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But the damage to the Allied cause had been done before Ironside 
arrived. Bolshevik propaganda warned that the foreigners planned to do 
away with democratic government and restore the monarchy. The work-
ing classes of Arkhangel had always been suspicious of the foreigners, but 
after Tchaikovsky was deposed the Allies lost support among the middle 
class too. 

Arkhangel became a dangerous place. Bolshevik sympathisers 
abounded and the British were forced to regard every male civilian as 
suspect. Occasional shoot-outs took place in the streets and troops were 
ordered to be armed at all times. If a soldier wasn’t carrying a rifle or 
pistol, he was directed to keep a Mills grenade in his pocket.

On one occasion John Kelly was cornered by a group of hostile 
Russian sailors. ‘I whipped out my Mills, pulled out the pin and told them 
in my limited Russian, plus some plain English, that if I went, I would 
take some of them along with me for company.’28 He kept the grenade as 
a souvenir.

Perry’s diary was more laconic:

5 November: Rumour has it the bolshies have issued a proclamation 
that any British or Americans seen out after the tenth will be shot. 

10 November: Nobody shot.

A month later Perry was called out to help quell a mutiny by Russian 
troops. On 11 December two companies of the 1st Arkhangel Regiment 
refused to leave for the front and barricaded themselves in their barracks. 
Perry was among those who poured shot over the building. The mutineers 
came to the front door, waving handkerchiefs and with their hands up. 
Two British NCOs lined them up, but a trigger-happy American opened 
fire, seriously wounding three Russians. Perry was full of contempt for the 
mutineers who, though armed and inside a solid building, had given up 
so easily. He noted: ‘There are now rumours that one in every 10 of the 
rioters are going to be shot’.29

It is worth recounting the several versions of this incident. They illus-
trate not only the morale problems on the anti-Bolshevik side, but also the 
difficulty at this distance in time, in unravelling what actually happened.
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Introduction

THE railway junction of Obozerskaya is only 300 kilometres short of 
the Arctic Circle. By train, it is twenty-two hours north of Moscow. 

Though it is a sizeable dot on the map, at two in the morning only a 
single light glimmers in the darkness. With its eighteen carriages, the 
train is far too long for the platform. I clamber down onto the ballast.  
I am the only passenger getting off.

The light proves to be a vodka stall—unattended. I start to walk 
the length of the train. Halfway along I meet a railway worker who is 
checking the couplings before the train moves off again. I ask him how 
to cross the tracks.

‘Cross the tracks? What for?’ he asks.
‘To reach the town.’
‘Town!’ he exclaims. ‘There is no town. This is just a pasyolok.’ He 

uses the Russian word that means settlement.
He can tell I’m a foreigner, of course, and must be wondering what 

I’m doing here. Obozerskaya isn’t that far north of the closed city of 
Mirny, a secret centre for Russian space flights. Possibly he suspects my 
interests are military. If so, he’s dead right.

But it isn’t Vostok rockets I’m interested in. Something further back 
in time has brought me here to the most northerly place Australians have 
ever fought. For Australian soldiers—about 150 of them—made it here 
ninety years ago. Guns in hand, they came in 1919 to take part in an 
almost forgotten episode in Australian military history. 

In fact, two of them won the Victoria Cross here. One, Sam Pearse, 
died doing so. Pearse is buried in Obozerskaya and I’m hoping to find his 
grave. If I succeed, I have an errand to perform. From a suburban garden 
in Sydney I’m carrying a small posy of flowers to lay beside the grave. 
Pearse’s posthumous daughter, an old lady now, has entrusted it to me.
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There’s no hotel in Obozerskaya so the fettler takes me to a shabby 
station building and makes a phone call. Then he leads me through a 
wasteland of puddles and wooden duckboards to a drab cement-block 
building: Railwayman’s Hostel Number 6. The place has that dismal 
Soviet feel to it, but inside they have tried to make it cheerful with flow-
ered wallpaper and a 1992 calendar. In the morning the canteen serves 
beer and rissoles for breakfast.

Obozerskaya in 2007 still has a frontier atmosphere. The buildings 
are mostly of rough unpainted timber, weathered dark brown in a climate 
where the winters are six months long and the temperature falls to minus 
40. The chemist shop is a log cabin, there’s a communal water pump and 
the roadsides, like everywhere in Russia, are untidy and overgrown.

So what were Diggers doing here in the far north of Russia in 1918 and 
1919? Towards the end of their time they wondered that themselves. 

In fact, they were taking part in an invasion. While not on the scale 
of Napoleon or Hitler, it was still an invasion—one in which more than 
a dozen foreign countries took part and in which the Aussies formed one 
small contingent of a large British force. The invaders aimed to overthrow 
Russia’s Bolshevik government and destroy the Soviet regime. By putting 
an end to the world’s first communist state, they hoped to rid mankind of 
the threat of world revolution. They failed. 

Only two Victoria Crosses were awarded during the entire campaign. 
Though the Australians were few in number, Diggers won them both. Sam 
Pearse VC and Arthur Sullivan VC must be our most neglected heroes 
in our least-known war. Their story and that of their mates deserves to 
be told. 

Anzacs in Arkhangel is an account of the Australians who came to 
North Russia in 1918 and 1919. It isn’t a history of the entire campaign, 
nor a study of the politics and wishful thinking that lay behind it—of 
which there are now some excellent books. This book is simply about 
the Diggers. It seeks to tell who they were, why they came and what 
they did.
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a man, 6 feet 4 inches tall and weighing almost 20 stone (1.93 metres 
and 127 kilograms). Ironside possessed ability, energy and a commanding 
personality. He charmed and impressed everyone. Bizarre rumours added 
an almost legendary aura: that he was directly descended from the last 
Saxon king of England, that he had been expelled from school at the age 
of ten for thrashing his teacher!25 

Ironside was also a gifted linguist who spoke five languages well, and 
had a working knowledge of ten others. His Russian was serviceable26 
and he could swear fluently enough to impress the local population. His 
language skills came in handy in other, unexpected ways. On one occasion 
over the summer the Moslem lascar seamen on some of the British ships 
became so weak they could scarcely work. It was Ramadan and they refused 
to eat until the sun set—which it barely did in North Russia at that time 
of year. Ironside got them eating by giving them absolution in Urdu!27 

Spot the General. Ironside, the British commander, was 6 ft 4 in tall and weighed more than 20 
stone (1.93 m and 127 kg). His Russian counterpart, General Marushevsky, was 5 ft 1 in and 
must have looked a pygmy in comparison. The two did not get on well. (IWM Q 16349)
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Though Marushevsky had served under Kerensky, his real sympathies 
were monarchist. He was known as a strict disciplinarian but in terms 
of achieving military results he was almost useless. Instead of fighting 
Bolsheviks, he spent his time personally drafting bizarre, rambling Orders 
of the Day, such as this one:

Order to the Forces of the Northern Region No 78,

of 11 December 1918

Yesterday, the 10th December at 10 o’clock pm, I was walking near 

the Lomonosov School. From the direction of the cathedral I heard a 

disgusting flow of gutter language. Going nearer, I met two sailors and 

approaching one of them, I called his attention to the absolute imper-

missibility of such filthy language in the street. In a slovenly manner, 

the one to whom I addressed myself declared himself to be drunk, and 

with a broad gesture he blew his nose on the pavement …23

The order goes on to lament how one of the sailors was wearing a 
woman’s locket, thereby ‘disgracing the uniform of our native land’. It 
concludes: ‘How pitiful all this is and how deeply disgusting’.

In theory the Russian army of the North was an autonomous anti-
Bolshevik force, but in practice it was totally dependent on the Allies. 
Most of its officers were former officers in the Tsarist army whose politics 
were reactionary and whose treatment of their men was arrogant and 
neglectful. While many were personally brave, collectively they were 
disorganised and incompetent. Plagued by indolence and jealousy, they 
talked much but showed little will to fight.

A month after the Tchaikovsky episode, a new officer arrived from 
Britain as Poole’s chief of staff: Major General Edmund Ironside. Within 
a few days Poole himself left for London ‘for consultations’. It was an 
open secret that he was being withdrawn and would not be returning. 
Ironside was ordered to take over.24 

At thirty-eight, Ironside was one of the youngest major generals 
in the British Army. A daring soldier, he had been the model for John 
Buchan’s hero in his novel The Thirty-Nine Steps. He was a giant of 
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The Takeover  
of arkhangel

augusT 1918

THE invasion fleet had sailed from Murmansk on 30 July 1918. It 
comprised a British light cruiser, a French heavy cruiser, two Russian 

destroyers, five armed trawlers and a late addition, the seaplane carrier 
HMS Nairana. As the fleet entered the White Sea, a fog descended and 
the French cruiser hit a submerged wreck and ran aground. 

Two days later the task force (minus the French ship which caught up 
later) approached the mouth of the Dvina River. Arkhangel stands about 
40 kilometres from the open sea and the river there forms a delta with 
many channels and islands. As the ships slowed to enter the navigable 
channel, seaplanes from the Nairana scouted for opposition. 

With Arkhangel under Bolshevik control, the invasion had been 
timed to coincide with an anti-Bolshevik coup, led by a swashbuckling 
Russian captain, Georgi Chaplin.1 Rumours had been spread in Arkhangel 
of a large-scale British landing and it was hoped the fleet would create 
the impression of being the vanguard of a larger following force. The bluff 
succeeded nicely; Bolshevik morale was shaken and their high command 
fled south towards Vologda. 
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To impede the invasion fleet, the Bolsheviks had laid mines and scuttled 
two icebreakers in the fairway. As the ships negotiated the obstructions, 
some Bolshevik batteries on Mudyug, the delta’s northern-most island, 
opened fire and took out one of the British cruiser’s four funnels. The 
invaders returned fire and the Nairana’s seaplanes dropped a few bombs, 
most of which missed. Resistance ceased. It was said the sight of British 
planes over Arkhangel panicked the Bolsheviks into withdrawing. 

Modest though it was, the landing has some claim to being one of the 
earliest fully combined air-sea operations against land forces. Curiously, 
Admiral Kemp’s flagship, the Nairana, was actually an Australian coastal 
steamer. On order to a Melbourne company for the Tasmanian run, she 
had been under construction in a Scottish shipyard when war broke out in 
1914. The British Admiralty took her over, added a hangar, crane, work-
shops and seven aircraft, and commissioned her as a seaplane carrier. 
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in the moonlight in the central city. ‘Walking back; a snowball hit me. 
Looking back, a girl. Walked on. Another snowball, so I went to the girl 
and asked her …’ The next page has been torn out.

The Americans’ arrival added new uniforms to a city already crowded 
with them. There were kilted Scots, Cossacks with fur hats and sabres, 
Russian officers from the old Imperial army with rows of glittering medals. 
There were French, Poles, Serbians and Italians (who had the smartest 
uniforms), all in their military plumage with shining boots and jingling 
spurs. There was even a solitary Japanese officer who, it was said, hadn’t 
taken off his boots or lifejacket during the entire voyage from England. 

Besides the military, the city teemed with strange and shady char-
acters: speculators and black marketeers, political fugitives, sinister types 
with assumed names, unkempt priests with beards and shaggy hair. Philip 
Jordan, the American Ambassador’s major-domo, cut a striking figure; a 
black American, he generally appeared in public dressed in spats and top 
hat. A former actress from Petrograd, known only as ‘Dolina’, courted 
Allied officers so keenly she was reported as a spy, though her willingness 
to entertain guests in her room suggests a different motive.21 

Another female, of course, was the newly arrived Maria Bochkarova. 
Bert Perry attended a lecture by her in which ‘she spoke of the outrages 
on the women soldiers of her battalion’.22 He does not mention her 
appearance, though others unanimously commented on her plainness. 
Whatever her looks, she hovered around Allied headquarters, embarrass-
ing the officers by offering to show them her battle scars. The Americans 
referred her to the Russian General Marushevsky, who pronounced 
female soldiers a stain on the honour of North Russia and ordered her 
stripped of her uniform.

General Vladimir Marushevsky was the commander-in-chief of the 
Russian army of the North. He was barely 5 feet tall and tried to make up 
for his lack of stature with bursts of furious energy. He seldom arrived at 
his headquarters before midday, by which time there was always a crowd 
of visitors waiting for him. He would then rush through a series of hectic 
interviews, urging his visitors to be brief on the grounds he was so busy. 
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politically.17 From the American point of view, he let himself be hood-
winked by the British; from the British standpoint, both he and his troops 
were substandard. 

Of the Americans, the luckiest were those of the 2nd Battalion, 
which was assigned to guard duty (and tram duty) in Arkhangel. Facilities 
were soon organised for them: film shows, band parties, boxing matches, 
a YMCA library and canteen, and in winter a toboggan run. Prohibition 
feeling was strong in the United States and in theory American troops 
were ‘dry’. In practice things were different: alcohol was the one thing 
Arkhangel didn’t lack and the city was awash with vodka. It was chocolate 
that was in short supply and at one stage the YMCA canteen curtailed its 
issue because so much was being resold to Russian civilians. Indeed, most 
American stores were available on Arkhangel’s black market. Colonel 
Stewart’s successor refused to recommend him for a meritorious service 
decoration on the grounds that he had failed to prevent the wholesale 
theft of American supplies.18 

Other comforts were also available in Arkhangel. In his diary, one 
American private, Donald Carey, records being told how cheap and easy 
it was to procure Russian women. ‘Accounts by our men of the immoral-
ity of the Russian girls were startling and disgusting,’ he wrote.19 Carey 
himself chose to stay in his barracks studying the Bible.

The Australians were probably less prudish. John Kelly’s Bible is 
held at the Australian War Memorial. According to its inscription, it 
was presented to him by St Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, Glen Innes, 
on the occasion of his departure for the war. While the cover is worn, the 
pages show no sign of ever having been opened. 

Sexual activity, of course, was no subject for letters home, nor even 
for open reference in a diary. Any rare mention of prostitution in soldiers’ 
writings usually expresses shock and disapproval—perhaps just for home 
consumption. In their surviving letters, the Australians of Elope make 
no reference to sex, and certainly not to the official brothel set up by the 
British, conveniently close to the tram line.20 

Bert Perry later became a stalwart of the Methodist Church, but an 
entry in his diary is intriguing. On 18 October 1918, he records walking 
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The guns on Mudyug Island were Arkhangel’s main seaward defence. American-made, they scored 
a hit on a British cruiser but failed to prevent the Allied landing. The Whites later established a 
prison camp on Mudyug for captured Bolsheviks. Today the windswept island still hosts a Russian 
army presence as well as a communication and weather station. (Michael Challinger)

The Nairana was actually an Australian ship. She was under construction in Scotland for a Melbourne 
company when the British Admiralty requisitioned her and converted her into a seaplane carrier. After 
serving as the flagship for the landing at Arkhangel, the Nairana was refitted and sailed the Bass Strait 
run from 1921. In 1951 she ran aground off Port Melbourne and was broken up. (IWM SP 1292)

For the landing force, the fleet carried every man who could be spared 
from Murmansk, about 1200 in all. The troops consisted of a French bat-
talion, some Poles, some British marines, a few American marines—and 
a handful of Australians. At least two definitely took part, and probably 
several more. John Kelly2 was a Lewis-gunner on an armed trawler from 
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the English fishing town of Grimsby; Charlie Hickey was aboard another 
of the trawlers. 

Aircraft circled the city, dropping leaflets to reassure the inhabitants. 
The warships tied up and the troops landed. There was some sporadic 
shooting inland, but the wharves were captured undamaged. The British 
had hoped to take over the supply dumps intact. They calculated on 
finding about 300,000 tons of coal and 200,000 tons of other stores, 
including aircraft, vehicles, armaments and ammunition. But they were 
disappointed: the Bolsheviks had been busy and the lion’s share had 
already been removed and taken south. 

By the time Kelly and Hickey got ashore, Arkhangel’s tugs and 
riverboats were sounding their foghorns and whistles in greeting and the 
wharf was crowded with cheering Russians. One American wrote of the 
scene: ‘The people simply went wild with joy to an extent almost beyond 
imagination’.3 What escaped his notice was that the welcoming crowds 
were exclusively middle class and that there wasn’t a working man among 
them. While the well-to-do citizens of Arkhangel were delighted and 
relieved by the Allied arrival, the working masses were at best apathetic 
and at worst, hostile. 

Arkhangel was ‘a filthy, dirty town’ according to most British troops. In fact, it was a real city 
with trams, electricity and many substantial buildings. It was grossly overcrowded, however, and 
sanitation was poor. (State Archives of Social-Political Affairs of Arkhangel Province, GAOPDF)
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position. First, the American troops were not to be used in combat; second, 
Stewart was to be subordinate to General Poole—who immediately 
ordered the men into action. 

In fact, Poole considered the situation so serious that as soon as the 
Americans disembarked they were despatched to the front. One battalion 
was herded into railway boxcars and sent south to Obozerskaya, a second 
boarded coal barges to be towed upriver to the Dvina front. The deploy-
ments were flatly contrary to President Wilson’s intention.

Strangely enough, Stewart had been born in Kiama, New South 
Wales. Now forty-six, he had migrated to the United States as a boy 
with his parents,16 and had later risen through the ranks to his present 
command. Australia, though, would not be anxious to claim him as a 
native son. Stewart’s troops thought him weak, torpid and indifferent 
to their hardships and he was said to be the most unpopular man in 
Arkhangel, except for General Poole. Besides his personal shortcomings, 
Stewart was overburdened with paperwork and totally out of his depth 

Australian-born Colonel George 
E Stewart was the second most 
disliked man in Arkhangel. As 
commander of the American 
contingent, he was uninspiring and 
ineffective. Stewart was well aware 
his men held him in low esteem and 
was invalided out of Russia in April 
1919 with stress-related stomach 
ulcers and eczema. (US Military 
Academy Library, West Point)
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