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c o n c l u s i o n

The October Revolution and  

Historical Amnesia

The state which possesses the Straits will hold in its hands not only 

the key of the Black Sea and Mediterranean, but also that of penetra-

tion into Asia Minor and the sure means of hegemony in the Balkans 

. . . on current form, from 1914–16 the Turkish fleet will be superior 

to ours in the Black Sea.

—S. D. Sazonov to Tsar Nicholas II, 6 December 19131

If, at this critical juncture, the Serbs were abandoned to their fate, 

Russian prestige . . . would collapse utterly.

—S. D. Sazonov in the Council of Ministers, 24 July 19142

There was no trace in St. Petersburg of the existence of any party 

which desired war . . . [Amphibious plans targeting Constantinople] 

were wholly defensive . . . of a peaceful character . . . The Tsar was 

silent . . . neither he nor his Government desired the war. Both he 

and they had done ev ery thing possible to avoid it and were prepared 

to sac ri fice a great deal of our national pride.

—S. D. Sazonov in Fateful Years, 19273

As all the world knows, Lenin and the Bolsheviks seized power 
in Petrograd on the night of 7–8 November 1917 (new calendar), fol-

lowing which “October Revolution” they set about remaking tsarist Rus-
sia along Communist lines. In foreign policy terms, the revolution was 
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Conclusion l 235

at least as dramatic as the Bolshevik abolition of private property was in-
side the country, as the new regime immediately petitioned for and was 
granted an armistice by the Central powers, even while repudiating its 
obligations to its Allies. Trotsky’s leaking of the “secret treaties” (espe-
cially the terms of Sykes- Picot- Sazonov) to the Manchester Guardian 
later in November 1917 was the most famous instance of this, but this was 
arguably less im por tant in the long run than the Bolsheviks’ repudiation 
of all tsarist- era bonds, both public and private, which was publicly an-
nounced to the world in February 1918. By thus declaring null and void, 
in nihilistic “year zero” style, all binding contracts and agreements of any 
kind undertaken under the previous regime, the Bolsheviks burned the 
bridges linking Russia to the global economy: in some ways the country 
has still not recovered the wealth it lost to this day.4

 The western Allies responded in kind. In retaliation for the Bolshevik 
repudiation of tsarist bond holdings, Britain and France froze tsarist as-
sets and denied credit to the Bolsheviks. Lenin’s unilateral request for a 
ceasefire, sent en clair (without encryption) and without precondition to 
German military headquarters on 25 November 1917, simply con firmed 
the belief held by western Allied leaders that his was a German puppet 
regime. In light of what we know today about how much money Berlin 
invested in Bolshevik pro pa ganda (at least 40 million German marks in 
gold), along with continuing revelations about the Stockholm banking 
connection the Germans used to lubricate the Bolshevik regime, this was 
not an unreasonable presumption.5 In diplomatic practice, this meant 
two things. One, the British and French refused to par tic i pate in the peace 
negotiations between Russia and the Central powers at Brest- Litovsk 
(January- March 1918), which agreement was therefore never ratified or 
recognized in the West. Two, following Germany’s own request for an ar-
mistice in October 1918, accepted on 11 November, the western Allies, 
along with (after April 1917) the United States as an “associated power,” 
formulated their peace terms entirely without reference to the Bolshe-
viks—such that Russia was denied any share in the (short- lived) British- 
Ital ian- French partition of the Ottoman Empire agreed on at Sèvres (Au-
gust 1920), receiving no “League of Nations” mandates, no occupation 
zones, and not a single quarter of Constantinople.
 One can hardly blame the Allies for this manner of dealing with a 
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treacherous ally that had betrayed the Allied cause. It was not simply that 
the Bolsheviks had emphatically broken the terms of the London Con-
vention of September 1914, cutting a separate peace deal at Brest- Litovsk 
with the Germans (among the terms of which was that Russia would sup-
ply the Central powers with Caspian oil while also turning over to Berlin 
6 billion marks worth of gold), nor that they had impoverished millions of 
French and British investors by “annihilating” (this was the Bolsheviks’ 
own word) their bond holdings. In a more literal sense, the Bolsheviks 
had broken off legal connection to the old regime when they murdered 
Tsar Nicholas II and his family, in cold blood, in July 1918. Russia had 
entered into its inter- Allied agreements—as it had, indeed, all pre- 1917 
conventions and treaties—in the name of the tsar. Those agreements were 
now just as dead as the unfortunate Nicholas and Alexandra Romanov.
 The “year zero” effect of the October Revolution reverberated further 
still. Although happy to publish incriminating documents from the tsarist 
archives to impugn the reputation of the previous regime, Soviet scholars 
were understandably reluctant to examine too deeply the reasons the Bol-
sheviks surrendered the First World War to Russia’s enemies. So awk-
ward was the subject in the Soviet times that no of fi cial his tory of Russia’s 
military performance in the First World War was ever published—nor has 
it been even today, although military his tory is at last coming back into 
fashion in Russia.6

 Russia’s war of 1914, to the extent it has been written about at all, has 
tended to remain the province of disinterested Britons like Churchill, 
whose lyrical account of the eastern front in The Unknown War has much 
to recommend it—except for its total lack of Russian sources. Norman 
Stone, in The Eastern Front (1975), went deeper, especially into Russia’s 
war economy: but then he, too, relied primarily on German and Austro- 
Hungarian sources.
 Still, sources (or the lack of them) are not suf fi cient to explain the 
 peculiar historical amnesia that now surrounds Russia’s war of 1914. 
Churchill, like so many historians sympathetic to the Entente cause, 
spared Russia his usually sharp judgment largely out of sympathy follow-
ing her terrible revolution. If we look closer at the concluding chapter of 
his volume on 1915, we see that same kind of ventriloquism that overcame 
British diplomats during the war, as Churchill takes an imaginary Russian 
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Conclusion l 237

point of view as his own. “In her darkest hours,” he writes, “Russia had 
cheered herself by dwelling on the great prize of Constantinople.” Fol-
lowing the British withdrawal from Cape Helles, however, Churchill 
writes with his characteristically unsourced empathy,

A profound chill spread through all ranks of the Russian people, and 

with it came suspicion no less deep- seated. Eng land had not really 

tried to force the Straits. From the moment when she had conceded 

the Russian claim to Constantinople, she had not been single- hearted, 

she had lost her interest in the enterprise. Her infirm action and di-

vided counsels arose from secret motives hidden in the bosom of the 

State. And this while Russia was pouring out her own blood as no 

race had ever done since men waged war. Such were the whispers 

which, winged by successful German pro pa ganda, spread far and 

wide through the Tsar’s dominions, and in their wake ev ery subver-

sive in flu ence gained in power.7

 Here, surely, is empathy carried too far. In his zeal to impugn the short-
 sighted British statesmen who insisted on withdrawing, Churchill takes 
on the paranoid style of Russian conspiracy theorists. It may indeed have 
been true that many Russians, manipulated by German pro pa ganda and 
their own yellow press, came to believe that the British had only pre-
tended to promise Russia Constantinople and the Straits—and that (to 
take the idea to its logical conclusion) they had only pretended to sac ri-
fice a hundred thousand men to win them for her ally. But why was this 
frankly insane view one that Churchill thought worth indulging, rather 
than refuting with passion and prejudice? Why did he not denounce Sa-
zonov for failing to live up to his myriad promises during the Dardanelles 
and Gallipoli campaigns, not to mention the Russian propagandists who 
lied incessantly to their own people about the true facts of the business? 
How could the idea even occur to Churchill that Russia was a victim of 
Gallipoli—a campaign to which she con trib uted nothing and from which 
she would have gained ev ery thing?
 There is much to be said for Churchill’s gallantry in both human and 
literary terms. But in terms of historical un der stand ing, he has done us a 
grave disser vice. Few better than he could have laid down the real facts 
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of the Gallipoli campaign, in which Russia’s opportunism and tardiness 
were so manifest. Likewise, Churchill should have known better than to 
indulge the hoary “Russia fell on its sword for France” myth about the 
eastern European campaign of August 1914. By stamping these strangely 
illogical views with his insider’s authority, Churchill set the tone for nearly 
all books to follow on Russia’s war—not only those by fellow conserva-
tives and anti- Communists but, in an odd way, those by historians friend-
lier to Communism too. When they are not dismissing Russia’s entire 
pre- 1917 era as essentially irrelevant back story to the glorious revolution,8 
such historians tend to adopt a version of the Marxist line on the world 
war’s origins in “imperialism as the highest stage of cap italism.” In this 
theory, “backward” Russia was conscripted into imperial rivalries be-
tween more advanced powers. As an inferior cap ital investor in the Otto-
man Empire Russia could thus play, at most, a passive and reactive role in 
the outbreak of the First World War, and of course in such events as Gal-
lipoli and Sykes- Picot.9

 With Soviet scholars neglecting the subject for de cades, and most 
western historians failing to attack it head- on for the reasons outlined 
above, the Russian statesmen who helped plunge Europe into war have 
entirely escaped the opprobrium which has been showered on their Ger-
man counterparts ever since 1918. Moltke the Younger is fingered in a re-
cent book as the “modest, unexceptional, and indeed rather ordinary ca-
reer army of fi cer [who] started the Great War.”10 Sazonov, by contrast, 
Moltke’s counterpart on the Russian side, the man who told Germany’s 
ambassador that Russia’s mobilization could not be stopped; the man 
who decided to “partially mobilize” Russia’s army before consulting the 
Council of Ministers on 24 July 1914, a full week before the Germans did 
the same, and in full knowledge of the probable consequences; a man 
whose own deeply dishonest memoirs display none of the candor of 
Moltke’s—Sazonov has never, to this day, received similar treatment. Rus-
sia’s foreign minister must now stand in the dock of historical judgment, 
along with Sukhomlinov, Yanushkevitch, and of course Tsar Nicholas II 
himself. These men (with the partial exception of the tsar, who, despite 
having final veto authority, did not initiate the key policies) chose con-
sciously to mobilize Russia’s colossal armies in full knowledge that they 
were risking war with Germany by doing so, while Sazonov himself delib-
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erately concealed all this from London. We should also spare a critical 
thought for Ambassador Paléologue and French liaison General Lagu-
iche, who each, with or without formal authorization from Poincaré and 
Viviani, gave France’s imprimatur for Russia’s secret mobilization against 
Germany. Convincing as it is on its own terms, even a watered- down ver-
sion of the Fi scher thesis, set against what we now know about Russia’s 
early mobilization and French collusion in helping Sazonov dupe the 
British, can stand no more. There were at least as many men in St. Peters-
burg who wanted war in 1914 as there were in Berlin—and the men in Pe-
tersburg mobilized first.
 The reason the Russians chose war in July 1914 is just as damning as 
the timing of their secret mobilization. Russia’s war, it should by now be 
abundantly clear, was fought not for Serbia, but to achieve control of Con-
stantinople and the Straits. Contingent peculiarities of the Sarajevo out-
rage aside, control of the Straits was Russia’s first strategic priority at the 
time of the Bosnian crisis of 1908–1909, the First Balkan War in 1912, the 
Second Balkan War in 1913, the Liman affair of winter 1913–14, the dip-
lomatic crisis over the British- Turkish dreadnoughts in April- June 1914, 
the diplomatic battles over Turkish belligerence from August- November 
1914, the Dardanelles and Gallipoli campaigns of winter- spring 1915, the 
Sykes- Picot drama of spring 1916, the renewed Russian drive for an am-
phibious Bosphorus strike in winter 1916–17, and even after the February 
Revolution of 1917. The idea that Serbia acquired outsized prominence 
as a Russian casus belli in July 1914, only to vanish off the strategic map 
again in August, defies belief. The assassination of Archduke Ferdinand 
may well have been that “damn fool thing in the Balkans” Bismarck had 
warned about, a pretext for men bent upon war for other reasons—but if 
so it was pretext as much for the Russians as for the Germans. For good 
and for considerable ill, Sazonov and Sukhomlinov chose to go to war in 
1914 for the Straits and Constantinople—as would Miliukov and Guch-
kov in 1917.11 To achieve this ambition, Russians indeed paid a terrible 
price, as Churchill lamented: but then so did millions of other Europeans 
and Ottoman subjects who, unlike the Russians, had no interest in tsarist 
control of Constantinople.
 For all the horrors that ensued in its wake, there is much to learn from 
the obsessive consistency of tsarist foreign policy. Through the turmoil of 
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the war years, all the inter- Allied acrimony over war aims, Russia’s claims 
on Constantinople and the Straits, not to mention on Thrace, Gallipoli, 
the “Trojan” peninsula, Imbros, Tenedos, “Turkish Armenia” and “Kurd-
istan,” along with Persian Azerbaijan, remained unaltered. Even on the 
question of Polish autonomy, which could have turned into a merely sym-
bolic issue for Russia following the fall of most of Congress Poland to the 
enemy, the Russians displayed rock- solid stubbornness, refusing to so 
much as humor powerful po lit i cal sensibilities in France, supposedly 
Russia’s closest ally. London’s concerns about Russian ambitions in Per-
sia received even shorter shrift.
 The contrast to British foreign policy during the war could not be 
starker. From an ostensible casus belli to do with restoring Belgian territo-
rial integrity and reversing German aggression, London veered from one 
priority to another between 1914 and 1918, from promises to protect Ot-
toman territory if Turkey stayed out of the war to a policy of dismember-
ing the Ottoman Empire, from staking ev ery thing on a bloody battle to 
conquer Constantinople by the shortest route and thus restore Russia’s 
seagoing access to the Mediterranean, to a methodical campaign to con-
quer Asiatic Turkey in slow motion, one desert oasis at a time. In politico-
 religious terms, British policies were more bewildering still, veering from 
a flirtation with remaking the Caliphate at Mecca, to a dalliance with (the-
oretically) secular Arab nationalism, to Sykes’s discovery of the Jews of 
Palestine, the subsequent ideological- cum- sentimental embrace of Zion-
ism by Lloyd George, and the Balfour Declaration.
 To some extent, we can chalk up British inconsistency to the peren-
nial dilemmas of making foreign policy in a liberal democracy, where 
countless ethno- po lit i cal interest groups vie for attention and patronage. 
Asquith, Grey, and Lloyd George simply could not display the same in-
souciant indifference to public opinion as did tsarist statesmen in formu-
lating foreign policy. It was, paradoxically, the very freedom of maneuver 
enjoyed by policymakers in Russia’s autocracy that allowed them to pur-
sue policies with such ruthless consistency, unconstrained (at least until 
the upheavals of 1917) by any need to placate domestic interest groups. 
To give one example among many: had Sazonov, Sukhomlinov, or Yanush-
kevitch cared a whit about Muslim opinion in the Caucasus, they would 
never have sanctioned Russia’s reckless Armenian gambit of 1913–1915, 
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nor, of course, the mass deportations of Muslim subjects from frontline 
areas. Likewise, so little did Russian policymakers worry about offend-
ing what was arguably Russia’s most im por tant minority population that 
Stavka felt perfectly free to deport nearly a million Jews from frontline 
 areas during the war, despite the fact that more than 400,000 Jews were 
serving loyally in the Russian army.12 Tsarist Russia was a state in which 
leaders felt no need to listen to even the most in flu en tial domestic critics, 
much less the concerns of restless minorities. Such states are free to pur-
sue ruthless Realpolitik in a way democratic powers will never be.
 If we cannot necessarily fault British policymakers for inconsistency, 
however, it is still fair to ask why they so readily volunteered to serve the 
interests of an autocratic power with values so different from their own. 
The Russians had been right to be concerned about En glish public opin-
ion, both in May- June 1914, when Benckendorff so delicately broached 
the issue of the dreadnoughts being built for Turkey, and during the July 
crisis, when keeping London in the dark was Sazonov’s first priority. 
What is surprising is that so few British statesmen cared to inquire as to 
why Russia was so concerned about Ottoman dreadnoughts in 1914, why 
Sazonov was lying about her mobilization the last week of July, and not 
least, why the Russians were so keen on Britain forcing the Dardanelles 
in 1915. “Anti- interventionist” British historians, like John Charmley and 
Niall Ferguson, have argued that preventing German hegemony in Eu-
rope was not a suf fi cient reason for Britain to risk its empire by going to 
war in 1914.13 They might instead have asked why Britain risked its em-
pire and a generation of its young men to satisfy Russian imperial ambi-
tions—ambitions that the British public had viewed with considerable 
distaste and alarm for over a century.
 The bamboozlement of the British by cle ver Russian diplomats like 
Sazonov has much relevance for our own age. The cardinal weakness of a 
democratic power in the international arena is not so much inconsistency 
as naiveté. Without the luxury of public disinterest (or at least indiffer-
ence) to the fine print of diplomacy, the British of 1914–1918, like Ameri-
cans today, were compelled to explain what they were doing to the public 
in something like altruistic terms. It may not really be true that the United 
States went to war in Iraq in 1991 to restore Kuwaiti territorial integrity, 
any more than that Britain fought in 1914 to preserve Belgium—or at Gal-
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lipoli to open up Russian access to the Mediterranean and thus serve the 
common Allied cause (rather than, as many Russians suspected, to con-
quer Constantinople themselves). In the case of Zionism, at least, Brit-
ain’s policy may well have been just as transparently idealistic as London 
professed, but then this is hardly an argument in favor of its strategic 
sense. The Balfour Declaration is a perfect example of the way in which 
the need of democratic countries to justify policies in altruistic terms 
leads to imprecision, if not outright confusion, of a country’s real national 
interest. Had the British public been told in 1914 that, in effect, they were 
being asked to bleed and die in order to fulfill Russia’s age- old ambition 
to control Constantinople and the Straits, they would have rioted in the 
streets. And yet this is exactly the policy that Asquith, Grey, Churchill, 
and Kitchener, carefully manipulated by the Russians, ac tually pursued in 
1915. So brilliant was Russian ventriloquism during the First World War 
that Churchill and the British scarcely remembered that it happened.
 The same sleight- of- hand was repeated with Ottoman Armenians. So 
thoroughly did the Russians pull wool over the eyes of her western allies 
regarding her dangerous gambit with an enemy fifth column that, even 
today, few people realize the Armenian victims of 1915 were pawns in 
a ruthless game of empire, in which their own revolutionary “spokes-
men” were heavily implicated. Nothing that the Russians, Dashnaks, or 
Hunchaks did that terrible year, of course, justifies the inhumane treat-
ment of Armenian civilians by the Ottoman authorities and (perhaps even 
more so) by Kurdish tribesmen. The notorious article 301 of the Turkish 
penal code, which has been applied against several Turkish citizens who 
used the word “genocide” to describe the events of 1915, is rightly an af-
front to all historians who seek to investigate the past impartially. But then 
so are the “Armenian genocide denial” laws on the books in France and 
Switzerland, which are just as clearly meant to stifle free historical in quiry 
on this explosive subject. Historians may never agree on the issue of geno-
cidal “intent,” or on how many Armenian—and Muslim—civilians were 
killed in Turkey and the Caucasus during the war. But we may at least ask 
them to tell the tragic story of 1915 in its proper historical context, in 
which Russia’s colossal role is no  longer ignored.
 Nearly a century has passed since the guns fell silent—at least in the 
European theater—in November 1918. In the lands of the former Otto-
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man Empire, the First World War smolders still, as Sunnis and Shiites, 
Arabs and Jews, and other regional antagonists continue fight ing each 
other (and the great power patrons of their opponents) over the last scraps 
of the Ottoman inheritance. For de cades, historians, politicians, and arm-
chair strategists have focused their fire on Imperial Germany as the pri-
mary instigator of the European con flict, even while anti- imperialist and 
Islamic writers have impugned the Franco- British perfidy of Sykes- Picot 
in dismembering Turkey and destroying the Ottoman Empire. It is high 
time that Russia, too, receive its fair share of scrutiny for its role in un-
leashing the terrible European war of 1914, and for helping spread this 
war into the Middle East. Neither a deliberate German plot nor an avoid-
able accident, the First World War was the inexorable culmination of 
a burgeoning imperial rivalry between Wilhelmine Germany and tsarist 
Russia in the Near East, each lured in its own way down the dangerous 
path of expansionist war by the decline of Ottoman power. In the end the 
war destroyed both regimes, although this was little consolation to the 
millions who died in it—or the millions more who perished in the Rus-
sian Revolution, the Second World War, and other con flicts born out of 
the wreckage of the First. To tell the truth about the origins of the war of 
1914 is the least we can do to honor its victims.
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