies. In these circumstances, each of 
Petrograd’s districts became rather like neighborhood fi efdoms headed by 
the local district soviet.

Yet, because district soviets quickly became so important for police pro-
tection, food distribution, schooling, housing, public health, peoples’ courts, 
social welfare, military recruitment, and local administration generally, the 
Petrograd Soviet, the SK PTK, the SK SO, and even the PCheka relied on 
them and, in this way, contributed immeasurably to their aggrandizement. 
They became the new regime’s primary institutions of local government. 
Party bodies assigned their most capable personnel to work in district sovi-
ets. Nonetheless, during the fi rst half of 1918, they took no further interest 
in them. This was as true of the relationship of the Bolshevik Petersburg 
Committee to the Petrograd Soviet as it was of the association between dis-
trict party committees and district soviets.

Three factors explain the relatively weak leadership role of the Petro-
grad Bolshevik party organization during the fi rst months of Soviet rule. Ini-
tially, the most important of these was the lack of any special concern on the 
part of most veteran Bolsheviks with the institutionalization of an authori-
tative and exclusive directing role for party organs in government. Most his-
torians of Soviet Russia have assumed that the development of a highly cen-
tralized,  party- directed authoritarian political system was one of the keys 
to the ability of the Bolsheviks to survive their early crises, and that this or-
ganizational model was envisioned and pursued from the start. However, 
the large body of relevant sources now available leaves no room for doubt 
that for some time the need for a highly structured,  all- powerful, centralized 
party dictatorship was by no means apparent to most Petrograd Bolsheviks. 
In 1917, the Bolsheviks had called for transfer of all power to independent, 
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representative, and democratic soviets. In the aftermath of the October revo-
lution, although initially hesitant, Bolshevik leaders in the Petrograd Soviet 
and in district soviets enthusiastically embraced this ideal.

A second factor that helps explain the weak leadership of the Petrograd 
Bolshevik organization in these earliest months was that, between January 
and April 1918, it was a participant in, and on occasion paralyzed by, the bit-
ter intraparty confl ict over ratifi cation of the Brest treaty. Until mid March, 
Left Communists dominated the Petersburg Committee and most district 
committees, and a state of war existed between them and the Leninist leader-
ship of the Petrograd Soviet headed by Zinoviev. The debilitating effects of 
the controversy on the party and on local government were not eased until 
late March when, at the emergency Fifth Conference of Petrograd Bolshe-
viks, the Left Communists were defeated.

A fi nal factor contributing to the ineffectiveness of the Petrograd Bol-
shevik organization at this juncture was the colossal attrition of its most re-
liable and qualifi ed personnel. It cannot be emphasized enough that, dur-
ing the culminating stage of the struggle for power during the October 1917 
revolution in Petrograd, the Bolsheviks drew great strength from their par-
ty’s representative character, and its close ties and continuing interaction 
with factory workers, lower ranking military personnel, and a myriad of 
mass organizations. Another advantage was that party membership in the 
city totaled roughly fi fty thousand, headed by the cream of veteran leaders at 
all levels of the Bolshevik organization. Then, too, tens of thousands of ad-
ditional workers, including signifi cant numbers of factory women, soldiers 
of the Petrograd garrison, and Baltic Fleet sailors were enthusiastic support-
ers of the Bolshevik revolutionary political platform.

The organizational dynamism stemming from the party’s relatively large 
number of dedicated members began to evaporate as soon as the Bolsheviks 
came to power. In the aftermath of the October days in Petrograd, thou-
sands of party members were sent off either to help consolidate the revolu-
tion around the country or to enter  full- time government service with the 
MRC, Petrograd soviets, or other municipal agencies. Virtually overnight, 
the political work of Bolshevik district committees, the lifeblood of the 
party in 1917, slowed precipitously.

The Bolsheviks retained suffi cient organizational strength to mount a 
vigorous, compelling, and ultimately successful campaign in elections to the 
Constituent Assembly in Petrograd and the surrounding region. And this, in 
turn, helped them to overcome organizational weaknesses and to neutralize 
the threat to Soviet power posed by the Constituent Assembly, in which the 
SRs had a majority. However, the impact of the initial enthusiasm for So-
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viet power was bound to wane, especially as the state of the Petrograd party 
organization deteriorated. During the fi rst months of 1918, fresh demands 
for party members to fi ght the counterrevolution on the Don, to join the 
newly forming Red Army, and to defend the approaches to Petrograd from 
the advancing Germans continued to drain party bodies, frequently leading 
to the complete breakdown of their agitation and organizational work. On-
going recruitment efforts of new party members and crash training courses 
for them could not compensate for these losses. The close, interactive link-
ages between the Petrograd party organization and factory workers, soldiers, 
and sailors that had been key to the development of popular political pro-
grams and successful military strategies in 1917 were shattered. Despite the 
Bolsheviks’ efforts, district soviets were crippled by personnel shortages just 
as their responsibilities for municipal government escalated. Participatory 
democracy in district soviets fell victim to this pinch. In the late winter and 
spring, drastic food shortages, expanding unemployment, and general dis-
enchantment with the results of the October revolution accelerated these 
processes and signifi cantly reduced the Bolsheviks’ social base, as hungry 
and jobless workers fl ed Petrograd in search of food and employment.

By mid February, Bolshevik party membership in the capital had dropped 
from the estimated fi fty thousand in October 1917 to around  thirty- six 
thousand. Yet even these fi gures are deceptive, as a high percentage of the 
party’s “fi nest” were engaged in  full- time government, security, or military 
service and were completely divorced from party work. Moreover, large num-
bers of Bolsheviks nominally involved in the party (and local soviets, as well) 
were inexperienced new recruits and, even worse, many of the newcomers 
were outright criminals or simply  self- serving individuals with no commit-
ment to the party.

Political partnership with the Left SRs helped ease the diffi culties caused 
by the early attrition of experienced Bolshevik personnel in terms of de-
fending and deepening the revolution in Petrograd. Along with educated, 
intellectually lively, seasoned,  independent- minded revolutionary leaders, 
the Left SRs were a source of dedicated  rank- and- fi le cadres who were often 
more capable and reliable than hastily, indiscriminately recruited new Bol-
sheviks. Then, too, the Fourth City Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks in 
mid February 1918 took steps to ease intraparty leadership problems aris-
ing from the loss of their most effective personnel. The size of the Petersburg 
Committee was drastically reduced, and it was replaced as the party’s pri-
mary  policy- making body for the city of Petrograd by the new, authorita-
tive, and representative Delegates’ Soviet. The creation of the Delegates’ So-
viet was an attempt to offset the potential blow to informed decision making 
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caused by the shrinking of the Petersburg Committee. However, the Dele-
gates’ Soviet was plagued by the same exhausting pressures on party leaders 
that had prompted the restructuring of the Petersburg Committee, and it 
ceased to function during the endless crises of mid summer. The result was 
that, instead of helping retain the Petrograd Bolshevik organization’s demo-
cratic norms and practices, the structural reforms undertaken by the Fourth 
City Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks appear in retrospect to have been a 
major step toward their elimination.

At the time of the German advance toward Petrograd in the second half 
of February, the Bolshevik organization was battered by the loss of party 
members to the Red Army or irregular forces, and by the policy of encour-
aging government work over party work that was offi cially declared at that 
time and not rescinded for more than a month. The fl ight of the national 
government to Moscow in mid March to escape German forces dealt an-
other major blow to Soviet power in Petrograd. The problem was not simply 
that the chief heroes of “October” slunk off to Moscow in apparent panic, 
naturally demoralizing factory workers. Equally important is that Lenin 
seems to have considered Petrograd doomed long after the immediate threat 
of occupation had eased. This helps explain his enduring tendency to ignore 
Petrograd’s personnel needs and to treat the former capital as an unlimited 
source of manpower for service elsewhere.

In the spring of 1918, the Petrograd Bolsheviks were also weakened 
by the attraction of the Extraordinary Assembly of Delegates from Petro-
grad Factories and Plants to suffering factory workers. The history of the 
EAD has been of interest to historians primarily as the most important or-
ganized worker opposition movement outside the Bolshevik party to emerge 
in Russia during the Soviet era. But in the context of the critical problems 
that spawned the movement, as well as the depleted state of the Bolshevik 
party and the soviets, the history of the EAD merits attention as a gauge of 
the weakness and instability of Soviet power in the northwest. The need of 
top Petrograd Bolshevik leaders to manipulate elections to the Petrograd So-
viet to assure their dominance of it is another measure of this weakness. Fol-
lowing the elections, government authorities in Petrograd took long delayed 
steps against the EAD. Yet, if anything, the extraordinary measures they 
took to prevent the EAD’s general strike of 2 July revealed a lack of confi -
dence rather than  new- found strength.

By the time of the Sixth City Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks in 
mid June, party membership had dropped another 63 percent to 13,472. 
Again, the full impact of this huge decline on the effectiveness of the party 
cannot be evaluated without considering the large percentage of Bolsheviks 
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fully engaged in government service and the low quality of many of those 
still involved in party work in terms of experience, discipline, and commit-
ment to the revolution. These realities impelled the Sixth City Conference 
to order that all Bolsheviks in government service become involved in some 
form of party activity. This admonition fell on deaf ears because of the im-
possibly heavy, unfamiliar burdens Bolsheviks carried in local government 
and because of the Bolsheviks’ tendency, when engaged in soviets, to wholly 
dismiss the signifi cance of party work and the authority of party bodies. At 
the same time, Moscow’s insistent demands for party members to serve with 
food procurement detachments in  grain- producing regions and to serve in 
the Red Army continued apace.

The impact of Bolshevik cadre shortages on attempts to revitalize party 
work, and on soviets, was also weakened immeasurably by the Soviet na-
tional government’s treatment of the Left SRs. Between November 1917 
and March 1918, Bolsheviks and Left SRs managed to collaborate produc-
tively despite fundamental differences on key issues. By the spring of 1918, 
however, the constructive stage in the Bolshevik–Left SR relationship at the 
national level was derailed by unbridgeable differences over the Brest treaty 
at the same time that the growing strength of the Left SRs in rural Russia 
threatened the Bolsheviks’ continued hegemony over the revolution. For a 
majority of Left SRs, ratifi cation of the Brest treaty was the last straw. In 
mid March, they withdrew from the Sovnarkom, and, from then on, the 
deterioration of their relationship with the Bolsheviks nationally acceler-
ated. Concurrently, however, in Petrograd the  Bolshevik–Left SR partner-
ship thrived. Nikolai Kornilov’s enlightened record as commissar of agricul-
ture in the SK SO, though brief, provided an intriguing glimpse of the great 
potential value of collaboration with the Left SRs in developing the revolu-
tion in the countryside. The important, enduring steps of Prosh Proshian, 
second in importance only to Zinoviev, toward refashioning the Commis-
sariat for Internal Affairs into an  oblast- wide entity, and also working har-
moniously with the Bolsheviks in the SK SO, are a similarly important indi-
cator of the partnership’s  longer- term potential.

More often than not, Petrograd Left SRs focused on helping to cope 
with endless political and economic emergencies and, above all, not contrib-
uting to the instability of the Northern Commune. Thus, they suppressed 
their differences with the Bolsheviks over continuing concessions to the Ger-
mans, the reinstitution of juridical capital punishment as refl ected in the 
execution of the “hero of the Baltic Fleet” Aleksandr Shchastny, and vio-
lent grain procurement policies. They turned a blind eye to the manipula-
tion of the Bolsheviks’ “victory” in the June elections to the Petrograd Soviet, 
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and they collaborated in the suppression of the EAD. The conclusion is in-
escapable: from the time the Northern Commune was formed in May until 
the Left SRs were criminalized in July, cooperation between Bolsheviks and 
Left SRs at all levels of Petrograd government was one of the main keys to 
the survival of Soviet power in the northwest.

The critically important alliance between Bolsheviks and Left SRs in 
Petrograd was shattered by events in Moscow. Confi dent of their strength, 
national Left SR leaders had looked to the Fifth  All- Russian Congress of 
 Soviets as a vehicle for reshaping Soviet policies that they opposed. Only 
after electoral fraud gave the Bolsheviks a huge majority of congress dele-
gates did they implement their  ill- conceived, as yet undeveloped contingency 
option, the assassination of the German Ambassador to Moscow Count 
Wilhelm Mirbach. Their hope was that his killing would bring a quick end 
to the Brest peace by provoking Germany to resume military operations 
against Russia. The start of the second Battle of the Marne, which put Ger-
man forces in the west on the defensive, and quick action by Lenin, de-
stroyed this hope. Lenin orchestrated the brutal repression of Left SRs in 
the capital. Even though Soviet authorities in Petrograd knew that Mirbach’s 
assassination caught Petrograd Left SRs by complete surprise, in a rare act 
of obedience to counterproductive instructions from Moscow, they forced 
the Petrograd Left SR leadership into hiding, launched a successful violent 
strike against Left SR military forces that they had previously counted on 
for help, and superintended the ouster of Left SRs from responsible posi-
tions in Petrograd government from top to bottom. From then on, Petrograd 
Left SRs, like their counterparts in Moscow, were essentially relegated to the 
ranks of the enemy.

Looking back on the development of the Bolshevik–Left SR partner-
ship nationally, it is fair to conclude that its breakup had historical ramifi ca-
tions beyond marking the moment when the Soviet political system became 
a  one- party dictatorship. The Left SRs provided Soviet power with a criti-
cally important link to the countryside. Had the Bolshevik–Left SR alliance 
survived, it seems likely that the Russian civil war would have been signifi -
cantly less torturous. To be sure, once the Left SRs became a threat to the 
Bolsheviks’ hold on power, as was the case in June and early July 1918, a de-
cisive break with them may have been inevitable. It is also true, however, that 
in Petrograd the Bolshevik–Left SR alliance at all levels of city and regional 
government operated reasonably well and had not exhausted its potential 
when it was shattered by events in Moscow.

With respect to the structural evolution of the Soviet system, the po-
litical and economic crises of the late spring and early summer of 1918 in 
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Petrograd refl ected the continued primacy of soviets, and the evolving role 
of party organizations in government. More precisely, although it is still dif-
fi cult at this point to discern efforts by the SOK or the Bolshevik Peters-
burg Committee to exert systematic control over the policies of the SK SO 
or the Petrograd Soviet, a harbinger of the future relationship of party and 
soviets was the alacrity with which the Petersburg Committee acted to or-
ganize the party’s fraction in the Petrograd Soviet following the elections in 
late June. At the same time, the events of this period showed that the rela-
tionship between the Petrograd Soviet and district soviets was then still fl uid. 
From time to time the Petrograd Soviet and its leadership bodies attempted 
to direct district soviets. But, for the most part, district soviets successfully 
guarded their independence, and retained the possibility of accepting or re-
jecting directives from above, and creating institutions and pursuing poli-
cies of their own making. Not until the fall of 1918, amid preparations to 
celebrate the fi rst anniversary of the October revolution, did this situation 
begin to change.

Despite the negative effects of the Petrograd Bolsheviks’ break with the 
Left SRs, during the rest of the summer Lenin’s demands for the participa-
tion of party members and unaffi liated workers in food procurement de-
tachments not only continued but signifi cantly increased. At the same time, 
the mandatory Red Army service for workers and for Bolsheviks with mili-
tary experience, which had been instituted in connection with the expansion 
of the civil war and the beginning of the Allied interventions, also contrib-
uted to the Petrograd Bolsheviks’ emasculation. And all this came when the 
Bolshevik Central Committee was pressing for the imposition of a system 
of controls over government policy decision making through party fractions 
and collectives in soviets and other government agencies. Although imple-
mentation of systematic control was totally unrealistic in the prevailing envi-
ronment, the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee, for one, now began to con-
sider public policy and attempted to intervene in government issues about 
which it felt strongly. Moreover, under these strains, amid fears that nearby 
German forces were preparing to fi nally occupy Petrograd, as well as signs 
of increased counterrevolutionary activity, the Petrograd Bolsheviks devel-
oped a siege mentality.

This  mind- set was reinforced by the continued free fall of party member-
ship, from 13,472 in June to a paltry 6,000 in September. The qualitative 
implications of this decline were captured in Strumilin’s statistical survey of 
party members in Petrograd which suggested that more than 50 percent of 
the membership held  full- time positions outside the party; almost as high 
a percentage of the membership were newcomers who had joined the party 
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in 1918; and, overall, only a tiny proportion of members who were engaged 
in party work were qualifi ed to hold responsible positions, either by experi-
ence or education. This explains why increased emphasis was now placed on 
party schools, as well as crash training in the use of weapons for all Petrograd 
Bolsheviks who needed it. The siege mentality of Petrograd Bolsheviks was 
refl ected most signifi cantly in the Petersburg Committee’s increasing attrac-
tion for immediate mass Red Terror against perceived enemies as an essen-
tial security measure.

Contrary to conventional wisdom, the Red Terror that exploded in Petro-
grad on 30 August was not the consequence of a nationwide political crack-
down inspired by Lenin and orchestrated by the VCheka, nor was it a spon-
taneous, popular response to the assassination of Uritskii on 30 August and 
the failed attempt on Lenin’s life that evening. The burden of existing evi-
dence indicates that these events can best be understood as the culmination 
of a gradual process during which the moderating infl uence of such key in-
dividuals as Uritskii, Krestinskii, and Proshian was replaced by pressure for 
systematic Red Terror, in part “from below.”

The process leading to this outcome had begun in earnest during the 
second half of  June, following Volodarskii’s assassination. A month later, after 
hearing a disturbing report on the rejuvenation of the counter revolution, the 
Bolshevik Petersburg Committee pushed for the immediate proclamation of 
a program of mass terror against class enemies. On this occasion, Petrograd 
government and military leaders resisted the Petersburg’s Committee’s pres-
sure. Thereafter, however, signs of the degree to which Uritskii’s moderation 
was losing ground to proponents of mass terror as a means of safeguarding 
the rear mounted week by week.

The start of the Red Terror in Petrograd can be traced to a meeting of 
top government and party offi cials convened by the Bolshevik Petersburg 
Committee on 30 August, a few hours after Uritskii’s assassination but well 
before the failed attempt on Lenin’s life. Fed by unsubstantiated allegations 
that the killing was part of a coordinated domestic and international con-
spiracy to overthrow Soviet power in northwest Russia, its primary motiva-
tion was to safeguard the home front in order to maximize the personnel that 
could be spared for service with food procurement detachments and the Red 
Army. Not until the initial wave of arrests and executions in Petrograd had 
subsided did national government bodies in Moscow, as well the SK SO and 
the Petrograd Soviet, endorse the proclamation of Red Terror.

That the Red Terror in Petrograd was initiated by the Bolshevik Peters-
burg Committee refl ected the increasing willingness of party bodies to in-
tervene in government. Subsequently, popular hostility toward domestic 
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and foreign enemies was fueled by a concerted campaign in the press and 
at mass meetings and rallies. A centerpiece of this campaign was the “Lock-
hart Case,” which was intended to demonstrate the close ties between do-
mestic and foreign conspirators in Moscow and Petrograd aimed at crushing 
Bolshevism. Yet, after initially justifying the raid on the British Embassy in 
Petrograd, during which Cromie was killed, on the grounds that a counter-
revolutionary plot was being hatched there, and pledging to publish incrim-
inating correspondence seized in the attack, little more was said about it. The 
near silence about Cromie and his colleagues amid the storm of attacks on 
Allied secret agents during much of the Red Terror in Petrograd may have 
been because little of value was seized in the raid. Also, although British ar-
chival sources provide solid documentation of Cromie’s extensive efforts to 
engineer the Petrograd Bolsheviks’ overthrow and leave no doubt that So-
viet agents had infi ltrated Cromie’s operation, focusing attention on him fol-
lowing his death would only have further discredited the Soviet government 
inter nationally.

Be that as it may, once rolling, the Red Terror in Petrograd developed 
a momentum of its own, ensnaring popular fi gures with no political value, 
critically important professionals, trade unionists, and even individuals who 
worked with the Bolsheviks. The precise PCheka tabulations of shooting 
victims in the former KGB archive tell only part of the story, as they do 
not include Cheka hostages and large numbers of executions carried out by 
 district- level security agencies and roving worker bands. Nonetheless, the 
Red Terror failed in its objective of halting conspiracies against the Bolshe-
viks, as evidenced by the abortive rebellion of the Second Baltic Fleet De-
tachment in mid October.

The beginning of preparations for the fi rst anniversary of the October 
revolution in Petrograd coincided not only with the Red Terror but with 
promising news from battle fronts in west central Russia and the intensifi ca-
tion of revolutionary explosions in Central Europe. To Petrograd Bolsheviks 
at all levels, the latter appeared to be certain harbingers of the  long- awaited 
worldwide socialist revolution that would inevitably bring desperately needed 
aid from abroad to  long- suffering  Russia— after which the Bolshevized work-
ers of Petrograd and other Russian urban centers, alongside their foreign 
comrades, would join in an inexorable march to consolidate the socialist 
revolution internationally. A magnifi cent jubilee unlike any other in history 
in terms of content and popular participation was intended to give a strong 
fi llip to revolutionary explosions abroad and to put the “Imperialist powers,” 
including their subversive agents in Russia, on the defensive.

Closely related to this was the Petrograd Bolsheviks’  self- perception or, 
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better, their perception of Red Petrograd, as the universally recognized 
capital and vanguard of the worldwide proletarian revolution. Virtually all 
the plans for the holiday celebration were aimed at demonstrating and fur-
thering Petrograd’s past and future glory under Bolshevik hegemony. Conse-
quently, Moscow’s scheduling of the Sixth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets, 
intended to establish its pride of place as revolutionary headquarters, was a 
bitter blow to the Petrograd Bolsheviks. At a time of great political diffi culty 
and unprecedented scarcity, they spared nothing to counter it.

On the night of 9/10 November, as the spectacular celebration marking 
the fi rst anniversary of October ended, word reached Petrograd that Kaiser 
Wilhelm had abdicated and that a Soviet government on the Russian model 
had taken power in Berlin.  Il’in- Zhenevskii, then an offi cial at the Com-
missariat for Military Affairs, was at the theater taking in a holiday offering 
when he heard the joyous news:

Everything was  normal. . . .  Before one of the acts was about to begin, a 
man in a jacket and high boots came on to the stage and said, “Comrades! We 
have just had news from Germany. There has been a  revolution . . .  Wilhelm 
has been overthrown. A Soviet of workers’ deputies has been formed in Berlin 
and has sent us a greeting.” It is hard to convey what  followed. . . .  The an-
nouncement was met with a kind of roar, and frenzied applause shook the 
theater for several  minutes . . .  Here it was, it had come, support from the 
proletariat of  Western  Europe. . . .  It seemed that everything would develop 
differently from now on. All interest in what was happening on the stage 
 vanished . . .  There they were still speaking their  lines . . .  but our thoughts 
were far away, over there in Berlin, where red fl ags were fl ying in the streets, 
where a soviet of workers’ deputies was in session, where another knot had 
been tied in the world proletarian revolution.1

Sailors of the Baltic Fleet immediately radioed fraternal greetings to 
their counterparts in “free Germany”:

We knew that you, sailors of Kiel, are our brothers and would be with  us. . . . 
 We salute you in these great  days . . .  Comrades, use our  experience— we are 
happy to help  you . . .  Long live the international Red Fleet.2

Bolsheviks at the Government Printing Offi ce hurriedly organized  German-
 language courses for party members in their plant, clearly to facilitate close 
interaction with revolutionary German masses.3 Even Lenin, in a telegram 
for immediate circulation in Petrograd announcing the “triumph of the 
revolution in Germany,” suddenly sounded euphoric.4 To members of the 
Executive Committee of the Vyborg district soviet, the change in the situa-
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tion of Petrograd brought about by the  late- breaking developments in Ger-
many seemed so decisive that they immediately resolved to send an appeal 
to the Sovnarkom to return to Red Petrograd, because, as they put it, “the 
political situation has changed drastically and unfolding developments in-
dicate that the time has come for Petersburg to resurrect itself as the center 
[of international revolution] and to play a commanding role in the Euro-
pean revolution.”5

The assumptions underlying the appeal of the Executive Committee 
of the Vyborg district soviet were dashed so quickly that it is unlikely that 
the call to return to Petrograd was even considered. In contrast to the situa-
tion in Russia on the eve of the 1917 revolutions, in the fall of 1918 decisive 
military defeats and economic diffi culties, rather than a fundamental repu-
diation of the existing social and political order, dictated the democratiza-
tion of Germany’s government, the formation of a left  liberal- moderate so-
cialist cabinet, and its request for the armistice that was to end the world war 
even before Kaiser Wilhelm’s formal abdication on 9 November. During the 
fi rst week and a half of November, worker and soldier soviets on the Russian 
model had been formed by sailors in Kiel, and later by workers and soldiers 
in Munich, Berlin, and other major German cities. However, a majority of 
radical Independent Socialists agreed to join a new national government 
controlled by the moderate Majority Socialists.

For a short while, a kind of dual power existed in Germany, with work-
ers’ and soldiers’ soviets operating alongside a new provisional government. 
But the vast majority of these soviets were controlled by the moderates. 
Committed to a  Western- type parliamentary democracy, they consolidated 
their power and restored relative calm. Ironically, the creation of soviets by 
rebelling German workers, soldiers, and sailors demanding bread and an end 
to the war was a conscious replication of the Russian revolutionary experi-
ence. By the same token, aversion to Bolshevik extremism was a signifi cant 
factor in shaping the moderate outcome of the 1918 German revolution. 
Following their joyous celebration of the fi rst anniversary of the October 
revolution, in the absence of unifi cation with their revolutionary German 
brethren, the Petrograd Bolsheviks remained on their own. Their lonely, 
costly struggle for survival resumed with scarcely a pause.





CHRONOLOGY OF K EY EV ENTS

1917

October

25–27 Second  All- Russian Congress of Soviets
29 Military Revolutionary Committee (MRC) suppresses  anti- Soviet 
 uprising in Petrograd
29–5 November  Vikzhel- sponsored talks on broadening government
30 Red forces repulse General Krasnov’s Cossacks supporting Kerensky 
 at Pulkovo

November

3–4 Bolshevik moderates resign from party Central Committee and the 
 Sovnarkom
12–14 Elections to the Constituent Assembly in Petrograd
13 Zinoviev becomes chair of Petrograd Soviet
15  All- Russian Executive Committee of Peasants’ Soviets merges with 
 the CEC
17–9 December Negotiations between Bolsheviks and Left SRs result in the forma-
 tion of a coalition
19–28 First Left SR National Congress
22 Armistice between Russia and the Central Powers
28 Original opening date for the Constituent Assembly; arrests of  
 Kadets begin

December

1 Bolshevik moderates gain control of the party’s Constituent As-
 sembly fraction
5 MRC abolished
7 Sovnarkom creates  All- Russian Extraordinary Commission for  Com-
 bating Counterrevolution, Speculation, and Sabotage (VCheka)
9 Formal peace negotiations with the Central Powers begin in  Brest- 
 Litovsk
12 Bolshevik moderates purged from leadership of party’s Constituent 
 Assembly fraction
16 Arrests and harassment of moderate socialist delegates to the Con-
 stituent Assembly intensify
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1918

January

1 Failed attempt to assassinate Lenin
3–4 Martial law declared in Petrograd
5 Soviet security forces fi re on mass demonstrations supporting Con-
 stituent Assembly
5–6 Constituent Assembly meets and is forcibly dispersed
8 Start of a bitter  two- month confl ict within Bolshevik leadership 
 and between Leninists and Left SRs over separate peace
10–18 Third  All- Russian Congress of Soviets of  Workers’ and Soldiers’ 
 Deputies
12–21 Major wave of political strikes in Western and Central Europe
13 Third  All- Russian Congress of Soviets of Peasants’ Deputies merges 
 with Third  All- Russian Congress of  Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies
15 Formation of Red Army begins
28 Trotsky refuses to sign “obscene” peace, and Soviet delegation 
 leaves  Brest- Litovsk

February

1/14 Russia switches from Julian calendar to the Western Gregorian cal-
 endar
17–20 Fourth City Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks
18 Germans resume offensive on Eastern Front, meeting little resis-
 tance
18/19 Germany’s annexationist peace terms accepted, but its attack con-
 tinues
20 Sovnarkom issues proclamation, “The Socialist Fatherland Is in 
 Danger!”
21/22 Petrograd declared under siege
24 New, harsher German peace terms accepted by Soviet goverment
 German forces continue unimpeded  advance— Petrograd appears  
 threatened
26 Sovnarkom resolves to move capital to Moscow

March

3 Treaty of  Brest- Litovsk signed
6–8 Seventh  All- Russian Bolshevik Party Congress approves Brest
 treaty
10/11 Soviet government and Bolshevik and Left SR leadership fl ee Petro-
 grad for Moscow
11 Sovkom of the Petrograd Labor Commune (SK PTK) formed
13 Extraordinary Assembly of Delegates from Petrograd Factories and 
 Plants (EAD) holds fi rst of nineteen plenary meetings
15–16 Fourth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets meets; ratifi es Brest treaty
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18 Left SRs and Left Communists resign from Sovnarkom
20 Emergency Fifth City Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks

April

17–25 Second  All- Russian Left SR Party Congress meets; endorses with-
 drawal of Left SRs from Sovnarkom
24–14 May Crisis over fate of Fort Ino
26–29 First Northern Oblast Congress of Soviets meets; creates “Northern 
 Commune” with Bolshevik–Left SR coalition government, the Sov-
 kom of the Northern Oblast (SK SO)

May

8–12 Unrest among Petrograd workers over drastic food shortages reaches 
 new highs
9 German occupation of Petrograd again appears imminent 
 Policy of forming food procurement detachments to seize surplus 
 grain from peasants by force instituted
10 Lenin issues the fi rst of several appeals for Petrograd to furnish 
 thousands of workers for food procurement detachments
25 Rebellion of Czech Legion along  Trans- Siberian railway erupts

June

8 Decree on Committees of the Village Poor (kombedy) adopted
8–10 Sixth City Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks
10 Fifth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets scheduled to convene on 
 28 June
14 Mensheviks and SRs expelled from CEC
17–28 Elections to Petrograd Soviet
20 Volodarskii assassinated
22 Failed rebellion of Obukhov workers and  mine- laying fl otilla
24 Left SR Central Committee adopts contingency plan to assassinate 
 German offi cials in Russia to provoke resumption of war with  
 Germany
26–2 July EAD plans general strike but is suppressed by government; move-
 ment shut down
29 Red Army draft begins

July

4–10 Fifth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets in Moscow
6 Count Mirbach assassinated by Left SRs
7 Bolshevik authorities in Moscow and Petrograd suppress Left SRs
8–14 Record cholera epidemic in Petrograd peaks
10 Fifth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets adopts fi rst Soviet consti -
 tution
14/15 Germans begin last offensive on Western Front
16 Nicholas II and his family executed in Ekaterinburg
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18–22 German offensive in West is stopped and tide turns decisively against 
 Central Powers
22 EAD’s planning meeting for national workers’ congress broken up 
 by Soviet authorities
23 Bolshevik Petersburg Committee protests security lapses; exerts 
 pressure for Red Terror

August

1–2 Second Northern Oblast Congress of Soviets calls for mass terror 
 toward the bourgeoisie as a means of securing the rear
2 Allied intervention begins in earnest with occupation of  Archangel
21 PCheka begins shooting prisoners
26 Alleged attempt to kill Zinoviev
28 Petrograd Soviet proclaims intention of liquidating all political 
 prisoners in the event of further attempts to assassinate Bolshevik 
 leaders
30 Uritskii shot and killed
 Red Terror in Petrograd begins
 Lenin seriously wounded in failed assassination attempt
31 PCheka raids British Embassy; Cromie, leader of  anti- Soviet con-
 spiracy, killed in shootout

September

4 Sovnarkom authorizes shooting of all persons belonging to counter- 
 revolutionary organizations or involved in antigovernment plots
 Main American interventionist forces come ashore at Archangel
6 Shooting of 512 political prisoners in Petrograd during preceding 
 week announced
 First of several hostage lists published
 Petrograd Soviet resolves to answer White Terror with Red  Terror
15 Central Bureau for the organization of festivities to celebrate the 
 fi rst anniversary of the October revolution formed
17–21 Seventh Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks
24 Progress report on preparations for October holiday presented to 
 Petrograd Soviet

October

3 Lenin calls for formation of  three- million- man Red Army
14 Failed rebellion of the Second Baltic Fleet Detachment
15–18 Conference of Chekas in Northern Oblast
30 Revolt of sailors at Kiel, Germany’s chief naval base

November

1 Final report on preparations for the October holiday presented to 
 Petrograd Soviet
2 Kiel sailors, joined by workers and soldiers, form soviet on Russian 
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 model; movement spreads to most other naval bases and major 
 German cities
3–6 Congress of kombedy in the Northern Oblast
6–9 Emergency Sixth  All- Russian Congress of Soviets in Moscow
7–9 First anniversary of the October revolution celebrated in Petrograd
8–9 Mass protest demonstrations break out in Berlin
 Workers’ and soldiers’ soviet is formed in Berlin
9/10 Kaiser Wilhelm abdicates
 German Republic proclaimed
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17, 119, 265–266, 293–294, 296–297, 298, 
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tionary war, 195

Central Committee, Left SR, 161, 199, 202, 279, 
284; combined with Bolshevik Central Com-
mittee, 99, 103; political stance of, 145, 164, 
179, 204, 272, 273, 281, 286; political tac-
tics of, 291, 292, 298, 293, 303, 304, 306, 
307, 308

Central Committee, Menshevik, 27–28, 30
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Enemies of the people. See Class enemies
Entente, 20, 131, 134, 141, 356. See also Allies
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sion of, 232, 254–255, 394, 396

Extraordinary Commission for Combating 
Counterrevolution, Speculation, and Sabo-
tage,  All- Russian (VCheka), 291, 293, 316, 
318; accountability of, 347–348; calls to dis-
band, 276; control over, 85, 87, 103, 201; 
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Geller, Semen (Petrograd Cheka), 336, 337, 339
Gender discrimination, 253
General strike, 231, 250; suppression of, 254–255, 

256, 259, 318, 394
Georgia, 173, 339–340
German Consul, 340
German Embassy, 291, 292, 296, 299; relocation 

of, 321
German forces, 142, 155, 156, 158–159, 191, 

200, 289; and Baltic Fleet, 243, 259; com-
mand of, 296; defeat of, 383, 401; in Mos-
cow, 292, 296; movement of, 161, 168, 181, 
198, 237, 238–240, 280, 321; naval, 238; re-
treat of, 356, 357; strength of, 182, 241; in 
West, 396. See also German occupation

German occupation, potential for Petrograd to fall 
under, 181–184, 196–197, 201, 213, 217, 
229, 237, 241, 280, 313, 322, 378, 397; re-
sistance to, 285, 289, 299; territories under, 
141, 223, 340. See also Pskov

German offensive, 98, 204, 308, 394; defense 
against, 159, 182–184; discussion of possi-
bility of new, 136, 141, 142, 143, 145, 153, 
155, 156, 158–159, 160; resistance to, 140, 
319; response to, 164, 171, 186, 192–194, 
198, 201; resumption of, 160–161, 166, 
168, 179, 181, 187, 203, 208, 214, 396; suc-
cess of, 162; in West, 296, 318, 319. See also 
German forces; German occupation

Germany, ambitions of, 136; government of, 78, 
168, 292; and peace with Russia, 20, 86, 
134, 135; protection by, 340; relations with 
Bolsheviks, 12, 141, 160, 241, 292, 296, 
378; revolutions in, 146, 147, 151, 153, 
376–377, 378–379, 400–401; strikes in, 
157; and support of  anti- Bolshevik groups, 
188, 213; war with, 164, 205, 290, 293, 296, 
319, 322, 396; workers in, 155, 159. See 
also  Brest- Litovsk Treaty; Peace terms; Sepa-
rate peace

Gessen, Sergei (Bolshevik), 297
Gippius, Ziniada ( anti- Soviet activist), 378
Glebov, Nikolai (Menshevik metalworker), 229
Golos trudovogo krest'ianstva (Left SR paper), 

284, 295
Gorbunov, N. P. (Sovnarkom member), 163
Gorelik, Moisei (Bolshevik), 139
Gorky, Maxim (writer), 77, 109, 342
Gotz, Abram (Constituent Assembly delegate), 86
Government Printing Offi ce, 95, 241, 400; evacua-

tion of, 199; strike in, 437n90
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Grabovskii (worker activist), 228
Grain, 223, 268–269, 373; procurement policies 

for, 271, 273–274, 279, 281, 284, 395; sei-
zures of, 213, 269–270, 283, 285, 286 (see 
also food procurement detachments). See also 
Food supply

Great Britain, 132, 160, 318, 338; and Baltic Fleet, 
237; propaganda against, 323; revolutionary 
activity in, 134, 147, 377; and support of 
 anti- Bolshevik forces, 240, 319–320, 331

Great Terror (France), 333–334
Grenard, Colonel Ferdinand (French  Consul-

 General), 338, 339
Grigoriev, K. F. (Bolshevik), 227, 231
Guerrilla warfare, 207. See also Partisan warfare
Gulf of Finland, 237, 239, 321
Gusev, Sergei (Military Revolutionary Committee 

member), 61, 325

Habsburg Empire, 356. See also Austria
Hall, Admiral Reginald "Blinker" (British Naval 

Intelligence), 156
Hall, Harold Trevenen (British SIS employee), 

336–337
Helsingfors (Helsinki, Finland), 105, 147, 238, 

243, 259; Harbor, 237
Heroes, revolutionary: Bolsheviks as, 266; 

 commemoration of, 360–361, 358–359,
380

Hicks, Captain W. L. (British agent), 338
Hindenburg (German leader), 132
Hoffman, General Max (German General Staff 

representative), 151, 152
Holidays: public, 70–71; revolutionary (see May 

Day); Celebrations, fi rst anniversary of the 
October Revolution

Hostages, political, 317, 321, 324, 330, 331,
340–341, 347, 374, 448n16; execution 
of, 332, 333

Hotel France, 336
Hungary, 147, 376
Hunger, 268, 269. See also Famine

Iakovleva, Varvara (Bolshevik), 142, 167, 175, 
335, 340

Iamburg district (Petrograd province), 385–386
Iaroslavl, 255
 Il'in- Zhenevskii, Aleksandr (Bolshevik), 168, 

214, 400
Immediate Tasks of Soviet Power (Lenin), 261, 

266–267, 281
Imperialism, 198, 305; Bolshevik, 289; German, 

142, 144, 153, 186, 204, 205, 268, 280, 
289, 291; uprisings against, 142; war against, 
139, 163, 165

Independent Socialists, German, 401
Industry, 223–224
Insurrections:  anti- Soviet, 243; armed, 96, 188; ca-

det, 23–24, 25, 29, 31–32, 35, 61

Interdistrict Conference, 188–189, 232, 233, 257, 
276, 307

Interfractional Commission, SR, 93
International situation, 248, 371
Internationale, 19, 113, 359, 377, 379, 381, 384
Intraparty disputes, Bolshevik, 2–3, 207, 260, 

287, 389, 392, 393; on Chekas, 346; over 
Constituent Assembly, 88–90; over govern-
ment formation, 36, 32–36, 38, 41–42, 44, 
47–49; over Petrograd, 242. See also  Brest-
 Litovsk Treaty, intraparty dispute over rati-
fi cation of; Peace policy, intraparty disputes 
over; Workers' conferences, intraparty de-
bates on

Investigating Commission, Petrograd Soviet Revo-
lutionary Tribunal, 96, 98

Ioffe, Adolf (Bolshevik), 41, 133–135, 174, 178, 
216, 260, 276, 438n3

Ionson, Robert (Cheka intelligence specialist), 337
Ioselevich (Petrograd Cheka leader), 215
Irinovskii railway, 367
Irkutsk, 242
Italy, 134, 376–377
Itkina, Anna (Bolshevik), 253
Izgoev, Aleksandr (Kadet), 374
Izhorskii shipbuilding and armaments plant, 226, 

230, 245
Izmailovich, Aleksandra (Left SR), 288, 418n16
Izmailovskii regiment, 183
Izvestiia, 77, 85, 100, 182, 266, 279, 371, 46
Izvestiia Kronshtadtskogo Soveta, 302

Japan, 240
Justice: lynch, 25, 333, 342; revolutionary, 85

Kaiurov, Vasilii (Bolshevik), 268, 273
Kalamatiano, Xenophon (American agent),

338–339
Kaledin, General Aleksei (White leader), 58, 76, 

98, 184
Kalinin, Mikhail (Bolshevik), 215
Kamenev, Lev (Bolshevik party national leader), 

2, 7, 22, 34, 35, 37, 45, 75, 131; attacks on, 
33, 36; Bolshevik party and government po-
sitions of, 10, 21, 47, 49; and  Brest- Litovsk 
Treaty, 111, 135, 144, 146; diplomatic trip 
of, 160; and government formation, 4–5, 12, 
17, 27–28, 30, 31, 39, 40, 41; and October 
revolution, 8; reinstatement of, 88–89; re-
moval of, 90–91; and Second Congress of 
Soviets, 18, 19, 20

Kamkov, Boris (Left SR), 279, 289, 290, 292, 354, 
427n83; and  Brest- Litovsk Treaty, 176, 177, 
186, 196, 204, 205, 206; and Constituent 
Assembly, 74; and government formation, 
11, 26, 39, 45, 52

Kannegisser, Leonid (Uritskii's murderer), 327, 
327–328, 331

Kapelinskii, Naum ( Menshevik- Internationalist), 12
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Kapitan Izyl'met'ev (battleship), 246, 247
Karakhan, Lev ( Brest- Litovsk delegation mem-

ber), 194
Karelia, 366
Karelin, Vladimir (Left SR), 20–21, 51, 74, 

77, 86–87, 93, 137, 169, 267, 289, 290, 
418n16; arrest of, 292; and  Brest- Litovsk 
Treaty, 157–160; and Constituent Assembly, 
123, 126; and food supply policy, 270–271, 
285; and government formation, 37–38, 40

Kats, Ekaterina (Left SR), 73
Kazan, 314, 356
Kerensky, Aleksandr (Provisional Government 

leader), 26, 31, 53, 118, 255, 327; arrest of, 
18; military advance of, 23–24, 29, 183; 
overthrow of, 9, 21, 22, 44, 61

Kharitonov, Moisei (Bolshevik), 133, 316, 325, 
356–357

Kiel (Germany), 400, 401
Klopov, E. V. (historian), 429n70
Kokoshkin, Fedor (Kadet), 118
Kokovtsev, Vladimir (former Russian prime minis-

ter), 317–318
Koksharova, E. K. (Sovnarkom member), 163
Kolchak, Admiral Aleksandr (White leader), 314
Kolegaev, Andrei (Left SR), 76, 83, 84, 93, 137
Kollontai, Aleksandra (Bolshevik), 64, 65, 75, 137, 

163, 178, 207, 252, 253, 254, 431n109
Kolomna, 255
Kolpino, 229–230, 245
Kolpinskii district, 59, 101
Kommunist Left Communist paper), 195, 196, 

207–208, 209, 217, 267
Kornilov Affair, 4, 9
Kornilov, General Lavr (White leader), 4, 6, 58, 

76, 98, 184; death of, 242
Kornilov, Nikolai (Kirill Korenev) (Left SR), 265, 

278, 281, 395
Korsak, Anton (Bolshevik), 235, 236, 325
Kossior, Stanislav (Bolshevik), 139, 140, 145, 148, 

178, 200
Kossirskii (worker activist), 228
Kotel'skii military detachment, 386
Krasikov, N. (Left SR), 297–298
Krasin, Leonid (Bolshevik), 30
Krasnaia gazeta (Bolshevik paper), 196, 254, 271, 

314, 315, 324, 344, 376; and end of war, 
156; and government evacuation, 201; and 
international revolution, 147–148; and Red 
Terror, 333–334, 355; and workers, 373

Krasnov, General Petr (White leader), 23–24, 242; 
defeat of, 61; forces of, 25–26, 28, 31–32, 
58, 313, 320, 341

Krestinskii, Nikolai (Left Communist and North-
ern Commune commissar for justice), 216, 
221–222, 265, 276, 281, 324, 398; and 
 Brest- Litovsk Treaty, 174, 178, 198–199

Kronstadt, 104, 221–222, 238, 241, 250, 259, 
308, 350, 352, 365; Bolshevik committee 

in, 302; defense of, 321; naval base at, 221, 
238, 349; sailors in, 202–203, 247, 351; so-
viet of, 203, 239, 302, 324, 351

Kronstadt Revolt, 349
Krupskaia, Nadezhda (Lenin's wife), 202
Krylenko, Nikolai (Bolshevik), 49, 137–138, 

151, 153, 182, 410n11, 428n10; and  Brest-
 Litovsk Treaty, 132, 166, 169–170, 175, 
181; and Revolutionary Tribunals, 338

Kseshinskii Institute, 360
Kuban, 313, 242, 320
Kudelli, Praskovia (Rabotnitsa editor), 253
Kühlmann, Richard von (German foreign minis-

ter), 151, 152
Kuklin, Aleksandr (Bolshevik), 193
Kulaks, 269, 270, 271, 286, 331
Kulberg, Avgust (Second Fleet commissar), 353
Kurland, 155
Kursk, 242; province, 223
Kustodiev, Boris (artist), 382
Kutler, Nikolai (former tsarist offi cial), 317, 318
Kuzmin, Nikolai (Bolshevik), 300, 316, 317, 325

Labor confl ict, 235, 258
Lake Ladoga, 245, 238, 243, 365
Land reform, 93, 122–124, 284; decree on, 19, 

416n50; redistribution of, 115; SR program 
for, 67, 84, 120, 126, 262, 278

Larin, Iurii (Bolshevik party leader), 3, 45–49, 89–
90, 131

Lashevich, Mikhail (Bolshevik), 101, 155, 169–
170, 196, 215–216, 260, 315, 320, 325, 
427n59, 438n3, 440n74

Latsis, Martin (Bolshevik), 82–83, 280
Latvia, 134, 135
Latvian Rifl e division, 97, 291, 293, 299, 321
Law, 65, 86, 92; draft, 93, 124; revolutionary, 84, 

86, 87
Le Page (British agent), 336
League for Women's Equal Rights, 64–65, 69
Left Communists, 158, 165, 173, 178, 179, 198, 

203, 204, 206, 208, 266, 287, 308, 383; de-
feat of, 196–197, 209, 392; and Left SR alli-
ance, 287; position on German peace treaty 
of, 142–143, 144–145, 146, 148, 150, 154, 
181, 195, 206; principles of, 168, 175, 208; 
resignations of, 175, 207, 209; support for, 
167, 176, 193, 195

Left Socialist Revolutionary Party (Left SRs), 3, 8, 
31, 146, 215, 249, 286, 349, 375; armed re-
sistance of, 300–301; arrests of (see Arrests); 
and assassinations, 292, 297, 299; Congress 
of Soviets delegates of, 17–18, 51, 145, 204, 
293–294; and Constituent Assembly, 68, 
73–74, 77–78, 94, 99, 111, 113, 119–120, 
121, 123; criminalization of, 354, 396; de-
fense of, 305; exclusion of, 81, 83, 295, 297, 
298, 301, 302, 303, 304–306, 313, 370, 
396; government involvement by, 80, 81, 
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84–85, 87, 103, 215, 233–234, 257, 261, 
262, 263–264, 266, 277–278, 280, 306, 
324; and elections, 250–251, 287–288; and 
food supply policy, 270, 273, 274; and gov-
ernment formation, 4, 6, 20, 22, 26, 29, 32, 
36, 39, 42, 44, 46, 48, 49–50, 53, 125; in-
fl uence of, 83, 277, 283, 305, 306, 351–353, 
395; liquidation of, 308–309, 354; member-
ship in CEC of, 50, 77, 165, 168, 171, 267; 
military forces of, 291, 293–294, 297–298, 
299–301, 352; organization of, 51, 68; party 
committees of, 167, 225, 254, 297, 298, 
354; and peace with Germany, 145, 146, 
167–168, 175–178, 179–180, 196, 203, 
262, 285; Petrograd Committee of, 298, 
305, 351; political position of, 5, 10, 83–
84, 266–268, 308, 349; rebellion of, 293–
294, 297–303, 375; and Red Terror, 187, 
293; and relations with Bolsheviks, 21, 82–
83, 266–267, 271, 279, 283, 303, 389, 393, 
395–396 (see also Alliance,  Bolshevik- Left 
SR); and relations with Lenin, 271–272; re-
pression of, 262, 271, 287, 281, 289, 293, 
294, 298–299, 301, 303, 304–305, 308, 
309, 354, 396; resignations of, 205–206, 
207, 209; rural policy of, 19, 285; theses of, 
267–268; treatment of, 294, 296–297, 299, 
395; withdrawal of, 47, 123, 205, 267, 395. 
See also Central Committee, Left SR

Left Socialist Revolutionary Party Congresses: 
First National, 39, 51–52, 73–74; First 
Northern Oblast, 279; Fourth  All- Russian, 
51, 208, 307; Second  All- Russian, 261, 266, 
267, 284–185, 290; Third  All- Russian, 252, 
288, 291

Left Socialists, 3–4, 7. See also Left Socialist Revo-
lutionary Party; Left Communists

Lenin, Vladimir Il'ich (Bolshevik party leader), 2, 
4, 26, 48, 54, 75, 80, 86, 118, 163, 166, 169, 
199, 206, 438n3; attacks by, 39–40, 49; at-
tempt on life of, 98, 99–100, 314, 329, 330, 
331, 334, 336, 339, 346, 355, 398; and Bol-
shevik party policy, 5–6, 7, 8, 41, 286, 389; 
censuring of, 273; and Cheka, 85, 87, 103; 
and compromise, 32–33, 34, 47; and Con-
stituent Assembly, 22, 71–72, 74, 90–91, 
111, 113, 121, 124, 125–126, 127; decrees 
of, 21, 22, 23, 38, 46, 60, 69, 268; evacua-
tion of, 202; and evaluation of armed forces, 
136–137; and exclusion from government, 
27, 30, 31, 389; in Finland, 3, 5, 7, 140; and 
food supply policy, 269–273, 397; and gov-
ernment structure, 33, 44, 80, 218, 281; and 
interpretations of international situation, 
296, 320, 356, 357, 371, 380, 383, 400; 
and Kadets, 76, 77, 78; and Left Commu-
nists, 175, 195, 198, 287; manifesto of, 12; 
and October anniversary celebrations, 372; 
and October revolution, 9, 17; opposition to, 

88, 164; and peace with Germany, 132, 136, 
141–145, 146, 148, 150–151, 153–154, 
157, 160, 161–162, 165, 167–168, 171, 
173, 174, 176–177, 180, 181, 194, 197, 
204, 205, 213, 240–241, 242; participation 
in party congresses by, 197; and Petrograd 
workers, 271; and Petrograd, 209, 239–240, 
394; political convictions of, 8–10, 35–36, 
39, 41, 173, 263, 267, 390; and Red Terror, 
314, 315–316,328, 335, 346, 398; and re-
lations with Left SRs, 207, 262, 280, 283, 
289, 292, 293, 294, 308, 396 (see also Alli-
ance,  Bolshevik- Left SR); and resignation 
threat, 173–174, 179; and revolutionary de-
fense, 182; role of, 24, 31, 35, 40, 51, 53, 68, 
79, 82, 116; and Second Congress of Soviets, 
18–19; statements and letters by, 6, 38, 41, 
43, 89, 122, 261, 266–267, 271, 283; sup-
port for, 42–43, 176; and Whites, 58–59

Letter of the Four, 89
Levinson, Mikhail (Left SR), 170, 184, 427n59
Liberals, 1, 2, 68, 127
Lieber, Mikhail (Menshevik), 21
Likhach, Mikhail (SR), 177, 206
Lilina, Zlata (Northern Oblast Sovkom member), 

265, 380
Lindov, Gavriil (United  Social- Democratic Inter-

nationalist), 177
Lisanevich, Grigorii (Baltic Fleet offi cer), 244, 246, 

247–248
Lisovskii (Northern Commune representative), 

325, 380
Liteinyi district, 32
Lithuania, 134, 135, 155, 339–340
Litovskii regiment, 184
Litvinov, Maxim (Bolshevik), 338
Livonia, 163, 173
Local soviets, 4, 70, 76, 364; authority of, 347–

348; structure of, 392. See also District so-
viets

Lockhart, Robert Bruce (British special envoy), 
156, 157, 318, 319, 322–323, 335–336; 
trial of, 338–339

Lockhart Plot, 334–335, 336, 337, 399
Logvinov, G. L. (Congress of Soviets of Peasants' 

Deputies delegate), 108
Lomov, Georgii (Bolshevik), 121, 142, 144, 150, 

167, 174–175, 410n11
Lozovskii, Solomon (Left Menshevik), 3, 43, 47–

48, 111, 121, 126, 131
Lunacharskii, Anatolii (Bolshevik party leader), 2, 

10, 33, 34, 35, 75, 137, 178, 186, 244, 246, 
380; government positions of, 30, 199, 215, 
265, 410n11; and October anniversary cele-
bration, 358–359, 360, 366, 367, 372, 376, 
379, 384, 382; screenplay by, 365

Majority Socialists, German, 401
Mal'tsev region, 255
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Malaia Vishera, 202
Malitskii, A. (Vikzhel chair), 40
Malkin, Boris (Left SR), 29, 39
Malyshev (Northern Oblast commissar for the 

economy), 265
Manuilskii (Bezrabotnyi), Dmitrii (Bolshevik), 

133
Mariinskii Theater, 353
Marseillaise, 106
Martial law, 25, 100, 247, 254, 331
Martov, Iurii (Menshevik), 10, 11, 29, 146, 159, 

177, 206, 409n1
Marx, Karl, 12; monument to, 360, 370, 379
May Day, 356; commemoration of, 228, 229,

245
May Day Commission, 228, 229
Mekhanoshin, Konstantin (deputy people's com-

missar for military affairs), 102
Menshevik Defensists, 70, 75
 Menshevik- Internationalists, 3, 4, 177, 233–234, 

409n1; and government formation, 5, 8, 10, 
20, 26, 29, 32, 40, 48, 53, 389

Mensheviks, 1, 3, 23, 55, 63, 175, 233, 236, 249, 
279, 332, 409n1; condemnation of, 12, 21, 
70, 186, 250, 273, 330; and Constituent As-
sembly, 92, 109, 118, 280; and elections, 66, 
69, 234, 251; exclusion of, 287, 295; Left, 
5; protest of, 10–11, 13, 27, 31; and govern-
ment formation, 28, 29–30, 35, 38, 40, 42–
43, 389; Right, 226; and peace with Ger-
many, 164, 175, 196

Menzhinskii, Viacheslav (people's commissar for 
 fi nance), 63, 215

Merritt, John (British agent), 337
Metalworker statue, 360, 369, 382; dedication 

of, 383
Metropolitan Veniamin, 228
Mikhailovskii Artillery Academy, 188, 318,

326–327
Mikhelson iron foundry,  machine- building, and 

weapons plant, 329
Milan, 376
Military, Russian. See Armed forces; Red Army
Military Commission, SR, 24, 70–71, 94–95
Military crisis, 162, 166, 182, 184
Military dictatorship, 319
Military emergency, 172, 307
Military forces, 97, 198, 291; Bolshevik, 293; cen-

tralization of, 194; Left SR, 293, 301, 396 
(see also Combat squads, Left SR); revolu-
tionary, 184, 389; VCheka, 292. See also Red 
Army; Red Guards

Military Naval Organization, 351
Military operations, 133, 183, 396
Military representatives, 137, 234, 241
Military Revolutionary Committee, Moscow, 25
Military Revolutionary Committee, Petrograd So-

viet (MRC), 8–9, 12, 23, 24, 25, 28, 42, 44–
45, 47, 55, 70, 72, 76, 390, 392; liquida-

tion of, 80, 81, 82–83, 84, 96, 103; Military 
Commission of, 81; structure and functions 
of, 80–82; political composition of, 62, 81, 
82–83; authority of, 61–62, 79

Military Section, Petrograd Soviet, 239, 375
Military training, 239, 320
 Military- Investigating Commission, Military 

Revolutionary Committee. See Investigat-
ing Commission, Petrograd Soviet Revolu-
tionary Tribunal

 Military- Revolutionary Commissariat, SK PTK, 
216

 Military- Revolutionary Committee, Bolshevik, 
297, 298, 300

Miliukov, Paul (Kadet), 66, 76
Miliutin, Vladimir (Bolshevik party leader), 2, 41, 

47, 88, 89–90, 410n11
Minor, Osip (SR), 122
Minsk, 162
Mirbach, Count Wilhelm (German Ambassador), 

assassination of, 290, 291, 292, 293, 294, 
296, 297–298, 299, 303, 304, 307, 308–
309, 313, 318, 321, 324, 378, 396

Mob violence, 315
Mobilization, universal, 162, 186, 189
Moderate socialists, 1–2, 3, 75, 78, 131, 178, 381, 

440n80; and Constituent Assembly, 77, 
117; as counterrevolutionaries, 186; and du-
mas, 56; and elections, 68, 69; and govern-
ment formation, 10, 27, 28, 32, 38–41, 42, 
51, 127; left elements in, 4; opposition ef-
forts of, 223; purges of, 248. See also Bolshe-
vik moderates

Mogilev, 153
Molotov (Skriabin), Viacheslav (Bolshevik), 38, 

39, 82, 216, 306, 328, 384
Moscow, 22, 31, 255, 336; authority of, 25, 219, 

220; Bolshevik party organization in, 34; as 
capital, 260; fi ghting in, 25, 26, 28, 34; gov-
ernment evacuation to, 181, 196, 200, 201–
202, 203, 209, 344, 394; march on, 314; 
Red Terror in, 318, 330, 338; and relations 
with Petrograd, 220, 260, 271, 313, 371–
372; security in, 25–26, 291–292

Moscow Oblast Bureau, Bolshevik, 131, 142, 
143, 260

Moscow Soviet, 34, 332, 359
Movements,  anti- Soviet, 242, 313, 319; revolu-

tionary, 151, 156, 205; opposition, 223; 
workers' (see Workers' movement)

Mstislavskii, Sergei (Left SR), 78, 115, 117, 118, 
121, 166

Mukhin, Vasilii (former landowner), 332
Munich, 401
Muralov, Nikolai (Moscow Military District com-

missar), 293, 294
Muranov, Matvei (Bolshevik), 41, 150
Murav'ev, Evdokim (Constituent Assembly dele-

gate), 74
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Muraviev, Lieutenant Colonel Mikhail (Left SR), 
25, 46, 47

Murmansk, 240, 291; Allied occupation of, 
313, 319

Myths: Soviet, 9, 18; of Left SR conspiracy, 301

Naglovskii, A. (Bolshevik), 376
Narchuk, Viktor (Vyborg district representa-

tive), 132
Narva district, 32, 59, 189, 193, 249; Bolshevik 

committee in, 253; soviet of, 304, 366
Nashe slovo (independent Moscow paper), 288
Naumov, Ivan (Vyborg district representative, 139
Naval Affairs Commissariat, 238
Naval Coastal Detachment, First, 353
Neva River, 25, 106, 107, 231, 243, 350, 365; 

holiday celebration on, 359, 360, 381
Nevskii, V. I. (Sovnarkom member), 163
Nevskii district, 59, 101, 226, 231, 246, 247, 367
Nevskii plant, 251
Nicholas II, 1
Nicolaevsky, Boris (Menshevik), 11
Night of the factory sirens, 183
Nikolaeva, Klavdiia (Bolshevik), 64, 65, 253
Nizhnii Novgorod, 255, 260
No war no peace proposal (Trotsky), 141, 143–

145, 146, 149, 151, 154, 155–156, 159, 
160, 161, 168, 178, 197, 198

Nogin, Viktor (Bolshevik party leader), 2, 7, 33, 
34, 38, 49, 410n11; reinstatement of, 88–89; 
resignation of, 41, 47, 48

North Caucasus, 223, 313
Northern Commune. See Northern Oblast Union 

of Communes
Northern Oblast, 260, 280–281; and agriculture 

policies, 278; government of, 261–263, 264–
265, 267; party organization of, 260; provin-
cial October anniversary celebrations in, 363. 
See also Northern Oblast Sovkom

Northern Oblast Committee, Bolshevik (SOK), 
261, 272, 306, 397

Northern Oblast Congress of Soviets: First, 222, 
261, 265, 266, 271, 281, 324; Presidium of, 
325; Second, 324

Northern Oblast Sovkom (SK SO), 264, 265, 272, 
274, 277, 278, 280, 281, 316, 324, 325, 
326, 331, 391, 397, 398; and terror, 330

Northern Oblast Union of Communes (Northern 
Commune), 264, 266, 268, 277–278, 280–
281, 371, 380, 395, 396; congresses of, 348 
(see also Northern Oblast Congress of So-
viets)

Noulins, Joseph (French Ambassador), 200
Novaia zhizn' (Gorky's paper), 49, 69, 77, 110, 

121, 168, 247, 251, 255, 314
Novgorod province, 261
Novocherkassk, 58, 242
Novoderevenskii district, 102, 185
Novosti dnia (independent Moscow paper), 288

Novye vedomosti, 201, 315, 317–318
Novyi Lessner  machine- building plant, 333
Novyi luch (Menshevik paper), 156, 251

Obolenskii (Osinskii), Valerian (Left Commu-
nist), 207

Obukhov district, 247
Obukhov steel and armaments plant, 95, 213, 

229, 231, 299; unrest in, 244–248, 251, 
259; workers from, 30, 108, 246–248, 259, 
314, 316

Occupied territories, 134, 135, 152
October (Eisenstein fi lm), 9
October 1917 Revolution, Petrograd, 1–2, 4, 21, 

23, 32–33, 53, 42, 64, 79, 81, 183; anniver-
sary of (see Celebrations, fi rst October Revo-
lution anniversary); interpretations of, 12–
13; myth of, 18; triumph of, 376

Offi cers, tsarist, 320
Oganovskii, Nikolai (Right SR agrarian specialist), 

93, 117, 118
Okhrana, 97
Okhtinskii district, 56, 59, 102, 189; party com-

mittee of, 297
Oksiuz, A. F. (Central Bureau secretary), 358, 359, 

360, 363
Ol'minskii, Mikhail (Bolshevik), 346
Olonets province, 261
Omsk, 314
Onipko, Fedot (Military Commission member), 95
Opinion, popular, 74, 203, 209; and conspiracies, 

337; political, 58, 62
Opposition, political, 62, 85–86, 347, 370; among 

workers, 213;  anti- Soviet, 313; elimination 
of, 326, 349; to Bolsheviks, 22–23

Organization for Struggle against the Bolsheviks 
and the Dispatch of Troops to Kaledin, 188

Organizations:  anti- Bolshevik, 336; civil, 188; 
counterrevolutionary, 186, 188, 209, 275, 
322, 323; labor, 258; mass, 8, 186; social-
ist, 3

Osinskii, Valerii (V. V. Obolenskii) (Left Commu-
nist), 137, 142, 151

Otto Kirkhner offi ce supply factory, 228

Pages School, 184, 297; assault on, 299–301
Pakhomov, Pavel (Vyborg district representative), 

133
Palace of Labor, 359, 360, 368–369, 370, 377, 

382, 383, 384
Paris, 318, 376; revolutionary, 366
Paris Commune, 177, 214, 357
Partisan detachments, 191, 209
Partisan warfare, 162, 169, 205
Party of People's Freedom. See Constitutional 

Democrats
Party schools, Bolshevik, 60, 398
Party work, Bolshevik, 218, 248, 250, 259, 272, 

287, 344–345, 438n3; among women, 252–
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254; loss of activists from, 59–60, 225, 395; 
attitude toward, 216–217, 393–394; among 
sailors, 375

Pashkevich, Ivan (German social democrat), 357
Peace, 114, 122, 127, 133, 142, 174, 283; annexa-

tionist, 144, 149, 150, 151; campaign for, 
64; demonstrations for, 135–137; imme-
diate, 131, 143, 153, 164, 165, 166, 170, 
172, 179, 180, 192, 197; necessity of, 136, 
142; separate (see Separate peace); univer-
sal, 132, 146

Peace conference, socialist, 114, 131, 159, 170
Peace policy, Bolshevik, 18, 19, 122–124, 131, 

138, 146–147, 152, 163, 177; intraparty dis-
putes over, 141–145, 148–151, 153, 161–
169, 171–176, 178–180. See also No war no 
peace proposal (Trotsky)

Peace terms, German, 135, 137, 141, 143, 145, 
150–151, 161, 167, 172, 205, 239–241; ac-
ceptance of, 162, 169, 181, 184, 192, 194, 
197, 199, 200, 283, 285, 319, 395; conse-
quences of, 144; disputes over, 165, 167–
168, 173–178, 179–180; rejection of, 139; 
revised, 173, 179, 194, 197. See also Armi-
stice;  Brest- Litovsk Treaty

Peasant delegates, 120, 121, 364, 368
Peasant Section, Central Executive Committee, 

279, 284–287, 294, 295; combined, 126
Peasant soviets, 21, 94, 270, 288, 363, 364
Peasantry, 3, 23, 368; faith in, 263; and grain req-

uisitioning, 213, 223, 268–269, 270, 284, 
285–286 (see also food procurement detach-
ments); and land redistribution, 93, 416n50; 
mobilization of, 239, 284, 350, 364; par-
ticipation in October anniversary celebra-
tion by, 363–364, 370; position of, 295. See 
also Committees of the Village Poor; Kulaks; 
Peasant Section; Peasant soviets

People's Army, 313, 314, 341
People's Commissariat for Enlightenment, 199, 

342, 367; SK SO, 357–358
People's Commissariat for Food Supply, 269–270, 

274; SK SO, 370–371
People's Commissariat for Health, 341; SK SO, 

257
People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs, 81, 265, 

277–278, 341, 348, 395
People's Commissariat for Justice, 85, 201, 276, 

277
People's Commissariat for Military Affairs, 148, 

168, 354
People's Commissariat for Transportation, 69
People's commissars, 19, 44, 83, 84
People's Council, Provisional, 30, 37, 40, 41
People's Great Russian Orchestra, First, 366
Perel'tsveig, Vladimir (former tsarist offi cer), 188, 

326, 327–328
Personnel, Bolshevik party, 59, 79, 97, 166, 191–

192, 217, 220, 323; demands on, 313, 320, 

345, 393, 395; shortages of, 213, 215–217, 
250, 252, 265, 281, 306, 345–346, 397–
398, 428n13; transfer to armed forces, 183, 
281, 291, 320–321, 342, 350, 393–394; 
transfer to food procurement detachments, 
270, 272–273; transfer to government work 
of, 59–60, 218, 225, 248, 252, 259, 343–
344, 391–392, 394–395

Pervukhin, Evgenii (Commissar for Public 
Health), 216, 257, 265

Peterhof district soviet, 304, 361–362; Executive 
Committee of, 187

Peters, Iakov (VCheka Presidium member), 97, 
449n34

Petersburg Committee, Bolshevik party, 3, 96, 
207–208, 240, 271, 272, 297, 299, 315, 
351, 389; authority of, 252, 316, 345–346; 
and cholera, 257–258; and Constituent As-
sembly, 73; and elections, 63, 196, 249; and 
food supply, 273, 286; and October anniver-
sary celebrations, 358; and peace with Ger-
many, 96, 131, 132–133, 138–140, 142, 
143, 145, 146, 148–149, 153, 161, 179, 
192, 193–194, 209; personnel of, 60, 217–
218, 302, 321, 343, 345; and Petrograd de-
fense, 184, 239; and Petrograd evacuation, 
200–201; political composition of, 195, 392; 
political orientation of, 166–167, 232–233; 
and press censorship, 316–317, and Red Ter-
ror, 315, 323–324, 331–332, 346, 349, 355, 
398; and relations with government, 32–36, 
42, 57–58, 59, 216, 316, 391, 397; reorga-
nization of, 209; size of, 393–394; and sup-
port for Lenin, 38–39; women's section of, 
253, 344

Petrograd, 22–23, 25; administration of, 45, 54, 
60, 265; Bolshevik support in, 127; defense 
of, 208; evacuation of (see Evacuation); fate 
of, 241; fi ghting in, 24–25, 26, 28; Lenin's 
return to, 2; march on, 314; mood in, 189–
190, 255, 320; resources of, 218–220; revo-
lutionary importance of, 366–367, 372, 373, 
376, 400; situation in, 62, 202, 223, 231, 
258, 269, 296, 305, 322; status of, 201, 209, 
220, 260, 371; threats to, 4, 98, 136, 162, 
168, 179, 187, 191, 194, 238, 241, 259, 
261, 321, 323, 394 (see also German occu-
pation, potential for Petrograd to fall under). 
See also Red Petrograd

Petrograd Bureau, Bolshevik Central Committee, 
216, 229, 232, 240, 260–261, 272–273; and 
Red Terror, 276, 315, 323; responsibilities of, 
219–220, 438n3

Petrograd Cheka (PCheka), 214, 215, 246, 266, 
316, 391, 399; accountability of, 340, 348–
349; activities and approaches of, 220–221, 
222, 318, 347, 330, 331, 335–337, 339, 
353–354; attitudes toward, 276; and execu-
tions, 325–326, 332–333, 355; Emergency 
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Commission, 277; investigations by, 301, 
320, 327–328, 334, 335; leadership of, 298, 
349; liquidation of, 276–277, 316, 324; per-
sonnel of, 274–275; Presidium of, 349; re-
cruitment for, 217

Petrograd Committee, SR, 299
Petrograd Labor Commune (PTK), 215, 220, 

243, 244, 262; Council of Commissars of 
(see Council of Commissars of the Petrograd 
 Labor Commune)

Petrograd Military District, 183; Emergency 
Headquarters for, 187

Petrograd province, 261, 363; Cheka, 333
Petrograd Soviet, 1, 155, 160, 161, 215, 296, 

303, 324, 342, 347, 357, 390, 391; and am-
nesty, 222; Bolshevik fraction of, 169–170, 
196, 209, 217, 252, 254, 397; and defense 
of Petrograd, 182; and elections, 231–232, 
236, 245–246, 248–252, 259, 279, 314, 
394–395, 397; emergency plenary session 
of, 169–171; Executive Committee of, 55, 
82, 186, 214, 239, 254, 265, 273, 315, 316, 
354, 370, 373, 375; and food supply policy, 
268, 274; October anniversary plenary ses-
sion of, 358–360, 364, 367–368, 370, 379–
381; and peace with Germany, 195, 196; po-
litical composition of, 5, 55, 59, 87, 206, 
226, 232, 239, 266, 298, 301–303, 305, 
345, 392; Presidium of, 55, 97–98, 99, 101–
102, 232, 265, 272–273, 331, 354, 358, 
387; and Red Terror, 326, 330, 348, 398; 
and relations with Bolsheviks, 391; resolu-
tions of, 4–5, 99–100; responsibilities of, 54, 
56, 85, 214, 228

Petrograd Soviet of Peasants' Deputies, 26
Petrogradskaia pravda (Bolshevik paper), 227, 239, 

316, 376
Petrogradskii regiment, 183
Petropavlovsk (battleship), 355
Petrov, S. P. (worker), 333, 341, 355
Petrovskii, Grigorii (people's commissar for in-

ternal affairs), 280–281, 294, 295, 301, 
341, 371

 Petrov- Vodkin, K. S. (artist), 382
Petrozavodsk, 366
Piatakov (Bolshevik), 167, 175, 427n83
Piatnitskii (Bolshevik), 178
Pipe Factory, 192
Plamia (Lunacharskii journal), 376
Platten, Fritz (Swiss social democratic leader), 98
Plekhanov, Georgii (Revolutionary), 446n20
Pletnev, Valerian (United  Social- Democratic Inter-

nationalist), 206
Pluzhnikov, Afanasii (Left Communist), 148
Podvoiskii, Nikolai (Supreme Military Council 

member), 102, 137, 163, 293, 294, 428n10
Pogroms, 100, 228
Pokrovskii, Mikhail (Bolshevik), 30–31, 167
Poland, 134, 135, 147, 155, 339–340

Police, 222, 274. See also Cheka; Petrograd Cheka; 
Security agencies

Polukarov, Ivan (Cheka offi cial), 97, 187, 275–276
Poole, General Frederick (Allied troop com-

mander), 319, 321
Popov, Dmitri (Left SR, military commander), 

291, 292, 293, 294
Popular Communists, 303
Popular mood, 32, 192, 186, 228, 247, 314, 323, 

373. See also Opinion, popular
Popular Socialists, 26, 70, 75, 327
Population: mobilization of, 169, 242; exodus from 

Petrograd of, 224, 245, 259
Porokhovskii district, 279
Pozern, Boris, 216, 265, 323, 380
Prague, 376
Pravda, 72, 91, 134, 182, 194, 266, 284
Preobrazhenskii, Evgenii (Bolshevik), 143
Preobrazhenskii regiment, 95, 96, 99, 101
Press, 23, 63, 95, 188, 365, 399; Bolshevik, 147, 

250, 303, 331, 333; bourgeois, 316–317; de-
crees on, 23, 46, 60; foreign, 377; freedom of, 
23, 46; Left SR, 295, 297, 298, 304; Men-
shevik and SR, 164; moderate socialist, 251; 
 non- Bolshevik, 241, 298;  non- Soviet, 227; 
opposition, 24–25, 182, 251, 302, 314, 316, 
323; Petrograd, 333–334, 337, 355, 357; 
Right SR, 99, 100; Soviet, 31, 336, 378

Press Commissariat, 316–317
Press reports, 155–156, 158, 161, 332, 334, 

367, 373
Principles, revolutionary, 138, 140, 198, 208; 

peace, 133–135, 141, 146, 158
Prisoners, 202, 221–222, 317, 318, 326, 337, 340, 

341; decree on, 85; execution of, 201, 220, 
320, 332; release of, 275, 342–343, 338; 
treatment of, 24

Prisoners of war, 242
Prisons, 85, 221, 332; conditions in, 318, 342
Proletarian Cultural Association (Proletkult), 359
Proletariat, 263; dictatorship of, 23; international, 

140, 167, 198, 205. See also Workers
Propaganda, 217, 252, 323;  anti- Soviet, 429n37; 

revolutionary, 173; rightist, 227; Bolshevik, 
91, 137, 303

Proshian, Prosh (Left SR), 40, 73, 113, 119, 163, 
290, 292; government positions of, 169, 265, 
274, 277–278, 280–281, 298, 395, 418n16; 
occupation of Central Telegraph Offi ce by, 
294; and Red Terror, 276, 324, 398

Protestors, 229–230
Protests: bread, 231, labor, 228; workers', 244–

245, 247, 304
Provincial soviets, 278, 280
Provisional Bureau, Bolshevik Constituent As-

sembly delegation, 89, 90–91, 103
Provisional Executive Committee, Sovnarkom, 20, 

169, 182, 187, 189
Provisional Government, 1, 2, 27, 71, 389; over-
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throw of, 8, 9–10, 12, 13, 17, 37, 45, 390; 
support for, 22, 27

Pskov, 168; German occupation of, 181, 183, 186, 
188, 189, 193, 209, 320; province, 261

Publications, commemorative, 366–367, 375–377
Puchkov, A. I. (Bolshevik), 268–269
Pulkovo, 29, 61; region, 28
Pumpianskii, Nikolai (Constituent Assembly dele-

gate), 116, 119, 120, 121, 122, 123, 159
Putilov metalworking and  machine- building plant, 

229, 245, 247, 251, 270; workers at, 40, 
436n54

Rabochaia gazeta (Menshevik paper), 66
Rabochii i soldat (Petrograd Soviet paper), 31, 

72, 82
Rabochii put' (Bolshevik paper), 9
Rabotnitsa (Bolshevik women's journal), 43, 65, 

252, 253–254
Rada, Ukrainian, 141
Radek, Karl (Left Communist), 132, 138, 157, 

166, 167, 169, 176, 194–195, 208, 209, 287
Railways, 21, 254, 268; conditions on, 170, 223; 

workers' committees from, 324
Rallies, 192, 357, 373, 399; mass, 245–246, 352, 

353; political, 324. See also Demonstrations
Rapoport, Sergei (Vasilii Island district soviet 

member), 323
Raskolnikov, Fedor (Bolshevik), 75, 111, 121, 122, 

176, 186, 244
Rations, 245, 268–269. See also Food supply crisis
Ravich, Sarra (Bolshevik), 139, 148, 178, 325, 

380; and Cheka, 348, 371; and coordina-
tion of party cadres, 272; and revolutionary 
war, 140

Rebellion, 313; Czech, 242; June minelayers' and 
workers', 243–248, 259, 314, 316. See also 
Insurrections; Second Baltic Fleet Detach-
ment rebellion; Uprisings

Recall elections, 69, 70, 71, 74, 90, 115, 301
Rechkina railcar factory, 226
Red Army, 230, 293, 299, 331, 347, 349; commit-

tees for, 324; demobilization of, 155, 173; 
formation of, 142, 148, 155, 159, 168, 234, 
240, 357; functions and activities of, 188, 
213, 221, 222, 292, 300, 313, 319, 357; 
funding, 377; as heroes, 364; and October 
anniversary celebrations, 358, 363–364, 366, 
375; recruitment into, 138, 185, 186, 189, 
190, 191, 193, 195, 208, 209, 239, 273, 
320, 344, 364, 393–395, 397, 398; repre-
sentation of, 249; representatives from, 233; 
strength of, 377, 380

Red Easter, 369
Red Guards, 62, 98, 191, 193, 238, 293, 377; de-

mobilization of, 173; function and activi-
ties of, 76, 97, 104, 106, 108, 109, 110, 221, 
222, 227, 230, 256, 292, 296; mobilization 
of, 23–24, 25, 59, 136, 183

Red Navy, 349
Red Petrograd, 203, 209, 214, 366, 363, 371, 373, 

383, 400–401
Red Terror, 220–221, 259, 314, 328, 336, 374; as-

sessment of, 25, 346–347; criticism of, 41, 
81; explanations for, 323, 330–331, 341–
342, 343, 398; harbingers of, 33, 78; in Mos-
cow, 223, 318; nature of, 340, 342, 346, 
355; in Petrograd, 274, 326, 339, 349, 356; 
support for, 323–324, 334, 398; victims of, 
332–333, 343, 399. See also Cheka; Extraor-
dinary Commission for Combating Counter-
revolution, Speculation, and Sabotage,  All-
 Russian; Executions; Petrograd Cheka

Reed, John (American journalist), 118
Reilly, Sidney (British agent), 322, 335, 337, 

338, 339
Repression, 103, 220–221, 255, 315, 318, 323; 

against sailors, 352; forms of, 213; of Left 
SRs, 304; limits on, 87, 222–223; protests 
against, 77, 246

Resistance, 285, 383; armed, 189; to Germans, 
205; popular, 186; to Soviet rule, 242. See 
also Demonstrations; Uprisings

Revel, 168
Revolution: European, see Europe, revolutionary 

movements in; French, 77, 78, 143, 333–
334; international 13, 133, 140–141, 147, 
163, 197, 198, 383, 390; renewal of, 226; 
Russian, 158, 159, 177, 198, 205; social-
ist, 2, 3, 35, 54, 78, 96, 142, 147, 153–154, 
205, 206, 266, 307, 368, 381, 399; survival 
of, 169, 173, 323; world, 268, 376, 387. 
See also February 1917 Revolution; October 
1917 Revolution

Revolutionary Committee, Kronstadt Bolshe-
vik, 302

Revolutionary Convention, 111
Revolutionary songs, 367
Revolutionary tribunals, 86, 269; Kadet trials at, 

76; Petrograd Soviet, 85, 221–222, 429n37. 
See also Investigating Commission, Petro-
grad Soviet Revolutionary Tribunal; Supreme 
Revolutionary Tribunal; Troikas

Revolutionary war, 127, 136–137, 149; debates 
over, 139–146, 169, 198–199; readiness for, 
132–133, 153, 163; support for, 164, 165, 
168, 192–193, 194–195, 196, 202–203, 209

Riazanov, David (Bolshevik moderate), 3, 7, 89, 
90, 111, 131, 227, 332, 382–384; and  Brest-
 Litovsk Treaty, 169, 178, 185, 192–193, 
198; and Constituent Assembly, 121, 125, 
126; and government formation, 28, 30, 35–
36, 40–41, 43, 46, 49; and Red Terror, 340, 
342–343, 347; and trade unions, 227

Riezler, Kurt (German Ambassador), 296
Riga, 168
Right Socialist Revolutionary Party (Right SRs), 

98–100, 175, 188, 323, 330, 343, 375
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Rivkin, Grigorii (SR Maksimalist), 206
Robien, Count Louis de (French military at taché), 

107
Rodichev, Fedor (Kadet), 76
Rome, 376
Rostov, 58, 184
Rozanov, Vladimir (Constituent Assembly dele-

gate), 86
Rozhdestvenskii district, 190, 305; party com-

mittee in, 297; soviet of 185, 279, 305–306, 
361–362

Rozvozov, Aleksandr, Admiral (Baltic Fleet com-
mander), 237

Rumors, 25, 104, 241, 326, 378
Rural policy, 285, 286
Rural soviets, 284, 363–364
Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik) (RKP(b)), 

199. See also Bolshevik Party
Russian Imperial Army, 320
Russian Socialist Democratic Party (Bolshevik). See 

Bolshevik Party
Rykov, Aleksei (Bolshevik), 2, 7, 35, 38, 46, 90, 

410n11; government position of, 31; re-
instatement of, 88–89; resignation of, 41, 
47, 81

Sabir (Cheka agent), 322, 336, 337
Sablin, Georgii (Left SR), 292
Sabotage, 80, 82, 117, 262
Sailors, 3, 245, 250, 365; attitudes of, 352–353; 

Baltic Fleet, 23, 59, 62, 69, 77, 97, 104, 202, 
355, 375, 400; demobilization of, 349–350; 
living conditions of, 351, 354, 375; mobi-
lization of, 350–351, 375; popular support 
for, 354.

Samara, 242, 313; province, 314
Samoilova, Konkordia (Bolshevik), 65, 251, 252, 

253, 316, 374, 385
Samokhvalov, M. D. (Northern Commune 

Sovkom member), 265
San Gali iron foundry and machine building plant, 

234–235
Sandurov (Left SR sailor), 299
Saratov province, 314
Savinkov, Boris ( anti- Bolshevik conspirator), 319, 

336, 443n38
Scale, Major John (British agent), 449n24
Second Baltic Fleet Detachment rebellion, 347, 

349, 351–355, 399
Second City district, 190; party committee of, 218; 

soviet of, 102, 366, 377, 379
Second International, 369
Security, 102, 342, 375, 398; for Constituent As-

sembly, 97; extraordinary armed detach-
ments, 268; military, 127; Moscow, 291; 
Petrograd, 105, 213–214

Security agencies, 96–98, 103, 104–106, 188, 209, 
276–277, 352; district, 96, 330, 333, 399

 Self- determination, national, 133–134, 135

Semenovskii regiment, 95, 96, 101
Semkov, Semon (Bolshevik), 139
Separate peace, 20, 86, 96, 135, 142, 148, 150, 

159, 181; debate over, 132–133, 149, 
161, 168, 179, 184; implications of, 153; 
Ukrainian, 151. See also  Brest- Litovsk Treaty; 
Peace terms

Seraia shinel' ( anti- Bolshevik paper), 95
Sergeev, Aleksandr (Vasilii Island district soviet 

chairman), 323
Sestrotetsk, 229–230; district, 102
Sestroretsk weapons factory, 230
Severnaia kommuna (Petrograd Soviet paper), 279, 

372, 373, 376
 Severov- Odoevskii, Afanasii (Ukrainian SR), 122
Shakhovskii, Prince (arrested by Petrograd Cheka), 

337
Shanin, Georgii (sailor), 353
Shashkov, Iakov (sailor), 352, 353–354
Shchastny, Aleksei, Captain First Rank (Baltic 

Fleet commander), 205, 237–240, 242–243, 
244, 259, 365; execution of, 243, 246, 247, 
314, 395

Sheiman (Northern Commune member), 264
Sheinkman, Ia. (Petrograd Cheka), 336
Shelavin, Kiril (Petersburg Committee member), 

192, 200, 216–217
Shingarev, Aleksandr (Kadet leader), 118
Shklovskii, Viktor (futurist writer), 107
Shliapnikov, Aleksandr (Bolshevik), 30, 47, 91, 

163, 410n11
Shootings. See Executions
Shotman, V. I. (Bolshevik), 163
Shreider, Aleksandr (Left SR), 85–86, 201
Shreider, Grigorii (mayor), 70, 75
Shteinberg, Isaac (Left SR), 74, 77–78, 93, 116, 

121, 123, 125, 137, 155, 163, 186, 290; 
and  Brest- Litovsk Treaty, 134, 159, 164, 
176, 178, 204, 205–206; as people's com-
missar for justice, 84, 85–87, 103, 187, 201, 
203, 216

Shvetsov, Sergei (Constituent Assembly delegate), 
112, 114

Siberia, 223, 242
Simbirsk province, 314
Skobelev, Matvei (Constituent Assembly delegate), 

86, 109
 Skvortsov- Stepanov, Ivan (Bolshevik), 119, 163, 

410n11
Slogans, 332; Bolshevik, 4, 32, 42, 114, 224, 345; 

Constituent Assembly, 106; demonstration, 
72; peace, 137; SR, 96

Slutskii, Anton (Bolshevik journalist), 35, 36, 39, 
60, 132, 171, 186

Smigla, Ivar (Bolshevik), 174, 196, 216, 293
Smirnov, Aleksei (worker leader), 228, 255
Smirnov, Vladimir (Bolshevik), 167, 175, 207
Smolianskii, Grigorii (Left SR), 290
Smolny, 22, 90, 100, 101, 105, 190, 298, 305, 
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324; as Bolshevik headquarters, 9, 43, 134, 
135, 155, 157, 160, 186; as center of Oc-
tober anniversary celebrations, 359, 360, 
368, 379; as cradle of revolution, 376, 379; 
prisoners in, 85; as symbol, 359

Social Democrats, German, 291
Socialist coalition government, 4, 6, 9, 12, 13, 23, 

53, 68, 88, 389; negotiations for the forma-
tion of, 5–6, 10, 17–21, 26–31, 33–41, 83 
(see also Vikzhel talks); political composi-
tion of, 21, 22, 26–27, 29–31, 33, 37, 39–
40, 48, 78; structure of, 19, 22, 30, 36, 44, 
46, 52, 54–55; support for, 21, 32, 36, 48–
49, 409n1

Socialist Fatherland Is in Danger, The (Trotsky), 
182, 184, 187

Socialist Revolutionary Party (SRs), 1, 23, 55, 
63, 226, 251, 279–280, 409n1; attacks on, 
43, 186, 247, 250, 273; and  Brest- Litovsk 
Treaty, 164, 177, 181, 196; Central Com-
mittee of, 92, 95, 96; Congresses of, 68, 75, 
92; and Constituent Assembly, 70, 71, 92–
94, 98, 99, 109, 110, 112, 114–115, 123–
124, 313, 392; electoral campaign of, 66–68, 
69; exclusion of, 295; expulsions of, 287; and 
government formation, 28–30, 35, 38, 40, 
389; infl uence of, 21, 95; manifesto of, 93; 
military forces of, 298, 313 (see also Military 
Commission, SR); party platform of, 110–
111; protest withdrawal by, 10–12, 13, 21, 
27, 31, 42; and workers' conferences, 233–
234, 236, 249. See also Left Socialist Revolu-
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