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Note on Transliteration, Dates, 
and Terminology 

The system of transliteration employed in this work is the one used by 
the Library of Congress, with some simplifications. When appropri

ate, proper names are spelled in their more customary English forms. 
All dates are given according to the Julian calendar, in use in Russia until 

1918, rather than the Gregorian calendar of the West. In 1917 the former 
was thirteen days behind the latter. 

As used in this book, "soviet" or "soviets" refers to the elected councils of 
workers', soldiers', and peasants' deputies, representative revolutionary or
ganizations that sprang up throughout Russia in 1917, rather than to people 
or institutions of the USSR, the most common current meaning of these 
words. The term "Soviet" refers more specifically to the central institutions 
of the soviets in 1917, usually the Central Executive Committee of the All
Russian Congress of Soviets of Workers' and Soldiers' Deputies and the Ex
ecutive Committee of the All-Russian Congress of Peasants' Deputies. The 
two All-Russian Executive Committees often met and acted jointly. 





Introduction 

Hundreds of books have been written about the October 1917 revolu
tion in Russia. Why should anyone want to produce still another? 

During the years since I began working on the present book, this question 
has been asked of me many times. 

My interest in studying and writing about the October revolution stems 
partly from that event's inherent drama and monumental historical signifi
cance. In Russia in 1917 the ultraradical Bolshevik party emerged from ob
scurity to direct the overthrow of the Western-style Provisional Government 
and to establish the first national communist political system. These events 
occurred during the eight months that followed the collapse of the cen
turies-old tsarist regime, in the third year of Russia's catastrophic involve
ment in a devastating European war. Russia was then the third largest 
country in the world, with a population of more than 165 million occupying 
an area three times as large as the continental United States and bigger than 
China and India together. I have long felt that existing accounts of this 
seminal chapter in modern Russian and, indeed, in world history do not do 
it justice. 

Further stimulating my attraction to 1917 Russia as a subject for research 
and writing is the failure of existing works to answer many key questions 
relating to the October revolution and, most importantly, to explain satis
factorily why things turned out as they did. Many books on the revolution 
are memoirs written by participants in the events described; these personal 
recollections, though often valuable and fascinating, inevitably present a 
one-sided view of the revolution, either passionately sympathetic or pro
foundly hostile, depending on which side of the political fence the author 
was on in 1917. 

Historians in the Soviet Union have produced an avalanche of studies on 
1917. Many of these works, particularly those written in the relatively free 
1920s and during the Khrushchev period, contain a wealth of illuminating 
factual data from previously untapped archives. But the requirement that 
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writers in the Soviet Union conform to officially prescribed interpretations 
of history, influenced strongly by contemporary political considerations, 
limits the overall value of their work. 

Outside the Soviet Union several monographs on important aspects of 
the revolution have appeared in recent years; foremost among these are the 
works of Oliver H. Radkey, William G. Rosenberg, Ronald G. Suny, 
Marc Ferro, George Katkov, and Rex Wade. 1 Nonetheless we still do not 
have a reliable history of the Provisional Government or of the Russian 
economy in the revolutionary period. We know little about the impact of 
millions of war-weary soldiers on Russian politics in 1917, or about the de
velopment of the revolution in provincial areas, or, for that matter, about 
the role of the peasantry or of the growing Russian working class in the rev
olution's course. In fact, the only broadly focused Western investigation of 
the October revolution based on intensive research in primary sources re
mains the first volume of William Henry Chamberlin's The Russian Revolu
tion, 1917-1921. 2 Pioneering in its time and still of great value, Cham
berlin's study was written in the early 1930s, before a large body of source 
material germane to an understanding of the revolution became readily ac
cessible to Western scholars. 

In this book, I have elected to focus attention on the revolution in Pet
rograd3 for several related reasons. First, Petrograd was, after all, the capi
tal. In the Russian empire, with its long tradition of strong, arbitrary rule 
from the center, the political situation in Petrograd, especially control of the 
institutions and symbols of national power, was of immense significance in 
determining the course of the revolution throughout the country. In addi
tion to being the governmental hub, Petrograd, with a war-inflated popula
tion of 2.7 million in 1917, was the country's most important commercial 
and industrial center. For this reason and also because so much more infor
mation is available on Petrograd than on other major Russian cities in 1917, 
analysis of political, social, and economic developments there provide par
ticularly worthwhile insights into the course of the revolution in urban Rus
sia generally. Finally, because in 1917 the national headquarters of the 
Bolshevik Party and the center of Bolshevik activities were in Petrograd, it 
is there that one can best study both the party's operations from top to bot
tom and the way in which the Bolsheviks interacted with the masses. 

But isn't Petrograd the one Russian city that has been treated extensively 
in Western literature on the revolution, one might fairly ask. True enough. 
Yet, despite all that has been written about 1917 in general and "Red Pet
rograd" in particular, we still do not have a full, reliable account of the rev
olution there. Two relatively recent studies, Sergei Melgunov's The Bolshe
vik Seizure uJ Power4 and Robert V. Daniels's Red October, 5 while very useful, 
are limited in that both center chiefly on the period just before, during, 
and-in the case of Melgunov-right after the Provisional Government's 
overthrow; major developments in the summer and early fall of 191 7, an ap-
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preciation of which is essential for an understanding of what happened in 
October, receive scant attention. Moreover, the political behavior of Pet
rograd workers, soldiers, and sailors, and its impact on the course of the 
revolution, are not taken into account, the events of October being pre
sented largely as a disorganized struggle between two similarly indecisive 
and inept combatants-the Kerensky government and the Bolshevik leader
ship. 

If the present book helps to fill this deficiency in Western his
toriography and, in so doing, stimulates readers to view the events of 1917 
with new perspective, it will have accomplished its purpose. My primary 
aim has been to reconstruct, as fully and accurately as possible, the devel
opment of the "revolution from below" and the outlook, activity, and situa
tion of the Bolshevik party organization in Petrograd at all levels between 
February and October 1917. In the process I have tried to clarify the vital 
relationship between these two central aspects of the revolution and the 
eventual Bolshevik success. 

Extensive research along these lines has prompted me to question many 
of the basic assumptions of historians in both the Soviet Union and the 
West regarding the character and sources of strength of the Bolshevik Party 
in 1917 and, indeed, the very nature of the October revolution in Pet
rograd. Historians in the Soviet Union have stressed historical inevitability 
and the role of a tightly knit revolutionary party led by Lenin in accounting 
for the outcome of the October revolution, while many Western scholars 
have viewed this event either as an historical accident or, more frequently, 
as the result of a well-executed coup d'etat without significant mass support; 
I find, however, that a full explanation of the Bolshevik seizure of power is 
much more complex than any of these interpretations suggest. 

Studying the aspirations of factory workers, soldiers, and sailors as ex
pressed in contemporary documents, I find that these concerns corre
sponded closely to the program of political, economic, and social reform put 
forth by the Bolsheviks at a time when all other major political parties were 
widely discredited because of their failure to press hard enough for mean
ingful internal changes and an immediate end to Russia's participation in 
the war. As a result, in October the goals of the Bolsheviks, as the masses 
understood them, had strong popular support. 

In Petrograd in 191 7 the Bolshevik Party bore little resemblance to the 
by-and-large united, authoritarian, conspiratorial organization effectively 
controlled by Lenin depicted in most existing accounts. To be sure, the 
party's course toward an early socialist revolution was strongly influenced 
by Vladimir Ilich Lenin. Born in Simbirsk in 1870, the son of a school 
inspector of minor nobility, Lenin, a lawyer by profession, had entered the 
Russian social democratic movement in the 1890s and quickly committed 
himself to the goal of organizing the Russian working class into a political 
force capable of leading the struggle to overthrow the tsarist autocracy. In 
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1903, almost singlehandedly, he had precipitated the famous split of the 
Russian Social Democratic Workers' Party into its radical Bolshevik and 
moderate Menshevik factions, chiefly over the issue of the nature and objec
tives of a Marxist revolutionary party in Russia. In the repressive conditions 
then prevailing, Lenin had sought the creation of a tightly knit, centrally 
directed organization of disciplined, militant revolutionaries, rather than the 
more democratic mass workers' party envisioned by the Mensheviks. 6 Only 
a highly professional party, Lenin then reasoned, would be capable of ful
filling revolutionary tasks and of protecting Russian social democracy from 
decimation by the authorities and from reformism. 

In 1905 Lenin had modified the classic Marxist blueprint for a two-stage 
revolution, generally viewed by Russian social democrats as applicable to 
Russia, when he suggested that following the overthrow of the tsar, a "revo
lutionary democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry" might 
pave the way for a socialist revolution without an extended period of liberal 
government and capitalist industrial development. 

After the outbreak of World War I, within all the major Russian socialist 
groups there had emerged "defensist" factions, which supported the Rus
sian war effort, and "internationalist" factions, which condemned the mili
tary struggle in Europe and called for the arrangement of an immediate 
peace without victors or vanquished. At this time, Lenin had once again set 
himself squarely apart from most of his fellow socialists by rejecting sup
port for his nation's war effort and proposing instead the fomenting of social 
revolution in all the warring countries as an immediate social democratic 
slogan. Subsequently, he had constructed a bold if coolly received theory to 
show that with the eruption of the war, the capitalist system had reached its 
highest, "imperalist," stage, a critical situation in international economic af
fairs that would inevitably precipitate an international socialist revolution. 7 

By the beginning of 1917, as the result of rapidly worsening economic 
conditions, staggering military reverses and horrendous personnel losses, 
and historically unprecedented governmental incompetence and mis
management, the old regime was bankrupt among virtually all segments of 
the Russian population. On February 23, International Women's Day, dis
turbances that broke out among long lines of housewives waiting in the bit
ter cold to buy bread touched off massive demonstrations calling for the 
overthrow of the monarchy and an end to the war. A week later Tsar 
Nicholas II was forced to abdicate. 

Lenin, who had been in exile abroad for close to a decade, was then in 
Zurich, Switzerland. Most of what he knew about the revolution in those 
early weeks he gleaned from conservative European newspapers, an obvious 
handicap but not one to prevent him from attempting to direct the activities 
of his followers in Russia. Reading accounts of Russian developments in the 
London Times, le Temps, and the Neue Zurcher Zeitung, Lenin quickly con
cluded that while the workers had led the struggle during the February 



Soldiers and cossacks celebrating during the February days in Petrograd. 

days, the bourgeoisie had taken advantage of the situation to consolidate its 
'lwn political power in Petrograd. To judge by his writings of March 1917, 
he seems not to have appreciated the degree to which socialist leaders in 
Petrograd had cooperated with liberals in the formation of the Provisional 
Government, or the extent to which the population at large, at least for the 
moment, acquiesced in this development. Lenin assumed that revolutionary 
Russian workers, having helped bring down the regime of Nicholas II, 
would instinctively see that a bourgeois government would do no more than 
the tsarist regime to fulfill their keenest aspirations. Moreover, following 
three years of the most terrible warfare in history, the end of which was not 
yet in sight, Lenin was obsessed by the thought that all of the major Euro
pean countries were on the threshold of socialist revolution and that a prole
tarian insurrection in Russia would be the spark that would spur desperate, 
peace-hungry workers everywhere to rise against their governments. Thus 
in his initial directives to the party leadership in Petrograd, partially con
tained in his "Letters from Afar," he insisted on the necessity of arming and 
organizing the masses for the imminent second stage of the revolution, 
which would overthrow the "government of capitalists and large land
owners. "8 

Returning to Petrograd on April 3, Lenin declared publicly that the Feb
ruary revolution had not solved the Russian proletariat's fundamental prob
lems, that the working class of Russia could not stop halfway, and that in 
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alliance with the soldier-masses the Russian proletariat would turn the 
bourgeois democratic revolution into a proletarian socialist revolution. 9 

The Petrograd Bolshevik organization in 1917 included many leaders 
whose views differed significantly from Lenin's; Bolsheviks of varying per
suasions had important influence in determining the party's policies, con
tributing ultimately to its success. There were, among others, "moderate" 
or "right" Bolsheviks, who consistently rejected almost all of Lenin's fun
damental theoretical and strategic assumptions. Their best known and most 
articulate spokesman was the thirty-four-year-old, Moscow-born Lev Ka
menev, a Bolshevik since 1903. Kamenev did not accept the idea that the 
bourgeois democratic revolution in Russia was complete. Believing that the 
Russian working class was still relatively weak, rejecting the supposition 
that all Europe was on the verge of revolt, and convinced that neither the 
Russian peasantry nor the foreign bourgeoisie would permit the victory of 
socialism in Russia, the mild-mannered Kamenev, from the time of his re
turn to Petrograd from Siberia in mid-March 1917, advocated vigilant so
cialist control over the Provisional Government rather than the latter's re
moval. In succeeding months, as the Russian revolution deepened, 
Kamenev spoke out for the creation of an exclusively socialist government; 
this was to be a broad coalition made up of all major socialist groups, which 
would retain its mandate only until the establishment of a democratic re
public by a Constituent Assembly. On the war issue, Kamenev called for 
support of the Russian war effort pending conclusion of a negotiated peace, 
a position closer to that of most moderate socialists than to Lenin's. 

Among Petrograd Bolsheviks in 1917 there were many other indepen
dent-minded leaders who, while sharing Lenin's theoretical assumptions 
regarding the possibility of a socialist revolution in Russia, often disagreed 
with him on tactical questions. Foremost of these was the legendary Lev 
Trotsky, then thirty-eight, who had first gained both international fame 
and enormous stature among the Petrograd masses as the bold and coura
geous chairman of the St. Petersburg Soviet during the revolution of 1905. 
A brilliant writer, Trotsky was a tireless and spellbinding public speaker 
justly considered one of the greatest orators of modern times. 10 

The general direction of Bolshevik activity in 1917 was set by the Sev
enth All-Russian Party Conference in April and the Sixth Bolshevik Party 
Congress of late July and early August; between such national assemblies it 
was determined primarily by majority vote of a democratically elected 
party Central Committee. At the same time, amid the chaotic, locally vary
ing, constantly fluctuating conditions prevailing in Russia in 1917, the Cen
tral Committee, at the top of the Bolshevik organizational hierarchy, was 
simply unable to control the behavior of major regional organizations. Ex
cept in a broad, general way, it rarely tried. In Petrograd, important auxil
iary arms such as the Petersburg Committee, 11 which directed party work 
in the capital, and the Military Organization, 12 responsible for the conduct 
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of revolutionary activity among troops, were relatively free to tailor their 
tactics and appeals to suit local conditions. When necessary, they staunchly 
protected their prerogatives. 

Beyond this, in 1917 Lenin's prerevolutionary conception of a small, pro
fessional, conspiratorial party was discarded and the doors opened wide to 
tens of thousands of new members who were by no means without influ
ence, so that to a significant degree the party was now both responsive and 
open to the masses. 

This is not to minimize Lenin's importance in the development of the 
revolution. It is almost as difficult for me as it has been for virtually all of 
my predecessors who have written about the revolution to envision the 
triumph of the Bolsheviks in Lenin's absence. For all the lively debate and 
spirited give-and-take that I find to have existed within the Bolshevik orga
nization in 1917, the Bolsheviks were doubtless more unified than any of 
their major rivals for power. Certainly this was a key factor in their effec
tiveness. Nonetheless, my research suggests that the relative flexibility of 
the party, as well as its responsiveness to the prevailing mass mood, had at 
least as much to do with the ultimate Bolshevik victory as did revolutionary 
discipline, organizational unity, or obedience to Lenin. 

I should add that in attempting to reconstruct the events with which this 
book deals, I have tried to let the facts speak for themselves; it is left for the 
reader to judge whether my conclusions are warranted by the evidence. 

When Lenin returned to Petrograd in April 1917 and sounded the call for 
immediate social revolution, moderate socialists and Bolsheviks alike were 
unresponsive to his militant appeals. These were still the euphoric first 
weeks following the February revolution. The patriotic, liberal democratic 
Provisional Government, which was to rule until a representative Constitu
ent Assembly could be popularly elected to establish a permanent political 
system, appeared to have the blessings and good wishes of practically ev
eryone. Included in this government were some of the most talented and 
best known figures in the Russian liberal movement. The new prime minis
ter was Prince Georgii Lvov, a much respected, progressive zemstvo leader 
(the zemstvos were institutions of limited local self-government created in 
1864). Foreign minister and dominant figure in the government was Pavel 
Miliukov, a professor of history and the leading spokesman of the Kadets 
(Constitutional Democrats, the main Russian liberal party); alongside him 
in the cabinet were other prominent Kadets such as Nikolai Nekrasov, 
Andrei Shingarev, and Alexander Manuilov, ministers of transportation, 
agriculture, and education, respectively. The key Ministry of War was 
headed by the powerful industrialist and founder of the right-liberal Oc
tobrist Party, Alexander Guchkov; as chairman of the Central War Indus
tries Committee, Guchkov had already acquired considerable experience in 
helping to direct the war effort. The minister of finance was a self-made 
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Members of the first Provisional Government, formed at the beginning of March 1917. Bottom 
row, left to right: A. I. Konovalov, P. N. Miliukov, G. E. Lvov, A. I. Guchkov, N. V. 
Nekrasov. Top row: M. I. Tereshchenko, A. A. Manuilov, A. F. Kerensky, A. I. Shingarev, 
V. N. Lvov. 

tycoon, Mikhail Tereshchenko. The new minister of justice was the young 
lawyer Alexander Kerensky. Prior to the revolution Kerensky had made a 
name as the flamboyant defense attorney in widely publicized political trials 
and as an outspoken leftist deputy in the Third and Fourth Dumas. 

The long-time American consul general in St. Petersburg, John Harold 
Snodgrass, no doubt expressed the views of most contemporary observers 
when he commented in the New York Times of Sunday, March 25, 1917: 
"Nowhere in their country could the Russian people have found better men 
to lead them out of the darkness of tyranny .... Lvov and his associates 
are to Russia what Washington and his associates were to America when it 
became a nation." 

Of course most friends of Russia abroad believed that because the new 
ministers had been selected by the Duma, the pale copy of a Western-style 
parliament that had been established in tsarist Russia following the revolu
tion of 1905, they could speak for the entire population. This was not an al
together valid assumption. The Fourth Duma, in session in 1917, had been 
elected in 1912 under regulations that excluded the bulk of the population 
from the franchise. During the February days there also sprang up in Pet
rograd a soviet (council) of workers' and soldiers' deputies modeled after 
spontaneously created organs that had had a brief existence in Russia dur
ing the revolution of 1905. In the spring and summer of 1917, soviets were 
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established in each of the districts of Petrograd, and, concomitantly, similar 
institutions of grass roots democracy came into being in cities, towns, and 
villages throughout Russia. In May an All-Russian Congress of Peasants' 
Soviets was convened in Petrograd, and in June representatives of workers' 
and soldiers' soviets gathered in the capital for their first nationwide con
gress. These national conventions formed permanent All-Russian Executive 
Committees (the Central Executive Committee of the All-Russian Congress 
of Soviets of Workers' and Soldiers' Deputies, and the Executive Commit
tee of the All-Russian Congress of Peasants' Deputies), which, taken 
together, were numerically more representative and, by virtue of the loy
alty that they commanded among factory workers, peasants, and particu
larly soldiers, potentially more powerful than the Provisional Government. 

Until the fall of 1917 the central organs of the All-Russian Soviets were 
dominated by leaders of the moderate socialist parties-the social demo
cratic Menshevik Party and the neopopulist Socialist Revolutionary Party 
(SRs). These leaders contented themselves with acting as guardians of the 
revolution and demonstrated no interest in challenging the Provisional Gov
ernment as the lawful supreme political authority. This was, at least in 
part, for doctrinal reasons; the Mensheviks remained committed to the or
thodox Marxist assumption that a "bourgeois revolution," which the over
throw of the autocracy appeared to represent, had necessarily to be fol
lowed by an indefinite period of bourgeois democratic rule. For their part, 
SRs in the Executive Committees, while not prevented by ideology from 
taking power into their own hands, shared with many Mensheviks the con
viction that collaboration with military commanders and commercial and 
industrial groups was absolutely essential for Russia's survival in the war 
and as a bulwark against counterrevolution. 

The situation that confronted Lenin upon his return to Russia in April, 
therefore, differed disappointingly from what he had anticipated. Among 
workers and soldiers, Bolshevik influence was relatively weak. The Men
sheviks and SRs had overwhelming majorities in the soviets, which Lenin 
now considered the embryonic institutions of a workers' government. 
Under moderate socialist direction the soviets supported the Provisional 
Government and, pending arrangement of a negotiated peace, endorsed the 
Russian defense effort. If that were not sufficient cause for discouragement, 
the influence of moderately inclined Bolsheviks led by Kamenev had 
created a strong mood of compromise toward the government and of sup
port for reconciliation with the Mensheviks within Lenin's own party. 13 

In adapting his goals to fit the prevailing situation and to make them pal
atable to the majority of his party, Lenin hewed a thin line; while scaling 
down his immediate objectives and accepting concessions to the moderates, 
he nonetheless retained the core of his radical program and his tactical flexi
bility. In regard to the possibility of forming a unified social democratic 
party, Lenin was intransigent; alliance with the Mensheviks, he argued, 
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would associate the Bolshevik Party with the Russian defense effort and 
thus destroy its capacity to lead the world revolutionary struggle. To all 
who would listen, Lenin declared categorically that he would strike out on 
his own if his followers insisted on reunification and if they declined ac
tively to oppose the government's war effort. Almost exclusively because of 
Lenin's interference, discussions regarding unification between the Menshe
viks and Bolsheviks quickly broke down;14 still, a strong attraction for polit
ical cooperation with other socialist groups lingered among the Bolsheviks 
throughout 1917. 

Lenin also refused to alter his theoretical analysis of the revolution. In a 
summation of his views published in the party's main newspaper, Pravda, 
on April 7-the celebrated "April Theses"-he defined the situation in Rus
sia as the transition between the first, "bourgeois democratic," stage of the 
revolution and the second, "socialist," stage. He still insisted that the Provi
sional Government should not be supported in any way and that the party's 
goal was the transfer of power to the soviets. Yet Lenin's message no longer 
included an immediate call to arms. As long as the masses retained faith in 
the bourgeoisie, Lenin explained, the party's primary task was to expose the 
fraudulence of the Provisional Government and the errors of the Soviet 
leadership. The party would patiently have to convince the masses that the 
Provisional Government could not bring peace and that the soviets were the 
only truly revolutionary form of government. 15 

In part because of these modifications and in part because of an energetic 
lobbying campaign, Lenin was able quickly to win a significant portion of 
the Bolshevik leadership to his side. This initial success is mirrored in the 
proceedings of the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee during April as well as 
in the results of the First Bolshevik Petrograd City Conference, where 
Lenin won his initial victories over the right. Meeting from April 14 to 22, 
the conference adopted by a decisive vote of thirty-seven to three a resolu
tion written by Lenin condemning the Provisional Government and calling 
for the eventual transfer of power to the soviets. 16 

At the All-Russian Bolshevik Party Conference, which opened in Pet
rograd on April 24, Lenin won further victories. The conference resolution 
on the war reflected Lenin's uncompromising repudiation of the conflict and 
the Russian defense effort. In its resolution on the government question, 
the conference condemned the Provisional Government as an instrument of 
the bourgeoisie and an ally of counterrevolution, and suggested that, for 
self-protection, the proletariat would have to organize and arm. 17 

Still, at the April Conference the Kamenev faction argued loud and 
long for its position, not without significant results. The influence of the 
moderates is reflected in the fact that five of their number were elected to 
the nine-man Central Committee, 18 insuring the moderation of that body 
from late April through July. The moderate point of view was also evident 
in the major conference resolutions. 19 
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Moreover, in part due to the influence of the moderates, full discussion of 
some of the fundamental theoretical assumptions underlying Lenin's pro
gram, most importantly his concept of imperialism as the highest stage of 
capitalism, was postponed. 20 

Taken together, the April Conference resolutions pointed the party 
vaguely toward the socialist revolution while leaving unanswered the crucial 
questions "How?" and "When?" While the ultimate goal of transferring 
power to the soviets was implicit in several of the resolutions, for the time 
being the party was to concentrate on "the prolonged task of building up 
the class consciousness of the proletariat," "mobilizing it into opposition to 
the wavering policies of the petty bourgeoisie," and "increasing and consoli
dating Bolshevik strength in the soviets." 

The dominant view among Bolshevik leaders from all over Russia drawn 
together for the April Conference was that these tasks would not be ac
complished overnight. Yet in the weeks that followed, among workers, sol
diers, and sailors in the capital, support for the repudiation of the Provi
sional Government and the transfer of state power to the soviets grew with 
astonishing speed. This was partly because of widespread disenchantment 
with the results of the February revolution. Deteriorating economic condi
tions had helped trigger the upheaval in the first place. To Petrograd, in 
particular, the war brought critical shortages of housing, food, clothing, 
fuel, and raw materials. Some of the shortages stemmed from a halt in the 
flow of foreign commodities, such as coal from England and cheap cotton 
from the United States; most, however, were the result of domestic ship
ping and distribution problems. Russia's internal water transport and railway 
systems were simply inadequate to meet both civil and military needs. In 
the case of grain, peasants, finding it impossible to procure manufactured 
goods, refused to part with their produce for rapidly depreciating paper 
money. As the scarcity of goods increased, the gap between wages and the 
rising cost of living widened. Petrograd's roughly 390,000 factory workers, 
of whom approximately a third were women, were hardest hit by the 
resulting inflation. Despite a significant increase in nominal wages between 
the outbreak of the war and the beginning of 1917 (by as much as 260 per
cent), real wages declined to about a third of prewar levels, largely as a 
result of drastic increases in the price of consumer necessities. 21 

The February revolution did not alleviate these difficulties; on the con
trary, administrative confusion increased in March and April, and this, in 
addition to the continued deterioration of transportation, led to a significant 
worsening of the supply situation. The increased shortages of raw materials 
and fuel that now developed forced factory owners to curtail production 
further and led to extensive additional layoffs. Simultaneously, delivery of 
foodstuffs also continued to decline; attempts by the government to in
troduce an effective food pricing and rationing system failed to ease the 
strains caused by these shortages. In the spring of 1917 workers in a 
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number of industries had received substantial wage increases. However, 
skyrocketing prices quickly offset these gains, so that by early summer Pet
rograd factory workers, generally speaking, were economically little better 
off than they had been in February. 22 

To the 215,000 to 300,000 soldiers of the war-inflated Petrograd garrison, 
and also to the sailors and soldiers from the nearby Kronstadt naval base, 
who numbered around 30,000, the fruits of the February revolution were 
similarly disappointing. In normal times the guards regiments, which 
formed the backbone of the garrison, had been specially trained units re
cruited almost exclusively from the peasantry; this traditional core had been 
squandered in the campaigns of 1914-1916 on the battlefields of East Prus
sia and Galicia. Consequently, by 1917 most of the troops stationed in and 
around Petrograd, including those in regiments of the guard, were poorly 
trained wartime recruits, still predominately of peasant background. Mili
tary discipline was foreign to these soldiers; a high percentage had had their 
fill of duty at the front. The decisive moment of the February revolution 
had occurred when garrison units, one after another, joined rebelling 
townspeople. 

After the collapse of the old regime, soldiers and sailors had removed 
officers who openly opposed the revolution as well as those with reputations 
for particular severity. Initially, they had hailed the changes in the armed 
forces brought about by the revolution. Among the most important of these 
was the formation of democratically elected army and navy committees 
with broad but vaguely defined administrative authority in all military units 
(the creation of such committees was initially sanctioned by the Petrograd 
Soviet in its famous Order Number One, 23 issued on March 1). Enlisted 
personnel watched suspiciously for any sign of a return to the old order and 
awaited the compromise peace they felt confident would be negotiated by 
the Petrograd Soviet. The Provisional Government's patriotic declarations 
and obvious overriding concern with halting the further development of the 
revolution and improving Russia's military preparedness were to them un
derstandably disturbing. 24 

For these reasons, by the late spring of 1917 rapidly growing numbers of 
Petrograd workers and soldiers and Baltic Fleet sailors viewed the Provi
sional Government increasingly as an organ of the propertied classes, op
posed to fundamental political change and uninterested in the needs of ordi
nary people. On the other hand, the soviets were contrasted more and more 
positively with the Provisional Government and viewed as genuinely demo
cratic institutions of popular self-rule. The divorce between the orientation 
of the government and the mood and aspirations of the Petrograd masses 
had been reflected initially on April 20 and 21, when thousands of workers, 
soldiers, and sailors, carrying banners emblazoned with slogans such as 
"Down with Miliukov!" "Down with Annexationist Politics!" and even 
"Down with the Provisional Government!" took to the streets to protest 
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Members of the new coalition cabinet formed following the April crisis: Bottom row, left to 
right: A. I. Konovalov, A. A. Manuilov, F. I. Rodichev, V. N. Lvov, I. V. Godnev. Middle 
row: A. I. Shingarev, M. I. Tereshchenko, G. E. Lvov, N. V. Nekrasov, P. N. Pereverzev. 
Top row: M. I. Skobelev, V. M. Chemov, A. F. Kerensky, I. G. Tsereteli, A. V. 
Peshekhonov. 

Miliukov's obvious intention of pursuing the war to a "victorious conclu
sion." Significantly, the crowds ended these demonstrations only at the 
request of the Petrograd Soviet, after openly ignoring government orders to 
disperse. 25 

In the wake of this April crisis, two of the ministers most closely as
sociated with the government's unpopular foreign and military policies, 
Miliukov and Guchkov, left the cabinet. In this first political shake-up after 
the February revolution, several key moderate socialist leaders from the Pet
rograd Soviet were prevailed upon to accept ministerial posts. The Georgian 
Menshevik Iraklii Tsereteli, the passionate tribune of the Social Demo
cratic fraction in the Second Duma before his arrest, imprisonment, and 
Siberian exile, and, for much of 1917, probably the single most authoritative 
official in the Soviet, became minister of posts and telegraph. (Tsereteli was 
the acknowledged head of the Menshevik-SR bloc and originator of many 
of its policies.) The titular head and main theoretician of the SRs, Viktor 
Chernov, became minister of agriculture. A close associate of Tsereteli's, 
Mikhail Skobelev, was named minister of labor. Aleksei Peshekhonov, 
founder and leader of the Popular Socialist Party, became minister of food 
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supply. Pavel Pereverzev, another SR, took the post of minister of justice, 
while Kerensky became war and naval minister. 

These personnel changes, however, did not significantly alter the govern
ment's orientation. The cabinet was now split between liberals, determined 
to delay fundamental reforms until the convocation of the Constituent As
sembly and concerned in the meantime almost exclusively with restoring 
governmental authority, strengthening the fighting capacity of the army, 
and pursuing the war to a victorious conclusion and moderate socialist So
viet leaders, anxious to respond to popular demands for immediate reform 
and hopeful of taking the lead in bringing about the early conclusion of the 
war on the basis of no annexations and no indemnities. Consequently, the 
first coalition, formed at the beginning of May, was potentially even less 
capable of marshaling an attack on national problems than its predecessor. 
While unable to reach a consensus on domestic matters, in the realm of 
foreign policy the government chose simultaneously to upgrade the combat 
readiness of the armed forces in preparation for a summer offensive and to 
encourage negotiations aimed at achieving a compromise peace. 

Once they had joined the first coalition, the moderate socialists became 
identified in the popular mind with the shortcomings of the Provisional 
Government. Only the Bolsheviks, among the major Russian political 
groups, remained untainted by association with the government and were 
therefore completely free to organize opposition to it, a situation of which 
the party took maximum advantage. 

By the eve of World War I, the Bolsheviks had achieved considerable 
success in weaning Petrograd factory workers away from the more moder
ate Mensheviks. 26 Much of this gain was probably lost during the war, 
when thousands of experienced workers were shipped to the front and 
when the Bolshevik organization in Petrograd was decimated by arrests. 
Beginning soon after the February revolution, working through institutions 
such as the Bolshevik Military Organization, neighborhood party commit
tees, district soviets, the trade union movement, factory-shop committees, 27 

and other nonparty mass organizations, the Bolsheviks concentrated on in
creasing their influence among military personnel and factory workers. In 
the Petrograd Soviet, at endless rounds of political rallies, and in the pages 
of the mass-circulation party publications Pravda, Soldatskaia pravda, and 
Rabotnitsa28 they trumpeted their programs and articulated what they per
ceived to be the most strongly felt aspirations of the masses. To the 
peasant-soldiers of the garrison, the Bolsheviks proclaimed: If you don't 
want to die at the front, if you don't want the reinstitution of tsarist disci
pline, if you want better living conditions and the redistribution of farmland, 
power must be transferred to the soviets. Of particular interest to workers, 
the Bolsheviks demanded tight soviet control over all phases of the 
economy, higher wages, an eight-hour working day, worker control in the 
factories, and an end to inflation. Heaping blame for unresolved problems 



The Rabotnitsa editorial board. Bottom row, left to right: A. M. Kollontai, L. N. Stahl. Sec
ond row: A. I. Elizarova, V. M. Bonch-Bruevich. Third row: K. I. Nikolaeva, P. F. Kudelli, 
K. N. Samoilova. 

upon "greedy capitalists and landlords," the Bolsheviks raised the ugly 
specter of counterrevolution should the soviets not assume governmental 
authority. 

The results of these efforts were quickly apparent. In February there had 
been about two thousand Bolsheviks in Petrograd. At the opening of the 
April Conference party membership had risen to sixteen thousand. By late 
June it had reached thirty-two thousand, while two thousand garrison sol-
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diers had joined the Bolshevik Military Organization and four thousand 
soldiers had become associated with "Club Pravda," a "nonparty" club for 
military personnel operated by the Military Organization. 29 (The influence 
of the party was particularly strong in several powerful military units quar
tered in working-class districts of the capital and at Kronstadt, where in 
mid-May the local soviet passed a resolution rejecting the authority of the 
Provisional Government.) 

In Petrograd, by late spring, imposing numbers of impatient, 
Bolshevik-influenced workers, soldiers, and sailors, on the one hand, and 
the Provisional Government and moderate socialist leadership of the Soviet, 
on the other, were on a collision course; the former demanded the transfer 
of governmental power to the Soviet, while the latter insisted that such a 
step would invite disaster. This situation was highlighted in early June 
when the Bolshevik Military Organization, spurred on by its restless new 
rank-and-file converts in the garrison, proposed that the party organize an 
antiwar, antigovernment mass protest march during the meetings of the 
First All-Russian Congress of Soviets of Workers' and Soldiers' Deputies 
(the congress met in Petrograd from June 3 to June 24). The party Central 
Committee accepted the proposal and scheduled the demonstration for June 
10. The idea struck a responsive chord. Because the core of the demonstra
tion appeal was opposition to the launching of a new offensive against the 
Germans and Austrians and a call for the transfer of power to the 
SR-Menshevik-controlled Soviet, rather than to the Bolshevik Party itself, 
even nominal supporters of the moderate socialist parties were enticed into 
the movement. 30 

The Congress of Soviets, which had just passed a resolution pledging full 
cooperation and support to the government, viewed the proposed march as 
a repudiation of its policies, which indeed it was, and as a clear-cut threat to 
the coalition. On June 9 congress delegates resolved to take whatever steps 
were necessary to prevent the march; a three-day ban on demonstrations 
was issued, delegates were dispatched to workers' districts and military bar
racks, and maximum pressure was brought to bear on Bolshevik leaders to 
rethink their plans. At the eleventh hour, partly because of this opposition, 
the Bolshevik Central Committee aborted the march. 

The unpopularity of the congress's stand among Petrograd workers and 
soldiers was reflected in an incident that occurred shortly afterward. On 
June 12, alarmed by the apparent restlessness of workers and soldiers in the 
capital and convinced that they would respond to appeals from the majority 
socialists as readily as to those of the Bolsheviks, the Congress of Soviets 
scheduled a mass march of its own for June 18. This demonstration was in
tended to serve as a gesture of conciliation to the Bolsheviks and as a means 
of channeling widespread unrest into the expression of support for the 
congress's policies. Though the Mensheviks and SRs worked feverishly to 
insure the success of the march, their plans backfired. On the appointed 



Members of the Presidium of the First All-Russian Congress of Workers' and Soldiers' Dep
uties. Left to right: M. I. Skobelev, N. S. Chkheidze, G. V. Plekhanov, and I. G. Tsereteli. 

day, the moderate socialist Soviet leadership watched long columns of 
workers and soldiers, representing virtually all of Petrograd's factories and 
military regiments, over 400,000 strong, parade by, holding aloft crimson 
banners bearing the slogans: "Down with the Ten Minister-Capitalists!" 
"Down with the Politics of the Offensive!" "All Power to the Soviets!" The 
sea of Bolshevik banners and placards, all contemporary observers agreed, 
was broken only occasionally by slogans endorsed by the congress. 

This clear indication of the divergence between popular opinion in 
Petrograd and the behavior of the government and the Soviet leadership 
created strains among the moderate socialists; militant left factions began to 
emerge within both the Menshevik and SR organizations. Still, if disen
chantment with the Provisional Government and support for the Bolshevik 
program were already far advanced in the capital, the same was not true in 
most of the provinces and at the front. The probable correlation of forces in 
the country at large was mirrored in the makeup of the First Congress of 
Soviets: in attendance were 5 3 3 registered Mensheviks and SRs, and 105 
Bolsheviks. 31 

In these circumstances, with the moderate socialists stubbornly resisting 
all pressures to create a soviet government, Lenin cautioned his associates 
against deluding themselves that power might be transferred to the soviets 
peacefully. At the same time, he was adamant about keeping a tight reign in 
the short run on politically impatient elements within the Petrograd Bolshe
vik organization and on local workers and soldiers generally, while working 
to expand support for the party's program among peasants in the coun
tryside and soldiers at the front. 

This was by no means a simple task. The party's rapid growth since Feb
ruary had flooded its ranks with militants who knew next to nothing about 
Marxism and who were united by little more than overwhelming impa
tience for immediate revolutionary action. The problem had arisen initially 



The mass demonstration sponsored by the First All-Russian Congress of Soviets on June 18. 
"The sea of Bolshevik banners and placards . . . was broken only occasionally by slogans 
endorsed by the congress." 

in April during the mass protests against Miliukov. Rank-and-file party 
members from garrison regiments and factories undoubtedly helped pro
voke the street demonstrations in the first place, although the Central Com
mittee did not become involved until after the movement was well un
derway; subsequently, the top party leadership endorsed the 
demonstrations. Impulsive elements in the Petrograd party organization and 
in the Bolshevik Military Organization, responsive to their militant constit
uents and fearful of losing ground to the anarchists, took a significantly 
more radical tack; some officials of the Petersburg Committee prepared and 
widely circulated a leaflet appealing, in the party's name, for the immediate 
overthrow of the Provisional Government and the arrest of cabinet minis
ters. 32 Similarly, during preparations for the abortive June 10 demon
stration these same elements had laid plans on their own to seize vital public 
services and munitions stores. 33 

The beginning of the long-anticipated Russian offensive on June 18 com
pounded the problem of controlling unrest in Petrograd. Ordered to the 
front in support of the attack, thousands of garrison soldiers, including 
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many members of the Bolshevik Military Organization, insisted that the 
Provisional Government be overthrown without further delay. 

During the second half of June, Lenin devoted much attention to re
straining those of his followers who were bent on immediate action. 34 At the 
same time he worked on a draft program for the approaching party con
gress, scheduled for July 26. By the end of the month Lenin was exhausted 
from the unaccustomed exertions and strains of the preceding weeks. On 
June 27, accompanied by his sister Maria, he left Petrograd for a few days 
of rest at the country cottage of Vladimir Bonch-Bruevich in the village of 
Neivola, in Finland. There he spent several days relaxing in the summer 
sun and strolling and swimming at a nearby lake. 

This pleasant interlude was interrupted on the early morning of July 4 by 
the news that a mass insurrection had broken out in the capital. The alarm
ing information was conveyed to Lenin by Maximilian Saveliev, who had 
been sent from Petrograd the previous evening on behalf of the Bolshevik 
Central Committee. The situation in the capital was critical, and it was evi
dent that the party was deeply involved. Crucial decisions had to be made. 
Without delay, Lenin caught an early-morning train to Petrograd. 35 
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THE JULY UPRISING 

Still some twenty-five miles from the capital, the mud-spattered, dark 
green carriages of the Finnish railway train wound their way through 

pine- and fir-covered, boulder-strewn hills broken here and there by clus
ters of tidy log cottages. It was the first run of the morning. Seated on hard 
benches smooth from wear, in a dilapidated carriage occupied mainly by 
respectably dressed summer residents of the Finnish countryside commut
ing to work in Petrograd, Lenin, his younger sister Maria, and his comrades 
Bonch-Bruevich, an authority on Russian religious sects who had been ac
tive in the Russian Social Democratic Party from its earliest years, and 
Saveliev, the university-educated son of a minor noble, also a long-time 
party member, talked together animatedly. About nine o'clock the train 
crossed the Sestra River, a narrow, meandering stream that served as a 
boundary between Finland and Russia; minutes later it slowed to a stop at 
the small border station of Beloostrov. 

Up the track a machinist uncoupled the locomotive, which, chugging and 
hissing rhythmically, moved off slowly to take on wood and water. Conver
sation between Lenin and his companions was. interrupted at this point by 
an officious border inspector who popped into their compartment and 
commanded sharply, "Documents! Show your documents! Have them 
ready!" Many years later Bonch-Bruevich recalled his uneasiness as he 
and his friends handed their papers to the waiting inspector. Lenin was 
traveling on his own passport. Would the name "Ulianov" arouse suspicion? 
The inspector stamped all four passports with only a perfunctory glance 
and hurried on. 1 

During the twenty-minute stopover at Beloostrov, Bonch-Bruevich 
rushed off to fetch the morning papers, while Lenin, Saveliev, and Maria 
Ilinichna ordered coffee at the station buffet. Bonch-Bruevich soon returned 
with several late editions, and Lenin pounced on them for news of the 
uprising in Petrograd. Prominent stories in almost all the papers carried 
details of the previous day's events. From all indications it appeared that the 
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movement of armed soldiers and factory workers into the streets had been 
triggered in mid-afternoon by soldiers of the several-thousand-man First 
Machine Gun Regiment. One or two machine gunners had been dispatched 
to each major factory and military unit, where, more often than not, their 
appeals for insurrection had been greeted with enthusiasm. By early eve
ning upper-class citizens had disappeared from downtown streets, and 
thousands of soldiers in full battle dress and workers carrying banners, 
many of the latter accompanied by their families, were demonstrating out
side the Mariinsky and Taurida palaces, headquarters of the Provisional 
Government and the Soviet respectively, demanding the transfer of power 
to the Soviet. According to these accounts, large groups of rebelling work
ers and soldiers had gone out of their way to parade past Bolshevik head
quarters in the Kshesinskaia mansion, a sign of Bolshevik involvement in 
preparation of the uprising and of the authority of the party among the 
Petrograd masses. 

Insurgents in motorcars commandeered on the streets and in military 
trucks bristling with machine guns and decorated with red banners had 
been observed weaving about the city all evening unhindered. There were 
numerous reports of random rifle and machine gun fire in widely scattered 
areas; the extent of casualties was as yet unknown. At rail stations long lines 
of alarmed, well-dressed Petrograders queued up for tickets and prepared to 
leave the city. With the consent of the guards on duty, insurgent forces had 
taken control of the psychologically and strategically important Peter and 
Paul Fortress. According to last-minute dispatches, a group of rebel soldiers 
had made an unsuccessful attempt to capture War Minister Kerensky. In 
addition, the left appeared to have secured a major victory in the Workers' 
Section of the Petrograd Soviet, which on the previous evening had broken 
with the leadership of the central Soviet organs by endorsing the idea of 
transferring power to the soviets and forming a commission to help give the 
mass movement a peaceful and organized character. 2 

At the start of the trouble the government and the Soviet had appealed to 
soldiers and workers not to go into the streets; after it was clear that this 
effort had failed, the commander of the Petrograd Military District, Gen
eral Petr Polovtsev, a youthful but tough and already much decorated 
cavalry officer, had urgently called on units of the garrison to restore order 
in the streets. However, troops not participating in the uprising were ignor
ing his directives. Late in the evening Polovtsev had published a ban on 
further demonstrations of any kind. Meanwhile, both the cabinet and the 
All-Russian Executive Committees had been meeting in emergency session 
on and off throughout the night in connection with the expanding crisis. 

In these early reports there was little consensus about what had sparked 
the uprising. One of the day's featured stories was that several Kadets had 
resigned from the cabinet because of differences with socialist ministers 
over government policy toward the Ukraine. 3 Some observers took it for 
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granted that the developing insurrection was directly related to the apparent 
breakup of the coalition. Thus a correspondent for the Kadet newspaper 
Rech' suggested that the latter development had provided the opportunity 
for soldiers in a few military regiments and workers in some factories to 
demonstrate their preference for the transfer of "all power to the soviets. "4 

Other observers attributed the disruptions to dissatisfaction among garrison 
troops with brutal measures adopted by military authorities to deal with 
front-line units that refused to advance against the enemy. 5 

Despite differences as to the precise issue that had triggered the move
ment to overthrow the government, virtually all commentators seemed 
agreed that the Bolsheviks, more than any other political group, were to 
blame for the trouble. A writer for Izvestiia, the newspaper of the Central 
Executive Committee and the Petrograd Soviet, concluded that a part of the 
Petrograd proletariat and garrison had come into the streets with arms in 
hand under the influence of "totally irresponsible Bolshevik agitation." In 
his view, the Bolsheviks were attempting to make use of genuine dissatisfac
tion and unrest among the proletarian and soldier masses for their own 
purposes. 6 An editorial in Birzhevye vedomosti, a nonparty liberal daily, put 
the matter more directly. "What is this?" queried the writer rhetorically. 
"The realization of the unfulfilled Bolshevik lust of June 10? An armed 
uprising against the Provisional Government and the majority of the or
ganized democracy?" 7 Years later Bonch-Bruevich recalled that during the 
trip back to Petrograd Lenin was alarmed most of all by the fury toward the 
Bolsheviks that was sharply reflected in the July 4 papers. 8 

The third warning bell, announcing the train's impending departure, in
terrupted Lenin's thoughts. Gulping his coffee and grabbing up the papers, 
he bounded after his associates, who were hurrying back to their compart
ment. Once again settled in his seat, Lenin fell silent, absorbing the rest of 
the day's important news. 

On this summer morning the papers reported more than the usual upset 
over the increasingly critical shortages of food and fuel. On July 2 the 
minister of food supply, Peshekhonov, had summoned representatives of 
the Central Petrograd Food Supply Board so that they could be apprised of 
the growing emergency. The report of a board staff member spelled out 
the dimensions of the existing food supply breakdown in the Petrograd 
area. It revealed that even with a reduction in rations, grain reserves would 
barely last until September. The Food Supply Board had recently pur
chased 100,000 poods (a pood equals thirty-six pounds) ofrice in Vladivostok, 
but deliveries to Petrograd were delayed by shipping difficulties. Milk de
liveries had fallen sharply, largely because of currency problems with Fin
land, Petrograd's main source of dairy products. Supplies of feed grain and 
hay reaching Petrograd were a scant third of the necessary minimum. De
liveries of eggs and vegetables were also sharply reduced, in part because 
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authorities in several provinces were not permitting outbound shipments. 9 

There was news that the Committee on Fuel Supply had dispatched an 
emergency report to the mayor of Petrograd characterizing the situation 
with regard to wood supplies as catastrophic. The report placed the blame 
for this shortage on disruptions on rail lines, the overload of the Petrograd 
rail head, and difficulties with river transport caused by labor problems and 
by bad weather. It implied that unless immediate measures to eliminate 
supply and distribution problems for wood were undertaken, increasing 
numbers of plants and factories would be forced to shut down for lack of 
fuel. 10 A related report indicated that the growing fuel emergency had im
pelled officials of the Moscow Stock Exchange to forward an urgent 
memorandum to the Ministry of Trade and Industry in Petrograd. The 
stock exchange officials warned that the shutdown of many factories in the 
course of the summer because of lack of fuel and raw materials was already 
certain. These officials strongly supported factory owners who insisted on 
their financial inability to keep on the payroll the many thousands of em
ployees who would soon be forced out of work. In addition, they predicted 
that massive labor unrest in major industrial areas was inevitable unless the 
government mobilized unemployed workers for jobs in agriculture and pro
vided adequate relief benefits. The memorandum urged that the govern
ment inform the public of the nature and causes of the developing situation 
so that laid-off workers would not hold factory owners responsible for their 
situation. 11 

The main government committees charged with organizing elections to 
the Constituent Assembly and preparing a land reform program for its 
adoption were continuing their deliberations. The previous day the Elec
tions Committee had spent many hours debating how members of the 
armed forces would be represented in the assembly. Meanwhile, the Land 
Reform Committee heard reports from representatives of local land commit
tees on developments in the provinces. The delegate from Penza Province 
reported that local peasants were putting the principle of socialization of the 
land into practice spontaneously by seizing and dividing up land according 
to a labor norm. Efforts by authorities to protect private property were 
useless, he maintained. No official would dare take action against the peas
ants for fear of reprisal. A representative from Poltava Province declared 
that the peasants were demanding socialization of the land and were await
ing the implementation of this action through proper legislative procedures. 
"It is clear to me," he went on, "that to avoid land seizures it is necessary 
for the government to prepare laws on the leasing of land, the prohibition of 
land purchases and sales, and the conservation of forests. Any delay in the 
publication of such regulations will make peasants apprehensive that land 
reform will never come." A speaker from the Don Region declared that the 
population of his area was demanding the expropriation of private landhold
ings without compensation. The Petrograd Soviet's representative on the 
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committee berated the Provisional Government for allowing individual 
ministries to pursue directly conflicting policies in the countryside. He was 
particularly critical of the Ministry of the Interior, which, he said, con
demned as criminal and anarchical every action taken by the local land 
reform committees, set up by the Ministry of Agriculture. 12 

It was reported that a day-long strike of Petrograd lumber workers had 
been settled. Postal and telegraph workers, however, threatened a walkout 
beginning at 8:00 P.M. on July 4. Clerks and loaders at the main post office 
were already refusing to work or to allow postmen to make deliveries as the 
result of a dispute over fringe benefits and a monthly pay raise. At the same 
time, employees of hotels and rooming houses had joined a citywide wait
ers' strike. Like the waiters, they were calling for an end to hourly wages 
and demanding instead compensation based on a percentage of revenue in 
addition to their regular base salary. In the face of the walkout some res
taurant owners were inviting their customers into the kitchen to serve 
themselves. 13 

The major news item from abroad was that in Berlin, Bethmann-Holweg 
had resigned as chancellor and had been replaced by George Michaelis. 14 

Because of the former chancellor's apparent readiness to entertain the possi
bility of a negotiated compromise peace, German annexationist and military 
circles had for many months been applying pressure on Bethmann-Holweg 
to give up his post; his ultimate departure and the appointment of 
Michaelis, a nonentity selected by General Ludendorff, were striking indi
cations of the military high command's decisive hold over German politics. 

From Dvinsk came a detailed account of a visit to the northern front on 
July 1 and 2 by Minister of Labor Skobelev and Vladimir Lebedev, acting 
naval minister. 15 The two were hastily dispatched to the front in the wake 
of reports that sizable numbers of Fifth Army troops were refusing to obey 
their commanders' orders and remained adamantly opposed to engaging the 
enemy. This was the period between the start of the long-awaited and 
loudly trumpeted Kerensky offensive, launched on June 18, and the deci
sive German counterattack, begun on July 6. The main thrust of the initial 
Russian attack had taken place on the southwestern front. At first it had 
been modestly successful. (When word of the Russian advance reached Pet
rograd, the nationalist press was jubilant.) Yet within days the demoralized 
condition of the army at the front became evident, as units that had been 
persuaded to move into the attack at its start now refused to fight further. 
By July 4 even the inflated official military dispatches could not hide the 
fact that the initial breakthrough had bogged down and that Russian forces, 
under attack everywhere, were suffering heavy losses. 

On the northern front, the advance was not due to begin until July 8. A 
few miles from the front lines, as bands blared, soldiers lined up smartly for 
review and roared their approval as Skobelev trooped the line. Many of 
these soldiers had seen action and been wounded in earlier campaigns. 
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Since the February revolution they had been reading Pravda, Soldatskaia 
pravda, Okopnaia pravda, 16 and the countless other revolutionary antiwar 
publications with which the Bolsheviks had inundated the battle zones; by 
now they were preoccupied with thoughts of peace and land and a more 
equitable political and social order. The objectives of the war were incom
prehensible to most of the soldiers, and they were angered by the knowl
edge that while the Soviet was trying to arrange a just peace, the govern
ment was preparing to launch a new offensive. As a result, the soldiers' 
antagonism toward their officers mounted sharply. Some units were even 
becoming distrustful of their own elected committees, which, dominated by 
Mensheviks and SRs, by and large supported the government's military 
policies. Nevertheless, while their generals beamed encouragement, the 
ranks cheered Skobelev. He implored them to give their all for a free Rus
sia, and they responded: "Right you are! We are ready to die for liberty! 
We will do our duty to the end!" The soldiers waved banners bearing the 
slogans "To the Attack!" and "Down with Cowards!" A group hoisted 
Lebedev and Skobelev to their shoulders and conveyed them to their 
motorcar. Yet barely a week later, when the order to attack was given, the 
same soldiers would throw down their weapons and stumble pell-mell from 
the battlefield. 

The train carrying Lenin and his companions began slowing down. At 
the northernmost outskirts of Petrograd it passed the lush gardens of the 
Forestry Institute and crossed Sampsonevsky Prospect, which ran south
ward through the Vyborg District, Petrograd's large industrial ghetto. The 
crowded, soot-blackened factories, grimy, vermin-infested, multilevel bar
racks, and rundown workers' shanties that the train was now passing had 
provided fertile ground for the spread of revolutionary ideas during the first 
great spurt of Russian industrial development in the last decades of the 
tsarist regime. Embittered students from the Forestry Institute had joined 
their fellows at St. Petersburg University in the outburst of student unrest 
that had shaken the Russian government at the end of the 1890s, and they 
were to be found alongside industrial workers manning the barricades in 
1905, July 1914, and February 1917. In October 1905 police had directed a 
hail of bullets at a crowd of workers demonstrating near the southern end of 
Sampsonevsky Prospect, at the corner of Botkinskaia Street. Just a short 
distance away, separated by narrow, muddy, refuse-ridden alleys, were 
three of Petrograd's larger factories-the Erikson, Novyi Lessner, and 
Russkii Reno plants. Major political strikes had taken place at the Erikson 
telephone and electrical factory in 1905, 1912, 1914, and 1916. In 1913 the 
N ovyi Lessner machine factory had been the scene of one of the longest and 
most famous strikes in Russian labor history, lasting 102 days. A pitched 
battle between Reno auto factory workers and soldiers and the police in 
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October 1916 was one of the first signs of the impending storm that culmi
nated a few months later in the fall of the tsar. Now, as Lenin's train moved 
sluggishly past and drew to a noisy stop at the Finland Station, all three 
factories were again shut down. Workers from the Reno, Erikson, and 
Novyi Lessner plants had been among the first to take to the streets the day 
before. ' 

As Lenin strode from the train, the scene at the Finland Station was very 
different from the one which had greeted him in April. Then, returning 
from exile, he had been met by crowds of workers and soldiers. There had 
been banners and flowers, a band, and an honor guard of sailors. Even the 
leadership of the Soviet had made its appearance; Nikolai Chkheidze, 
chairman of the Petrograd Soviet, had been among those welcoming Lenin 
in what formerly had been the imperial waiting room. On that occasion 
Lenin had driven to Bolshevik headquarters perched atop an armored car, 
accompanied by an imposing procession of party functionaries, workers, 
and soldiers. Now, as Bonch-Bruevich hastened off in search of a taxi, there 
were no bands or welcoming speeches. An acrid odor of steam, stale food, 
and sweat permeated the humid summer air. Porters hustled about their 
tasks. From a booth draped in bunting, an elderly matron with pince-nez 
gesticulated wildly as she exhorted passersby: "Support our revolutionary 
soldiers! Sign your liberty loan pledges here!" On the square outside, 
throngs of workers and soldiers milled about, preparing to renew their de
mands for immediate peace and the transfer of power to the soviets. 

During the more than two hundred years since its founding by Peter the 
Great, the Russian imperial capital, like prerevolutionary Paris, had become 
divided into sharply defined socioeconomic districts. Generally speaking, 
the central sections of the city, encompassing the southern parts of Vasi
lievsky Island and the "Petersburg side" on the right bank of the Neva, and 
much of the left bank extending from the river to the Obvodny Canal, 
were the domain of the upper and middle classes, while most factory work
ers lived and worked in the outer industrial districts. The central sections 
boasted the luxurious rococo and neoclassical palaces of the royal family 
and high aristocracy, the massive edifices that served as headquarters for 
imperial officialdom, the imposing Isaac and Kazan cathedrals, and the gran
ite river and canal embankments which together made Petrograd one of 
Europe's most beautiful capitals. Here, too, were centers of Russian culture 
such as the Royal Mariinsky Theater, home of the opera and the famed 
imperial ballet; the Royal Alexandrinsky Theater, where the best in Euro
pean drama and comedy alternated with the classics of Gogol, Turgenev, 
and Tolstoy; and the Petersburg Conservatory, on whose stage the most 
accomplished musicians of the time performed. Also located in this central 
area on the left bank of the Neva were the capital's banks, offices, and 
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better residential neighborhoods, which changed in character as one went 
further from the Admiralty-the hub of the city-from aristocratic palaces 
through professional apartment houses to the tenements of the lower middle 
class. Originating at the Admiralty and dominated by its needle spire was 
Nevsky Prospect, Petrograd's broadest and finest avenue, with the city's 
most fashionable shops, while across the Neva, to the north, the embank
ment at the eastern end of Vasilievsky Island was lined by the distinctive 
buildings of St. Petersburg University, the Russian Academy of Sciences, 
and the Academy of Fine Arts, three symbols of Russian intellectual and 
artistic achievement, and by the columned fa~ade of the Stock Exchange. 

The major factories of Petrograd were located in the districts surrounding 
this central area-in the Narva, Moscow, and Alexander Nevsky districts 
on the left bank of the Neva, and in the more remote areas of V asilievsky 
Island and the Okhta and Vyborg districts on its right bank. 

On the Petersburg side, surrounded by a formal garden and protected by 
a high, ornate, wrought-iron fence, was the spacious and elegant Kshesin
skaia mansion, the former residence of Mathilde Kshesinskaia, prima bal
lerina of the Mariinsky Ballet and reputed to have been the mistress of Tsar 
Nicholas II. Kshesinskaia had fled the mansion during the February days, 
after which it had been taken over by soldiers of an armored car division 
quartered nearby. In early March, the Bolsheviks, then operating out of 
two cramped rooms in the attic of the Central Labor Exchange, requested 
and received permission from the soldiers to make the building their 
headquarters. 17 In short order, the Central Committee, the Petersburg 
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Committee, and the Bolshevik Military Organization were comfortably es
tablished in different parts of the mansion. 

From the Bolsheviks' point of view, the Kshesinskaia mansion was ideally 
situated. A stone's throw from the Peter and Paul Fortress and the Cirque 
Moderne, a cavernous concert and assembly hall now the scene of frequent 
political rallies, it was also close to many military barracks as well as to the 
teeming factories in the Vyborg District. The move to the Kshesinskaia 
mansion coincided with the party's spurt in membership and popularity 
following the February revolution. The new headquarters, over which flew 
the red standard of the Central Committee, soon became a magnet for dis
gruntled workers, soldiers, and sailors. The mansion's spacious basement 
housed the Military Organization's Club Pravda, while the grounds out
side the building became the scene of round-the-clock rallies. Each day 
from early morning until late at night, Sergei Bagdatiev, 18 or Moisei 
Volodarsky, 19 or another of the party's more popular agitators could be 
seen atop a rostrum overlooking the street haranguing crowds of passersby. 
Approximately once a week, elected representatives of party committees in 
the various districts of the capital assembled at the Kshesinskaia mansion 
for business meetings. It was to a stunned late-night gathering of some 
three hundred party leaders in the ornate, white-columned drawing room 
that Lenin had first personally outlined his new program upon his return to 
Petrograd on the night of April 3. Several weeks later the mansion was the 
meeting-place for the Bolsheviks' April Conference. 

Not everyone was quite as pleased by this arrangement as were the Bol
sheviks. By late spring, Kshesinskaia was determined to get her house back, 
evidently more for the purpose of expelling the Bolsheviks than out of any 
desire to return to it herself. In late April and May she badgered both the 
government and the Petrograd Soviet about evicting the Bolsheviks, and 
ultimately she took the matter to court. Subsequently, a justice of the peace 
had given the party twenty days to vacate the mansion, 20 but the Bol
sheviks on various pretexts had delayed the move. It was to this beehive of 
radicalism that many of the demonstrating soldiers and workers came on 
the evening of July 3. While thousands of marchers chanting "All Power to 
the Soviets!" waited impatiently for instructions, party leaders from the 
Military Organization and the Petersburg Committee, gathered in the 
mansion's master bedroom, debated what action to take and ultimately 
agreed to support openly and lead the movement on the streets. 

Lenin hastened to the Kshesinskaia mansion around midday on July 4. 
He had hardly been briefed on the latest events when some ten thousand 
Bolshevik-led sailors from Kronstadt, most of them armed and battle
hungry, surrounded the building, demanding his appearance. At first Lenin 
declined, asserting that his refusal to appear would express his opposition to 
the demonstration. But at the insistence of Kronstadt Bolshevik leaders, he 
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ultimately acquiesced. As he stepped out on the second-floor balcony to 
address the sailors, he grumbled to some Military Organization officials, 
"You should be thrashed for this!"21 

Lenin's ambivalent comments on this occasion reflected his dilemma. He 
voiced a few words of greeting, expressed certainty that the slogan "All 
Power to the Soviets" would triumph in the end, and concluded by appeal
ing to the sailors for self-restraint, determination, and vigilance. Years later 
one of Lenin's listeners recalled that for many of the sailors, Lenin's em
phasis on the necessity of a peaceful demonstration was unexpected. 
Anarchists among them and some Bolsheviks as well were unable to see 
how a column of armed men, eager for battle, could restrict itself to an 
armed demonstration. 22 

Lenin now found himself in an untenable situation. The previous day's 
developments had reconfirmed that among workers and soldiers in the capi
tal, the Provisional Government had little support. The Soviet leadership, 
however, was still determined not to yield to mass pressure. Majority 
socialists remained convinced that neither the provincial population nor the 
army at the front would support a transfer of power to the soviets, and that 
in any case it was necessary for "all the vital forces of the country" to work 
together in the interest of the war effort and the survival of the revolution. 
They feared that by breaking with the liberals and the business and indus
trial circles who supported them they would run the risk of weakening the 
war effort and enhancing the likelihood of a successful counterrevolution. 

Because of the Soviet's refusal to take power, the slogan "All Power to 
the Soviets" was, at least for the time being, tactically bankrupt from the 
Bolsheviks' point of view. The choice now facing the party was whether to 
attempt to seize power by force or to mount an effort to end the demonstra
tions. In weighing these alternatives Lenin considered the potential reaction 
of the provinces and the front to be of decisive importance. In this regard 
the situation was no doubt fluid and unclear, but the immediate indications 
were not very promising. Bolshevik support continued to be weak among 
the peasantry, while many soldiers were still loyal to the Soviet leadership. 

On the afternoon of July 4 the extent of support for direct revolutionary 
action in the capital itself was by no means certain. The Kronstadt sailors 
were present in force and spoiling for a fight-en route from the Kshesin
skaia mansion to the Taurida Palace they engaged in a confused gun battle 
with snipers firing from upper-story windows and rooftops on Nevsky 
Prospect, and broke into scores of houses and apartments, terrorizing the 
occupants. But some of the troops who had participated in the demonstra
tions the previous evening had already wearied of the event, while other 
garrison units still refused to take sides. Moreover, the possibility of the 
Bolsheviks seizing power independently of and in opposition to the Soviet 
had never been presented to the workers and soldiers; indeed, while there is 



July 4, 1917 in Petrograd. Demonstrators on Nevsky Prospect scatter in confusion after being 
fired upon. 

evidence that this contingency had been considered by a few top party offi
cials before July (specifically by Lenin and by leaders of the Bolshevik Mili
tary Organization), 23 it had not been discussed within the party leadership 
generally. So the potential reaction to a call to battle even of many Bol
shevik leaders, not to speak of their followers, was impossible to gauge. 

All this suggested the advisability of a quick retreat. Yet that alternative 
also had drawbacks. The party was already compromised. The Bolsheviks' 
program and agitational work had obviously helped inspire the street 
movement. Banners carried by the demonstrators bore Bolshevik slogans. 
Pressured by its garrison converts, the Bolshevik Military Organization, 
without authorization from the Central Committee, had helped organize the 
movement in the first place. To be sure, on the afternoon of July 3 the 
Central Committee had made genuine attempts to hold back the movement. 
However, only a few hours later, with the demonstration already in prog
ress, the leadership of the Military Organization and the Petersburg Com
mittee, followed belatedly by the Central Committee, had reversed the 
party's earlier stand and publicly endorsed the demonstrations. Subse
quently the Military Organization took full control of the movement and 
began mobilizing the most formidable and broadest possible military sup
port. The organization had, among other things, summoned reinforcements 
from the front, dispatched armored cars to seize key posts and bridges, and 
sent a company of soldiers to occupy the Peter and Paul Fortress. 24 
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There is no published record of the deliberations of the Bolshevik leader
ship on July 4; given the circumstances, it is doubtful that any record was 
kept. Mikhail Kalinin, a ranking Bolshevik participant, later recalled that at 
this point Lenin's mind was open on the question of whether the movement 
in the streets was the beginning of the seizure of power; Lenin did not 
exclude the possibility of throwing regiments into battle in favorable cir
cumstances or, alternatively, of ultimately retreating with as few losses as 
possible. 25 As he pondered how the party might extricate itself from its 
exposed position, Lenin almost certainly received conflicting advice. Right 
Bolsheviks on the Central Committee, in view of their tactical stance on the 
development of the revolution and their opposition to measures risking a 
decisive rupture with the moderate socialists, must have been strongly op
posed to seizing power in defiance of the All-Russian Executive 
Committees. 26 

Other authoritative figures who probably appealed for caution on this 
occasion were Trotsky and Grigorii Zinoviev. Among associates in the 
party, the curly-haired, pudgy Zinoviev, the son of a Jewish dairyman, was 
known primarily for his talents as a writer and party organizer. During the 
decade before the revolution, Zinoviev was probably Lenin's closest assis
tant and political confidant. Zinoviev returned to Russia with Lenin in 
April 1917 and subsequently became an editor of Pravda and a prominent 
member of the Bolshevik fraction in the Petrograd Soviet. Thirty-four years 
old in 1917, Zinoviev was often given to alternate fits of elation and depres
sion. An internationalist on the war issue and receptive in theory to the 
possibility of an early socialist revolution in Russia, in political behavior 
Zinoviev nonetheless tended to be vastly more cautious than Lenin. In early 
June, for example, he firmly opposed the organization of a mass demonstra
tion on the grounds that such action would herald a new stage in the revolu
tion for which the Bolsheviks were unprepared. At the afternoon Central 
Committee meeting on July 3, both Zinoviev and Trotsky supported the 
demands of Kamenev and others that the party mobilize its forces to restrain 
the masses. At a subsequent meeting of party officials late that night, after 
assuring themselves that there was nothing the Bolsheviks could do to pre
vent a continuation of the protest the next day, Zinoviev and Trotsky took 
the side of those who argued that the party should endorse and control the 
movement. At the same time, they were adamant in their insistence that 
the demonstrations be peaceful. 27 

Some of the Petersburg Committee members who had favored applying 
pressure on the All-Russian Executive Committees in the past were proba
bly cool to the idea of escalating the action on July 4. In June the volatile 
Volodarsky, for one, had supported the organization of mass demonstrations 
as a means of disrupting the war effort, of retaining the loyalty of the in
creasingly impatient working-class population, and, if possible, of forcing 
the majority socialists to form an all-socialist government. In Volodarsky's 
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view, the best interests of the revolution demanded the creation of a soviet 
government in which a broad coalition of left socialist groups would work 
together. As an active member of the Petrograd Soviet with close ties to 
both workers and soldiers, however, Volodarsky was keenly aware of the 
loyalty of those groups to the Soviet; he would not have advocated over
throwing the Provisional Government against the will of the Soviet leader
ship. 

Among the Petrograd Bolsheviks there were also militants who on the 
afternoon of July 4 probably argued for decisive military action. One of the 
most influential of these ultraradical local leaders was the Latvian Martin 
Latsis, representative of the powerful Vyborg District Bolshevik organiza
tion. In the course of preparations for the abortive June 10 demonstration 
Latsis had taken steps to insure that the marchers would be fully armed; 
along with the Central Committee's equally aggressive Ivar Smilga, a 
Lithuanian, Latsis had urged that the party be ready to "seize railroad sta
tions, arsenals, banks, the post office, and telegraph. "28 During the period 
of rising unrest on the eve of the July days, he was critical of the party for 
playing the role of "fireman" among the masses, and on the night of July 3, 
after the uprising had begun he objected to the Central Committee's deter
mination to avoid decisive confrontation with the government. 

Top Military Organization figures, among them Nikolai Podvoisky and 
Vladimir Nevsky, both long-time Bolsheviks, were similarly inclined. A 
veteran of street combat against government authorities in 1905, Podvoisky, 
thirty-seven years old in 1917, had the reputation of an ultraradical. In the 
days immediately after the overthrow of the tsar, Podvoisky reportedly was 
the first to declare that "the revolution is not over; it is just beginning." 
Nevsky, from Rostov-on-the-Don, had at one time been a brilliant student 
in the Natural Sciences Faculty at Moscow University (in the 1920s he 
would distinguish himself as an historian of the Russian revolutionary 
movement). Along with Podvoisky, he had been active in the earliest Bol
shevik fighting squads and military organizations. In memoirs relating to his 
activity in 191 7, Nevsky invariably boasted about the independence and 
radicalism of the Military Organization leadership at this time and about its 
active involvement in the organization of the July uprising. According to 
him, on July 4 Military Organization leaders waited for a signal from the 
Central Committee "to carry the affair to its conclusion. "29 

Several hours after Lenin's return to Petrograd, word reached the 
Kshesinskaia mansion of two new factors that were ultimately of decisive 
importance. First, it was learned that the helplessness of the government, 
the unwillingness of garrison units to come to the rescue of the government 
or the Soviet, the threat posed by the arrival of the Kronstadt sailors at the 
Taurida Palace, and expanding anarchy and bloodshed in the streets had 
impelled the All-Russian Executive Committees to call for troops from the 
front to reestablish order. In response to this appeal Menshevik and SR-
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controlled army committees on the northern front were already forming 
composite detachments for immediate dispatch to the capital. Second, word 
was leaked to the Bolsheviks that high-level government officials were at
tempting to mobilize garrison troops against the Bolsheviks by accusing 
Lenin of having organized the July uprising at the behest of enemy Ger
many. 

The charge that Lenin was a German agent was not new. The rightist 
press had been leveling such accusations since his return to Russia through 
Germany. (Lenin's known opposition to the war effort made him particu
larly vulnerable to this charge.) Apparently the Provisional Government 
had begun investigating the possibility of Bolshevik collusion with the 
enemy in late April after a German agent, one Lieutenant Ermolenko, had 
turned himself in to the Russian General Staff and had alleged in the course 
of interrogation that Lenin was one of many German agents then operating 
in Russia. This occurred about the time of the April crisis, just when the 
Bolsheviks were becoming a serious nuisance to the Provisional Govern
ment. Members of the cabinet were inclined, quite likely, to believe these 
allegations; in any case, the prospect of discrediting the Bolsheviks in the 
eyes of the masses had great appeal. And so three cabinet members 
-Kerensky, Nekrasov, and Tereshchenk~were assigned to facilitate the 
inquiry. Several intelligence agencies in Petrograd and at the front became 
involved; indeed a special counterespionage bureau attached to the Petro
grad Military District seems to have devoted most of its attention to building 
a case against the Bolsheviks. Among other things, this agency monitored 
the party's communications and kept its leaders under surveillance, all with 
the enthusiastic support of the minister of justice, Pavel Pereverzev. Only 
the counterespionage bureau, he is reported to have declared, could save 
Russia. 30 

It is now known that during World War I the Germans expended a sub
stantial sum for the purpose of disrupting Russian internal affairs and that a 
portion of this money was funneled to the Bolsheviks. 31 Relevant sources 
suggest, however, that most Bolshevik leaders, not to speak of the party's 
rank and file, were unaware of these subventions. While Lenin seems to 
have known of the German money there is no evidence that his policies or 
those of the party were in any way influenced by it. 32 Ultimately, this aid 
did not significantly affect the outcome of the revolution. As for the July 
events, the charge that the uprising was instigated by Lenin in cooperation 
with the Germans was obviously groundless; from mid-June on, as we have 
seen, Lenin had worked with energy to prevent an insurrection from break
ing out. 

At the time of the July days the official investigation of Lenin's German 
connections, such as they were, was incomplete. But with the government 
apparently on the verge of being overthrown, officials of the counterespio
nage bureau decided to act with all deliberate speed. They concocted a plan 
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to use the bits and pieces of incriminating evidence already collected to 
convince representatives of previously neutral garrison units not only that 
the Bolsheviks were recipients of German funds, but also that the street 
demonstrations were being directed by the Germans. If the plan worked, 
they reasoned, garrison units would provide the troops necessary to defend 
the government, restore order, and arrest the Bolsheviks. The scheme was 
presented to Pereverzev, and he gave it his approval. Defending his deci
sion several days later, the minister of justice explained: "I felt that releas
ing this information would generate a mood in the garrison that would 
make continued neutrality impossible. I had a choice between a proposed 
definite elucidation of the whole of this grand crime's roots and threads by 
some unspecified date or the immediate putting down of a rebellion that 
threatened the overturn the government. "33 

Thus, late on July 4 the counterespionage bureau invited representatives 
of several garrison regiments to General Staff headquarters, where they 
were briefed on the case against Lenin. All witnesses agreed that these rep
resentatives were genuinely shocked by the disclosures; for their part, 
officials of the bureau were so encouraged by the apparent potency of their 
case that they decided to make portions of the evidence available to the 
press. Because officials of the counterespionage bureau were concerned that 
accusations against Lenin coming directly from a government agency would 
be suspect, two "outraged citizens"-Grigorii Aleksinsky, a former Bol
shevik representative in the Duma, and V. Pankratov, an SR-were hastily 
recruited to prepare a statement on the charges for immediate circulation to 
newspapers. 34 

It should be emphasized that the actions of the counterespionage bureau, 
the minister of justice, and later Aleksinsky and Pankratov were taken 
without the sanction of the full cabinet. As it turned out, at the time of the 
July uprising ministers Nekrasov, Tereshchenko, and Lvov felt strongly 
that while the Bolsheviks were indeed receiving money from the Germans, 
the evidence against Lenin then in the hands of the government was incon
clusive, and that premature disclosure would prevent any possibility of ever 
substantiating it. 35 During the evening of July 4 Lvov had personally ap
pealed to all newspapers to withhold publication of the charges against 
Lenin. 36 Of course, the information already passed to regimental represen
tatives could not be prevented from spreading throughout the garrison. And 
the impact of the disseminated charges, together with rumors of massive 
troop movements from the front, was decisive. At l :00 A. M., July 5, previ
ously neutral regiments began marching to the Taurida Palace, where the 
All-Russian Executive Committees were in session, to proclaim their loy
alty to the Soviet and the government. The immediate crisis having passed, 
the Executive Committees quickly adopted a resolution pledging support to 
what remained of the Provisional Government. The resolution also called 
for the convocation in two weeks of a meeting with representatives of pro-
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vincial soviets for the purpose of reaching a final decision regarding the 
composition of a future cabinet and the question of establishing a soviet 
government. 37 

These developments late on July 4-that is, the dispatch of loyal troops 
from the front and the abrupt shift in the mood of a number of garrison 
regiments-were, of course, fully as damaging for the Bolshevik cause as 
they were providential for the Provisional Government. By late evening, 
the effect of both factors on the mood of previously passive garrison units 
was already becoming apparent. In these circumstances there wasn't time 
even to gauge the mood of the provinces. At two or three o'clock in the 
morning, July 5, a gathering of Central Committee members took stock of 
the developing situation and resolved to call on workers and soldiers to 
terminate the street demonstrations. 

The party's retreat was made public in an unobtrusive back-page an
nouncement in Pravda on July 5. "It has been decided to end the demon
strations," the announcement explained, "because the goal of presenting the 
slogans of the leading elements of the working class and the army has been 
achieved." This explanation was transparently false; the goal of the radical 
elements in the Petrograd garrison and of the Bolshevik extremists who had 
triggered the July uprising in the first place had been the overthrow of the 
Provisional Government. In belatedly supporting the movement, most 
party leaders probably held out the hope that the pressure of the streets 
would be enough to force the All-Russian Executive Committees to take 
power into their own hands. As it turned out, neither the extremists' aims 
nor the more limited hopes of party moderates were realized. The impatient 
workers, soldiers, and sailors of Petrograd who until now had flocked be
hind the Bolsheviks emerged from the July experience compromised and, 
temporarily at least, demoralized. At the same time the resolve of the gov
ernment, of all moderate and conservative political groups, and of the well
to-do classes generally, to restore order at whatever cost and to have done 
with extremists once and for all was greatly intensified. Whether this defeat 
for the left would be decisive remained to be seen. In the meantime, iso
lated and exposed, the Bolsheviks were forced to turn to the unenviable task 
of somehow explaining their role in the unsuccessful insurrection, defend
ing themselves against treason charges, and generally protecting themselves 
from the inevitable onslaught of reaction. 



THE BOLSHEVIKS 
UNDER FIRE 

The attack on the Bolshevik Party in the wake of the July days was 
launched by Zhivoe slovo, a reactionary, scandalmongering boulevard 

newspaper aptly characterized by Lenin as a "yellow, base, dirty little 
rag." 1 Zhivoe slovo stood for law, order, and strong rule at home, and unre
lenting war to total victory against the Central Powers. It regarded as 
archenemies socialists generally and the extremist Bolsheviks in particular. 
One can easily imagine with what glee Zhivoe slovo's editors received the 
Aleksinsky-Pankratov charges on the evening of July 4. Interpreting subse
quent efforts by Prince Lvov and others to delay their publication as proof 
that radicals in the highest levels of government were part of the nefarious 
plot to sell out Russia to the foreign foe, they published the sensational 
statement in full on the morning of July 5, prefaced by a front-page banner 
headline: "Lenin, Ganetsky, and Kozlovsky German Spies!" (lakov 
Ganetsky and Mechislav Kozlovsky were Bolsheviks through whom Ger
man money had allegedly been funneled to the party.) 

The Bolsheviks promptly protested. A short note in Pravda on July 5, 
written even before Zhivoe slovo reached the streets, warned readers that 
hostile circles might be planning a campaign to slander the Bolshevik lead
ership. Immediately after the appearance of the Aleksinsky-Pankratov 
statement, Lenin dashed off several scathing newspaper essays vehemently 
denying the charges against him and attempting to rebut them. 2 Simulta
neously, other top Bolshevik leaders implored Soviet officials to protect them 
from being crucified by the press. In response, the Central Executive 
Committee issued an appeal urging the public to refrain from commenting 
on the accusations against the Bolsheviks until a special committee of in
quiry to be set up by the Soviet had had time to conduct a thorough 
investigation. 3 Once Zhivoe slovo had opened the floodgates, however, 
neither the protests of the Bolsheviks nor the entreaties of Soviet leaders 
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Cartoon from Petrogradskaia 
gazeta, July 7, 1917, labeled "A 
High Post for the Leaders of the 
Rebellion." The caption reads: 
"Lenin wants a high post? . . . 
Well? A position is ready for 
him! 1!" (An exact copy, redrawn 
for this volume.) 

could prevent the eruption of an ugly scandal concerning the Bolsheviks' 
alleged German ties. By midday on July 5 Petrograd buzzed with rumors 
that "Lenin is a provocateur." The statement by Aleksinsky and Pankratov 
was immediately reproduced as a leaflet and within hours copies were 
being handed out by the hundreds on street corners. By the next day many 
Petrograd newspapers were treating the charges as established fact and 
openly competing with one another to produce sensational accounts of Bol
shevik treachery. 

Newspaper headlines on July 6 and 7 convey the ferocity of this cam
paign. "A Second and Great Azevshchina," proclaimed a headline in the 
rightist Malenkaia gazeta, its editor recalling the scandal that had rocked the 
Russian revolutionary movement in l 908 when it was revealed that the 
Socialist Revolutionary Party leader Evno Azev was working for the police. 
The editor of a popular nonparty daily, Petrogradskii listok, did not dig as far 
back for his headline. "Horrors!" he captioned his story in reference to July 
4, when both the government and the Soviet were at the mercy of rioting 
workers and soldiers. "Petrograd was seized by the Germans." 

Accusations against the Bolsheviks made on July 9 by the venerable 
Georgii Plekhanov, father ofthe Russian social democratic movement and 
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editor of the newspaper Edinstvo, were no less explicit. 4 In response to a 
government telegram published the previous day, which declared, "It has 
been definitely established that German agents took part in organizing the 
July disturbances," Plekhanov observed: "If the government is convinced of 
this, the riots cannot be treated as if they were merely the regrettable result 
of tactical confusion .... Apparently, the disruptions ... were an in
tegral part of a plan formulated by the foreign enemy to destroy Russia. 
Therefore stamping them out must be a constituent part of any plan for 
Russia's national defense." Concluded Plekhanov: "The revolution must 
crush everything in its way immediately, decisively, and mercilessly." 

One of the most widely circulated post-July days indictments of the Bol
sheviks was written by the famous old populist Vladimir Burtsev. Notori
ous years earlier for his relentless pursuit of police spies in revolutionary 
organizations, Burtsev was, in 1917, an ultranationalist close in political 
outlook to Plekhanov. On July 6, in an open letter subsequently printed in 
many Petrograd papers, he joined the onslaught against the Bolsheviks. As 
to whether or not Lenin was a German agent, Burtsev commented: 
"Among the Bolsheviks, provocateurs and German agents have played and 
continue to play a great role. In regard to the Bolshevik leaders about whom 
we are now asked, we can say: No, they are not provocateurs .... [But] 
thanks to them-to Lenin, Zinoviev, Trotsky, etc.- during those damna
ble days, July 3, 4, and 5, William II achieved what he had previously only 
dreamed about. . . . In those days Lenin and his comrades cost us no less 
than a major plague or cholera epidemic. "5 

Rech', the organ of the Kadets, was relatively cautious in its treatment of 
the Aleksinsky-Pankratov accusations. While affirming the principle that 
the Bolsheviks ought not to be judged guilty until the charges against them 
had been proven, writers for Rech', in their insistence on strong measures 
against the left, tacitly accepted the validity of the charges. 6 A front-page 
account of the scandal in the right Menshevik Den' on July 6 was similarly 
circumspect. 

It bears recording that, unlike Edinstvo and Den', several moderate 
socialist papers in Petrograd <Jzvestiia, Golos so/data, and Volia naroda, for 
instance) heeded the admonitions of the Central Executive Committee to 
refrain from commenting, directly or indirectly, on the merits of the 
treason charges against Lenin and his followers. This provided the party 
scant relief, however. For with the lone exception of Maxim Gorky's Novaia 
zhizn', the entire socialist press rejected Bolshevik claims that the July 
movement had been spontaneous and called for decisive measures to deal 
with extremism as insistently as did liberal and rightist papers. 

Typical of anti-Bolshevik editorials appearing in moderate socialist papers 
in the aftermath of the July days was one in Izvestiia, the main organ of the 
Central Executive Committee, on July 6: 
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According to Pravda, the goals of the July 3-4 demonstrations have been 
achieved. [In reality] what did the demonstrations and the Bolsheviks (the 
official leaders of the demonstrations) accomplish? They [the 
demonstrations] caused the deaths of four hundred workers, soldiers, 
sailors, women, and children .... They resulted in the wrecking and 
looting of private apartments [and] stores. . . . They brought about a 
weakening of our forces at the front. . . . They engendered dissension, 
... shattering united revolutionary action, which is the main source of 
the revolution's strength .... During July 3-4 the revolution was dealt a 
terrible blow .... If this defeat is not fatal for the entire revolutionary 
cause, the disorganizing tactics of the Bolsheviks will be least responsible 
for this. 

A similarly hostile editorial, "To the Pillory," appeared in Golos so/data, a 
military-oriented organ of the Central Executive Committee, on July 6. 
"Gentlemen from Pravda," observed its author. "You could not have been 
unaware of what your appeals for a 'peaceful demonstration' would lead to. 
. . . You slandered the government; you lied and cast aspersions on the 
Mensheviks, SRs, and soviets; you created panic, frightening people with 
the specter of the still unreal danger of the Black Hundreds .... And 
now, according to the custom of all cowards, you are covering your tracks, 
hiding the truth from your readers and followers." A day earlier, a writer 
for the right SR paper Volia naroda had declared emphatically: "The Bol
sheviks are openly acting contrary to the will of the revolutionary democ
racy. The revolutionary democracy [i.e., the socialist parties, soviets, trade 
unions, cooperatives, etc.] has enough power to force everyone to obey its 
will. It must do this .... In these feverish days, any procrastination might 
prove fatal." 

The Provisional Government had contemplated the use of force to sup
press militant leftist groups for the first time after the April crisis. During 
the late spring and early summer, mounting pressure for such action had 
been exerted by the military high command and by conservative and liberal 
political circles thoroughly alarmed by expanding anarchy at home as well 
as by apparent chaos among soldiers at the front. Prior to the July days, 
however, the government's capacity to move against the extreme left was 
limited by its lack of authority among the Petrograd masses and by the 
reluctance of many deputies in the central Soviet organs to countenance 
repression so long as any hope remained that such measures could be 
avoided. 7 

The July uprising strengthened the determination of the government to 
take whatever action was necessary to prevent similar outbreaks in the fu
ture; at the same time, a number of factors militated against the Soviet's 
continued opposition to the application of force against the left. For one 
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thing, as we shall see, the July experience triggered an indiscriminate reac
tion against all leftist groups, moderate socialists included, thus putting the 
Soviet, as well as the Bolsheviks, on the defensive. Of course, the capacity 
of the Soviet leadership to influence the government's behavior was closely 
related to the authority that the Soviet enjoyed among the masses. Follow
ing the July uprising, workers, sailors, and soldiers in the capital were con
fused and dispirited. Whom they would follow in the future remained to be 
seen, but in the short run the Soviet's power base was, at best, uncertain. 
Meanwhile, troops dispatched from the front to the capital provided the 
government, at long last, with a sizable military force upon which it could 
depend. 

Further decreasing the likelihood that the Soviet would interfere in the 
Provisional Government's adoption of repressive measures was the fact that 
the events of July 3-5 persuaded heretofore wavering Soviet deputies of the 
need to act quickly and decisively to restore order and, in this connection, 
to take a firm stand against the Bolsheviks. While reluctantly acknowledg
ing the necessity of repression, most moderate socialists did not give up 
striving for reform and immediate peace. They insisted that repression be 
kept to a minimum, and, most important, that "exceptional measures" be 
taken only against individuals accused of specific crimes, not against "whole 
groups." In contrast to the liberals, the Mensheviks and SRs were 
genuinely alarmed by the danger that the reactionary wave following the 
July days posed for the revolution. But their response to the threat of coun
terrevolution (like their earlier response to attacks from the extreme left) 
was to rally more closely behind the government and to insist on coalition 
with the liberal parties. 

It is ironic that the Soviet leadership had become most receptive to closer 
cooperation with the government at a time when the latter was in a sham
bles. It will be recalled that three Kadet ministers withdrew from the 
cabinet on the night of July 2. They were followed into retirement three 
days later by Pereverzev, who resigned in the wake of criticism of his unau
thorized release of the Aleksinsky-Pankratov documents. Prince Lvov him
self left the government on July 7 after socialist ministers presented him 
with a list of "general principles" intended as the basis of a political pro
gram for a new coalition. Modeled after proposals for reform adopted by the 
First All-Russian Congress of Soviets, these principles were simply too rad
ical for Lvov. Unable to accept them, he resigned. The remaining cabinet 
members now named Kerensky acting prime minister and entrusted him 
with the formation of a new government. 

Simultaneously, most of the measures rejected by Lvov were incorpo
rated into a "Declaration of Principles" released for publication in the 
cabinet's name on July 8. Among other things, this declaration pledged the 
government to arrange an Allied conference in August for the purpose of 
working out the details of a compromise peace proposal, and to take all 
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steps necessary to insure that elections to the Constituent Assembly would 
be held on September 7. The declaration acknowledged the importance of 
adopting, "at the earliest possible moment," local government reforms 
based on the principle of universal, direct, and secret suffrage, and prom
ised the abolition of estates and of civil ranks and orders. Moreover, it 
pledged the government to the preparation of an overall plan for regulating 
the national economy and to the immediate passage of meaningful labor 
legislation. Finally, it committed the government to the preparation, for 
submission to the Constituent Assembly, of a basic land reform program 
transferring all land into the hands of the peasantry (to judge by Lvov's 
statements to the press at the time, this endorsement of revolutionary 
changes in landholding was what disturbed him most of all). In deference to 
the liberals, the declaration made no reference to the dissolution of the 
Duma and the State Council, or to the immediate declaration of a 
republic-two demands that had been endorsed by the Congress of Soviets 
and that were included in the original list of principles drawn up by the 
socialist ministers. 8 

As the price of their participation in a new coalition, the Kadets now 
demanded that the government disavow the declaration of July 8. Confident 
that the bulk of the population shared their view that the July days had 
discredited the moderate socialists along with the Bolsheviks, and conse
quently that a propitious moment for the reestablishment of order and the 
preeminence of the government had finally arrived, the Kadets were ada
mant in demanding that in the future socialist ministers maintain complete 
independence from the Soviet. In internal affairs they insisted that the gov
ernment abjure consideration of any further social reforms (in keeping with 
this position they demanded that Chernov be replaced as minister of ag
riculture because of his role in facilitating land reform); moreover, they 
called for an end to pluralism in governmental authority, i.e., to the politi
cal and administrative authority of soviets and committees. On the war 
issue, the Kadets insisted that the government be guided by the principle of 
total commitment to the Allies and that it take all steps necessary to reestab
lish traditional military discipline and to build a strong army. Negotiations 
aimed at somehow squaring these demands with the declaration of July 8 
were naturally tortured and acrimonious; while they dragged on, Russia, 
more than ever, was without effective national leadership. 9 

Meanwhile, the initially successful offensive at the front had been turned 
into a most terrible rout of the Russian armies by the Germans, who 
launched a massive, devastating counterattack against the Russian Eleventh 
Army on the southwestern front. Boris Savinkov, government commissar 
for the southwestern front, now telegraphed Petrograd: 

The German offensive . . . is developing into an unprecedented disas
ter. ... Most units are in a state of rapidly spreading disintegration. 
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There can be no talk of authority or discipline. . . Some units are with
drawing from their positions on their own, without even waiting for the 
enemy to approach. There were cases when orders for immediate rein
forcements were debated in meetings for hours, with the result that these 
reinforcements were as much as a day late. . . . Long columns of deserters 
stretch for hundreds of versts [a verst equals six-tenths of a mile] to the 
rear. . . . Let the entire country know the truth of what is happening 
here. 10 

Even before receipt of this oppressive news, the All-Russian Executive 
Committees had gathered in joint session on the night of July 7-8 to discuss 
the latest developments, the most important being the behavior of the Bol
sheviks, the sudden explosion of counterrevolutionary sentiment, and the 
breakup of the cabinet. This meeting culminated in the passage of a resolu
tion that characterized the July movement as "an adventurous, abortive 
armed uprising" by "anarcho-Bolshevik elements." While stressing that "ex
ceptional measures" could be taken only against individuals, this resolution 
explicitly recognized the responsibility of the government to assure the pro
tection of revolutionary freedoms and the maintenance of order. At the 
same time, it strongly endorsed immediate passage of the reform legislation 
called for by the Congress of Soviets. 11 

For most moderate socialists, word of the debacle at the front appeared to 
reinforce strongly the need for the creation of a representative national gov
ernment powerful enough to halt expanding anarchy. A joint emergency 
meeting of the All-Russian Executive Committees was hurriedly convened 
late on the night of July 9-10, soon after the situation at the front became 
known. Here, bitterness toward the Bolsheviks for subverting the policies 
of the Soviet majority, as well as support for the creation of a strong 
revolutionary dictatorship, reached a new peak; a succession of speakers 
lashed out at the Bolsheviks for, among other things, precipitating an as
sault on the Soviet during the July days, being responsible for the condi
tions that had triggered counterrevolutionary activity, and, perhaps worst 
of all, contributing mightily to the collapse of the armed forces. 

The influential Menshevik Fedor Dan spoke for the entire moderate 
socialist bloc on this occasion. A physician by profession and, along with 
Lenin, a veteran of the first major social democratic organization established 
in St. Petersburg, among Menshevik leaders in 1917 Dan was slightly left 
of center. After the abortive June 10 demonstration, for example, he had 
strongly opposed Tsereteli on the question of applying sanctions against the 
Bolsheviks and their followers, believing that the Bolshevik threat was ex
aggerated and that precipitous action against the extreme left would only 
undermine further the position of the government and strengthen Lenin's 
hand. Now, his usually mild face taut with anger, dressed in a shapeless 
military surgeon's uniform, he proposed that, in view of the prevailing civil 



24 • THE BOLSHEVIKS COME TO POWER 

and military emergency, the Provisional Government immediately be pro
claimed a "government to save the revolution," and, moreover, that it be 
vested with comprehensive powers to restore organization and discipline in 
the army, wage a decisive struggle against any and all manifestations of 
counterrevolution and anarchy, and promulgate the reform program em
bodied in the cabinet declaration of July 8. The Executive Committees sub
sequently adopted a resolution to this effect by an overwhelming vote. 12 

"Let the government crush all anarchical outbursts and all attempts to de
stroy the gains of the revolution with an iron hand," declared a proclama
tion announcing this decision to the Russian public. "Let [the government] 
carry out all those measures required by the revolution. " 13 

It is worth noting that the Menshevik-lnternationalists and Left SRs (the 
extreme left groups within the Menshevik and SR camps), not to speak of 
the Bolsheviks, did not support the political resolution passed by the All
Russian Executive Committees on July 9, in effect a blank check for a gov
ernment whose makeup and program were at this point completely unclear. 

Bearded, frail Iulii Martov, his voice hoarse from endless speech-making, 
pince-nez drooping slightly on his nose, spoke for the Menshevik
lnternationalists. The son of a russified, liberally inclined Jewish intellec
tual, Martov, in his mid-forties in 1917, had been propelled into the rev
olutionary movement by the injustices of Jewish life in tsarist Russia, by 
the fiercely repressive environment and virulent anti-Semitism he experi
enced in school, and by progressive ideas and "forbidden books" which he 
first encountered at home. Already a committed social democrat in the 
early 1890s and revered among his associates for his intellect, personal 
courage, high principles, and honesty, Martov had broken with Lenin, ear
lier a close friend and collaborator, at the time of the Bolshevik-Menshevik 
split in 1903. From then on he had been the Mensheviks' most prestigious 
and widely respected political figure. Following the outbreak of World War 
I, Martov had led the fight of Menshevik "internationalists" for an im
mediate, negotiated, compromise peace. Upon returning to Russia from 
exile abroad in early May 1917, he opposed the established Menshevik 
policies of limited support for the war and of participation in the govern
ment and headed a largely independent internationalist faction within the 
loosely structured Menshevik organization. Convinced that continued coali
tion government would lead to the destruction of the revolution, at the 
height of the July days Martov came out for the formation of an all-socialist 
government "capable of moving the revolution forward." Now, slightly less 
than a week later, he insisted emotionally that the Soviet's program for 
saving the country could not be realized if there were enemies on the left. 

Martov went on to read a Menshevik-lnternationalist declaration ex
pressing the view that the Provisional Government's foreign and domestic 
policies, because they were neither consistent nor sufficiently revolu
tionary, had contributed significantly to the crisis facing Russia. The declara-
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tion concluded that the revolutionary democracy (i.e., the whole spectrum 
of democratic institutions and socialist parties) could save the country and 
the revolution only if the divisions that had already appeared in its ranks 
were not exacerbated, if all the powers of a revolutionary government were 
concentrated on combating the mounting threat of counterrevolution, and if 
decisive steps toward reform could convince the army that in rebuffing the 
enemy it was shedding blood for land, freedom, and an early peace. 14 A 
few days later, at a plenary session of the Executive Committees on July 17, 
after the Kadets had made plain their terms for entry into the government, 
Martov insisted that the soviets had no choice but to assume full govern
mental power. "Either the revolutionary democracy will take responsibility 
for the revolution upon itself," he declared, "or it will lose the ability to 
influence the revolution's fate. " 15 

Events would soon show that Martov's vision of a revolutionary soviet 
government uniting all socialist elements, carrying out a broad program of 
reform, vigorously challenging the counterrevolution, and striving in every 
way to arrange an immediate compromise peace corresponded quite closely 
to the aspirations of the politically conscious Petrograd masses. We shall 
see, for example, that precisely these goals were expressed in the discus
sions and resolutions of most district-level soviets in the aftermath of the 
July days. Within the SR-Menshevik leadership at this time, however, 
Martov's views were shared by a relatively small minority. Discussion of 
political issues at the Executive Committees plenum on July 17 culminated 
in an endorsement of the position adopted by the Executive Committees on 
July 9.1 6 

In view of the commitment of most Mensheviks and SRs to the Provi
sional Government and to coalition politics, it is not surprising that in 
negotiations to form a new cabinet the moderate socialists ultimately gave 
up considerable ground to the Kadets. These negotiations took place on 
July 21 and 22, after Kerensky, frustrated in his previous efforts to create a 
new government, abruptly tendered his resignation, which the remaining 
ministers refused to accept. Instead, they met with representatives of the 
various competing political parties, central Soviet organs, and Provisional 
Committee of the State Duma and agreed to give Kerensky complete 
freedom in forming a government. Armed with this mandate, Kerensky 
proceeded at this point to engage ministers on a nonrepresentative basis. 
Under this mutually acceptable arrangement, cabinet members would not 
act as representatives of their respective parties and socialist ministers 
would no longer be formally responsible to the Soviet. Although individual 
ministers might support the declaration of July 8, the cabinet as a whole 
would not be pledged to it. In practice this meant that the Soviet's leverage 
over the government was further reduced, while the principles put forward 
by the socialists, even in the scaled-down version of July 8, were no longer 
a part of the government's program. 
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On this basis, the second coalition, headed by Kerensky and composed of 
eight socialists and seven liberals, came into being. The most influential 
figures in the new cabinet were Kerensky (in addition to becoming prime 
minister, he retained the War and Naval Ministry) and two of his close 
associates, Nikolai Nekrasov (deputy prime minister and minister of fi
nance) and Tereshchenko (foreign affairs). To almost everyone's surprise, 
Chernov managed to remain the minister of agriculture. Among those miss
ing from the new cabinet was Tsereteli; in ill health and overwhelmingly 
tired of cabinet politics, he now opted to concentrate his energies on the 
affairs of the Soviet. 17 

The government crackdown on the Bolsheviks began very early on the 
morning of July 5 with the dispatch of a large detachment of military school 
cadets to raid the Pravda editorial offices and printing plant. The cadets 
arrived at their destination only a little too late to catch Lenin, who had 
left the premises moments earlier. A few members of the Pravda staff were 
beaten up and arrested during the raid. The cadets made a thorough search 
of the press, in the course of which they wrecked furniture and equipment 
and dumped bales of freshly printed newspapers into the nearby Moika 
Canal. Featured accounts of this episode in many Petrograd newspapers the 
next day triumphantly disclosed that the cadets had turned up a letter in 
German from a German baron; the letter was said to have hailed Bolshevik 
activity and expressed the hope that the party would acquire predominant 
influence in Petrograd. "German Correspondence Found" was the way a 
headline in Malenkaia gazeta summed up this discovery. 18 

On July 4 the cabinet specifically authorized the command of the Pet
rograd Military District to remove the Bolsheviks from the Kshesinskaia 
mansion. Before dawn on July 6 a full-scale attack force commanded by 
A. I. Kuzmin and composed of the Petrogradsky Regiment; eight armored 
cars; one company each from the Preobrazhensky, Semenovsky, and Vol
ynsky guards regiments; a detachment of sailors from the Black Sea Fleet; 
some cadet detachments; students from the Aviation Academy; and a 
front-line bicycle brigade-all supported by heavy artillery-prepared to 
storm the Bolshevik headquarters. Warned of the impending attack, some 
second-level party leaders at the mansion seriously contemplated resistance 
and even began preparations in this regard. But in the end it was recognized 
that the situation was hopeless, and the Bolsheviks made a successful dash 
to the Peter and Paul Fortress, then still occupied by friendly forces. 19 

In the Kshesinskaia mansion, Kuzmin's troops seized a substantial quan
tity of arms and arrested seven Bolsheviks who were working frantically to 
complete the evacuation of party files. Moreover, they discovered in an attic 
some pogromist Black Hundred leaflets, evidently left there in tsarist 
times. (The Black Hundreds were extreme rightist groups that organized 
pogroms in late tsarist Russia.) To Petrogradskaia gazeta, this find indicated 
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that the Bolsheviks were in league with the extreme right, as well as with 
the Germans. A headline in the paper on July 7 read: "Lenin, William II, 
and Dr. Dubrovin [a notorious member of the extreme right] Working To
gether! It Is Proved the Leninists Organized the Uprising in Association 
with the Black Hundreds!" 

In the early afternoon of July 6 government troops reoccupied the Peter 
and Paul Fortress, one of the last strongholds of leftist resistance. By then, 
several of the military units dispatched from the northern front had reached 
the capital. The bicyclists, an armored car division, and the second squad
ron of the Little-Russian Dragoons had arrived in the morning, in time to 
participate in the taking of the Kshesinslrnia mansion and the Peter and Paul 
Fortress. The Fourteenth Mistavsky Hussar Regiment, in full battle dress, 
reached Petrograd in the early evening. Preceded by standard-bearers hold
ing aloft a red banner with the legend "We Have Come to Support the 
All-Russian Executive Committees of Soldiers', Workers', and Peasants' 
Deputies," the regiment marched off to the General Staff building to report 
to the government. 20 The minister of agriculture, Viktor Chernov, wel
comed some of the troops on the Palace Square. "It makes me sad to speak 
of why you have come," he said. "But I believe this will be your first and 
last such visit .... We hope and believe that [in the future] no one will 
dare act contrary to the will of the majority of the revolutionary 
democracy. "21 

Between July 6 and 12 the cabinet issued a series of hastily formulated 
directives aimed at restoring order and punishing political troublemakers. 
At a marathon session the night of July 6-7 it was decreed that "all organiz
ers and leaders of the armed movement against the government established 
by the people and all those making appeals and instigations in support of it 
should be arrested and brought to trial as traitors to their nation and the 
revolution."22 Simultaneously, the government published new penal regula
tions which included the following: (l) Anyone guilty of making public 
appeals for murder, plundering, robbery, pogroms, and other heinous 
crimes, as well as for violence against any part of the population, is to be 
punished by confinement in a prison or fortress for no longer than three 
years; (2) those guilty of making public appeals for disobedience of lawful 
government directives are to be punished by confinement in a fortress for 
not more than three years or by incarceration in a prison; anyone guilty of 
inciting officers, soldiers, and other military personnel to disobey the laws 
in effect under the new democratic system in the army, or the directives of 
military authorities consistent with them, is to be punished according to 
regulations pertaining to acts of treason. 23 

Kerensky, named prime minister on July 7, had not been in Petrograd at 
the height of the July days, having left the capital for a tour of the front late 
on the afternoon of July 3. While at the front, he had received detailed 
reports on the developing crisis in the capital. In response, he shot off a 
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telegram to Lvov demanding that "traitorous actions be decisively sup
pressed, insurgent units disarmed, and all instigators of insurrections and 
mutineers brought to trial. "24 While at the front, moreover, Kerensky was 
shown the latest issue of Tovarishch, a Russian-language propaganda weekly 
published by the Germans for circulation among enemy troops. An article 
in this issue suggested to Kerensky that the Germans had known in advance 
of the insurrection in the capital; naturally, this reinforced his belief that 
Lenin was a German agent. 25 

Incensed to the point of distraction, Kerensky boarded a train to return 
to the capital on the morning of July 6; at the railway depot in Polotsk, the 
carriage in which he was sleeping was partially wrecked by a bomb. 26 Al
though physically unharmed, Kerensky was understandably unnerved by 
the incident. It is not surprising that, upon his arrival in Petrograd on the 
evening of July 6, he was fuming and champing at the bit to have done with 
the Bolsheviks. From this time on, Kerensky stood at the forefront of 
cabinet ministers speaking out for a tough policy toward the extreme left. 
Addressing a crowd of soldiers and workers from a windowsill of the Gen
eral Staff building a short while later (as two officers held his legs to pre
vent a fall), he pronounced: "I will not allow anyone to encroach upon the 
triumphs of the Russian revolution." With voice rising to fever pitch, he 
shouted: "Damnation to those traitors who abandon their brothers who are 
shedding blood at the front. Let those who betray their country in its days 
of trial be damned!"27 In an interview with the Associated Press several 
days later, after he had been officially installed as prime minister, Kerensky 
declared with equal vigor: "[Our] fundamental task is the defense of the 
country from ruin and anarchy. My government will save Russia, and if the 
motives of reason, honor, and conscience prove inadequate, it will beat her 
into unity with blood and iron. "28 

First and foremost, the July insurrection was, of course, a garrison 
mutiny. At its July 6-7 session, the cabinet ordered that nonmilitary units 
participating in the July uprising be disarmed and dissolved, their personnel 
to be transferred at the discretion of the war and naval ministers. A detailed 
plan supplementing this order bore Kerensky's handwritten notation: 
"Agreed, but I demand that this be carried out forcefully, without devia
tion." About the same time, Kerensky issued a strong condemnation of the 
Kronstadt sailors, implying that they were acting under the influence of 
"German agents and provocateurs." All commands and ships of the fleet 
were ordered to turn over to the authorities in Petrograd for investigation 
and trial "all suspicious persons calling for disobedience to the government 
and agitating against the offensive. "29 

Steps aimed at halting the disintegration of the army at the front were 
also initiated at this time. Thus military commanders were authorized to 
fire on Russian units fleeing the field of battle on their own. Bolshevik 



Soldiers of the First Machine Gun Regiment after being disarmed on July 8, 1917. 

newspapers were banned from all theaters of military operations. Political 
meetings among front troops were strictly forbidden. Most significant, the 
government decreed the reinstitution of capital punishment for military 
offenses in the battle zones, simultaneously authorizing the creation of ad 
hoc "military revolutionary" courts with authority to impose the death 
sentence. 30 

To prevent rebel workers and sailors caught in the central sections of 
Petrograd from fleeing to the comparative safety of the left-bank factory 
districts, the drawbridges over the Neva were kept open. At the same time, 
the country's borders were sealed, to keep "German agents" from escaping 
abroad. Street assemblies were temporarily banned. The ministers of war 
and of the interior were empowered to shut down newspapers encouraging 
disobedience of military authorities or appealing for violence; by virtue of 
this order, the Bolshevik papers Pravda, Soldatskaia pravda, Okopnaia pravda, 
and Golos pravdy were closed. In a move obviously directed primarily to
ward disarming workers, all civilians in the capital were ordered to turn 
over to the government all weapons and military supplies in their posses
sion; failure to hand over arms was to be considered theft of public property 
and prosecuted accordingly. 31 

On July 7 the cabinet made N. S. Karinsky, prosecutor of the Petrograd 
court of appeals, responsible for investigating all matters relating to the 
organization of the July uprising; in view of this, the All-Russian Executive 
Committees agreed to drop the Soviet's planned independent inquiry into 
the insurrection. 32 Even before the prosecutor's office was able to launch its 
investigation, however, the authorities in Petrograd had begun rounding up 
key Bolsheviks. The cabinet specifically ordered the arrest and detention of 
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Lenin, Zinoviev, and Kamenev. As we shall see, Lenin and Zinoviev im
mediately went underground (as did Nevsky and Podvoisky, the two top 
Military Organization officials). Only Kamenev did not flee-he was ar
rested and jailed on July 9. 

Two days earlier the government had incarcerated members of two large 
naval delegations dispatched from Helsingfors to Petrograd by the leftist
dominated Central Committee of the Baltic Fleet (Tsentrobalt); among the 
arrested sailors were such influential "fleet" Bolsheviks as Pavel Dybenko 
and Nikolai Khovrin. A week later Vladimir Antonov-Ovseenko, another 
key Helsingfors Bolshevik, was also imprisoned. One of several suspicious 
characters in a car full of workers detained by a cossack patrol at this time 
was Sergei Bagdatiev, an Armenian by background who had once been a 
candidate for the Bolshevik Central Committee. On the afternoon of July 4, 
Bagdatiev was reported cruising around Petrograd atop an armored car, 
waving a rifle and crying out to gaping onlookers to "arrest the ministers." 
Upon interrogation following his arrest, Bagdatiev modestly admitted to 
being one of the organizers of the uprising. Newspaper accounts of his 
capture were very definite about two things: that Bagdatiev was a German 
spy and that he was a Jew. To Malenkaia gazeta's man-on-the-scene, 
Bagdatiev's "outward appearance, his hooked nose, his short reddish 
beard," and the fact that he was "masquerading in a democratic workman's 
shirt" were dead giveaways. Noted the reporter, "Bagdatiev speaks Russian 
well with barely a trace of a Jewish accent. "33 

Flavian Khaustov, an editor of Okopnaia pravda and the focus of a wide
spread manhunt since his escape from the Crosses Prison (an ancient jail in 
the Vyborg District built in the form of two crosses) on June 18, was now 
recaptured, picked up leaving a theater at the Luna Park amusement center, 
evidently on a tip from an informer. 34 Taking leftist leaders from the Kron
stadt naval base into custody was infinitely more difficult for the govern
ment. In response to a telegram from Kerensky demanding that "counter
revolutionary instigators" be turned over to the government at once, the 
Executive Committee of the Kronstadt Soviet wired back: "Inasmuch as no 
one knows of any 'counterrevolutionary' instigators in Kronstadt, it will be 
impossible to conduct arrests." Specifically directed to turn over several key 
Bolshevik leaders (Fedor Raskolnikov, Semion Roshal, and Afanasii Rem
nev), the Kronstadt Soviet persisted in its refusal to cooperate with the 
government. Only after the naval base was threatened with blockade and 
bombardment was it agreed that all of the sought-after Kronstadters, except 
for Roshal (who had disappeared), would turn themselves in. 35 Subse
quently, Roshal also surrendered; encountering Raskolnikov in the Crosses 
shortly afterward, he explained, "After your arrest, it seemed awkward to 
hide."36 

Alexandra Kollontai, an internationally prominent Bolshevik, was in 
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Stockholm during the July days. After the German-agent scandal broke, 
the Swedish press made life miserable for her, implying that she was 
abroad to arrange for further German subsidies. Consequently, she hurried 
back to Petrograd. She later described her reception at the Swedish-Finnish 
border on July 13. Some Russian officers boarded the train at Torneo and 
took her into custody. Word of her arrest spread through the station, and 
crowds soon formed on the platform chanting "German spy! Betrayer of 
Russia!" A dining car steward with a napkin tucked under his arm chased 
after her screaming: "It's the spy Kollontai! You belong on the scaffold with 
the betrayers of Russia." After the train had left T orneo, Kollontai and her 
guards made their way to the dining car, but revolutionary Russia's self
appointed guardian was still on duty. Barring the way, he blurted, "The 
spy Kollontai . . . won't eat anything in my dining car." Adding that 
"spies should be given only bread and water," he stubbornly refused to 
serve even that. 37 

As arrests of suspected leftists mounted, few non-Bolsheviks challenged 
the government. Among those who did were Martov; Trotsky; and Anatolii 
Lunacharsky, a playwright, Marxist philosopher, and powerful revolution
ary tribune who at this time was a member of the Interdistrict Committee. 
At a Central Executive Committee meeting on July 17, for example, Trotsky 
staunchly defended the behavior of the Bolsheviks throughout the July days 
and mocked the idea of Lenin's being a German agent. "Lenin has been 
struggling for the revolution for thirty years," observed Trotsky. "I have 
been fighting against the oppression of the popular masses for twenty years. 
We cannot but be filled with hatred toward German militarism. Anyone 
who says differently does not know what a revolutionary is. "38 

To help the Bolshevik cause, Trotsky agreed to defend Raskolnikov in 
court. In mid-July he sent a letter of protest on the Bolsheviks' behalf to the 
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government in which he declared: "In principle, I share the views of Lenin, 
Kamenev, and Zinoviev .... My relation to the events of July 3-4 was 
exactly the same as theirs .... There is no logical reason for ordering that 
Lenin, Zinoviev, and Kamenev be arrested and not me. "39 The government 
could not ignore such a challenge. Orders for the arrest of Trotsky, and 
Lunacharsky as well, were issued by Karinsky's office on the morning of 
July 23. Lunacharsky was picked up at his apartment a short while later. 
Trotsky, unaware that the authorities were on the lookout for him, called 
Karinsky that evening to discuss Raskolnikov's defense. When Trotsky in
quired whether it would be all right for him to appear in court as 
Raskolnikov's lawyer, Karinsky replied: "I'll let you know. Where can you 
be reached?" "At Larin's," responded the unsuspecting Trotsky. Within an 
hour a squad of soldiers knocked at Larin's door and hustled Trotsky 
away. 40 

A warrant for Lenin's arrest was issued by the prosecutor of the Petro
grad court of appeals on the evening of July 6. At once, a detachment of 
soldiers and officers from the Preobrazhensky Guards Regiment, com
manded by the head of the counterintelligence bureau, Boris Nikitin, 
rushed to Lenin's last-known residence-the apartment of his oldest sister, 
Anna Elizarova. Although Lenin was not there at the time, Nikitin, who 
had been impatient to get his hands on the Bolshevik leader for months, 
was in no mood to come away empty-handed. While Nadezhda Krupskaia, 
Lenin's wife, looked on enraged, Nikitin supervised an inch-by-inch search 
of the apartment, confiscating papers and documents that seemed in any 
way suspicious. A reporter for Petrogradskaia gazeta who appeared at the 
apartment house early the next morning recorded Lenin's neighbors' reac
tions to the latest events. All voiced indignation at the idea of having har
bored an enemy agent and agreed that the tenants of Number 24 had a lot 
of money (the word "German" was left unspoken). "You can see for your
self, buildings like this with a grand staircase and mahagony floors are not 
at all common in Petrograd," pointed out the custodian. "Lenin almost al
ways travels by automobile," he added. "Lenin and his wife have better 
linens than anyone else," confided a female tenant. "Workers don't rent in 
this building," her companion chimed in. As the reporter prepared to leave, 
the custodian produced a petition demanding that the residents of Number 
24 be evicted immediately. Already embellished with several signatures, the 
petition proclaimed: "We do not want such dangerous neighbors as Lenin 
and his family." 41 

Lenin learned of the warrant for his arrest and of the search at Elizarova's 
at the apartment of Sergei Alliluev (Stalin's future father-in-law), Lenin's 
fifth hiding-place in three days. 42 As he moved from hideout to hideout, 
Lenin weighed the pros and cons of surrender. Within his immediate en
tourage, opinion on the proper course to follow was sharply divided. Ap-
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parently, Kamenev, Trotsky, Lunacharsky, and Viktor Nogin, along with 
a significant number of Moscow Bolsheviks, felt that the Soviet could be 
relied on to assure Lenin's personal safety, and that under the Soviet's pro
tection he would receive a fair and open trial which could be used as a 
forum for exposing the rottenness of the existing regime. They conse
quently urged that Lenin submit to the authorities. 43 

Several Petrograd party leaders, whose overriding concern seems to have 
been the negative impact of Lenin's flight on factory workers and soldiers, 
were of like mind. Volodarsky expressed this view during an intraparty 
debate over the issue of Lenin's appearance in court: "This question is just 
not as simple as it seems. Up to now we have been able to capitalize on all 
developments. The masses have understood us. But in this thing [Lenin's 
going underground] they don't."44 Dmitrii Manuilsky, who, like Volo
darsky, had particularly close ties to workers and soldiers, commented: 
"The question of Lenin and Zinoviev appearing for trial can't be looked at 
exclusively from the point of view of their personal safety. It is necessary to 
consider the problem from the perspective of the interests of the revolution 
and the interests and dignity of the party. We are forced to deal with the 
masses and can all observe the trump the bourgeoisie will play when the 
subject of our comrades ducking trial arises .... We must make a Dreyfus 
case out of the proceedings against Lenin." 

According to the Bolshevik trade union leader Alexander Shliapnikov, 
the friendly advice of many comrades that Lenin submit to trial greatly 
upset Lenin's sister Maria, who favored her brother's attempting to reach 
Sweden. 45 Many other Bolshevik leaders, a majority of those participating 
in the Sixth Party Congress, which met in Petrograd at the end of July, also 
feared for Lenin's safety in the event that he turned himself in. They con
tended that the proceedings against Lenin were part of a plot by the party's 
class enemies to destroy the Bolsheviks and that in the prevailing climate 
Lenin could not receive a fair trial, indeed, that he would probably be 
assassinated before his case reached court. Thus, in the immediate after
math of the July days these leaders urged that Lenin go into hiding. Subse
quently, amid a storm of criticism from both inside and outside the party, 
they staunchly defended Lenin's behavior. As late as the end of July, Stalin 
occupied a middle position in this argument, contending that Lenin and 
Zinoviev ought not turn themselves in while the political situation was still 
fluid, but implying that the two should submit if a government with some 
degree of integrity was established that would guarantee Lenin's safety. 46 

At the outset, Lenin apparently leaned toward submission to the 
authorities. 47 On the afternoon of July 7 he dashed off a note protesting the 
search of his sister's apartment and expressing his readiness to present him
self for arrest if his detention was sanctioned by the Central Executive 
Committee. 48 Sergei Ordzhonikidze, a long-time Georgian Bolshevik re
cently arrived in Petrograd, and Nogin were sent to the Taurida Palace 
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with this message and with oral instructions to negotiate the terms of Lenin's 
imprisonment. They were to obtain from V. A. Anisimov, an official of the 
Bureau of the Central Executive Committee, ironclad guarantees of Lenin's 
safety and the promise of a quick, fair trial. The two met with Anisimov 
later that afternoon. While unable to give any absolute guarantees, 
Anisimov evidently assured them that the Soviet would do what it could to 
protect Lenin's rights. According to Ordzhonikidze, after this weak re
sponse even Nogin was uneasy about Lenin's fate were he to turn himself 
in.49 

These apprehensions were immediately conveyed to Lenin. At the same 
time, Lenin also learned of the All-Russian Executive Committees' decision 
to abort their inquiry into the July days, and this information appears to 
have had a bearing on his thinking. At any rate, on July 8 Lenin made a 
firm decision not to surrender. In a letter that he now prepared for publica
tion he explained: 

We have changed our plan to submit to the government because . . it 
is clear that the case regarding the espionage of Lenin and others has been 
intentionally constructed by the forces of counterrevolution. . . . At this 
time there can be no guarantee of a fair trial. The Central Executive 
Committee . . . formed a commission to look into the espionage charges 
and under pressure from the counterrevolution this commission has been 
dissolved .... To turn ourselves in to the authorities now would be to 
put ourselves into the hands of the Miliukovs, Aleksinskys, Pereverzevs 
-that is, into the hands of dyed-in-the-wool counterrevolutionaries for 
whom the charges against us are nothing more than an episode in the civil 
war. so 

On July 9, under cover of darkness, Lenin left the Alliluevs and, together 
with Zinoviev, fled to the village of Razliv near the small resort town of 
Sestroretsk, on the Gulf of Finland twenty miles northwest of the capital. 51 

Lenin remained there until August 9, when he moved to Finland. At first 
he and Zinoviev ensconced themselves in the loft of a barn on the property 
of a Sestroretsk factory worker and long-time Bolshevik, Nikolai 
Emelianov. But since there was some danger of being spotted in this refuge 
by curious villagers, the fugitives soon moved to an isolated straw hut on 
the bank of a neighboring lake. Years later Zinoviev remembered that one 
day he and Lenin were frightened by the sound of gunfire nearby. As the 
two hid in some bushes, Lenin whispered, "The only thing left now is to 
die properly. "52 The shots, it turned out, had been fired by passing hunt
ers. By and large, such unnerving incidents were not repeated. Until rain 
and cold made their hut uninhabitable in August, attacks by mosquitoes 
were the fugitives' greatest logistical problem. At Razliv Lenin rested, 
swam, and went for long walks. According to Alexander Shotman, who, 
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along with Eino Rakhia and Ordzhonikidze, maintained communications 
between Lenin and the party leadership in Petrograd, Lenin was most of all 
concerned with receiving up-to-date newspapers from Petrograd. He 
pounced on each fresh batch of papers as soon as it arrived. Seated on the 
grass, he would mark up the papers and begin scribbling comments in his 
notebooks. During this period Lenin wrote regularly for the Bolshevik 
press, prepared pamphlets and draft resolutions for consideration by his 
colleagues in Petrograd (most importantly for an expanded Central Com
mittee meeting on July 13 and 14 and for the Sixth Congress), and worked 
on a major theoretical treatise, The State and Revolution. 53 

Throughout this time criticism of Lenin's behavior and speculation in the 
press concerning his whereabouts continued. On July 7 Zhivoe slovo trium
phantly headlined the erroneous news that Lenin had fallen into govern
ment hands, having been caught during the raid on the Kshesinskaia man
sion. The same day, Petrogradskaia gazeta, not to be outdone, supplied its 
readers with further details. Basing its report on information from Mathilde 
Kshesinskaia's lawyer, who had rushed to inspect his client's home as soon 
as it was liberated, the paper revealed that some soldiers from the Volynsky 
Regiment had recognized Lenin, who was trying to pass as a sailor. 

On July 13 Lenin's flight was the center of attention at a meeting of the 
All-Russian Executive Committees. 54 Coming in the wake of news of still 
more disasters at the front and increasingly unrestrained activity on the part 
of rightist organizations hostile to the revolution, this meeting quickly 
turned into yet another public demonstration of the Soviet's commitment to 
the Provisional Government and its hostility toward the Bolsheviks. More a 
political rally than a business session, the meeting began with Kerensky, 
just back from another trip to the front, delivering an impassioned plea for 
the Soviet's support and for a decisive break with Bolshevism. This was 
Kerensky's first appearance in the Taurida Palace since his accession to the 
post of prime minister, and the galleries were packed for the occasion. 
Waves of applause greeted the prime minister's appeal, as well as 
Chkheidze's response: "No sacrifice is too great for the defense of the rev
olution!" According to news accounts, Kerensky sprang from his chair at 
this point and embraced Chkheidze. Applause and shouts of "Long live the 
republic!" and "Three cheers for the motherland!" reverberated in the hall. 

As soon as he could be heard above the noise, Fedor Dan rushed forward 
to speak. "We have already done what Kerensky asks us to do," he de
clared. "Not only have we delegated full support to the Provisional Gov
ernment, we insist that the government make use of its power." Dan now 
proposed a bluntly worded majority-socialist-sponsored resolution accusing 
the Bolsheviks of crimes against the people and the revolution. The resolu
tion branded Lenin's evasion of arrest "absolutely intolerable," insisted that 
the Bolshevik fraction initiate a discussion of its leaders' behavior, and pro
vided for the suspension from membership in the Executive Committees of 
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all persons under indictment. In vain Nogin protested. "You are being 
asked to adopt a resolution regarding the Bolsheviks before they have been 
tried," he warned. "You are asked to place outside the law the leaders of the 
fraction that prepared the revolution together with you." Dan's resolution 
carried by an overwhelming margin, and as the meeting went on, the con
demnation of the Bolsheviks became even harsher. To roars of approval and 
stormy applause from the floor and the gallery, A. A. Bulat, a Trudovik, 55 

delivered an emotional speech attacking remarks in defense of the Bol
sheviks made by the trade union official David Riazanov moments earlier. 
Riazanov had drawn a parallel between the Provisional Government's de
mands for Lenin and the tsarist government's insistence, in June 1907, that 
the Duma cooperate in placing members of its Social Democratic Party 
fraction under arrest. Turning first to Tsereteli and then to members of the 
Bolshevik fraction, Bulat declaimed: "You have the gall to make such an 
analogy! . . . [You say] now the demand is for Lenin, then it was for 
Tsereteli .... Let me compare how Tsereteli acted then with how Lenin 
is behaving now. On this very platform Tsereteli came forward and de
clared for all to hear: We stand for an end to the present regime, for the 
destruction of the tsarist system, and for the creation of a democratic repub
lic. . . . How is Lenin behaving? The only thing to say to him is 'gutless 
Lenin!'" 

Reports of this sensational meeting appeared in the press on July 14, and 
on that day as well Petrogradskaia gazeta had some fresh news regarding 
Lenin's location. "Lenin Tracks Found!" proclaimed its headline. "The 
hiding-place in which Lenin is staying has been definitely established. . . . 
Lenin fled to Kronstadt through Lisy Nos. "56 The next day Zhivoe slovo 
disclosed that summer residents in Lisy Nos had seen a man resembling 
Lenin in sailor's clothes get out of a big car and board a cutter bound for 
Kronstadt on July 5. "At the present moment Lenin is in Stockholm," 
announced Gazeta-kopeika on July 15, quoting "an absolutely impeccable 
source." On July 15 Birzhevye vedomosti, citing "semi-official sources," main
tained that Lenin had indeed been in Stockholm. However, with the help 
of the German ambassador to Sweden and the "not unknown Ganetsky
Furstenberg," he had already resettled in Germany. Finally, on August 8 
Zhivoe slovo revealed that information placing Lenin in Germany had been 
planted by the Bolsheviks themselves to throw authorities off the track. 
"Lenin is actually only a few hours from Petrograd, in Finland," explained 
the report with somewhat greater accuracy. "Even his house number is 
known. But making an arrest won't be easy .... Lenin has a powerful, 
highly armed bodyguard." 

Reading such farfetched reports in his hut at Razliv, Lenin often became 
convulsed with laughter. 57 But for the most part, during the remainder of 
July and the beginning of August the Petrograd newspapers must have been 
anything but pleasant reading. Maria Sulimova, a Bolshevik staff worker 
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Cartoon from Petrogradskaia 
gazeta, July 8, 1917, headed 
"Lenin in the Role of Nicholas 
II." The caption reads: "On the 
streets of Petrograd 3, 4, 5, 6, 
and 7 July. Lenin: 'I don't mind 
spilling Russian blood . . . so 
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my pockets.'" (An exact copy, 
redrawn for this volume.) 

with whom Lenin stayed on July 6, recalls that when she brought Lenin up 
to date on the news, he reflected: "You, comrade Sulimova, they might 
arrest. But me, they will hang." Lenin expressed similar apprehension in a 
note he scribbled to Kamenev: "Entre nous, if they do me in, please publish 
my notebook, 'Marxism and the State.' "58 

The memoirs of Shotman and Zinoviev provide valuable glimpses into 
Lenin's state of mind during this period. Shotman remembered that for a 
time Lenin exaggerated the scope and impact of the reaction and was pes
simistic about the short-term prospects for revolution in Russia. There was 
no use talking further about a Constituent Assembly, Lenin felt, because 
the "victors" would not convene it; the party ought therefore to marshal 
what strength it had left and go underground "seriously and for a long 
time." The dismal reports that Shotman initially passed to Lenin in Razliv 
reinforced these convictions; it was several weeks before the news began to 
improve. 59 

Lenin's pessimism in the wake of the July days is confirmed by Zinoviev. 
Writing in the late twenties, he recalled that at the time Lenin assumed that 
a longer and deeper period of reaction lay ahead than actually turned out to 
be the case. 

Even socialist newspapers were full of outlandish stories about the con
spiracy of July 3-5 and about Lenin himself. Such a sea of lies and slander 
was never thrown at any other man in the world. Lenin's espionage, his 
connections with the German General Staff, his receipt of funds, etc., 
were the subjects of articles, poems, and cartoons. It is difficult to transmit 
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the feeling we experienced when it became clear that the "Dreyfus" case 
was a reality, that lies and slander were being spread in millions of copies 
and circulated to every village, to every workshop. . . . But although the 
lies kept snowballing, there was no way to respond. The enemy became 
ever more insolent and inventive. . . . Already the slander had spread to 
the far corners of the country and throughout the world. . . . These were 
dark, difficult days. 60 



. 3· 
PETROGRAD 

DURING THE REACTION 

The great contrast between the political atmosphere prevailing in 
Petrograd before the July crisis and the dominant mood in its after

math was nowhere more evident than in an event of otherwise minor 
importance-the government-sponsored funeral of seven cossacks killed 
fighting insurgents at the height of the July days. 1 

Saturday, July 15, was the day designated by the Provisional Govern
ment to pay tribute to the slain cossacks; several days before, government 
officials, the central Soviet organs, the Provisional Committee of the State 
Duma, and the Petrograd City Duma (municipal council) began working to 
stimulate public interest in the event, viewed by its sponsors as yet another 
means of further discrediting the Bolsheviks and demonstrating support for 
law and order. On behalf of the City Duma, Grigorii Shreider, the mayor 
of Petrograd, appealed to "all those loyal to the revolution and all those 
infused with its spirit" to pay homage to the fallen cossacks. Meanwhile, 
the Central Executive Committee directed that every factory in the capital 
appoint a thirty-man delegation to participate in the funeral. Fearing a rep
etition of the June 18 fiasco, the committee ordered workers not to carry 
banners or placards. 

To judge by press accounts of the funeral itself, efforts to mobilize a big 
crowd for the occasion were highly successful. Golos so/data reported that by 
early morning Nevsky Prospect had already taken on "a very special ap
pearance." Although few shops opened for business, people were every
where about. The crowds were packed tightest in the area near St. Isaac's, 
Petrograd's largest cathedral, where the main services were to take place. 
Crowds also lined the route along which the cortege was to travel, from the 
cathedral to the Alexander Nevsky monastery where the dead cossacks 
were to be interred. 

Throughout the previous night townspeople, along with relatives and 
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friends of the slain cossacks, had waited in long lines outside St. Isaac's for 
their turn to pay their last respects. Inside the vast candle-lit cathedral the 
dead cossacks lay in state in open, white caskets, while stern-faced cossacks 
stood guard over their fallen comrades. Once admitted to the cathedral, 
many of the mourners remained there for the rest of the night, so that by 
early morning the church was filled to capacity and further entry was 
barred except to invited dignitaries. These began to arrive well before the 
requiem service was scheduled to start. Representatives of the various dip
lomatic missions in Russia, among them David Francis of the United 
States, Joseph Noulens of France, and George Buchanan of England, each 
accompanied by a military attache in dress uniform, took their places along
side members of the Russian cabinet, the majority socialist leadership of the 
Soviet, officials of the zemstvo and city administrations, representatives of 
the merchant and industrial estates, emissaries from each cossack force in 
Russia and from every unit in the Petrograd garrison, and delegations from 
major factories in the capital as well as from a host of lesser groups and 
organizations. 

Shortly before 10:00 A.M., Kerensky appeared in the cathedral. Report
edly looking pale and nervous (he was just then at a most difficult juncture 
in his efforts to form a government), he watched as the former court cap
pella, the combined St. Isaac's and Kazan cathedral choirs, and the personal 
choir of the metropolitan filed to places reserved for them. The cathedral 
became hushed as the archbishop of Petrograd, followed by the exarch of 
the Georgian Orthodox Church and the members of the Holy Synod, as
cended the platform before the altar to begin the requiem. At the start of 
the service, a procession of dignitaries laid wreaths of bright summer 
flowers at the foot of the caskets. Among the first to come forward was a 
delegation of cossacks bearing a floral tribute inscribed: "To those who loy
ally did their duty and died at the hands of German agents." They were 
followed by the Kadet leaders Fedor Rodichev, Pavel Miliukov, and V asilii 
Maklakov, who carried a large wreath beribboned in green and bearing the 
legend: "To the loyal sons of free Russia who fell in the struggle against 
traitors to their country." An approving observer from Zhivoe slovo reported 
that when the hundreds of voices of the combined choirs broke the silence 
to entone a solemn hymn, the entire congregation dropped to its knees. In 
this moving service the prominent Kadet Ariadna Tyrkova professed to 
have heard the voice of Russia itself. 

The requiem lasted nearly three hours. At its close, guards replaced and 
screwed down the casket lids. The caskets were then carried by selected 
high officials to the square outside the cathedral, where cossack and 
dragoon units, regiments of the Petrograd garrison, several military bands, 
and a detachment of trumpeters were massed for the procession to the 
Alexander Nevsky Monastery. As the first of the caskets, borne by cabinet 
ministers led by Kerensky, appeared from inside the cathedral, the com-



Petrograd During the Reaction · 41 

mander of the Petrograd Military District ordered: "Present arms!" Regi
mental banners fluttered in a soft breeze from the Neva while a single 
trumpeter played taps. Then the air was rent by the loud boom of ceremo
nial cannon at the Peter and Paul Fortress. The polished sabers of the cos
sacks gleamed in the bright sun, and at an officer's command a forest of 
bayonets rose and sprang back in salute. Kerensky stepped forward. "Citi
zens!" he thundered, 

Citizens, we are sharing a rare, sad, historical moment .... Every one of 
us must bow before the heroes who fell on the streets of the capital in the 
struggle for our homeland, for freedom, and for the honest name of a 
Russian citizen. On behalf of the government, I say to you that the Rus
sian state is going through a terrible moment. It is closer to destruction 
than ever before in its history. . . . Before all of you I openly declare that 
all attempts to foment anarchy and disorder regardless of where they come 
from will be dealt with mercilessly .... Before the bodies of the fallen, I 
beseech you to swear that along with us you will work to save the state 
and freedom. 

Raising his right hand, Kerensky shouted, "I pledge this!" There was a 
brief silence, then thousands of hands shot into the air and a roar erupted 
from the crowd: "We swear it!" Those nearest Kerensky lifted him on to 
their shoulders and carried him to a waiting automobile. 

The cortege started forward. The bells of St. Isaac's tolled as the bands 
played the majestic anthem "How Glorious Is Our God in Zion." Leading 

The funeral of seven cossacks killed in Petrograd during the July days. Government ministers 
and State Duma deputies follow the caskets. 
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the procession were the trumpeters, who were followed by a cossack squad
ron carrying pikes tied with black bunting; priests in flowing black robes 
bearing tall crosses, church banners, and incense burners; several rows of 
choirboys; high dignitaries of the church; and the St. Isaac's and 
metropolitan's choirs. The remains of the slain cossacks were borne on 
seven horse-drawn gun carriages. A riderless horse ambled behind each of 
the first six carriages. Seated in the saddle of the mount behind the last 
carriage was a thin-faced boy of about ten-the son of the slain cossack 
-wearing the distinctive dark blue uniform trimmed with maroon of the 
Don Cossacks. Bringing up the rear of the long cortege were government 
and Soviet officials, followed by the delegations that had attended the 
ceremony and seemingly endless ranks of military troops. 

As the head of the procession turned from Morskaia Street into Nevsky 
Prospect, bells at several neighboring churches began to toll, adding their 
peals to those from St. Isaac's. When the procession reached the Kazan 
Cathedral itself, it halted for a brief service, a procedure that was repeated 
in front of the Znamensky Church. With these interruptions, the cortege 
did not reach its destination until late afternoon. Remarkably, the time 
passed without incident. 

Observers of the cossacks' funeral could not but have contrasted that occa
sion with the antigovernment demonstrations of the preceding months. On 
July 15 there were few workers to be seen, and, as one reporter noted, "the 
military bands did not play the 'Marseillaise' once all the way to the ceme
tery." A commentator in Rech' on July 16 expressed great pleasure at what 
this outpouring of public sympathy for the slain cossacks suggested about 
the apparent transformation in the popular mood. "The days July 3-5 had 
thrust all the stench stored up over many months into the streets and re
vealed in all its horror and repulsiveness where the unrestricted sway of 
'insurgent lackeys' and 'drunk helots' led," he wrote. "July 15 demonstrated 
what a healthy core had made its appearance, once the logic of the revolu
tion caused this shady scum to be expelled." The cossacks' funeral was 
thus both a sad and a joyous occasion, the writer in Rech' concluded-sad 
for the losses mourned and joyous because Russia could now embark on 
a period of "national rejuvenation." 

What was most astounding about the post-July days reaction in Petrograd 
was how quickly the prevailing political climate appeared to have shifted. 
One newspaper reporter observed at the time, "The difference in mood 
between July 4 and 5 is so enormous, it is misleading to refer to it as a 
change-it is as if one had suddenly been transported from one city to 
another and found oneself amidst different people and different moods. "2 

Many years later the left Menshevik Vladimir Woytinsky remembered July 
5, when the streets of Petrograd became the scene of "a counterrevolution
ary orgy" and "the debauchery of the Black Hundreds threatened to de-
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stray the victory over the insurgents," as one of the saddest days of his life. 3 

As early as July 6 the All-Russian Executive Committees warned that the 
illegal arrests and the violent acts carried out in retaliation against the in
timidation of July 3-4 constituted a grave threat to the revolution (that is, 
to the repudiation of tsarism and to the establishment of a permanent dem
ocratic political system). A session of the Petrograd City Duma on July 7 was 
continually interrupted by reports of trouble throughout the city. A Men
shevik deputy declared, "Citizens who look like workers or who are sus
pected of being Bolsheviks are in constant danger of being beaten." "Quite 
intelligent people are conducting ultra-anti-Semitic agitation," volunteered 
another deputy. Responding to such reports, the City Duma deputies 
agreed to prepare a public condemnation of street violence. Published the 
next day, the statement cautioned the public against falling prey to "irre
sponsible agitators who, placing all the blame for the calamities being en
dured by the country on either the Jews, the bourgeoisie, or the workers, 
are instilling extremely dangerous thoughts in the minds of the aroused 
masses."4 

In the Petrograd press of this period there appeared a r:ash of reports 
regarding a sudden burst of activity on the part of extreme rightist groups. 
Among these organizations, apparently one of the most active was a group 
called Holy Russia, which, according to a story in Izvestiia, operated out of 
a book store on Pushkin Street. 5 Holy Russia published its own one-page 
weekly newspaper, Groza (Thunderstorm), which heaped blame for all of 
Russia's ills on non-Russians, especially Jews, as well as on socialists, liber
als, the bourgeoisie, and the proletariat. According to Groza, only Tsar 
Nicholas II was capable of furnishing bread and peace to the Russian peo
ple; only he could save the country from total ruin. 6 There were also fre
quent press reports of pogromist street agitation. Petrogradskii listok, for ex
ample, carried an account of a street-corner rally at which several speakers 
appealed to listeners to "smash the Jews and the bourgeoisie because they 
are responsible for the murderous war." One speaker put particular em
phasis on "Jewish domination of the central organs of the Russian democ
racy." The assembled crowd would not disperse until broken up by a de
tachment of soldiers and militiamen. 7 

At about this time several local Bolshevik Party offices were raided and 
wrecked. During the afternoon of July 9, for instance, soldiers raided party 
headquarters in the Liteiny District. The same evening Bolshevik head
quarters in the Petrograd District was attacked by "one hundred military 
school cadets arriving in four trucks and an armored car." Three party 
members in the headquarters were arrested and some money was seized by 
the cadets. Coming across the rubles, one of the cadets inquired incredu
lously, "Is this German money?" 8 Not only Jews and Bolsheviks but also 
nonparty labor organizations and Menshevik and SR groups felt the impact 
of this kind of action. Thus the Trud publishing house, which printed 
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much trade union as well as exclusively Bolshe~ik material, was wrecked on 
July 5. A few days later the headquarters of the metalworkers' union, the 
largest labor union in Russia, was also raided. 9 A local Menshevik office 
that happened to adjoin the Bolshevik headquarters in the Petrograd Dis
trict was wrecked when the latter was raided on July 9. 10 Office per
sonnel had already left for the day. 

During these days several moderate socialist officials were less successful 
in escaping blows aimed primarily at the Bolsheviks. Thus a Trudovik rep
resentative on the Central Executive Committee was badly beaten and 
briefly jailed for publicly urging that people refrain from referring to Lenin 
as a spy until his case had been properly investigated.11 And on July 5 
Mark Liber, one of the most influential Mensheviks in the Soviet and an 
arch-critic of the Bolsheviks as well, was arrested by soldiers who mistook 
him for Zinoviev. 12 

During these same days, Iurii Steklov (a prominent radical Social 
Democrat with close ties to Bolshevik moderates) encountered such 
difficulties not once, but three times. The night of July 7 his apartment was 
raided by a detachment from the Petrograd Military District. Steklov im
mediately phoned Kerensky, who arrived on the scene and persuaded the 
soldiers to leave Steklov alone. Later, however, a crowd of private citizens 
and soldiers, indignant that the first raiding party had come away empty
handed, gathered at Steklov's door bent on lynching him. Once more, 
Kerensky was summoned, and again he hurried over and freed Steklov, this 
time seeing to it that Steklov left the premises. Evidently in part to avoid 
such harassment, Steklov left the capital the next afternoon for a few days 
at his summer home in Finland. Yet this proved no escape. Steklov's cottage 
neighbored that of Bonch-Bruevich, where Lenin had been staying on the 
eve of the July days. During the night of July 10 military cadets, looking 
for Lenin and not finding him at Bonch-Bruevich's, moved on to search 
Steklov's home, grabbed Steklov, and forced him to return to Petrograd. In 
reference to such incidents the lzvestiia of the Moscow Soviet commented 
ruefully, "The cadets are not very knowledgeable about our differences. " 13 

On July 18 the Provisional Committee of the Duma held a sensational, 
widely publicized meeting, yet another barometer of the times. During the 
February days, deputies to the State Duma had created the Provisional 
Committee to help restore order. Along with the Executive Committee of 
the Petrograd Soviet, this committee had played a prominent role in the 
formation of the first Provisional Government. Subsequently, relatively lit
tle was heard from the Provisional Committee; its fifty or sixty active mem
bers, headed by Mikhail Rodzianko, seemed content to hold periodic 
unofficial discussions of governmental problems and, with less frequency, 
to issue pronouncements on political questions about which they felt 
strongly. During the early summer, however, as liberal and conservative 
members of the committee reacted to attacks from the left and to the 
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government's obvious incapacity to deal with outstanding problems, the 
committee's meetings and pronouncements became increasingly militant. In 
the wake of developments in June and July, more than a few deputies be
came convinced that the Duma's complicity in the overthrow of the old 
regime had been a tragic error and that the Russian state was on the brink 
of destruction. Quite a number of deputies now also came to believe that 
the Duma, Russia's sole legally elected representative body, was duty 
bound to try to save the country by helping to create a powerful govern
ment free of leftist influence. 

This view was forcefully expressed on July 18 at a meeting of the Provi
sional Committee convened to formulate a public declaration on the existing 
political situation and, more fundamentally, to discuss the Duma's course of 
action. 14 At this meeting, two rightist deputies, A. M. Maslenikov and Vla
dimir Purishkevich, the latter best known for his involvement in the assas
sination of Rasputin, went furthest in attacking the prevailing situation. 

Maslenikov placed most of the blame for the tragedies befalling Russia on 
the leaders of the Soviet, whom he called "dreamers," "lunatics passing 
themselves off as pacifists," "petty careerists," and "a group of fanatics, 
transients, and traitors." (Maslenikov implied that those involved were 
mostly Jews, and he made no distinction between moderate socialists and 
Bolsheviks.) To the approval of many deputies, he proposed that the full 
Duma be convened in official session and demanded that all cabinet mem
bers report to it for a complete accounting. The Duma could then deter
mine how the government should be reconstructed and what policies it 
should follow. "The State Duma is a trench defending the honor, the dig
nity, and the existence of Russia," he concluded. "In this trench we will 
either win or die." 

Purishkevich voiced complete agreement with Maslenikov and expressed 
particular bitterness toward all those who continued to concern themselves 
with the defense of the revolution at a time when, in his words, "Every 
patriot ought to be shouting from every rooftop: 'Save Russia, save the 
motherland!' She is poised on the edge of ruin more because of internal 
enemies than because of the foreign foe." According to Purishkevich, what 
the country needed most was a strong voice to sound the alarm about the 
misfortunes befalling Russia, as well as liberal use of the noose. "If a 
thousand, two thousand, perhaps five thousand scoundrels at the front and 
several dozen in the rear had been done away with," he declared, "we 
would not have suffered such an unprecedented disgrace." To restrict hang
ing to the front, he contended, referring to the reimposition of the death 
penalty there, made no sense at all; rather, "it is necessary to eradicate the 
sources of trouble, not merely its consequences." Like Maslenikov, 
Purishkevich viewed the activity of the Soviet as wholly pernicious and 
looked to the Duma "to speak out sternly and powerfully and to mete out 
proper punishment to all who had earned it." "Long live the State Duma," 
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shouted Purishkevich emotionally toward the end of his speech. "It is the 
only organ capable of saving Russia. . . . And let all the sinister forces that 
cling to the Provisional Government be destroyed. . . . These forces are 
led by people who have nothing in common with the peasantry, the sol
diers, or the workers, and who fish in troubled waters alongside pro
vocateurs maintained by the German emperor." 

Despite the strong rhetoric by Maslenikov and Purishkevich, the public 
appeal for firm government (free of Soviet influence) and for total commit
ment to the war effort that the Provisional Committee subsequently 
adopted was moderate in tone. Moreover, the committee rejected the notion 
of attempting to convene the full Duma "to mete out punishment"; a major
ity of the deputies apparently agreed with Miliukov's conclusion that such a 
step was inappropriate. 

Nonetheless, for the left and especially for the Bolsheviks these were 
indeed difficult days, subsequently remembered by many revolutinary vet
erans as perhaps the roughest in the history of the party. In some early 
memoirs of this period, Alexander Ilin-Zhenevsky, an editor of Soldatskaia 
pravda, recorded the problems he encountered searching for a press willing 
to print Bolshevik publications. Sent away with insults wherever he went, 
often even before identifying himself, he recalled wondering whether one 
could tell a Bolshevik by his looks. 15 The Kronstadt Bolshevik Ivan 
Flerovsky described a walk that he and Lunacharsky had taken together on 
July 5. On Nevsky Prospect, just below the Anichkov Bridge, Flerovsky 
was "grabbed by a fellow wearing a cross of St. George in his lapel who 
was screaming, 'Here they are ... anarchists ... this one is from 
Kronstadt!' "A hostile mob at once surrounded Flerovsky and Lunacharsky 
and dragged them off to General Staff headquarters. In his memoirs 
Flerovsky relates in some detail the harrowing moments that ensued. The 
square separating the headquarters from the Winter Palace was in use at the 
time as a staging and billeting area for military forces mobilized by the 
government to restore order. It was crammed with pup tents, machine 
guns, artillery pieces, and stacked riftles. As Flerovsky and Lunacharsky 
were led through the area, crowds of milling, restless soldiers shook their 
fists menacingly and shouted obscenities at the pair of "German agents." 16 

Bolshevik newspapers of the post-July days period contain numerous ac
counts of the indignities suffered by suspected leftists. On July 14, for 
example, Proletarskoe delo 11 printed an anguished letter from two imprisoned 
sailors, Aleko Fadeev arn;l Mikhail Mikhailov: 

On July 7 at 9:00 A.M. we set out to return to our units in Kronstadt 
when we were suddenly apprehended by a detachment of cadets and taken 
to General Staff headquarters. . . . While we were being led through the 
streets, the intelligentsia pounced on us, determined to kill us. Some of the 
attackers said scandalous things about us, that we were German agents. 



Petrograd During the Reaction · 4 7 

When we passed the naval staff building, even the doorman there 
begged our guard to line us up on the bank and shoot us. . . . Just as we 
arrived at headquarters . . . another convoy drew up with ten people 
under arrest. All had been beaten up and blood was streaming from their 
faces. 

Many of those detained in this way were questioned and soon released. 
Some, however, spent weeks and even months in prison. Trotsky, who was 
imprisoned in the Crosses, described his encounters with some of these 
prisoners. One worker, Anton lvashin, was beaten up and arrested in a 
public bath. lvashin came to grief when, overhearing some dragoons newly 
arrived from the front talking about how the Petrograd garrison was receiv
ing money from the Germans, he interrupted his scrubbing to inquire 
whether the soldiers had actually seen any evidence. He was immediately 
hauled off to jail. Another of Trotsky's fellow prisoners, Ivan Piskunov, 
was arrested for an equally careless remark. Chancing to come upon a street 
rally and hearing a soldier affirm that six thousand rubles had been found in 
the pockets of a rebel soldier killed in the July days, he barely managed to 
blurt, "That can't be!" before he was pummelled and dragged away. 18 

While there were frequent incidents of this kind during the post-July days 
reaction, what seems most remarkable is that only one Bolshevik, Ivan Voi
nov, a twenty-three-year-old helper in the Pravda circulation room, was 
killed. On July 6, Voinov was arrested while distributing copies of listok 
pravdy. While he was being transported for interrogation, one of his captors 
struck him on the head with a saber; the young Bolshevik died instantly. 19 

It is difficult to estimate the number of Bolsheviks incarcerated in the 
aftermath of the July uprising, in part because many of those arrested were 
soon released and hence are not counted in available published sources, and 
also because political prisoners were held in many places of detention scat
tered throughout the capital. Roughly thirty "politicals," among them Petr 
Dashkevich, Nikolai Krylenko, I. U. Kudelko, Mikhail Ter-Arutuniants, 
Osvald Dzenis, Nikolai Vishnevetsky, and lurii Kotsiubinsky, all military 
officers and the cream of Military Organization unit-level garrison leader
ship, were held in the First District Militia headquarters. Ilin-Zhenevsky, 
who often passed the building, later recalled seeing the familiar faces of his 
former close associates peering through the barred windows of their cells; 
catching sight of him, they would smile and wave. 20 

About 150 prisoners, a large percentage of them Kronstadt sailors indis
criminately rounded up in the streets, were held in the Second District 
Militia headquarters. The Crosses held 131 "politicals," many of whom 
were suspected extreme leftists netted in the streets, often merely for a 
loose word. In the Crosses, too, were some of the government's most prized 
prisoners-including Trotsky, Kamenev, Lunacharsky, Raskolnikov, Va-
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silii Sakharov, Roshal, Remnev, and Khaustov; some of the soldiers of the 
First Machine Gun Regiment who had initially triggered the July days; and 
Antonov-Ovseenko, Dybenko, and Khovrin of Tsentrobalt. Female prison
ers, including the notorious Kollontai, were jailed in the Vyborg District 
hard-labor prison for women; twenty Bolsheviks were kept in the Transfer 
Prison; and over a dozen party members, presumably those requiring medi
cal treatment, were held in the Nikolaevsky Military Hospital. 21 

The regime in these places of detention varied considerably. Nonetheless, 
except perhaps for the food, conditions in all of them were a good deal less 
oppressive than in tsarist days. While the staff in most prisons included a 
significant percentage of holdovers from before the February revolution, 
even these veterans now tended to be relatively lenient. Raskolnikov re
called that many of his guards at the Crosses were cautious toward, indeed 
even fearful of, "politicals." After all, following the February revolution, 
yesterday's high officials suddenly turned up in jail, while some of the pre
vious inmates instantly became cabinet ministers. Prison personnel were 
naturally wary of such a turnabout happening again. 22 

Bolsheviks in common cells holding several inmates were also relatively 
well off. The prisoners who suffered most in the aftermath of the July days 
were those held in the Second District Militia headquarters, where over
crowding was a problem, and those particularly notorious figures, among 
them Raskolnikov, Trotsky, Kamenev, and Lunacharsky, who were ini
tially kept in solitary confinement in the Crosses. 23 

Treatment of the imprisoned Bolsheviks shifted with the prevailing polit
ical winds. Thus the going was roughest for "politicals" just after the July 
days, when the Provisional Government appeared potentially strong and 
when it seemed as if the Bolsheviks were permanently crushed. When the 
fortunes of the party began to recover, the prison regime became noticeably 
freer. After a few weeks, Raskolnikov, for one, was removed from solitary 
confinement and was amazed to find that the doors to cells in the Crosses 
were now kept open throughout the day. "With the beginning of this 
open-door policy," he wrote, "individual cells were transformed into Jaco
bin clubs. Moving from one cell to another in noisy groups, we argued, 
played chess, and shared what we read in the papers." Recalling significant 
differences of opinion among his fellow prisoners, Raskolnikov observed 
that while all prisoners had faith in the ultimate triumph of the proletariat, 
in contrast to prerevolutionary days-when political prisoners were, typi
cally, ideologically well-grounded, professional revolutionaries-a sig
nificant number of his comrades in the Crosses were youthful, recent con
verts to the Bolshevik cause. As a consequence, there were frequent, 
fierce debates about revolutionary tactics between impatient hotheads who 
believed the party had made a grievous error in not trying to take power in 
July, and older, experienced, more disciplined Bolsheviks who defended the 
tactics of the Central Committee. When Raskolnikov insisted that power 
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could not be seized until a majority of workers supported the Bolsheviks, 
the hotheads countered that an energetic revolutionary vanguard could seize 
power on its own in the interest of the working class. Raskolnikov adds that 
while Trotsky had fully supported the cautious policy of the Central Com
mittee during the July days, now, sitting in jail, he occasionally had second 
thoughts. "Perhaps we should have given it a try. What if the front had 
supported us? Then everything would have turned out differently." But 
these impetuous thoughts inevitably gave way very quickly to a more logi
cal analysis of the prevailing correlation of forces. 24 

Almost all jailed rebels were allowed writing materials, and many took 
advantage of lax security to send petitions, articles, and messages to the 
world outside. Some prisoners, Roshal for one, used this time to begin 
writing memoirs. Among the inmates of the Crosses, the most prolific au
thor appears to have been Trotsky. Taking time out only for daily walks, 
he remained rooted to his desk, writing political pamphlets and preparing 
daily articles for the Bolshevik press. 

A week after his arrest, Kamenev drew up a personal appeal to the Cen
tral Executive Committee for help in expediting the proceedings against 
him: 

I turned myself over to the courts because I had faith . . . that the 
authorities would present the accusations against me without delay and 
that I would have full opportunity to explain myself. Instead, a whole 
week has gone by and I still have not seen a single representative of the 
court authorities. . . . Meanwhile my being locked up has deprived me of 
the ability to wage a public struggle against the vile slander concerning my 
connection with German money. . . . I want to think that the Soviet will 
not force me to acknowledge that those of my comrades who failed to obey 
its directives [to submit to the authorities] acted more wisely than I. 25 

Somewhat later, a group of political prisoners identifying themselves 
only as "soldiers thrown into prison" formulated an appeal to "comrade 
cyclists and soldiers of other military units that have arrived from the 
front": "You, dear comrades, know that our comrade workers and soldiers 
have been in Petrograd prisons without trials for more than a month. . . . 
Do you know that many of our comrade soldiers and workers are charged 
with being traitors merely because they had the courage to call themselves 
Bolsheviks? It is painful for us if you are aware of this and remain silent 
... [but] we do not believe this to be the case .... We believe you are 
already on our side, that you sympathize with us, and that you will come to 
help us. "26 There is no record of any response to such appeals. 

Naturally, Bolsheviks who still had their freedom did what they could to 
help arrested comrades, mobilizing public concern for their plight and 
maintaining the strongest possible pressure upon the government to release 
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them. The Bolshevik Petersburg Committee created a special organization, 
the "Proletarian Red Cross," to collect funds for prisoners and their 
families; mutual aid organizations were also established at the district 
level. 27 

After several weeks of detention and increasing signs of a possible rightist 
coup, the patience of some prisoners reached the breaking point, despite 
improving conditions of confinement. What appears to have oppressed pris
oners most was the government's desultoriness in handling their cases-in 
particular, in questioning and formally indicting them. Condemnation as 
German agents also enraged each and every prisoner, including the usually 
very controlled Trotsky. "Within our stone cells this slander pressed in on 
us like a wave of suffocating gas," one prisoner subsequently related. 28 

The inmates' growing frustration was reflected in their increasingly bitter 
letters and declarations, which appeared prominently in the leftist press. 
On August 2 political prisoners· in the Second District Militia headquarters 
hit on a new way to protest their treatment, declaring a hunger strike. This 
action ended three days later, after representatives of the Central Executive 
Committee guaranteed that the prisoners' cases would be attended to with
out further delay and that individuals against whom there were no specific 
charges would soon be released. 29 Beginning in mid-August, inmates at the 
Second District Militia headquarters were gradually freed, and in due 
course this success stimulated a wave of hunger strikes at other prisons. In 
time these protests would arouse the sympathy of a major segment of the 
Petrograd population. For the moment, however, only a very small percen
tage of jailed Bolsheviks were actually set free. 



. 4· 
THE INEFFECTIVENESS 

OF REPRESSION 

Viewing the apparent swing in sentiment against the Bolsheviks and 
the seemingly decisive steps taken by the Provisional Government 

to restore order in the immediate wake of the July uprising, many con
temporary observers were inclined to believe, wishfully no doubt, that the 
Bolsheviks had incurred a fatal defeat. As one newspaper editor wrote 
confidently at the time: "The Bolsheviks are compromised, discredited, and 
crushed. More than that, they have been expelled from Russian life, their 
teaching has turned out to be an irreversible failure, and has scandalized 
itself and its believers before the world and for all time."1 And as another 
writer, a Kadet, put it: "The Bolsheviks are hopelessly compromised .... 
Bolshevism has died a sudden death. . . . [It] has turned out to be a bluff 
inflated with Germany money. "2 

With the benefit of hindsight, one can see that those who facilely wrote 
off Bolshevism as a potent political force in the mid-summer of 1917 failed 
completely to take account of the basic concerns and great potential power 
of the Petrograd masses and of the enormous attraction that a revolutionary 
political and social program like that of the Bolsheviks held for them. At the 
same time, such people were obviously misled by the torrent of tough
sounding decrees emanating from the Winter Palace; they read into the 
actions of the Provisional Government a singleness of purpose and degree of 
strength and effectiveness that it simply did not possess. Kerensky's flaming 
hard-line rhetoric notwithstanding, almost none of the major repressive 
measures adopted by the cabinet during this period either was fully im
plemented or successfully achieved its objectives. The policy of getting 
arms and ammunition out of the hands of civilians, for example, encoun
tered early obstacles and was not pursued for long. Similarly, only the First 
Machine Gun Regiment, the l 80th Infantry Regiment, and the Grenadier 
Regiment, among the many units of the Petrograd garrison in which Bol-
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sheviks had a strong foothold, were effectively disarmed. While considera
ble numbers of personnel from radicalized units were transferred to the 
front in late July and August, none of these units, contrary to the original 
intention, were completely liquidated. As for the government's avowed aim 
of arresting and quickly bringing to trial leaders and supporters of the July 
insurrection, although many Bolsheviks were jailed after the rebellion's col
lapse, most of the Petrograd party organization's roughly thirty-two 
thousand members were not disturbed by the authorities. Those leftists 
actually jailed were not formally indicted for some time, if at all, and the 
October revolution intervened before any of them were brought to trial. 

Various factors contributed to this state of affairs. The Provisional 
Government's fundamental weakness and lack of credibility among the 
masses were probably the main reasons for its lack of success in disarming 
civilians. The official justification for requisitioning weapons was that sol
diers under attack at the front badly needed them; actually, the 
government's main concern in taking this action was to lessen the danger of 
renewed civil strife by confiscating hand guns, rifles, and machine guns 
which workers had acquired during the February days and which they had 
used in July to terrorize the government and the Soviet. The central Soviet 
organs endorsed this effort. But most factory workers, suspicious of the 
government's intentions and alarmed over what they perceived to be the 
mounting danger of counterrevolution, would have none of it. Although 
some civilians obediently turned in weapons immediately after publication 
of government orders to this effect, it soon became apparent that most 
workers possessing arms were unwilling to surrender them peacefully. 
Government troops consequently raided factories and offices of leftist sup
porters in which arms were believed to be hidden. More often than not 
these fishing expeditions failed to turn up weapons, and they were discon
tinued toward the end of July. Their main result was to exacerbate relations 
between factory workers and the authorities. 

That many strongly Bolshevik-influenced military units managed to 
avoid disarmament was probably partly a result of the fact that they pub
licly repudiated their previous behavior and adopted fervent pledges of loy
alty to the new Kerensky regime as soon as the latter's plans concerning the 
garrison became known. That the government's plan of transferring Bol
shevized troops out of the capital was only partially realized was in part 
because front commanders had headaches enough as it was and were under
standably reluctant to accept such unreliable reinforcements. Additionally, 
making a fair determination of which troops among the 215 ,000 to 300,000 
soldiers of the Petrograd garrison actually deserved to be punished by 
shipment to the front was no easy matter. Even in the most belligerent 
regiments, only a very small proportion of soldiers had consciously acted to 
overthrow the government in July. The command of the Petrograd Military 
District was disorganized, and inevitably many largely blameless units were 



The Ineffectiveness of Repression · 53 

summarily punished by shipment out of the capital, while some troops that 
had mutinied in July were still in Petrograd in October. 

The fact that only a small percentage of Bolshevik leaders were arrested 
after the July days was due partly to the All-Russian Executive Commit
tees' stubborn insistence that action be taken only against individuals, not 
against whole political groups. Of course, the Provisional Government did 
not contain any Cavaignacs; this was in part because cabinet ministers were 
justifiably apprehensive about the government's ability to control the mas
sive protest that an officially sponsored, indiscriminate attack on the left 
was bound to stimulate. To be sure, at the height of the reaction that fol
lowed the July days, some leftist institutions were subjected to military 
attack. Present-day Soviet historians view these assaults as part of a deliber
ate, all-out campaign by the government to crush the entire Bolshevik or
ganization and the militant labor movement generally. Yet this interpreta
tion does not withstand careful scrutiny. When each of the major post-July 
military attacks on the left is examined closely, one finds that with a few 
exceptions (among the most prominent of which were the government's 
raids on the Kshesinskaia mansion and the offices of Pravda), this or that 
attack on a district Bolshevik committee or nonparty labor organization or 
factory either was directly connected to government attempts to confiscate 
weapons or was undertaken at the initiative of some zealous, anonymous, 
second-level official, often a holdover from the tsarist regime, without the 
approval of higher authorities. 

This was the case with the July 9 raid on Bolshevik headquarters in the 
downtown Liteiny District. Several days before this attack, the Liteiny 
District Committee had unwittingly moved into new quarters in a building 
also housing a regional counterintelligence office. As far as the personnel in 
this office were concerned, every Bolshevik was a German agent; acting on 
their own, they picked the next Sunday to forcibly evict their new 
neighbors. 3 Similarly, the same day's raid on Bolshevik Party headquarters 
in the Petrograd District, which ended with the wrecking of a neighboring 
Menshevik office, was initiated and led by junior officers attached to the 
Petrograd Military District. Probing by reporters later revealed that the 
attack force did not have a warrant, and spokesmen for the government and 
even General Polovtsev himself denied prior knowledge of the operation. 4 

Raids in the suburb of Sestroretsk at this time were also apparently the 
result of an excess of zeal on the part of lower-level military personnel. 
When members of a local hunting club at Sestroretsk took some pot shots at 
camping soldiers, the soldiers jumped to the conclusion that factory work
ers were responsible and reported as much to the headquarters of the Pet
rograd Military District. General Polovtsev responded by ordering his 
troops to disarm some worker detachments known to exist in the Ses
troretsk factory. Although this occurred before publication of the Provi
sional Government's orders regarding the turning in of weapons, the com-
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mander of the force sent to the Sestroretsk factory announced that all 
weapons in the hands of civilians, regardless of whether or not they be
longed to the worker detachments, were to be confiscated. Moreover, de
spite the fact that large quantities of arms and ammunition were turned in, 
government troops arrested seven leftist organizers and searched and 
wrecked scores of private apartments and labor organization offices in the 
town of Sestroretsk itself. 5 Evidently because General Polovtsev could not 
or, more likely, would not control the frequent excesses of his subordinates, 
he was relieved of command at the Central Executive Committee's insis
tence on July 13. 6 

Why it took so long to indict Bolsheviks arrested after the July uprising 
and why not one was tried are complex questions. There is, first of all, the 
problem of why the government did not actively prosecute cases in connec
tion with the German-agent charges. Several related factors may have been 
responsible for this. Though it is now evident that funds from German 
sources were funneled to the Bolsheviks during the revolutionary period, 
we know that at the time of the July uprising, the government's case was far 
from complete. Then, too, Lenin-the central figure in the alleged 
conspiracy-was never caught. Many of those arrested after the July days 
were picked up and imprisoned merely for a loose word; prosecuting them 
could have led only to embarrassment for the government. 

Charges of complicity in organizing an insurrection leveled against many 
jailed lower-level Bolshevik leaders, particularly those from the Military 
Organization, were based on significantly more solid grounds; published 
portions of the official inquiry into the background and development of the 
July uprising indicate that the government had gathered a good deal of 
persuasive evidence of the significant role played by activists from the 
Military Organization and the Petersburg Committee in its organization and 
expansion. 7 Why some of these people were not speedily brought to trial is 
a real puzzle. Part of the explanation may be that their cases became 
swamped among the many more altogether flimsy ones being pursued at the 
same time. In addition, many of those Bolsheviks whose important roles in 
organizing the July uprising could be established most definitely were also 
accused of the much more difficult to substantiate charge of having con
spired with the Germans. No doubt this affected the disposition of their 
cases. 

More fundamentally, what the available evidence reveals most clearly is 
that the harassed Provisional Government, only five months old, was sim
ply ill-equipped to deal effectively with a judicial problem of this nature 
and magnitude. In the aftermath of the February days, institutions and 
procedures had been established to investigate and prosecute officials of the 
old regime. Not until after the July days, however, was the Provisional 
Government forced to address itself to the problem of handling a major 
popular rebellion-appropriate procedures had to be established on a 
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piecemeal, ad hoc basis. Within the cabinet, differences of opinion regard
ing which statutes of the tsarist criminal code were applicable to the exist
ing situation caused delays. Moreover, while the government had the good 
judgment to concentrate overall responsibility for investigating and pros
ecuting accused insurgents in the hands of a single authority (N. S. 
Karinsky, prosecutor of the Petrograd court of appeals), several subordinate 
military and civil agencies were also necessarily involved. Coordination be
tween these agencies was either very poor or nonexistent; this caused 
further confusion and delay. 

Then, too, it is well to remember that in the aftermath of the July days, 
the work of the Provisional Government and of its individual departments 
was especially disorganized. In retrospect, it is obvious that the 
government's most crucial problem, if it was to survive, was somehow to 
ease mass unrest and to deal decisively with the extreme left. But to the 
harried men of the Provisional Government, this was by no means appar
ent. As we have seen, from July 2, when the first coalition collapsed, until 
July 2 3, when Kerensky finally succeeded in putting together a full cabinet, 
Russia was without a properly functioning government. It appeared that 
the Bolsheviks were permanently suppressed and most of Kerensky's time 
was understandably taken up by political discussions aimed at forming a 
new coalition and planning for the stabilization of the front. After all-night 
negotiating sessions in the Winter Palace, Kerensky would leave Petrograd 
for Mogilev, Pskov, or some other front-line location to consult with his 
military commanders. 

During this period individual ministers were shuffled from cabinet post 
to cabinet post like cards in a deck. This was the case in the Interior Minis
try and the Ministry of Justice, the departments most intimately involved in 
proceedings relating to the "affair of July 3-5." After Lvov's resignation on 
July 8, Tsereteli became interior minister; on July 24, he was replaced by 
Nikolai A vksentiev, who served until the end of August, when he, too, 
stepped down. At the Ministry of Justice, Ivan Efremov replaced the de
parted Pereverzev on July 11. In the cabinet announced on July 23, Alex
ander Zarudny became minister of justice; Zarudny was replaced by Pavel 
Maliantovich on September 2 5. The result of these continual ministerial 
changes was chaos; it could not have been otherwise. 

Meanwhile, public demands to do something about imprisoned leftists 
mounted-from liberals and conservatives, anxious to expose the Bolsheviks 
fully and without delay, and from socialists, equally determined that the 
Bolsheviks be either properly indicted and tried or set free. Evidently in the 
hope of silencing these critics, Karinsky on July 21 released a report on the 
progress of his inquiry. This report assigned exclusive blame for stimulat
ing, organizing, and directing the July uprising to the Bolsheviks. As re
gards charges of espionage against the party, the report concluded that, 
among others, Lenin, Zinoviev, Kollontai, Sakharov, Raskolnikov, and 



Kerensky departing for the front. 

Roshal had entered into an agreement with Russia's enemies "to assist in the 
disorganization of the Russian army and the rear . . . ; for this purpose, 
with the money received from these states they organized an armed insur
rection against the existing order. "8 In his report, Karinsky provided only 
the weakest circumstantial evidence to support these charges, making fre
quent allusions to more substantial proof which could not then be made 
public. Predictably, the report triggered an outcry from the left. As Navaia 
zhizn' put it: "It is difficult to understand why instead of an objective ac
count of what happened we get what amounts to an indictment. . . . The 
conclusions do not follow from the premises. . . . The portions of the re
port dealing with treason are so ambiguous and superficial, it is staggering 
to think that they could have been released by the prosecuting authority. " 9 

In view of the tendentious nature of Karinsky's report, Martov recom
mended to the Central Executive Committee that the government be pre
vailed upon to permit arrested leftists to defend themselves during inves-
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tigative proceedings. He also urged that an attempt be made to have rep
resentatives of the Central Executive Committee included in the 
government's commission of inquiry. A measure of the great upset trig
gered by Karinsky's action is the fact that despite dislike for the Bolsheviks 
and fundamental loyalty to the government, a majority of committee mem
bers immediately accepted both recommendations. They also adopted a 
public statement in which they strongly protested the publication of mate
rials from the preliminary investigation of the July 3-5 cases before the com
pletion of the investiga"tion and condemned "this clear violation of the law" 
as an ominous sign that the new court system had inherited the worst fea
tures of the old tsarist courts. Meanwhile, many of the jailed Bolsheviks had 
yet even to be formally questioned, and to workers and soldiers their plight 
became a cause celebre. Whatever opportunity may have existed in the im
mediate aftermath of the July days to decisively scandalize the Bolsheviks 
and their cause quickly passed, and the government was forced gradually to 
release those Bolsheviks in its hands. 

The overall ineffectiveness of the government's post-July days attempts 
to suppress and discredit the Bolsheviks becomes apparent when one ex
amines the condition and activities of the Bolshevik Central Committee, the 
Petersburg Committee, and the Military Organization during the second 
half of July and in early August. Of the nine-man Central Committee 
elected at the April Conference, for example, only Kamenev was behind 
bars. The necessity of remaining under cover put a severe crimp in the 
work of Lenin and Zinoviev; still, neither was entirely lost to the party. 
Zinoviev maintained and indeed soon increased his journalistic endeavors, 
while Lenin, by means of frequent written dispatches from Razliv and Fin
land, continued to exert an influence on the formation of Bolshevik 
policy. 10 Moreover, losif Stalin and lakov Sverdlov, along with the Mos
cow leaders Felix Dzerzhinsky, Andrei Bubnov, Grigorii Sokolnikov, and 
Nikolai Bukharin, all of whom were elected to the Central Committee at 
the end of July, filled the gap left by the absence of top Petrograd Bolshevik 
officials in jail or in hiding. 11 

Under the coolheaded leadership of Sverdlov, an indefatigable young 
administrator from the Urals who headed the party secretariat, the Central 
Committee quietly set itself up for business in a modest apartment outside 
the center of town. In the mid-l 920s, when public criticism of higher party 
organs was still tolerated, Ilin-Zhenevsky recalled the operation of the Cen
tral Committee in this period with undisguised nostalgia: 

Just about every day I used to go [to Central Committee headquarters] 
.. and I frequently encountered a serene family scene. Everyone sits at 

the dining table and drinks tea. On the table, a large samovar steams coz
ily. L. R. Menzhinskaia [one of the secretaries], a towel over her shoulder, 
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third row: I. T. Smilga, F. A. Sergeev; fourth row: E. D. Stasova, G. Lomov, A. I. Rykov, 
N. I. Bukharin, S. G. Shaumian, A. M. Kollontai. Missing from the picture are la. A. Berzin 
and M. F. Muranov. loffe, Stasova, and Lomov were Central Committee candidates. 

rinses glasses, wipes them, and pours tea for each arriving comrade. . . 
Involuntarily, a comparison with the present headquarters of the Central 
Committee comes to mind. [We have] a gigantic building with a labyrinth 
of sections and subsections. Bustling about on every floor are an enormous 
number of employees, feverishly completing urgent tasks. Naturally, with 
its functions so expanded today, there is no possibility of the Central 
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Committee operating in any other way. Still, there is a certain sadness in 
the fact that the time when simple and unpretentious, yet profoundly com
radely and united effort was possible, has gone and will never come 
again. 12 

During the first weeks following the July uprising, the closure of Pravda 
handicapped the Central Committee's work; not until early August was it 
able to resume publication of a regular newspaper. 13 Nonetheless, even in 
mid-July, while the reaction in Petrograd held full sway, Sverdlov felt 
confident enough of the future to cable party committees in the provinces 
that "the mood in Piter is hale and hearty. We are keeping our heads. The 
organization is not destroyed. " 14 

On July 13, less than two weeks after the July uprising, the Central 
Committee managed to convene a secret two-day strategy conference in 
Petrograd. Bringing together members of the Central Committee, officials 
of the Military Organization, and representatives of party committees from 
Petrograd and Moscow, 15 this meeting had as its central purpose the evalua
tion of changes in the political situation caused by the July uprising and 
formulation of appropriate tactical directives for the guidance of subordi
nate party organizations throughout Russia. The conference's importance is 
attested to by the fact that Lenin prepared, expressly for its consideration, a 
set of theses on tactics, in which he departed sharply from his pre-July 
tactical stance. 16 In these theses Lenin argued that the counterrevolution, 
fully supported by the Mensheviks and SRs, had managed to take full con
trol of the government and the revolution. Not only the moderate socialist 
parties but also the Soviet had become "mere fig leaves of the counter
revolution." 

The perspective for the future outlined by Lenin flowed directly from 
this assessment of the prevailing situation. Now that the counterrevolution 
had consolidated itself and the soviets were powerless, there was no longer, 
in his estimation, any possibility that the revolution might develop peace
fully. The party's pre-July orientation toward transfer of power to the 
soviets and the chief Bolshevik slogan, "All Power to the Soviets," had to be 
abandoned. The only tactical course left to the party was to prepare for an 
eventual armed uprising and transfer of power to the proletariat and poorer 
peasantry. (In conversations with Ordzhonikidze at this time, Lenin spoke 
of the possibility of a popular rising by September or October and of the 
need to focus Bolshevik activity in the factory-shop committees. The 
factory-shop committees, Lenin is quoted by Ordzhonikidze as saying, 
would have to become insurrectionary organs.)17 

In order to appreciate the response of participants in the July 13-14 Cen
tral Committee conference to Lenin's directives, it is well to bear in mind 
the following factors. First, while there is evidence that by mid-June (i.e., 
prior to the July days) Lenin had given up whatever hope he may have had 
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for the transfer of power to the soviets without an armed struggle, it ap
pears that he shared his views in this regard with only a very few closest 
associates. 18 To the party at large, his efforts to prevent a premature rising 
during the second half of June conveyed the impression that events had 
moderated his outlook; thus the ideas expressed in the theses came as a shot 
out of the blue. Second, the course now envisioned by Lenin inevitably 
reopened intraparty disputes over fundamental theoretical assumptions 
which had been papered over at the April Conference and which were to 
have been thrashed out at the approaching party congress. Finally, as we 
shall see, Lenin's assessment of the prevailing situation ran counter to the 
mood and views of many Bolshevik leaders, who, unlike Lenin, could 
evaluate the impact of the reaction personally and were in touch daily with 
leaders of left Menshevik and SR factions and the Petrograd masses gener
ally. 

No official record of the deliberations of the Bolshevik leadership on July 
13-14 has been published. From related contemporary documents we know 
that Lenin's ideas were the subject of fierce debate. 19 Volodarsky, of the 
Petersburg Committee, and Nogih and Rykov, from Moscow, took issue 
with Lenin on "every key issue touched on in the theses. "20 There is also 
evidence that Zinoviev, who was as vehemently opposed to Lenin's course 
as were Volodarsky, Nogin, and Rykov, but who was not at the confer
ence, made his views known to the participants in writing. 21 Sverdlov, Via
cheslav Molotov, Stalin's future foreign minister, who was then a dour
faced political activist in his mid-twenties, and Saveliev probably 
spearheaded the fight for the adoption of Lenin's course. When the theses 
were put to a vote, they were decisively rejected, ten of the fifteen party 
officials attending the conference voting against them. 22 

The basic differences in outlook between Lenin and the conference ma
jority were reflected in the resolution that the conferees went on to adopt. 
In contrast to Lenin's view that the moderate socialists had completely sold 
out to the government and that state power was effectively in the hands of 
counterrevolutionary capitalists and large landowners, this resolution, while 
acknowledging that the Kerensky government was a dictatorship, implied 
that it was not yet fully "under the thumb of the counterrevolution." Ac
cording to the resolution, the dictatorship of Kerensky, Tsereteli, and Ef
remov represented (I) the peasant petty bourgeoisie and the portion of the 
working class that had not yet become disillusioned with petty bourgeois 
democrats, and (2) the bourgeois and landowning classes. These two sides, 
the resolution indicated, were still engaged in bargaining with one another. 
With regard to the Mensheviks and SRs, the resolution stated that by their 
cowardice and betrayal of the proletariat they were constantly strengthen
ing the position of classes hostile to the revolution. But there was no sugges
tion that the Mensheviks and SRs were irretrievably lost to the revolution
ary cause; in line with this view, the resolution was silent about the need 
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to withdraw the slogan "All Power to the Soviets." Declaring simply that 
the Kerensky government was incapable of providing solutions to the basic 
problems of the revolution, the resolution pointed to the need for placing 
power in the hands of revolutionary proletarian and peasant soviets which 
would take decisive steps to end the war, put a stop to compromises with 
the bourgeoisie, transfer land to the peasants, establish workers' control in 
industry and the distribution of goods, and destroy strongholds of the reac
tion. (Subsequently, Volodarsky remembered that this qualification of the 
slogan "All Power to the Soviets" was the only concession that he and his 
followers made to those who demanded that the slogan be scrapped 
altogether. )23 

The tasks of the party in the prevailing circumstances, the resolution 
stated, were to expose each and every sign of counterrevolution, effectively 
to criticize the reactionary policies of petty bourgeois leaders, to strengthen 
the position of the revolutionary proletariat and its party wherever possible, 
and to prepare the forces necessary for a decisive struggle to fulfill the Bol
shevik program, if the development of the political crisis in the country 
permitted this, on a genuinely mass scale. 24 It was a formulation that could 
mean almost anything. The resolution said nothing about the end of the 
peaceful period in the development of the revolution or about the need to 
prepare for an armed uprising. Implicit was the assumption that the party 
would continue to devote considerable attention to work in the soviets. 
When this resolution is compared with the course Lenin was advocating, 
one of the things that emerges most distinctly is the reluctance of its authors 
to give up the hope of cooperating with other socialist elements to establish 
a soviet government. This mood is also mirrored in the decision, taken as 
the July 13-14 meeting adjourned, to invite "internationalists" to participate 
in the coming party congress with a consultative vote, and even to invite the 
SRs, presumably to gain a sense of where they stood. 25 

When Lenin learned, on July 15, what had transpired at the Central 
Committee conference, he reacted with anger and alarm. The current situa
tion was not unlike the one he had encountered at the time of his return to 
Russia in early April. Once again, he had to counteract a strong impulse 
within Bolshevik ranks to forego radical revolutionary action and to work 
closely, if not to merge, with more moderate political groups. Now, how
ever, he was forced to reorient his party's policies from a remote hiding
place twenty miles from Petrograd, without benefit of a regular newspaper. 

Lenin responded to the rejection of his theses by the Central Committee 
conference in a long essay, "On Slogans. "26 Pointedly observing at the out
set of this essay that "all too often in the past when history has made a 
sharp turn, even progressive parties have been unable to adapt quickly to 
new situations and have repeated slogans that were valid before but had 
now lost all meaning," he insisted that the slogan "All Power to the 
Soviets," while valid during the period from February 27 to July 4, had 
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patently lost its usefulness after that date. "Unless this is understood," he 
warned, "it is impossible to understand anything about the urgent questions 
of the day." Lenin went on to suggest that the thinking of his adversaries in 
the party who believed that the SRs and Mensheviks might yet rectify their 
errors was "childishly naive," if not "simply stupid." "The people must be 
told the whole truth," he insisted, "namely that power is in the hands of a 
military clique of Cavaignacs . . . that power must be overthrown." He 
added: "Soviets may appear in this revolution, but not the present soviets . 
. . . The present soviets have failed .... [They] are like sheep brought to 
the slaughterhouse, bleating pitifully under the knife." Declaring toward 
the close of "On Slogans" that "a new cycle [in the class struggle] is begin
ning, one that does not involve the old classes, old parties, and old soviets," 
he insisted that the party "start looking forward instead of backward" and 
operate with "new, post-July class and party categories." 

For the time being, however, Lenin was on the outside looking in. The 
Central Committee conference resolution was the national leadership's main 
political evaluation and official pronouncement on-tactics between the April 
Conference and the Sixth Congress. It was quickly reproduced as a leaflet, 
340 bundles of which were rushed to subordinate Bolshevik organizations 
throughout the country. The resolution was duly published in each of the 
party's main provincial organs and served as a guide for resolutions on the 
political situation and tactics adopted at precongress party conferences and 
meetings that took place during the second half of July throughout 
Russia. 27 

The experience of the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee during this same 
period confirms that the damage done to the Bolsheviks during the reaction 
following the July days was comparatively superficial and easily overcome. 
Composed of close to fifty elected district committee representatives who 
met weekly to discuss important policy issues, the Petersburg Committee 
was directed by a six-man Executive Commission, no members of which 
were arrested after the July days. The Petersburg Committee's work was 
momentarily thrown into disarray by the loss of offices and records in the 
Kshesinskaia mansion. "We lost just about everything---0ur documents, ac
counts, quarters-literally everything!" a member of the Executive Com
mission dejectedly reported at the time. 28 Still, contact between the com
mission and district party committees was never seriously disrupted. A 
temporary home for the Petersburg Committee was quickly found in the 
relatively safe Vyborg District, where as early as July 7 party workers were 
turning out revolutionary leaflets on a dilapidated hand press left from 
tsarist days. 29 

During the first weeks after the July uprising, the problem that seems to 
have troubled Petersburg Committee officials most was what effect the 
latest events, and particularly the charges of espionage against the top party 
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leadership, would have on the Bolsheviks' influence and following among 
the Petrograd masses. An initial answer to this question came at the first 
full post-July days gathering of the Petersburg Committee on July 10, 30 

and at a session of the Second City Conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks on 
July 16. (The Second City Conference began on July l and was suspended 
on July 3 because of the July uprising; the conference was resumed on July 
16.) At both meetings representatives from each district in the capital deliv
ered personal reports on conditions in their areas. These reports indicated 
that among factory workers, resentment toward the party was limited from 
the outset and in any case it did not last long. 

More precisely, to judge by the reports of July 10, employees of factories 
situated in relatively prosperous, not primarily industrial neighborhoods of 
the capital seemed to be genuinely hostile to the Bolsheviks in the wake of 
the July days. In these areas, there were frequent instances of Bolsheviks 
being insulted by fellow workers and of their actually being hounded out of 
workshops. The representative of the Nevsky District, for one, termed the 
attitude of workers towards Bolsheviks there "pogromist." According to 
him, better-known party members were "hunted." Moreover, offices be
longing to the party were continually in danger of pillage by street crowds. 
The representative of the Porokhovsky District, one of six Bolsheviks 
thrown out of his factory a day or two after the July days, complained of 
"slanders" against the Bolsheviks and of their being "under surveillance." 
He stated quite bluntly that workers in his district were "a stagnant 
swamp." Reviewing late developments in the Kolpinsky District, another 
speaker reported that the sympathy of workers there had turned away from 
the Bolsheviks as soon as the July demonstrations had ended. 

These firsthand reports suggested that in addition to engendering bitter
ness toward the Bolsheviks among undetermined numbers of Menshevik, 
SR, and nonaffiliated workers, the July events seriously undermined the 
faith of at least some factory-level Bolshevik organizers in their own higher 
party leadership. Latsis, of the Vyborg District, reported on one shocking 
sign of such a development at the Metallist factory. With almost eight 
thousand workers, this plant was among the largest industrial establish
ments in Petrograd. Before July, its flourishing three hundred-member col
lective had been a bright spot among Petrograd party organizations at the 
factory level. Latsis reported that after a military raid on the Metallist fac
tory earlier that day, leaders of all political organizations represented there 
had gathered to discuss the latest developments. In the course of this dis
cussion, Mensheviks and SRs had heaped blame on the Bolsheviks for hav
ing provoked the rise of the reaction. Under this pressure, the Bolsheviks 
present evidently swore to behave with greater restraint in the future. 
Worse yet from the party's point of view, the Metallist factory Bolsheviks 
adopted a formal resolution pledging support to the Soviet and placing their 
organization under the Soviet's full control. Immediately published in many 
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papers, this remarkable resolution also demanded that the Bolshevik Central 
Committee and the Petersburg Committee divest themselves of authority 
and turn themselves in to the courts to demonstrate publicly that "one 
hundred thousand Bolshevik workers are not German agents. "31 

Such indications of shattered loyalty must have been profoundly disturb
ing to Petersburg Committee members. More significant, nonetheless, was 
that among party members, strong reactions to the July events, like the one 
at the Metallist factory, were quite rare. Indeed, judging by the district 
reports of July 10, Petersburg Committee members were, if anything, re
lieved that matters were not significantly worse. To be sure, those present 
agreed that the influx of newcomers to the party had stopped. But the one 
development that all feared most-mass defections-had not materialized. 
A party organizer from Vasilevsky Island transmitted the news that while 
Bolsheviks in factories under his jurisdiction were sometimes attacked, 
there was no sign that these assaults were affecting the party's numerical 
strength. With obvious satisfaction he also reported that SRs in one large 
factory had adopted a resolution in which they declared, "If you arrest the 
Bolsheviks, go ahead and arrest us too." The representative of the N arva 
District, which contained the giant Putilov factory, insisted that pogromist 
agitation had an impact only in the most backward factories and that "the 
street press is not believed." Latsis, in his report on the all-important Vy
borg District, was similarly encouraging. "There is no mass exodus from the 
party," he stated; "resignations are strictly of an individual character." He 
also indicated that in factories where workers had had an opportunity to 
assemble for political meetings, one could detect a desire for all revolution
ary groups to pull together. 

At the Second City Conference on July 16 the report from the Nevsky 
District was still dismal. Vasilii Vinokurov related instances of individual 
Bolsheviks being beaten by fellow workers who wanted them to withdraw 
from the party. He noted that in his district a patriotic, pogromist, anti
Bolshevik wave was still very much on the rise. 

Elsewhere, however, developments were significantly more encouraging. 
Speaking for the Executive Commission, Volodarsky was able to inform 
conference delegates that "reports reaching us show that the spirit [of 
workers] is good everywhere." The spokesman for the Porokhovsky District 
concluded that the pogromist mood there was already dwindling; as nearly 
as he could tell, flight from the party was limited to "chance elements that 
don't even pay dues." A Narva District Bolshevik leader affirmed 
confidently that the spirit of factory workers was "respectable" and that 
"work is progressing normally." The representative from Vasilevsky Island 
went so far as to term the mood of workers in his locale "bright." He added 
that while "some politically backward female workers are fearful," "in other 
places the mood is even better than it was before the July days." As on July 
10 he noted that decreases in party strength were inconsequential-a slip-
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page of one hundred out of a total party membership of four thousand in 
the district. 

On July 10 the representative of the Petersburg District had reported the 
mood in his district as "unstable"; now, despite the fact that the local Bo!-
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shevik committee was without a headquarters, the mood, he said, was 
"good." The representative of the First City District proudly related that 
"there were more people than usual at our last meeting." Latsis remained 
uneasy about the situation in the Metallist factory, but to him sentiment 
everywhere else in the Vyborg District appeared to be "swinging in the 
Bolsheviks' favor." He commented, "If fewer people are entering the 
party, it is because our staff has been disorganized." Equally significant, he 
again suggested that in the face of attacks by the counterrevolution, workers 
were exhibiting a desire to forget past differences and close political ranks. 

Apart from attempting to ascertain the effects of the July events on the 
stature of the party among the masses, delegates to the Second City Con
ference were most concerned about formulating an appropriate program of 
action for the future. With several of the most prominent Central Commit
tee members temporarily unavilable, the obligation to present the Central 
Committee's position on this issue fell to Stalin, then thirty-eight years old. 
Temperamental, coarse, and overbearing, an undistinguished theoretician, 
writer, and public speaker, Stalin was overshadowed as a revolutionary 
leader in 1917 by Lenin, Trotsky, and even Zinoviev, Kamenev, and 
Lunacharsky. This was probably the primary reason he was not sought by 
the government after the July uprising. Evidently largely because of his 
Georgian background, Stalin was recognized as the party's leading author
ity on the nationalities question. On occasion he also represented the Cen
tral Committee in the Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet and in 
the Central Executive Committee. Apart from that, he seems to have spent 
most of his time assisting with the editing of Pravda and doing day-to-day 
administrative chores. 

Initially, Stalin's views on the development of the revolution corre
sponded closely to those of Kamenev, but after Lenin's return to Russia he 
swung sharply leftward. By the middle of June he could be counted among 
the ultramilitants within the Bolshevik leadership. (As a gesture of protest 
against cancellation of the June IO demonstration he, along with Smilga, 
submitted his resignation to the Central Committee; it was subsequently 
rejected.) 

The honor of representing the Central Committee at the Second City 
Conference was a mixed blessing for Stalin since, as was soon apparent, the 
views embodied in the Central Committee conference resolution described 
above did not fully represent his own thinking. His task was further com
plicated by the fact that some delegates were already aware of and sym
pathetic to Lenin's views on the prevailing situation and the appropriate 
course for the party, and anxious that they be given a hearing. In these 
circumstances, Stalin adopted an ambiguous, sometimes contradictory, 
middle-of-the road tactical stance, unsatisfactory to practically everyone. 

Thus in his main report, "On the Current Moment," using words that 
might have been borrowed from Lenin, Stalin announced that the peace-
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ful period in the development of the revolution had ended, that the counter
revolution had emerged triumphant in the wake of the July days, and that 
the Central Executive Committee had aided and abetted this development 
and was now powerless. In amplifying these statements, however, Stalin 
differed with Lenin in defining "the triumph of the counterrevolution"; he 
also departed from Lenin in his views on the nature and condition of the 
Provisional Government, the character and attitudes of the petty 
bourgeoisie, the significance of the July experience for the development of 
the revolution, and the prospects for the immediate future. According to 
Stalin, the Provisional Government was greatly influenced, but certainly 
not controlled, by the counterrevolution. The petty bourgeoisie still wa
vered between "the Bolsheviks and the Kadets." The political crisis of 
which the July days was a part had not ended. The country was engulfed in 
a period of "sharp conflicts, clashes, and collisions" during which the im
mediate goal of workers and soldiers would remain the exclusion of 
capitalists from government and the creation of a "petty bourgeois and pro
letarian democracy." In this situation, Stalin further explained, the main 
job of the party would be to urge "restraint, fortitude, and organization on 
the masses," to rebuild and strengthen Bolshevik organizations, and "not to 
neglect [activity in] legal institutions. "32 

In short, while Lenin called on the party to break decisively with more 
moderate political groups and to point the masses toward an armed seizure 
of power independently of the soviets, Stalin's main emphasis was on the 
need for restraint and consolidation. Yet if in this sense his ideas were less 
than satisfactory to those sympathetic to Lenin's views, Stalin's statements 
regarding the triumph of the counterrrevolution and the powerlessness of 
the Central Executive Committee, as well as his assertion that the im
mediate course of the revolution was bound to be violent, were understand
ably vexing to people sharing the outlook of the Central Committee confer
ence majority. Moreover, Second City Conference delegates across the 
board were apparently troubled by Stalin's failure to discuss the future of 
the soviets (the foremost question on everyone's mind) and by his relatively 
passive view of the party's future political role among the masses. 

This predominantly negative reaction to Stalin's remarks was revealed 
during the heated debate that followed the speech. Taking part in this ar
gument were, among others, S. D. Maslovsky, Vasilii Ivanov, Moisei 
Kharitonov, Gavril Veinberg, Viacheslav Molotov, Anton Slutsky, and 
Maximilian Saveliev. Maslovsky began the discussion by inquiring to what 
extent the party ought to promote conflicts with the government and 
whether it would assume direction of armed protests in the future. To this 
Stalin replied noncommittally, "We can expect that these actions will be 
armed, and we must be ready for anything." Ivanov then asked what the 
party's attitude was toward the slogan "All Power to the Soviets," implying 
that the slogan had reached a dead end. Pinned down, Stalin answered that 
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from now on "we speak the language of the class struggle-all power to the 
workers and poorer peasants, who will pursue revolutionary politics. "33 

Kharitonov, a long-time Bolshevik and former emigre, criticized Stalin 
for not touching on the international situation as it affected the development 
of the revolution in Russia. "We have been saying that if there is no revolu
tion in the West our cause is lost," he declared. "Well, the West European 
revolution did not come to our aid in time, and our revolution could not 
expand further." Nonetheless, Kharitonov was not without optimism for 
the future. Scoffing at Stalin's suggestion that the counterrevolution was 
victorious in Petrograd, he insisted that from the time of the February 
revolution there had been a gradual shift of power to the soviets, which 
would continue. "There were moments when we had to fear the dispersal 
of the soviets," he said, referring to the days immediately preceding. "But 
this time has definitely passed." He added: "Without the soviets our 
bourgeoisie would not be able to retain power for more than a few days. "34 

When his turn to speak came, Volodarsky seconded Kharitonov's conten
tion that Stalin exaggerated the strength of the counterrevolution. "People 
who claim the counterrevolution is victorious are making judgments about 
the masses on the basis of their leaders," he explained, with both Stalin and 
Lenin in mind. "While the [top Menshevik-SR] leaders are shifting right
ward, the masses are moving leftward. Kerensky, Tsereteli, and Avksentiev 
are caliphs for an hour .... The petty bourgeoisie will swing to our side. 
Bearing this in mind, it is clear that the slogan 'All Power to the Soviets' is 
not obsolete,"·he concluded. Added Veinberg: "The present government 
won't be able to do a thing about the economic crisis; the soviets and politi
cal parties will swing leftward. The majority of the democracy is grouped 
around the soviets and so rejecting the slogan 'All Power to the Soviets' can 
have very harmful consequences. "35 

Among those now venturing opinions on "the current moment," 
Molotov, Saveliev, and Slutsky came closest to expressing Lenin's senti
ments. Molotov insisted that before the latest events "the soviets could have 
taken power without violence had they desired to do so. . . . They didn't. 
[Instead] the developments of July 3 and 4 impelled the soviets on a coun
terrevolutionary course. . . . Power has slipped out of the hands of the 
Soviet into the hands of the bourgeoisie. We can't fight for soviets that have 
betrayed the proletariat. Our only solution lies in the struggle of the pro
letariat accompanied by those strata of the peasantry capable of following 
it." 

For his part, Slutsky chastised V olodarsky for shutting his eyes to the 
counterrevolution's great success. "If we think of the term counterrevolu
tion as meaning transfer of power to a specific group, a change in which the 
group previously in power can't get it back," he explained, "then what we 
are witnessing is plainly the trimph of the counterrevolution." Obviously 
not completely familiar with Lenin's thinking, however, he added that "no 
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one is suggesting that we should simply throw away the 'All Power to the 
Soviets' slogan like worthless rubbish." 

"At a time when the workers' revolution is expanding and the soviets are 
struggling against it," contended Saveliev, "the slogan 'All Power to the 
Soviets' just sows confusion." "We have two choices," he declared. "Either 
we expand the revolution or we stop. The party of the proletariat cannot 
stop. The winner will be up to history. The revolution goes on, and we are 
headed for the final assault. "36 

After everyone wishing to do so had spoken out, Stalin read the resolu
tion of the Central Committee conference in its entirety. A proposal that a 
committee be established to revise the resolution as a whole failed by a 
narrow margin of three votes, after which the resolution was considered 
point by point. Early in this phase of the discussion an unidentified dele
gate from the Vyborg District requested, to no avail, that the chair read 
Lenin's theses (this despite the fact that copies of both "The Political Situa
tion" and "On Slogans" were in the possession of the chairman). 37 

As each point in the resolution was reached, one of the "Leninists," either 
Molotov, Slutsky, or Saveliev, rose to propose amendments in line with the 
theses. Either because defending the Central Committee resolution was un
comfortable for Stalin or because supporters of the resolution were dissatis
fied with Stalin's earlier performance, Volodarsky rebutted these amend
ments. In response to a delegate's protest that V olodarsky had no right to 
the floor inasmuch as he had not been the main speaker, the chair ruled that 
Volodarsky "represents the conference at which the resolution was origi
nally adopted." At one point in the torrid parliamentary battle over 
amendments, after Slutsky tried unsuccessfully to insert a clause in the 
resolution declaring that the counterrevolution had triumphed, Volodarsky 
blurted out in exasperation: "We are witnessing an attempt, at whatever the 
cost, to muscle through points that have already been rejected. The whole 
crux of our argument [i.e., with Lenin] is whether we are witnessing a 
temporary or a decisive victory of the counterrevolution." Retorted 
Saveliev: "I sense a flippant attitude toward Lenin's theses here."38 

All told, Molotov, Slutsky, and Saveliev introduced some eighteen 
amendements to the resolution read by Stalin, all but one of which were 
rejected. As ·a result, in most respects the resolution that the conference 
ultimately passed was a copy of the one adopted by the Central Committee 
conference. 

The bitterness that the controversy over a new tactical course engendered 
at this time was revealed in the voting. Twenty-eight delegates came out in 
favor of the resolution, with three against and twenty-eight abstentions. 
Justifying their abstentions, some delegates from the Moskovsky District 
explained that they were not voting because of the "inadequacy of the res
olution." Molotov declared that he was abstaining because "at such a cru
cial time it is impossible to adopt a vague resolution." Finally, Viktor Nar-
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chuk, speaking for eleven delegates from the Vyborg District, explained 
that his group had decided to abstain because "the conference had not heard 
Lenin's theses and because the resolution was defended by someone other 
than the main speaker. "39 

The Bolshevik agency damaged most severely after the July uprising was 
undoubtedly the Military Organization. From the time of its formation, the 
Military Organization's chief purposes were to win the support of the sol
diers of the Petrograd garrison and to organize them into a disciplined rev
olutionary force. By midsummer considerable progress had been made in 
regard to the first objective. Several thousand soldiers had joined either the 
Military Organization itself or Club Pravda, party cells had been estab
lished in most garrison units, and in several units Bolshevik influence was 
paramount. Plans formulated by the government in the wake of the July 
days to disarm and dissolve Bolshevized regiments that had been actively 
involved in the uprising were only partially realized; still, a high percentage 
of the party's most experienced and effectjve unit-level leaders were now 
jailed, the immensely popular Soldatskaia pravda was silenced, and links be
tween the Military Organization's top leadership and the troops were tem
porarily severed. Bolsheviks were effectively excluded from military bar
racks and, generally speaking, the party's operations in the garrison were all 
but halted. 

More markedly than in the case of workers, soldiers of the Petrograd 
garrison appear to have turned against the Bolsheviks after the July experi
ence. This was probably in part because a relatively higher percentage of 
soldier-Bolsheviks were undisciplined, politically inexperienced newcomers 
whose loyalties to the party were tenuous. In addition, however strong 
their desire for peace, soldiers tended to be more patriotic than workers and 
were consequently more likely to be swayed by the charge that the Bol
sheviks were working for the Germans. Then too, as suggested earlier, gar
rison soldiers hoped, not without foundation, that by repudiating the Bol
sheviks they might avoid transfer to the front. For these reasons and proba
bly for others as well, units of the garrison immediately after the July days 
often conducted their own political housecleaning, isolating known Bol
sheviks from contact with troops and in some cases turning them in to the 
authorities. 

On July 10, for example, at a meeting of soldiers' committees in the First 
Reserve Infantry Regiment, it was agreed to arrest leading Bolsheviks in the 
unit and to draw up a list of personnel guilty of making appeals for radical 
action, presumably for use by the government. A formal resolution that 
these committees adopted two days later declared that chief responsibility 
for the behavior of the First Reserve Infantry Regiment on July 4 rested 
with the Bolsheviks Vasilii Sakharov and Ivan and Gavril Osipov, and a 
soldier of unknown party affiliation, Eliazar Slavkin. The resolution ac-
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cused the four of carrying on dangerous agitation and making inflammatory 
speeches that hypnotized the troops; moreover, on July 4 they had allegedly 
committed a "vile provocation" by erroneously reporting that mass action 
had been authorized by the Soviet. 40 

At the same time, garrison units anxious to clear themselves of charges of 
involvement in the July days adopted fervent pledges of support to the 
government and the Executive Committees. Typical of such resolutions was 
one adopted at a mass meeting of soldiers from the Litovsky Guards Reg
iment on July 9: 

Having consciously refrained from taking part in the armed movement 
of July 3 and 4, we condemn this action as dangerous and shameful to the 
revolutionary cause .... We call on everyone to obey the firm will of the 
Executive Committees and the Provisional Government .... We appeal 
to our garrison comrades to join their powerful voices to our resolution, in 
so doing expressing the unified and conscious will of the garrison, which is 
directed toward defending liberty from attacks by German agents who are 
allied with counterrevolutionaries and who make use of the ignorance and 
backwardness of certain segments of the soldiers and worker masses. 41 

As if assaults by the authorities and harsh criticism by garrison soldiers 
were not enough, in mid-July the Military Organization was also forced to 
endure attacks from embittered elements within the Bolshevik Party itself. 
Among top Bolshevik officials, the value of maintaining a distinct military 
arm had been the subject of continued controversy from the time that So
cial Democratic military organizations were first formed after the 1905 rev
olution. Supporters of military organizations contended that regular mili
tary forces were a key factor in every modern revolution. Moreover, they 
argued that the situation and concerns of soldiers and sailors differed so 
markedly from those of civilian elements of the population that military 
organizations possessing a great degree of autonomy and independence were 
an absolute necessity if the former were to be won to the side of the revolu
tion, making possible its success. On the other hand, critics of military 
organizations argued that the potential costs of such organs in terms of du
plication of effort and loss of control far outweighed whatever benefits might 
be derived from them. It is not surprising, then, that the apparent involve
ment of the Bolshevik Military Organization in the preparation of the July 
uprising without authorization from the Central Committee intensified 
criticism of the organization; officials of the Petersburg Committee, as well 
as elements of the national party leadership, evidently took part in these 
attacks on the Military Organization. 42 

Despite the danger of detection, Podvoisky, then sought by the au
thorities, was forced to appear and defend the Military Organization at the 
Second City Conference on July 16 and at the Sixth Party Congress on July 
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28. 43 Moreover, at the Sixth Congress the Military Organization was the 
subject of a formal inquiry by a specially organized military section. Boris 
Shumiatsky, a delegate to the Sixth Congress from the mid-Siberian Bureau 
of the party and evidently a member of the section, subsquently related that 
at the congress, Bukharin, Kamenev, and Trotsky (the last two presumably 
by written messages or through intermediaries) insisted on the necessity of 
dissolving the Military Organization on the grounds that it overlapped the 
work of regular party organs. According to Shumiatsky, a majority of the 
military section rejected this position, acknowledging the necessity of main
taining a special Military Organization under the Central Committee. In the 
published materials on the Sixth Congress, the debate and decision concern
ing the Military Organization's status are reflected in the military section's 
final communique, which, among other things, announced the adoption of 
the following resolution by a vote of eight to four: "Because of a whole 
series of peculiarities in living conditions and in professional and organiza
tional matters [pertaining to] the existence and work of party members in 
the armed forces, the section sanctions the existence below the Central 
Committee, under its constant and direct supervision, of a special Military 
Organization to direct the everyday work of the party in the armed 
forces."44 

Despite the authorities' active search for them, the Military 
Organization's most important officials, Nevsky and Podvoisky, managed to 
evade arrest following the July days. Although Podvoisky was twice de
tained by military patrols, he was able to conceal his identity. Nevsky, who 
had incurred a minor bullet wound in the leg during a shooting incident on 
July 4, fled to the provinces. Shortly after Nevsky's return to Petrograd in 
mid-July, officials of the Military Organization still at large, among them 
Podvoisky, Nevsky, Ilin-Zhenevsky, and Mikhail Kedrov, met secretly at 
the apartment of Genrikh Yagoda to assess their losses and discuss future 
strategy. According to Ilin-Zhenevsky, participants in this meeting agreed 
for the time being to try "to combine underground activity with legal 
work," that is, to maintain a central headquarters under cover and, as feasi
ble, to resume open organization and agitational activity among the 
troops. 45 

One of the goals set by Military Organization officials at this meeting was 
to resume, as quickly as possible, publication of a Bolshevik newspaper for 
soldiers, along the lines of the now illegal Soldatskaia pravda. During the 
third week of July Podvoisky finally found a press willing to produce such a 
paper, and the first issue appeared on July 23. The new organ, Rabochii i 
soldat, was to be edited by Podvoisky, Nevsky, and Ilin-Zhenevsky, and 
managed by Kedrov and Yagoda. 46 All appeared to be going well with the 
paper until complications arose at a Central Committee meeting on August 
4. This was the first meeting of the new Central Committee elected by the 
Sixth Congress. Since the committee did not yet have a paper to replace 
Pravda, it decided to appropriate Rabochii i soldat. Moreover, obviously 
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mindful of the organizational control problems experienced in June and 
July, it resolved that for the time being, neither the Petersburg Committee 
nor the Military Organization would be permitted to publish a separate 
paper. 47 

The Central Committee went on to stipulate that the editorial board of 
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Rabochii i soldat would be composed of Stalin, Sokolnikov, and Miliutin 
from its own membership and one representative each from the Military 
Organization and the Petersburg Committee, subsequently designated as 
Podvoisky and Volodarsky, respectively. This arrangement was profoundly 
distasteful to Military Organization officials, who were accustomed to work
ing on their own, were jealous of their prerogatives, and were convinced, as 
Podvoisky put it at the time, that "a combined news organ" could neither 
fulfill the objectives of the Military Organization nor meet the needs of the 
soldier masses among whom the Military Organization conducted pro
paganda and agitation. 48 The fate of Rabochii i soldat was sealed on August 10 

when a particularly inflammatory editorial provided the Provisional Gov
ernment with an excuse to shut down the paper. Hurriedly, the Central 
Committee now made new publishing arrangements. Without clearance 
from the Central Committee, the Military Organization did the same. 
Thus, on August 13, for the first time since the July days, two Bolshevik 
papers, the Central Committee's Proletarii and the Military Organization's 
Soldat, appeared on Petrograd newsstands. 

When the Central Committee got wind of the Military Organization's 
independent action, it determined to take over Soldat as well and directed 
Stalin to inform Podvoisky of this decision. Moreover, to prevent the Mili
tary Organization from embarking on further publishing ventures, Smilga 
was ordered to appropriate, for use by the Central Committee, funds in the 
Military Organization's possession that had been earmarked for the publica
tion of Rabochii i soldat. 49 Stalin and Smilga apparently carried out their 
duties with firmness and dispatch, for on August 16 the Central Committee 
received two sharply worded appeals from the Military Organization's 
All-Russian Bureau. 50 The first appeal insisted on the Military Or
ganization's right to publish a separate newspaper, in terms which indi
cated that it would not be easy to get the Military Organization leaders to 
back down; the second protested "the unprincipled way, violating the most 
elementary principles of party democracy," in which Stalin and Smilga had 
dealt with the Military Organization and demanded that the Central Com
mittee establish a more workable relationship with the bureau of the Mili
tary Organization so that the latter might carry out its responsibilities. 51 

There is evidence that around this time the Central Committee estab
lished another special comm1ss10n to inquire into the Military 
Organization's affairs, primarily with relation to the organization of the July 
uprising and the publication of Rabochii i soldat and Soldat. 52 Indeed, Nevsky 
related that Military Organization leaders were now subjected to a party 
"trial," during the course of which Bubnov, Dzerzhinsky, Menzhinsky, and 
Sverdlov were delegated to oversee various aspects of the Military 
Organization's activities. 53 It is impossible to determine from existing evi
dence the relationship of this "trial" to the work of the military section at 
the Sixth Congress. In any case, the Military Organization was evidently 
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cleared of most charges against it, perhaps partly as a result of Lenin's 
intervention. Nevsky quotes Sverdlov as having told him that when Lenin 
learned that Sverdlov had been delegated to acquaint himself with the 
Military Organization, Lenin's advice was: "To acquaint yourself is neces
sary. It is necessary to help them, but there should be no pressure and no 
reprimands. To the contrary, they should be supported. Those who don't 
take risks never win. Without defeats there can be no victories. "54 

The published minutes of a meeting of the Central Committee on August 
16 indicate that after listening to the Military Organization's two appeals, 
the committee reaffirmed the Military' Organization's subordinate position 
within the party hierarchy, bluntly declaring that according to party stat
utes the Military Organization could not exist as an independent political 
center. Yet, having delivered this rebuke, the committee agreed to let the 
Military Organization continue publishing Soldat, with the proviso that a 
member of the Central Committee with the right of veto be included on its 
editorial board. Simultaneously it delegated Sverdlov and Dzerzhinsky to 
conduct discussions with the Military Organization bureau to establish a 
proper relationship between it and the Central Committee, and to keep tabs 
on Soldat. 55 

While the Military Organization leadership was fighting to preserve its 
status within the party organization, the Bolshevik position among soldiers 
of the garrison had improved considerably. Significantly, the regeneration 
of support for the party program that now occurred began in military units 
heretofore relatively free of Bolshevik influence. As Menzhinskaia en
thusiastically reported in a letter of July 17 from the Central Committee to 
the Moscow Region bureau: ''The mood is shifting in our favor in those 
regiments in and around Piter where up to now we have not had much 
success. Among soldiers, Kerensky's latest decrees, especially his reinstitu
tion of the death penalty, have caused a terrible stir and explosion of hostil
ity toward officers. "56 

Brief published summaries of post-July days meetings between high 
officials of the Military Organization and representatives of Bolshevik col
lectives in the Petrograd garrison confirm that government repression and 
the threat of counterrevolution helped the Military Organization overcome 
some of the worst effects of its unsuccessful insurrection by late July and 
the beginning of August. Delegate reports at the first of these gatherings on 
July 21 revealed that the events of early July had initially caused great 
confusion among the troops and had adversely affected their attitudes to
ward Bolsheviks. 57 At the next Military Organization meeting a week later, 
delegates remained dispirited and very much concerned about persecution 
of party members; nonetheless they were agreed that the negative impact of 
the July experience on soldiers who were sympathetic to Bolshevism was 
minimal. 58 

By August 5 the same unit representatives were proudly describing mass 
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meetings organized in the garrison to protest repression and the continued 
existence of the Duma and State Council; they also indicated that Military 
Organization membership was again on the increase. 59 Finally, at the Mili
tary Organization meeting on August 12 most unit representatives were of 
the mind that sympathy for the Bolshevik cause in the garrison was expand
ing "even more rapidly than before." Apparently, some of them averred 
candidly that this was the result less of Military Organization efforts than of 
the actions of the government and the moderate socialists. After hearing out 
these representatives, the Military Organization secretary recorded that the 
success of the Bolsheviks was due "not to agitation, which is still difficult to 
conduct, but to new punishment regulations, the repression of revolution
ary soldiers, and temporizing on the part of the 'defensists.' "60 

The fact that repressive measures undertaken by the Kerensky adminis
tration had the entirely unintended effect of heightening popular suspicion 
of the government and of impelling the Petrograd masses to put aside past 
political differences and to unite more closely in defense of the revolution is 
clearly reflected in numerous documents of the time. Among the richest 
and most valuable of these documents are the voluminous protocols and 
resolutions of the Petrograd district soviets for 1917. 61 

As will be recalled, soviets came into being in each district of the capital 
soon after the February revolution. Often created upon the initiative of 
workers and soldiers themselves, these soviets first sprang up in heavily 
industrial sections of the city. The Vyborg and Peterhof district soviets, for 
example, were founded during the February days. A local soviet was 
formed in the Vasilevsky Island District in March. Subsequently, similar 
bodies were created in the central city, so that by the end of May a network 
of over a dozen district and subdistrict soviets blanketed Petrograd and its 
environs. 

As in the case of the Petrograd Soviet, during this first period after the 
collapse of the tsarist order the strongest political groups in the district 
soviets were the Mensheviks and SRs. Yet, in part because the majority 
socialist leadership on the national level did not attach much importance to 
work in such organs, the district soviets were never dominated by middle
class intellectuals and political parties, as were the Petrograd Soviet and the 
All-Russian Executive Committees. Readily accessible to ordinary workers 
and soldiers, the district soviets busied themselves mainly with immediate 
local concerns, such as food supply, the maintenance of public order, labor 
disputes, and social welfare, taking time to discuss only those broader na
tional issues about which their constituencies were generally aroused. For 
these reasons, the proceedings of the district soviets are a more reliable 
gauge of the shifting moods and concerns of the Petrograd masses than are 
the deliberations of the Petrograd Soviet or the All-Russian Executive Com
mittees. 



The Ineffectiveness of Repression · 77 

One of the most striking observations that emerges from study of the 
district soviets between late April and early August is the divergence that 
developed during this time between the political outlook of the district 
soviets, on the one hand, and the central Soviet organs, on the other. In 
mid-July, for example, when the All-Russian Executive Committees were 
pledging their unlimited support to the Kerensky regime, most district 
soviets were becoming overwhelmingly suspicious of the government, in
creasingly exasperated with the temporizing of national Menshevik and SR 
leaders, and, gradually, more strongly attracted to the idea of creating a 
revolutionary soviet government. (Just as Volodarsky had argued at the 
Second City Conference, while the moderate socialist leadership shifted 
rightward, the masses were moving leftward.)62 

The divergence of views between the district soviets and the national 
Soviet leadership, particularly the feeling of the former that the Petrograd 
Soviet was not devoting enough attention to the concerns of the district 
soviets, was reflected in the activation in mid-July and August of an organi
zation known as the lnterdistrict Conference of Soviets. Initially formed 
during the April crisis but quiescent during most of June and the first half 
of July, the lnterdistrict Conference was an assembly of district soviet rep
resentatives, two from each local soviet in Petrograd, which met, as the 
need arose, to coordinate the activities of individual district soviets and, 
increasingly, to bring the combined pressure of all district soviets to bear on 
the central Soviet organs. 63 

A second feature that emerges from study of the Petrograd district soviets 
during the summer of 1917 is the expanding influence within them of leftist 
groups such as the Menshevik-lnternationalists, the lnterdistrict Commit
tee, and the Bolsheviks. In April, for example, the Bolsheviks had been 
strongly influential only in the Vyborg and Kolpinsky district soviets. Ini
tially, a large majority of the lnterdistrict Conference members were Men
sheviks and SRs, and its first chairman was the Menshevik Anisimov. By 
midsummer, however, in addition to the Vyborg and Kolpinsky district 
soviets, the Vasilevsky Island, Kolomensky, and First City district soviets, 
geographically scattered throughout the capital, were frequently passing 
Bolshevik-sponsored resolutions. 

Nonetheless, with the possible exception of the Vyborg District Soviet, 
it appears that none of these soviets were effectively controlled by the Bol
sheviks. The Mensheviks and SRs, more accurately their Menshevik
lnternationalist and Left SR offshoots, retained influence in most district 
soviets at least until the late fall of 1917, and even those local soviets in 
which the Bolsheviks had majorities preserved their essentially democratic 
character. In early August a Menshevik-Internationalist, Alexander Gorin, 
was elected chairman of the lnterdistrict Conference. Under his direction a 
compatible coalition of Bolsheviks, Menshevik-lnternationalists, and Left 
SRs steered the assembly along an independent, revolutionary course. 64 
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The protocols and resolutions of the Petrograd district soviets lend sup
port to the idea that immediately after the July days anti-Bolshevik feeling 
on the part of workers and soldiers in some areas of the capital ran high. On 
July 13, for instance, the Okhtinsky District Soviet, located on the right 
bank of the Neva, adopted a resolution endorsing the condemnation of the 
Bolsheviks and the unqualified pledge of support to the government that the 
All-Russian Executive Committees had issued a few days earlier. 65 At 
about the same time, the highly independent Rozhdestvensky District 
Soviet, just across the river, passed a resolution declaring that the events of 
July 3 and 4 "force the whole conscious organized revolutionary democracy 
to fear for the fate of the Russian revolution. An irresponsible minority, 
injecting the uneducated masses with slogans abhorrent to the representa
tives of the all-Russian democracy, is unconsciously but definitely leading 
us to civil war .... We declare that responsibility for the bloodshed on the 
streets of Petrograd on July 3-4 falls completely on those irresponsible per
sons and parties who consciously or unconsciously continually pursued 
politics that disorganized the force of the revolution. "66 

Apparently, only the consistently militant Vyborg District Soviet at
tempted to buck the tide at this juncture, publicly continuing to call for 
transfer of power to the soviets and attempting to defuse criticism of the 
Bolsheviks. For example, on July 7, the day the All-Russian Executive Com
mittees first endorsed repressions by the government, the Vyborg District 
Soviet defiantly insisted that the effective solution of the government crisis, 
the regulation of the shattered economy, and the promulgation of reforms 
were dependent on the transfer of power to the soviets. 67 

What the relevant documents indicate most clearly is that in the after
math of the July uprising, most district soviets were not interested in either 
condemning or defending the Bolsheviks. Their primary concern was with 
such matters as the government's effort to disarm workers and to transfer 
radicalized soldiers from the capital, the reinstitution of capital punishment 
at the front, the apparently indiscriminate attacks on the left, and the re
surgence of the extreme right. Each of these developments was perceived 
by almost every district soviet as a serious threat to the revolution. 

The lnterdistrict Conference met for the first time in a month and a half 
on July 17, partly to discuss the question of whether or not district soviets 
should cooperate with the government in the campaign to confiscate arms 
from the population. This meeting opened with appeals by soldiers from 
the front that the deputies endorse this campaign in the interest of national 
defense. The soldiers added that they were all dedicated to defending the 
revolution and hence that their demands ought not to be interpreted as 
hostile to workers. In response, a highly skeptical deputy observed dip
lomatically that while workers might be willing to trust the composite de
tachment that had just arrived from the front, there was no way of predict
ing what might happen tomorrow. Workers had no assurance that someone 
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else might not take advantage of their helplessness. "Entire caches of arms 
are still in the hands of the Black Hundreds and nothing is being done 
about it," another deputy interjected angrily at this point. Someone else 
then suggested that while workers might be prevailed upon to turn in 
machine guns, bof!lbs, and perhaps even rifles, under no circumstances 
would they part with their revolvers. Ultimately, the conference effectively 
evaded cooperation with the government and for all intents and purposes 
thwarted any significant coordinated effort by district soviets to help disarm 
workers by voting to leave the matter up to the discretion of each district 
soviet. 68 

A few district soviets subsequently agreed to help disarm workers. On 
July 28, for example, after listening to a plea for aid in procuring arms by a 
Don Cossack, the Admiralty District Soviet passed a resolution declaring 
that military weapons were completely unnecessary for personal defense 
and that in view of the government's frequent appeals, retaining them was a 
crime against liberty and the Russian army. 69 However, there were almost 
no factories and few workers in the Admiralty District, an area in central 
Petrograd with numerous military-administrative agencies and army bar
racks. District soviets in heavily working-class sections of the city, 
reflecting the mood of their constituencies, tended to view with the greatest 
suspicion the efforts of the government to confiscate weapons. 

Thus on July 20, after listening to some front representatives and discuss
ing the arms question at length, the relatively moderate Petrograd District 
Soviet, while endorsing the turning in of rifles and machine guns, declared 
firmly that the confiscation of revolvers and sidearms would be considered 
"a counterrevolutionary assault on the working class" which it would be 
necessary to oppose by every possible means. 70 When the Peterhof District 
Soviet considered the question of disarming workers on July 29, deputies 
protested that it was not the workers who should be disarmed but "the 
counterrevolutionary and hooligan elements that have been shooting from 
rooftops and windows of houses ... and that have come out openly and 
brazenly against the revolution and its triumphs. "71 Obviously, the gov
ernment would get little help from the Peterhof Soviet in taking arms from 
workers. As nearly as one can tell, this was the position of all but a few 
district soviets. 

The Provisional Government's restoration of the death penalty met with 
similar hostility from the district soviets. Typifying their response to this 
step was the following declaration by the Rozhdestvensky District Soviet, 
in which the Bolsheviks were still a small minority: 

One of the dearest victories of the Great Russian Revolution, the aboli
tion of capital punishment, has been eliminated by a stroke of the Provi
sional Government's pen .... In the name of "saving the revolution," 
military courts knowing only one sentence, execution, will be convened. 
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And soldiers designated for the roles of executioners will hurriedly drag 
their worried sick, condemned comrades, tormented by three years of 
slaughter . . . into an isolated corner and shoot them like dogs for no 
other reason than because they were unwilling to selflessly sacrifice their 
lives for their class enemies. . . . 

The result is a gross absurdity: a free country has eliminated the death 
penalty for high-ranking criminals, all those Nikolais, Sukhomlinovs, 
Shturmers, Prokopovichs, etc. [the last three were former tsarist ministers] 
but retains it for soldiers oppressed by three years of senseless car
nage .... 

It is a crime to kill tormented and desperate people, crazed by recogni
tion of the futility of their suffering and unable to see the end of this 
endless war. It is a crime to be silent about this reactionary, impulsive step 
by the Provisional Government against one of the most priceless triumphs 
of the revolution. . . . 

Down with Capital Punishment! 
Down with Legalized Murder! 
Long Live the Revolutionary lnternational! 72 

At its meeting on July 17, responding to scores of alarming reports of 
counterrevolutionary "excesses" in every district, the lnterdistrict Confer
ence adopted a resolution declaring that unmistakable indications of "an 
enlivened, actively organizing counterrevolutionary movement" had been 
reflected in the events of July 3-5 and the immediately succeeding days. 
The resolution called on the Petrograd Soviet to display energy and 
firmness in exposing counterrevolutionary cells and to insist that the gov
ernment take decisive steps to combat the counterrevolution. It also de
manded, among other things, a full investigation of all improper raids and 
arrests and the immediate release of political prisoners against whom sub
stantial charges had not yet been made. 73 

One can easily imagine the dismay of district soviet deputies two days 
later upon reading detailed press accounts of the Duma Provisional Com
mittee's sensational meeting of July 18. At an emergency session of the Inter
district Conference on July 21 every deputy taking the floor insisted on the 
immediate dissolution of the Provisional Committee. Indeed, several speak
ers advocated immediate, concrete measures to insure that this was accom
plished. A spokesman for the Rozhdestvensky District Soviet, for one, 
proposed that the conference march en masse to the Taurida Palace in order 
to make their views known to the Central Executive Committee; this sugges
tion was accepted with the proviso that in addition to demanding the disso
lution of the Duma, the district soviet deputies also insist on the restoration 
of full rights to democratic committees in the army, the rehabilitation of 
the leftist press, the halting of attempts to disarm workers, the immediate 
release of all political prisoners not yet charged with specific violations of 
the law, the prosecution of Purishkevich and Maslenikov, rescission of the 
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policy of breaking up regiments of the Petrograd garrison, and the im
mediate abolition of capital punishment at the front. 74 

At the same time, individual district soviets responded to the pleas of 
Purishkevich and Maslenikov for "liberal use of the noose" against the left 
with protest declarations of their own. Typical of these public statements 
was the following one passed by unanimous vote in the Vyborg District 
Soviet: 

The Soviet of Workers' and Soldiers' Deputies of the Vyborg District, hav
ing learned of the private meeting of members of the former State Duma and of 
their emergence on the national political arena, considers that the Duma, as an 
institution of the old autocratic system, ... is subject to immediate dissolu
tion. The soviet insists that the Provisional Government issue a decree dissolv
ing this counterrevolutionary institution and categorically protests against the 
Black Hundred Duma members who had the audacity to stand up and refer to 
revolutionary organs as a handful of fanatics, transients, and traitors .... The 
soviet demands a decisive struggle against counterrevolutionary elements and, 
in particular, against former members of the State Duma and believes that they 
should be made to stand trial for insulting the entire democracy, represented by 
the soviet. 75 

Significantly, by the end of July even relatively moderate district soviets 
were more concerned with consolidating all leftist groups, including the 
Bolshevik Party, in defense of the revolution than with penalizing the Bol
sheviks for their behavior weeks earlier. To formerly hostile deputies in the 
district soviets, the Bolsheviks now appeared as simply the left flank of the 
revolution, which was threatened with destruction. 

This spirit of letting bygones be bygones, and alarm in the face of the 
counterrevolution, emerged at the lnterdistrict Conference's emergency 
meeting of July 21. In a stirring appeal for the unification of all democratic 
forces to combat the advancing counterrevolution, Viktor Rappaport, a 
Menshevik-lnternationalist, voiced the view that while the counterrevolution 
had begun with attacks on the Bolsheviks, blows against leftist groups close 
to the Bolsheviks could also be expected. "The counterrevolution is mobiliz
ing," Rappaport declared, "and we cannot afford to dissipate our re
sources." 

Judging by their subsequent comments, most of the assembled district 
soviet spokesmen shared this sentiment. A three-man committee, including 
one member of the lnterdistrict Committee (Manuilsky) and two 
Menshevik-lnternationalists (Gorin and Rappaport) was appointed to draw 
up a declaration on the counterrevolution and the existing political situa
tion for consideration by each district soviet and, ultimately, for transmittal 
to the Central Executive Committee. In the document drawn up by this 
committee (the lnterdistrict Conference's first public statement on broad 
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national issues), the July uprising was characterized as "a spontaneous act of 
military units and workers," the direct result of the political crisis partly 
caused by the Kadets. According to the declaration, the counterrevolution 
had utilized the events of July 3-4 for an open assault on the revolutionary 
democracy in general and its left flank in particular. Meanwhile, the 
post-July days persecution of the Bolsheviks had divided the forces of the 
revolution, isolating its left flank. The breakup of regiments loyal to the 
revolution, mass arrests, the destruction of the labor press had all served 
simply to weaken the revolutionary democracy. Expressing the opinion that 
another coalition government would lead only to a deepening of the existing 
political crisis and would open the doors more widely to the advancing 
counterrevolution, the declaration concluded that only a strong revolution
ary government, composed exclusively of elements from the revolutionary 
democracy and conducting internal and foreign policies according to the 
program outlined by the Congress of Soviets, could save Russia and the 
revolution. 76 

Reflected in this declaration was the desire, articulated by Martov in the 
Executive Committees at this time, to unite all genuinely revolutionary 
elements in an exclusively socialist, soviet government which would combat 
the counterrevolution, pursue a meaningful reform program, and work for 
an immediate peace. This strong impulse to band together in defense of the 
revolution was also vividly expressed in a resolution, supported by the Bol
sheviks and passed on August 1, by deputies of the N arva District Soviet: 

In view of the extreme dangers threatening our country from both 
within and without, we . . . believe that disorganization in the ranks of 
the revolutionary democracy . . . is intolerable and harmful. Further
more, we believe that all political groupings and multifarious shades of 
opinion come from "above." The majority of those "below" don't under
stand, don't know, indeed can't even comprehend ... all of their dis
putes. We appeal ... to all who are participating in the common 
revolutionary struggle and who value our newly won freedom . . . to 
respond to our call. We recommend that they rally around the Soviet of 
Workers' and Soldiers' Deputies as the highest organ of the democracy. 
We propose that those above find a common language so that united we 
can struggle against the enemies of the revolution. 77 



·5· 
THE BOLSHEVIK 

RESURGENCE 

0 n the night of July 26, in a spacious private assembly hall in the 
heart of the Vyborg District, some 150 Bolshevik leaders from all 

over Russia gathered for the opening of the party's long-awaited Sixth 
Congress. 1 This national assembly of Bolshevik officials began with the 
election of Lenin, Trotsky, Kamenev, Kollontai, and Lunacharsky to the 
posts of honorary congress co-chairmen and ended, fifteen sessions and 
eight days later, with the singing of the "Internationale." In the interim, the 
delegates listened to formal greetings and statements of encouragement 
from the Petrograd Trade Union Soviet, the American Socialist Workers' 
Party, "jailed soldiers and officers of the Petrograd garrison," twenty-one 
military regiments in Riga, several thousand Putilov factory workers, three 
Petrograd district soviets, the Muslim social democratic organization in 
Baku, and more than a dozen other various and sundry labor organizations 
and political institutions. The delegates received detailed, firsthand status 
reports from representatives of the Central Committee, the Petersburg 
Committee, the Military Organization, and the Interdistrict Committee 
(which now formally merged with the Bolshevik Party), as well as from 
emissaries of nineteen major provincial party organizations. Most impor
tant, they hammered out official positions on the question of Lenin's refusal 
to submit to the authorities2 and on broad political problems such as the 
war issue and the current Russian economic and political situation. Finally, 
lest the assembled delegates had overlooked anything, they reconfirmed all 
of the resolutions adopted by the April Conference. 

The work of the Sixth Congress proceeded in an atmosphere of extreme 
tension, heightened periodically by rumors that the Kerensky administra
tion was on the verge of raiding and dispersing the congress. These rumors 
acquired increased credibility on July 28, the third day of the congress, 
when the government published a decree authorizing the ministers of the 
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interior and of war to ban any assemblies or congresses deemed harmful to 
the war effort or to the security of the state. 3 Following this, the congress' 
meeting-place was quietly switched to an out-of-the-way workers' club be
longing to the lnterdistrict Committee, in the Narva District, on the 
southwest outskirts of the capital. Roughly simultaneously, party officials 
supervised election of a smaller congress which, meeting separately, agreed 
on a public manifesto to be issued in the event that the congress was actu
ally broken up, and hurriedly elected a new Central Committee to direct 
Bolshevik activities until the next national party congress. 4 

The mood of the embattled delegates in these trying circumstances was 
vividly reflected in the emotional reception which they gave to a speech by 
Iurii Larin, a Menshevik-Internationalist who a few weeks after the con
gress joined the Bolshevik Party. Of this moment Ilin-Zhenevsky subse
quently wrote: "I remember the enthusiasm that seized the congress when 
the chairman [Iakov Sverdlov] announced that one of the leaders of the 
Menshevik-lnternationalists, Comrade Larin, wanted to greet the delegates . 
. . . To thunderous applause, barely hobbling along on a paralyzed leg and 
shaking all over with nervousness, Larin moved slowly down the aisle to 
the speakers' platform. The nearer he approached to it, the louder the ap
plause became. "5 

Larin's remarks to the delegates were, in part, an earnest appeal for 
revolutionary unity. "When you are being attacked, it is the obligation of 
every honest internationalist to be with you," he said. "The time has come 
to build a united revolutionary Social Democratic Party" and "to transfer 
power into the hands of the revolutionary democracy." At the same time, 
Larin's talk was a warning against resorting to violent revolutionary action. 
He affirmed bluntly: 

Among us are some who are apprehensive about your overly great permis
siveness toward the Military Organization. We know that during the 
movement of July 3-5, the Military Organization was calling for imme
diate action at the very same time that the political powers of the party 
were agitating against a coming out. 

I heard comrades say that the soviets of workers' and soldiers' deputies 
have adopted a reactionary position and so "Down with the soviets, we 
will build our own organization"; this is precisely the kind of dangerous 
road along which we would not be able to accompany you .... Our task 
is not to destroy the soviets and not to create new organizations, but to 
bring about changes in the composition of the present soviets .... We are 
opposed to rash methods. The soviets are elective institutions. 6 

Obviously, much of Larin's speech conflicted with Lenin's position. Yet 
the official congress protocols indicate that the applause following his re
marks was as tumultuous as it had been before them. Again, Ilin-Zhenevsky 
commented on the episode: "To get a feeling of what occurred at the con-
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gress when [Larin] finished his speech, you have to imagine the atmosphere 
of persecution and repression in which our party found itself. At this mo
ment every expression of sympathy and support was especially valued. It 
seemed that Comrade Martov and with him all that was alive and talented 
within the Menshevik fraction would return to our united Social Demo
cratic ranks. " 7 

Principally because of problems in arriving at a consensus on fundamen
tal theoretical issues and also because of dificulties caused by the absence 
from the congress of Lenin, Trotsky, Kamenev, and other key party lead
ers, the delegates agreed toward the end of their deliberations to postpone 
once again the adoption of a new party program. Hence, to the extent that 
fundamental theoretical questions relating to the development of the revolu
tion were argued out at the congress, this was done mainly in the course of 
debate on "the current political situation." The working sessions of July 
30-31, during which this debate took place, were undoubtedly the most 
important of the entire congress. With Lenin out of action, Trotsky had 
been slated to deliver the main speech and to present a draft resolution on 
"the current political situation";8 when Trotsky was arrested two days be
fore the start of the congress, Stalin was hastily recruited to perform this 
task. 

It is noteworthy that on this occasion supporters of the tactical program 
advocated by Lenin left very little to chance. Kronstadt Bolsheviks had run 
off copies of "On Slogans" for every delegate, and these were distributed 
shortly before Stalin's speech. 9 And, very likely as a result of lobbying 
efforts by the "Leninists," Stalin's remarks to the Sixth Congress on the 
prevailing situation and course for the future paralleled Lenin's views much 
more closely than had Stalin's speeches at the Second City Conference. 

This is not to suggest that Stalin's position now coincided with Lenin's in 
every respect. During a discussion early in the congress, for example, Stalin 
declared that "at the present time, where state power lies is unclear. " 10 And 
at another point in the congress, Stalin, discussing the soviets, showed that 
he was much less negatively inclined toward them than was Lenin. 11 Still, 
in his main speech on the current political situation, Stalin characterized the 
Provisional Government as a puppet manipulated by the counterrevolution. 
He was critical of "comrades who feel that because capitalism is poorly 
developed in Russia, the goal of a socialist revolution is utopian," contend
ing that "the demand that Russia should delay socialist changes until [the 
revolution in] Europe began is rank pedantry. " 12 Subsequently, echoing 
Lenin, Stalin declared that the peaceful stage of the revolution was over and 
insisted that the old slogan "All Power to the Soviets" had to be dropped. 

Upon completing his speech, Stalin put before the congress a ten-point 
draft resolution, "On the Current Political Situation," which, one is 
tempted to surmise, was written for the most part by Lenin. 13 The first 
seven points of this resolution defined the course of the Russian revolution 
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through the July days in terms very similar to those in Lenin's theses. "At 
the decisive points, namely at the front and in Petersburg," this portion of 
the resolution stated, "state power is in the hands of the counterrevolution
ary bourgeoisie, supported by the military clique of the army high com
mand." Points eight through ten of the resolution dealt with the condition 
and role of the soviets and the party's immediate tactical program in a man
ner also strongly reminiscent of Lenin, point eight suggesting directly that 
the existing soviets were bankrupt and a liability. The peaceful progress of 
the revolution and the nonviolent transfer of power to the soviets had be
come impossible, and the most appropriate slogan for the party \vas the 
complete liquidation of the counterrevolutionary bourgeoisie. Points nine 
and ten affirmed that the success of the next revolution would depend on 
how quickly and thoroughly the majority of the people learned the futility 
of hopes for compromise with the bourgeoisie; however, the text implied 
that the proletariat, particularly the workers of Petrograd, would be com
pelled to seize power at the first opportunity (i.e., when political, 
economic, and military conditions had become sufficiently catastrophic), 
regardless of whether or not the mass of the population had come to recog
nize the necessity of a new revolution through their own experience. 

As at the Second City Conference, arguments relating to the current 
political situation in general and the Stalin resolution in particular centered 
chiefly on the seminal issue of the practical future of the soviets, heretofore 
the focal point of every delegate's political activity and hopes. 14 Konstantin 
lurenev, a close associate of Trotsky, began the debate by asking skeptically: 
"Up to now we have been consolidating our forces around one organ-the 
soviets; in what form are we to consolidate our forces now?" lurenev also 
wondered why the slogan "All Power to the Soviets" was necessarily inap
propriate for a violent stage in the revolution. The Stalin resolution pro
posed, he concluded, "that we adopt a course that would be disastrous for 
our revolutionary gains .... If we adopt it, we will be headed in the 
direction of isolating the proletariat from the peasantry and the broad mas
ses of the population .... Paragraphs eight to ten must be drastically 
revised. " 15 

Volodarsky rushed to the speaker's platform after lurenev had stepped 
down. "They tell us that since the peaceful period of the revolution has 
ended, the slogan 'All Power to the Soviets' is outdated. Is this really so?" 
he demanded, "Do we need to maintain the slogan 'All Power to the 
Soviets' in the same form as before July 3-5? Certainly not! But you can't 
throw out the baby with the bath water. We must simply modify our slogan 
'All Power to the Soviets' roughly as follows: 'All power to the proletariat, 
supported by the poorer peasantry and revolutionary democracy organized 
in the soviets of workers', soldiers', and peasants' deputies.' " 16 

Alesha Dzhaparidze, leader of the Bolshevik organization in Baku who 
had been elected a candidate member of the Central Committee the previ-
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ous day, spoke out in the same vein. At the time of the July days the 
Bolsheviks had been making significant strides in building support in the 
Baku Soviet, and Dzhaparidze was critical of Stalin for, as he put it, "equat
ing soviets [in the provinces] with the Central Executive Committee." "If 
earlier the provincial soviets expressed the Central Executive Committee's 
views, they don't now," he said. "While we are living through a period of 
counterrevolution we must fight for the soviets and, as revolutionary defend
ers of the idea of [rule by] the soviets, we will acquire commanding impor
tance in them." 17 

"After July 4 there was a change in the tactics of the proletarian party," 
Manuilsky pointed out. The party "found it necessary to shift from offense 
to the defense of positions won in the revolution. With this disadvanta
geous correlation of forces, to introduce maximalist slogans, as the left wing 
of our party is now doing, is to adopt tactics of desperation. Fixing mis
trust upon the soviets, we risk facilitating their eviction from the Taurida 
Palace and the Smolny Institute. We have to recognize that in Russia 90 per
cent of the population is petty bourgeois, and consequently tactics which 
isolate the proletariat from the petty bourgeoisie must be acknowledged to 
be harmful. " 18 

Fifteen congress delegates took the floor during this debate, most of them 
using every second of their allotted fifteen minutes of speaking time. Of 
these delegates, eight expressed themselves in favor of retaining the slogan 
"All Power to the Soviets," one (Bukharin) took an intermediate position, 19 

and six sided with Stalin. Among the most eloquent of those who took 
Stalin's position was Sokolnikov. Like Stalin, he pointed to the expansion of 
the counterrevolution after the July days. And he went on: "Before, we 
stood for the transfer of all power into the hands of the soviets .... [But] 
this is no longer a possibility. Heretofore the soviets were revolutionary or
gans and we could present them as organs of power. They stopped being 
revolutionary organs the moment artillery was moved against the working 
class." 

In his comments, Sokolnikov seemed not to exclude the possibility that 
the soviets might be rejuvenated, in particular that they might again become 
organs of insurrection. In this sense his assessment of the prevailing situa
tion differed from Lenin's. Nonetheless, Sokolnikov shared with Lenin the 
view that a popular mass uprising was next on Russia's revolutionary 
agenda. "We must explain [to the masses] that the main issue is not the 
soviets but organizing the masses for an uprising," he declared. At this 
point the audience burst into applause. He continued: "It is necessary to 
attract the peasant masses away from the petty bourgeois leaders, explain
ing to them that land will be transferred to them only with the support of a 
proletarian rising .... For the peasant masses, the road to a socialist 
revolution lies in support of the proletarian avant-garde. "20 

Ivar Smilga, earlier far and away the most militantly inclined member of 
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the Central Committee, echoed Sokolnikov. Quoting extensively from "On 
Slogans," he declared, "Not only Volodarsky, but even an old social demo
crat like Nogin is mistaken; power is in the hands of a military clique. In 
order for power to come into the hands of those classes which will work for 
the expansion of the revolution, it is necessary to overthrow the existing 
government." Expressing the view that the soviets had "committed suicide" 
by rejecting power when they could have had it, he suggested that condi
tions for a new revolutionary eruption were developing rapidly and that the 
Bolsheviks would be obliged to take the initiative when the explosion came. 
"No one has the right to deprive us of this initiative if fate gives us another 
chance to stand at the head of the movement," he insisted. "Comrade 
lurenev talks of caution," he added. "Let me remind him of Danton's 
words: 'In revolution, one needs boldness, boldness, and more 
boldness!' " 21 

One of the last to take the floor during the Sixth Congress debate over 
the current political moment was the newly elected Central Committee 
member from Moscow, Andrei Bubnov. Taking issue with Nogin, who had 
attempted earlier to minimize the significance of differences that had 
emerged over the issue of defining the current moment, he insisted that 
these were quite serious, mirroring the fundamental differences of opinion 
over the development of the revolution at the April Conference. Bubnov 
then went on to defend the arguments of the left. "The soviets have no 
power now," he affirmed. "They are rotting-there can be no illusions 
about this .... If, previously, we spoke of the 'transfer of power,' that 
term is now obsolete. We must build up our strength for the decisive battle, 
for the seizure of power. The slogan of transferring power to the soviets has 
to go."22 

On the afternoon of July 31, as soon as arguments on the current political 
situation were completed, Dzhaparidze moved that the Stalin resolution not 
be put to an immediate vote and, instead, that a committee be formed to 
draw up a new one. As provided for in Dzhaparidze's motion, the work of 
this committee was to be guided both by the Stalin resolution and by a 
statement on the current moment, embodying the views of the moderates, 
which had been adopted a few days earlier by Moscow Bolsheviks. 23 Con
gress delegates, while accepting the idea of postponing a vote on the current 
moment and of having a committee study the problem further, stipulated 
that the Stalin resolution be the basis for the resolution which this commit
tee would draft. 24 

Subsequently elected to the resolutions committee were Stalin, Sokol
nikov, Bubnov, Miliutin, and Nogin, and two representatives of the Mos
cow Regional Bureau, Bukharin and Georgii Lomov. These seven delegates 
spent many hours attempting to resolve differing assessments of the prevail
ing situation, possibly receiving some advice from Lenin in Razliv. The 
resolution which they formulated and which was adopted by unanimous 
vote of the congress with four abstentions on August 3 was a compromise 
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between the two contending sides. 25 Apart from omitting some particularly 
hostile references to the Mensheviks and SRs, the first half of this resolu
tion, which defined the course of the revolution through the July days, 
followed Stalin's draft resolution almost verbatim. The committee resolu
tion affirmed that the peaceful transfer of power to the soviets had become 
an impossibility and substituted the slogan "Complete Liquidation of the 
Dictatorship of the Counterrevolutionary Bourgeoisie" for the slogan "All 
Power to the Soviets." 

At the same time, an entirely new section, taken straight from the state
ment of the Moscow Bolsheviks, was introduced into the committee resolu
tion; this section specified that the party was to take upon itself the role of 
"leading fighter against the counterrevolution," protecting mass organiza
tions in general and the soviets in particular from counterrelutionary at
tacks. In these organs, the party was to work with all possible energy to 
strengthen the position of "internationalists," consolidating around itself all 
elements dedicated to the struggle against the counterrevolution. Hence, for 
the foreseeable future, the central focus of the party's activities was still to 
be the soviets and, indeed, the possibility of working with majority 
socialists in defense of the revolution was, for practical purposes, left open. 
Moreover, missing entirely from the resolution adopted by the congress 
were explicit references to a "new revolution" as well as suggestions regard
ing the possibility that the seizure of power by the Bolsheviks might pre
cede their acquisition of majority support in the country. The concluding 
paragraphs of the resolution stated simply that the proletariat was to avoid 
succumbing to provocations and was to direct its energies toward the or
ganization and preparation of its forces for the moment when the national 
crisis and deep mass upsurge had created propitious conditions for the 
urban and rural poor to support the struggle of workers against the 
bourgeoisie. At this juncture, the task of these classes would be to take 
power into their own hands. 26 

What then was the significance of the programmatic decisions of the 
Sixth Congress? Officially, the slogan "All Power to the Soviets" was now 
withdrawn. It is missing from all official Bolshevik Party documents 
throughout the month of August. Beyond this, however, the decisions seem 
to have had little practical impact. The party remained pointed in the direc
tion of a socialist revolution, as it had been since April. This course had 
received solid endorsement by the congress. But the crucial questions of 
"How?" and "When?" were still left vague. Intraparty programmatic differ
ences were not resolved. As Bubnov explained in a report on the work of 
the Sixth Congress to a meeting of the Moscow Regional Bureau: "At the 
congress, as at the April Conference, there emerged two points of view, 
two tendencies, which . . . were not brought out definitely enough and 
which remained in concealed form. "27 Furthermore, the party's decisions 
notwithstanding, many mass organizations in Petrograd continued to view 
the creation of a revolutionary soviet government as the solution to their 
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most pressing problems. 28 At the time of the Kornilov affair in late August, 
the goal of an exclusively socialist regime had come to be nearly universally 
shared by Petrograd workers and soldiers, and the Bolsheviks themselves 
were forced to formally resurrect their old rallying cry, "All Power to the 
Soviets!" 

While bitterness and hostility toward the Bolsheviks on the part of Pet
rograd workers and soldiers evaporated within a few weeks after the July 
uprising, by early August there were numerous unmistakable signs that 
with its apparatus intact, the Bolshevik Party had embarked on a new 
period of growth. 

This resurgence was reflected in the frequently voiced complaints by 
local Menshevik and SR leaders of numerous defections to the Bolsheviks. 29 

It was mirrored as well in Bolshevik gains in strictly local balloting in 
Kronstadt30 and in scattered elections for the Petrograd Soviet. Factory 
workers and garrison soldiers could recall their representatives in the Soviet 
whenever they saw fit, and during the first half of August Bolshevik sup
porters in several Petrograd industrial plants took advantage of growing dis
satisfaction with the policies of the central Soviet organs to substitute Bol
sheviks for deputies advocating the programs of the moderate socialists. 31 

The Bolsheviks did not obtain a majority in the Petrograd Soviet itself 
until the beginning of September; however, an early indication that the 
Mensheviks and SRs were in for difficulties there came on August 7, at the 
first meeting of the Workers' Section since the July days. According to an 
agenda prepared by the Soviet leadership on that day, the Workers' Section 
was to discuss some organizational questions and also to make preparations 
for a conference on national defense scheduled to open in the capital the 
next day. But Bolshevik representatives in the section, supported by the 
Left SRs, would have none of this. They demanded that the meeting im
mediately discuss the plight of arrested "internationalists" and the 
government's decision to restore the death penalty at the front. In a vote on 
this proposal, a majority supported the Bolsheviks. The deputies next lis
tened to an impassioned appeal on behalf of imprisoned leftists by the inde
fatigable V olodarsky, as well as a defense of the authorities by Dan and 
Gots. By an overwhelming margin, they then voted for a Bolshevik resolu
tion specifying that the arrest and persecution of comrades belonging to the 
extreme left represented "a blow to the revolutionary cause, a shameful 
stain" which served only the interests of the counterrevolution. The resolu
tion demanded, among other things, the immediate release of all those ar
rested after the July days who were not yet formally charged, early public 
trials for those indicted, and prosecution of all officials responsible for "il
legally depriving citizens of their liberty. "32 The deputies even named a spe
cial commission to express sympathy and support personally to "Trotsky, 
Lunacharsky, Kollontai, arrd other political prisoners." Moreover, they 
adopted a resolution by Martov condemning the restoration of capital 
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punishment as a measure having openly counterrevolutionary aims. This 
resolution lambasted the Central Executive Committee for not opposing 
capital punishment and demanded that the Provisional Government rescind 
the measure. 33 

Citywide elections held on August 20 for a new Petrograd City Duma 
provided even more tangible evidence of the rapid Bolshevik recovery. At
taching considerable significance to these elections, the Bolsheviks had de
voted some attention to them even before the July days. The July defeat 
served simply to fortify their determination to make a good showing. As an 
editorial in Rabochii i soldat on August 9 put it: "This will be the first 
important engagement of the class struggle in the completely changed 
post-July 3-5 circumstances. . . . If the Kadets win [the election] the rev
olution will have been dealt a mighty blow .... If the defensists win, we 
will have the same mess as before .... The victory of our party would be 
the first triumph of the revolution over the counterrevolution." 

From August 12 to 15 the attention of all political groups in Petrograd 
was focused on the Moscow State Conference. 34 In the last few days before 
the Duma elections, however, the competition for votes became more 
feverish. Leading Kadets such as Miliukov, Shingarev, Nabokov, and Tyr
kova now took to the stump. Miliukov, referring to district duma elections 
held in May in which Kadets had done poorly, declared that citizens of 
Petrograd now had the opportunity to "retake examinations" they had failed 
earlier when they entrusted control of local dumas to parties that "occupied 
themselves with various fantasies. "35 

The Bolsheviks had laid ambitious plans for their campaign, and as the 
day of reckoning approached, party officials nervously took stock of all that 
remained undone. 36 Still, party workers had managed to organize an impres
sive number of political rallies and meetings and to inundate working-class 
districts of the capital with campaign leaflets. The party's efforts had re
ceived a great boost with the appearance of Soldat and Proletarii just as the 
campaign became intense. Moreover, worsening economic conditions and 
the unpopular policies of the government and the majority socialists obvi
ously worked to the Bolsheviks' advantage, a situation which they exploited 
to the fullest. "Each worker and soldier is going to have to decide for him
self whether he wants workers to wallow in the mud and stench of the 
ghettos, without schools or light, without adequate transportation facil
ities," declared an editorial in Soldat on election eve. "If this is what he 
wants then he should vote for our opponents. On the other hand, if he 
wants those streets in the working-class suburbs that are now breeding 
places for disease to be sanitary, if he wants to see them paved and lighted 
and surrounded by schools and gardens, let him vote for the Bolsheviks." 
The same day's issue of Proletarii claimed: "Only our party is striving for 
fundamental, radical changes in city government. Only our party favors 
shifting the entire tax burden from the poor to the rich. "37 

Most of all, the party sought to capitalize on popular fears regarding the 



92 • THE BOLSHEVIKS COME TO POWER 

dangers of counterrevolution by associating all the Bolsheviks' rivals with 
the assaults of the extreme right. As an editorial in Soldat on August 19 put 
it, in these elections soldiers and workers would have to decide whether 
they wanted their city run by "those who join with the capitalists and land
owners in issuing penal laws against workers [and] in decreeing capital 
punishment-who complain about higher wages for labor, decide on mass 
layoffs, and keep comrades locked up in prison, driving them to hunger 
strikes and death." This same theme was emphasized in a long, front-page 
appeal for votes on election day by Stalin in Proletarii. Wrote Stalin: 

The Party of People's Freedom [the Kadet Party] defends the interests of 
large landowners and capitalists. The Party of People's Freedom insisted 
on the offensive at the front . . . and worked for the triumph of the coun
terrevolution. . . . A vote for the party of Miliukov is a betrayal of one
self, of one's wife and children, and of one's brothers in the rear and at the 
front .... [The Mensheviks and SRs] defend the interests of secure petty 
proprietors in the cities and in the countryside .... To vote for these 
parties means to vote for a union with the counterrevolution against work
ers and poorer peasants. . . . [It means] to endorse arrests in the rear and 
capital punishment at the front. 38 

Inasmuch as the objective of the campaign was to mobilize the broadest 
possible support, the Bolshevik campaign literature of the time contained 
few references·to potentially divisive aspects of the party's theoretical and 
tactical program. Even the term "Bolshevik" seems to have been used spar
ingly, perhaps because of the danger that it was still tainted by the 
German-agent charges. Every vote for "List 6," the list of "Social
Democratic Internationalists," was billed simply as "a blow for the revolu
tion against the counterrevolution." Trumpeted Proletarii on August 15, 
and again on August 18 and 19: 

Every worker, peasant, and soldier must vote for our list because only 
our party is struggling staunchly and bravely against the raging counter
revolutionary dictatorship of the bourgeoisie and large landowners. [Only 
our party] is fighting the reimposition of capital punishment, the destruc
tion of worker and soldier organizations, and the suppression of all the 
freedoms won with the blood and sweat of the people. You must vote for 
our party because it alone is struggling bravely with the peasantry against 
large landowners, with workers against factory owners, with the oppressed 
everywhere against the oppressors. 

After the balloting for the City Duma, it took several days to tabulate the 
final vote. When the results were in, the Bolsheviks, showing surprising 
strength in every section of the capital, received 183,624 votes, giving them 
sixty-seven seats in the new Duma. The Bolshevik tally was second only to 
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that of the SRs, who received 205,659 votes and seventy-five seats; this 
represented an improvement of 14 percent over the Bolsheviks' performance 
in the district duma elections of late May. The Kadet vote was 114,483 
votes, giving them forty-two seats, while the Mensheviks trailed with 
23,552 votes and eight seats. 39 

What did the vote mean? Some contemporary observers were inclined to 
ignore the Bolshevik success altogether. Thus, by not very deft manipula
tion of the figures, a writer for the Kadet paper Rech' claimed that the elec
tion results revealed growing support for Kadet positions among "true resi
dents of Petrograd. "40 Significantly more forthright was a postelection 
analysis by a political observer for Novaia zhizn'. This writer stated directly 
that the elections had been a "striking and incontrovertible victory" for the 
Bolsheviks. The success of the party, he explained, was a reflection of the 
extremely tense mood of workers and substantial numbers of soldiers, and 
their alienation from the policies of the Soviet majority and the new course 
of the government. The victory was "undoubtedly facilitated by the unpar
donable persecution of [Bolshevik] leaders, which inevitably began with 
great pomp and always burst like a soap bubble." "The repression of the 
extreme left served only to increase its popularity among the masses," he 
added. "The Bolshevik press was closed, the party's agitation was 
constrained-but the enforced silence was the most eloquent 
propaganda. "41 

Like Rech', the Menshevik Rabochaia gazeta was at first inclined to 
minimize the import of the impressive Bolshevik vote. An initial account of 
the election in Rabochaia gazeta suggested that the Bolshevik total had been 
greatly inflated by the votes of rightists whose aim was to magnify the red 
threat in order to justify their own political program. 42 The very next day, 
however, the same paper reassessed the election and arrived at conclusions 
very similar to those of Novaia zhizn '. Commented Rabochaia gazeta: "One 
must conclude that the Bolshevik triumph was enormous, greatly exceeding 
the expectations of the Bolsheviks themselves. For this Bolshevik success, 
we are indebted to the inadequacy of creative work on the part of the 
democracy, which has not given the masses any concrete results; we are 
also indebted to the system of repression---chaotic, hasty, at times ridicu
lous and senseless-which ... clothed the Bolsheviks in a halo of suffer
ing, destroying the impact which the criminal action of July 3-5 had had 
on the worker and soldier masses. "43 



. 6· 
THE RISE OF KORNILOV 

For Russian liberals and conservatives who had prematurely celebrated 
the demise of Bolshevism and the turn toward firm government and 

order in the wake of the July uprising, developments in the second half of 
July and the first weeks of August were shattering. During this troubled 
time all Petrograd newspapers were filled with indications of the deepening 
political and social crisis engulfing Russia. Each day brought fresh reports of 
expanding anarchy and violence among land-hungry peasants in the coun
tryside; disorders in the cities; the increasing militancy of factory workers; 
the government's inability to resist movements toward complete autonomy 
on the part of the Finns and Ukrainians; the continuing radicalization of 
soldiers at the front and rear; catastrophic breakdowns in the production 
and distribution of essential supplies; skyrocketing prices; and the re
surgence and expanding influence of the Bolsheviks, who, alone among the 
major political groups, appeared to profit from these difficulties and who, 
after the Sixth Congress, appeared to be waiting impatiently for an early 
opportunity to organize an armed insurrection. 

In mid-August a series of explosions and fires of unknown origin ripped 
through a number of factories engaged in war work. 1 The food situation in 
Petrograd, already alarming, suddenly became desperate, 2 primarily be
cause of continuing chaos in domestic railway and water transport systems. 
On August 21 there came perhaps the blackest news of all-the Germans 
had occupied the city of Riga, a vital seaport on the Baltic. Now hordes of 
anxious citizens, at least those who were financially able to do so, made 
hurried preparations to abandon Petrograd in expectation of further civil 
disorders and an early enemy assault on the capital. A sudden dramatic rise 
in the number of houses and apartments advertised for rent bore eloquent 
testimony to the prevailing panic. 

No one was more troubled by these ominous signs of continuing politi
cal, social, and economic disintegration than Kerensky. Yet fearful that 
naked repression untempered by reform would arouse the Soviet and bring 
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the Petrograd masses into the streets once again, and unable to unite his 
cabinet behind a reform program of any kind, he was incapable of 
significantly influencing the course of events. In view of the resulting 
paralysis of national leadership, increasing numbers of industrial and busi
ness figures, representatives of gentry interests, military officers-in short, 
a broad specturm of liberal, not to speak of conservative, opinion-and even 
Allied representatives in Russia concluded that the second coalition gov
ernment was no more viable than the first. For these groups, the lone re
maining hope of restoring order at the front and arresting chaos in the rear 
seemed to be an alliance of antisocialist liberal and conservative forces and 
the establishment of a strong dictatorship dedicated to the task of eliminat
ing conflicting sources of political authority (most importantly, the Soviet), 
bridling the revolution, and marshaling the Russian population in defense 
of the motherland. 

By August 1917 this orientation was shared by most Kadets and by such 
important centrist political pressure groups as the All-Russian Union of 
Trade and Industry and the Union of Landowners, both based in 
Moscow. 3 It has recently been shown that while a minority of Kadet lead
ers responded to the events of late July and August by calling for continued 
support of coalition government and close cooperation with moderate 
socialists in the satisfaction of mass demands for reform, the main body of 
the party, headed by Miliukov, shifted decisively rightward. 4 At the same 
time, Kadets of this persuasion tended, by and large, to shy away from 
direct participation in preparations for a coup d'etat (this appears to have 
been the position of the All-Russian Union of Trade and Industry and the 
Union of Landowners as well). Believing that any effort to establish a dic
tatorship not endorsed by both the cabinet and the Soviet would most likely 
fail, for the time being they sought simply to exert pressure, both within 
and outside the government, for the most forceful measures possible to re
store law and order and the fighting capacity of the armed forces. 5 

Other sizable center and rightist political groups, impatient with 
Kerensky at this time, had no such reservations about how a dictatorship 
should be established. Predictably, among the most prominent of these 
more militant groups were various organizations representing military 
officers. Embittered elements of the officer corps had first begun to consider 
possibilities for a military dictatorship as early as April 1917; subsequently 
their number grew rapidly, and representatives of a host of military organi
zations began swarming around army headquarters in Mogilev like bees in a 
hive, concocting elaborate schemes to halt and reverse the changes wrought 
by the February revolution. In July and August the most important of these 
militant pressure groups representing officers were the Union of Officers of 
the Army and Navy, whose Central, or "Main," Committee was perma
nently headquartered in Mogilev, and the Military League and the Union of 
Saint George Cavaliers, both based in Petrograd. 6 
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Among civilian organizations of similar orientation functioning during 
the summer of 1917, the Society for the Economic Rehabilitation of Russia 
and the Republican Center were probably the most prominent. The Society 
for the Economic Rehabilitation of Russia, first formed in April 1917 and 
headed by Alexander Guchkov and Aleksei Putilov, initially united influ
ential figures in the fields of busi11ess, industry, and insurance t~ finance 
the preparation and dissemination of anti-Bolshevik propaganda and to sup
port candidates for election to the Constituent Assembly. 7 'But as,the politi
cal crisis in Russia deepened, the society began to work closely with top 
military personnel and to devote increasing attention to the support of prep
arations for the establishment of a military dictatorship. The evolution of 
the Republican Center was similar. Founded in May under the auspices of 
the powerful Siberian bank by conservative business and military leaders 
to support a propaganda campaign aimed at "braking the spontaneous 
[revolutionary] movement,"8 the Republican Center soon acquired an active 
military section. Headed by Colonel L. P. Desimeter and including rep
resentatives of all of the more important militant officer groups operating at 
the time, this organ concerned itself almost exclusively with technical prep
arations for the seizure of power. 

It remains to be recorded that during the spring and summer of 1917 
these military and civilian rightist organizations considered several promi
nent military figures for the post of dictator, among them Generals Alek
seev and Brusilov and Admiral Kolchak. 9 By late July, however, the obvi
ous favorite had become General Lavr Kornilov, the newly appointed 
commander-in-chief of the Russian army. Short, lean, noticeably bandy
legged in stature, straightforward and tough in manner, Kornilov was dis
tinguished by his narrow beard, his thick, graceful mustache, and the 
slanted eyes and high cheekbones of his Mongolian forebears. Born into the 
family of a cossack officer in 1870 and raised in a remote corner of Siberia, 
Kornilov received a narrowly military education and began his professional 
career as an explorer of Chinese Turkestan and the eastern provinces of 
Persia. He saw action in Manchuria in the Russo-Japanese War and served 
from 1907 to 1911 as military attache in the Russian legation in Peking. 
During the first months of World War I he advanced rapidly in rank, and 
early in 1914 he received command of an infantry division. Shortly thereaf
ter,· in the spring of 1915, the bulk of his division was annihilated by Aus
trian forces; Kornilov himself was captured while wandering in the woods 
and subsequently spent close to a year in a Hungarian prison camp. 10 

An impression of Kornilov's state of mind during his confinement was 
recorded by General E. I. Martynov, who shared quarters with the general 
in captivity and under whom Kornilov had served in Manchuria. According 
to Martynov, during those months of rising popular indignation against the 
tsarist regime in Russia, Kornilov, gnawed by thwarted ambition, passed 
the hours of enforced leisure engrossed in books about Napoleon, a pastime 
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which only caused him further frustration. Martynov maintained that at 
that time Kornilov was sympathetic to the Black Hundreds. Reading in the 
Austrian press of the struggle between progressive Duma leaders and the 
Russian government, Kornilov talked incessantly of the pleasure he would 
derive from hanging "all those Guchkovs and Miliukovs. " 11 

In July 1916, Kornilov, disguised as an Austrian soldier, managed to 
escape and returned to Russia. Largely because of publicity in the Russian 
press, thirsting for triumphs, however small, during this militarily bleak 
period, Kornilov became a national hero overnight. Kornilov's escape, more 
than anything else, fostered the aura of courage and bravery which sur
rounded him by the time of the February revolution; apart from this, his 
military record was undistinguished, a fact that once prompted General 
Brusilov to comment brusquely: "He was the commander of a mounted 
partisan detachment and nothing more. " 12 

After the February events, Kornilov made a rapid, if superficial, adjust
ment to the changed political atmosphere. Appointed commander of the 
Petrograd Military District at the urging of Duma leaders in search of a 
well-known and authoritative figure to help restore order and calm, 13 Kor
nilov commented to reporters upon his arrival in the capital on March 5 that 
the revolution "insures victory over the enemy. " 14 Shortly afterward, hav
ing paid a dutiful call on the Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet, 
Kornilov set off for Tsarskoe Selo to arrest the Empress Alexandra. Yet for 
all this outward display of revolutionary zeal, Kornilov remained very 
much an officer of the old school; national political issues interested him 
only insofar as they affected the primary task of restoring the army. He was 
described by Martynov as "an absolute ignoramus in the realm of politics" 
and by General Alekseev, who also knew him well, as "a man with a lion's 
heart and the brains of a sheep." 15 

Kornilov understood very little about the conflicting concerns of the vari
ous political groups and classes within Russian society. He drew little dis
tinction, for example, between the moderate socialist leadership of the Pet
rograd Soviet, which, while working for a negotiated compromise peace, 
nonetheless steadfastly supported the Russian defense effort, and the Bol
sheviks, who condemned the war and the defense effort altogether. After 
all, was not the Soviet responsible for initiating the breakdown of tradi
tional military discipline in the armed forces and for all those meddlesome 
committees and political commissars? During the height of the April pro
tests, Kornilov, his patience exhausted, had called out his artillery with the 
intent of using it against demonstrating workers and soldiers, but this order 
was immediately countermanded by the Petrograd Soviet. 16 In response, 
Kornilov abruptly resigned his command and departed for the southwest
ern front, bristling with antagonism toward the Soviet, and hostility and 
bitterness toward the Provisional Government for what he considered its 
spinelessness in dealing with Russia's "internal enemies." 
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From this moment, Kornilov was understandably suspect in Soviet cir
cles, while among workers and soldiers in Petrograd his name was fast be
coming synonymous with repression and counterrevolution. At the same 
time, Kornilov's tough approach to the problem of controlling civil disorder 
attracted the attention of conservatives, who began to look upon him as the 
potential strongman to head a more authoritarian government. Indeed, 
members of an embryonic Petrograd rightist organization formed in mid
March by Vasilii Zavoiko and E. P. Semenov began to focus on Kornilov as 
a potential dictator in April. 17 At that time, a member of the Zavoiko
Semenov circle initiated discussions with Kornilov, who expressed his will
ingness to work with the group. In order to maintain a liaison after the 
general's unexpected departure for the front, Zavoiko himself enlisted in the 
army and became Kornilov's orderly. 18 

Zavoiko, a shady character later universally condemned as a political in
triguer of the worst sort, quickly acquired enormous influence over 
Kornilov. 19 The general subsequently testified that Zavoiko's services to 
him were mainly literary. "Since Zavoiko wielded a skillful pen," he 
affirmed, "I had him draw up orders and papers requiring a particularly 
strong, artistic style. "20 It is obvious however, that the functions performed 
by Zavoiko went significantly beyond those of a literary nature. The rela
tionship was defined more accurately by Martynov: "With such a flimsy 
store of knowledge, Kornilov was in need of guidance, and Zavoiko became 
his personal guide, one would say mentor, on all state matters."21 From the 
moment of his appointment to Kornilov's staff, Zavoiko fed Kornilov's anx
ieties about the government in Petrograd, nurtured his superior's personal 
ambitions, worked unceasingly to further Kornilov's popularity as a poten
tial national leader, and, as time went on, stood at the center of all the 
political intrigues constantly swirling around the general. 

The beginning of the June offensive found Kornilov in command of the 
Eighth Army on the southwestern front. When the Germans reinforced 
Austrian troops there and launched a powerful counterattack, the Eighth 
Army was soundly battered. But for a short time-between June 2 3 and 
29-Eighth Army forces made some gains, taking the ancient Galician town 
of Halicz, moving on toward Kalusz, and in the process capturing some 
twelve thousand enemy soldiers and two hundred artillery pieces 
("Kornilov's trophies," they were proudly dubbed by the press). This oc
curred at a time when the Russian advance in other areas had been re
versed, and jingoistic papers in Petrograd reacted jubilantly. More than any 
other officer, Kornilov received personal credit for Russia's short-lived 
military successes. Subsequently, in no small part because of Zavoiko's tal
ents as a publicity agent, Kornilov attracted wide notice for his "willingness 
to trade space for lives" and, even more, for his insistence that spontane
ously retreating soldiers be fired upon as a means of restoring discipline. At 
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the same time, the Russian commander-in-chief, General Brusilov, and, of 
course, the Bolsheviks were made to bear the onus for Russia's defeats. 

All this publicity increased Kornilov's popularity with the right; it also 
brought the general's qualities to the attention of Maximilian Filonenko, a 
right SR and government commissar with the Eighth Army, and Boris 
Savinkov, commissar for the southwestern front and ultimately a figure of 
no small historical importance. Savinkov was a revolutionary extremist who 
turned rabid chauvinist under the impact of the Great War. Political 
conspirator par excellence, Savinkov had been one of the most flamboyant 
and notorious figures in the famous terrorist SR Battle Organization be
tween 1903 and 1905. He had, in fact, taken a prominent part in the sensa
tional killings of numerous tsarist officials, among them Nicholas II's hated 
minister of the interior, Viacheslav Plehve, and the Grand Duke Sergei. 
After 1905, Savinkov spent much of his time abroad where he busied him
self writing a number of popular novels once uncharitably described by 
Woytinsky as "a mixture of pulp magazine technique with revolutionary 
yarns and a cheap imitation of Dostoevsky generously spiced with eroticism 
imported from France. "22 At the outbreak of World War I, Savinkov en
listed in the French army, and in April 1917 he returned to Russia and 
placed himself at the disposal of the Provisional Government. In the early 
summer, Savinkov, who was close to Kerensky, then minister of war, was 
appointed government representative on the southwestern front. 

As a front commissar, Savinkov had witnessed firsthand the virtual disin
tegration of Russian combat units. On July 9, in great anguish, he had 
apprised Kerensky by telegraph of the horrors then unfolding. 23 In his ap
proach to the problem of the army, Savinkov naturally differed from those 
who repudiated in toto the changes in the armed forces wrought by the 
revolution. Rather, he emphasized the crucial role of civil commissars in 
overseeing the behavior of officers and in smoothing relations between them 
and the mass of radicalized soldiers. 24 With somewhat less vigor, he de
fended the role of democratic committees, albeit with strictly limited and 
well-defined competence. Nonetheless, Savinkov was also a strong advocate 
of severe measures to restore order at home and on the front-an outlook 
which Filonenko shared. 25 There is some evidence that in late July Savin
kov had sounded out Miliukov about the possibility of establishing a mili
tary dictatorship;26 at the same time, both he and Filonenko began to look to 
Kornilov for leadership in halting the flood of desertions from the front and 
for help in pressuring Kerensky to acquiesce in the creation of an au
thoritarian regime. 

One of Kerensky's first actions upon becoming prime minister on July 8, 
instigated quite likely by Savinkov and Filonenko, was the appointment of 
Kornilov as commander of the southwestern front. Here enemy pressure 
was greatest and the disintegration of Russian units most advanced. Kor-
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nilov wasted no time in reinforcing his reputation for iron firmness. On the 
day he assumed command, in a telegram to Kerensky drafted by Zavoiko, 
Kornilov demanded the authorization of capital punishment for fleeing sol
diers in terms so threatening that Savinkov was forced to intercede and 
insist the message be revised. 27 The next day, without waiting for 
Kerensky's reply, Kornilov ordered his subordinate commanders to use 
machine guns and artillery on units falling back without orders. 28 

Kerensky did not need Kornilov's warning to appreciate the gravity of 
Russia's military situation and the need for drastic measures to halt the 
waves of Russian soldiers now rushing pell-mell from the battlefield. On 
July 9, even before receipt of Kornilov's first telegram, Kerensky had issued 
orders to all commanders to fire on units retreating without authority. 
Three days later, upon Kerensky's recommendation, the Provisional Gov
ernment officially reinstituted the use of capital punishment to maintain 
discipline at the front. Nonetheless, evidence of Kornilov's effort at apply
ing pressure on the government was leaked to the press, quite likely by the 
resourceful Zavoiko. Accounts in nationalist papers in Petrograd conveyed 
the impression that Kornilov was pushing the government to authorize 
stern measures to restore discipline in the army (this was true), while 
Kerensky was acting reluctantly in response to this pressure (this was not 
the case at all). As a result, in rightist circles, Kornilov's stock soared while 
the government's took a corresponding plunge. Among the masses, mean
while, Kornilov's image as perhaps the foremost symbol of counterrevolu
tion was significantly reinforced. 

On July 16, Kerensky, accompanied by Foreign Minister Tereshchenko 
and by Savinkov and Filonenko, met at General Staff headquarters (Stavka) 
in Mogilev with the Russian military high command. This emergency 
council was organized at Kerensky's behest to evaluate jointly the military 
situation on all fronts in the wake of the enemy's successful counteroffen
sive and to consider ways of halting the disintegration of the army. Because 
of the particularly unstable situation on the southwestern front, Kornilov 
had been directed to remain at his post and to telegraph a report to the 
conference, but most of the other top Russian generals were present, among 
them the commander-in-chief, General Brusilov; General Denikin, western 
front commander; General Klembovsky, from the northern front; and Gen
erals Ruzsky and Alekseev, both temporarily unassigned. 29 Not unexpect
edly, these officers vented their bitterness at the changes that the revolu
tion had brought to the army. One after the other they blasted the Soviet 
and the Provisional Government in general, as well as Kerensky personally, 
for having directly facilitated the army's ruin. At the core of the generals' 
complaints were incompetent commissars and constantly proliferating, 
power-seeking committees, which, they felt, had subverted the authority of 
officers and continually interfered with military operations. As one of the 
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front commanders declared: "There cannot be dual authority in the army. 
The army must have one head and one authority." General Brusilov articu
lated the seminal importance the generals obviously attached to the army's 
restoration: "There is only one reason for all the difficulties that the Provi
sional Government has experienced in Petrograd and for all the disasters 
within Russia-namely, the absence of an army."30 

Implicit in the generals' comments was their conviction that the 
government's permissiveness was primarily to blame for the army's troubles 
and, concomitantly, that the imposition of strict discipline in the ranks, 
along with appropriate legal and administrative sanctions, would alone re
store the fighting capacity of the army; the generals made it clear that if 
Kerensky were unwilling to act decisively in this regard without further 
delay, they would be compelled to take matters into their own hands. The 
longest, most impassioned speech was delivered by General Denikin, a 
dashing, young, much-decorated hero of the early war years, who followed 
his indictment of Kerensky and postrevolutionary conditions in the army 
with a series of blunt demands for immediate implementation by the gov
ernment, which subsequently received strong support from most of his col
leagues. Denikin insisted on complete freedom of action for the generals in 
all military matters. He called for the immediate abolition of commissars 
and democratic committees, the revocation of the Declaration of Soldiers' 
Rights, 31 the restoration in full of the traditional authority of officers, the 
reintroduction of capital punishment and the use of special military courts 
to reimpose discipline among units in the rear, and the total prohibition of 
political activity in the army-in sum, not only a return to the old order 
among troops in battle zones, but the extension of repressive measures to 
military forces everywhere in Russia. Beyond this, Denikin demanded the 
formation of special punitive units for use by commanders to impose their 
authority by force when necessary. 

One of the participants in the July 16 council at Stavka recorded that 
Kerensky listened to Denikin's indictment in stunned silence, hunched over 
a table, his head buried in his arms, and that Tereshchenko was moved to 
tears by the oppressive report. 32 "If one may say so, Denikin was the hero 
of the occasion," General Alekseev later recorded appreciatively in his 
diary. 33 Compared with Denikin's bombast, Kornilov's report to the coun
cil was relatively mild, no doubt partly because Zavoiko was away at the 
time and Savinkov and Filonenko had had some influence in its 
preparation. 34 That Kornilov was basically in sympathy with Denikin is 
attested to by a telegram that Kornilov dispatched to him immediately upon 
receiving the text of Denikin's speech: "I would sign such a report with 
both hands. . . . "35 

Kornilov's telegraphed report, while affirming the need for the traditional 
prestige and disciplinary authority of officers to be restored, for strict curbs 
on political activity in the armed forces, and for the extension of capital 
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punishment and special courts to the rear, at the same time implied that 
commanders were to some degree responsible for breakdowns in order and 
discipline. Indeed, Kornilov called for a purge of the officer corps. In con
trast to the other generals' blanket condemnation of commissars and com
mittees, Kornilov's report was silent on the problem of civil interference in 
military matters. Beyond this, Kornilov actually proposed expanding the 
role of commissars (an unmistakable mark of Savinkov's influence). Finally, 
while insisting on the necessity of defining precisely and limiting narrowly 
the democratic committees' sphere of competence, Kornilov, unlike his fel
low commanders, did not call for their immediate elimination. 36 

In the course of the train trip back to Petrograd after the July 16 council 
at Stavka, Kerensky, coaxed by Savinkov and Filonenko, apparently made 
up his mind to remove Brusilov and promote Kornilov to the post of 
commander-in-chief; two days later these changes were announced. At the 
same time, Kerensky named General Vladimir Cheremisov to replace Kor
nilov as commander of the southwestern front. Savinkov was to recall much 
later that he and Filonenko had urged Brusilov's removal because of his 
inability to cope with the crisis in the army and had pushed Kornilov as his 
replacement because of the firmness and coolness under pressure exhibited 
by the latter during his tenure (one week!) as southwestern front 
commander. 37 This may well be true-at the time, Savinkov and Filonenko 
were preoccupied with finding a leader who would apply force decisively 
and unflinchingly against recalcitrant troops. It is harder to understand 
why, in view of his own personal political ambitions, Kerensky accepted 
their recommendation. At precisely this time, the new prime minister was 
engaged in a desperate effort to defend himself against attacks from both the 
extreme left and right and to piece together a second centrist, liberal
socialist coalition; his prospects for success in this venture were, as yet, 
uncertain. By now, Kornilov, by virtue of his growing popularity among 
liberals and conservatives had become a powerful political figure and a 
natural rival to Kerensky. 

Kerensky subsequently claimed that his elevation of Kornilov was dic
tated by the latter's merits as a commander in the field 38 and by his enlight
ened position on reform in the army, particularly his view of the future 
role of political commissars and democratic committees. 39 Yet this explana
tion does not ring true. Kornilov's achievements on the battlefield were 
undistinguished, and, the July 16 telegram notwithstanding, his predilec
tion for the application of massive military force to curb disorder at home 
and at the front was a matter of record. It was probably Kornilov's reputa
tion for severity and toughness, rather than his alleged readiness to accom
modate revolutionary change, that now made him attractive to Kerensky. 
What the army needed, Kerensky appears to have concluded, was a strong 
personality at its head. On this he was basically in agreement with Savin
kov and Filonenko. To the new prime minister, anxiously working to con-
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solidate his political position, the selection of Kornilov had the added ad
vantage of being extremely popular with disgruntled liberals and conserva
tives and with the nonsocialist press in Petrograd. 40 

It is also well to keep in mind that Kerensky's options in the matter of a 
new commander were quite limited. That the ineffective Brusilov had to go 
was by now universally acknowledged. Yet judging by the proceedings of 
the council at Stavka, most senior Russian commanders were at least as 
reactionary and personally antagonistic to Kerensky as Kornilov. Kerensky 
might have considered two relatively junior officers who were not invited to 
Stavka on July 16: Kornilov's replacement as commander of the Eighth 
Army, General Cheremisov, and the commander of the Moscow Military 
District, General V erkhovsky. However, precisely because they rejected 
the idea that repressive measures alone could restore discipline in the army, 
and because they were willing to work with committees and commissars 
and to purge the officer corps of ultrareactionaries, Cheremisov and Ver
khovsky were suspect among many of the elements whose support 
Kerensky sought to win. As to the danger of independent political action by 
Kornilov, Savinkov (who now stepped up to the post of deputy minister of 
war) and Filonenko (who was simultaneously named commissar at staff 
headquarters) doubtless expected that since they had been able to moderate 
Kornilov's behavior in the past, it would be possible to continue to do so; 
very likely they transmitted this assurance to Kerensky. 

It immediately became apparent to Kerensky that controlling Kornilov, 
surrounded in Mogilev by right extremists, would not be easy. The day 
after his appointment (July 19), in a bluntly worded telegram drafted by 
Zavoiko and leaked at once to the press, Kornilov made his assumption of 
command of the army contingent upon Kerensky's acceptance of a series of 
demands altogether as ominous as those voiced by Denikin at the Stavka 
council. Kornilov insisted that, as commander-in-chief, he would not be 
subject to regulation of any kind and that he would be responsible "only to 
[his] conscience and to the people as a whole." He demanded total indepen
dence in regard to operational directives and appointments of commanders. 
Special courts and the application of capital punishment to enforce disci
pline were to apply to soldiers in the rear as well as those at the front. 
Kornilov further demanded government acceptance of all the other recom
mendations he had made to the Stavka council. 41 Additionally, on July 20 
the new commander-in-chief wired Kerensky insisting that the appointment 
of Cheremisov as commander of the southwestern front be rescinded. 42 

There is evidence that after receiving these telegrams, Kerensky began to 
have second thoughts about the appointment of Kornilov as supreme com
mander and seriously considered dropping the idea. 43 Yet he was now in an 
extremely awkward position. Kornilov's appointment had been made pub
lic, and, thanks to Zavoiko, the general's "conditions" were also widely 
known. The Kadets, all other liberal and conservative groups, and the non-
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socialist press had already formed in solid ranks behind Kornilov. Their 
attitude was expressed by Nwoe vremia on July 20: "It was difficult, in fact 
probably impossible, to find a more suitable general and supreme comman
der in these days of mortal danger being experienced by Russia. The Provi
sional Government was forced to choose between meetings at the front, the 
disintegration of the army, the destruction of southern Russia-and the sav
ing of the state. And it found in itself the courage and decisiveness to make 
the choice." A break with Kornilov at this point probably would have put 
an end to the delicate negotiations then underway to form a new coalition 
government with the Kadets. And so a compromise of sorts was hastily 
arranged between Kornilov and Kerensky. Kornilov, for his part, pledged 
responsibility to the government and dropped his insistence on the im
mediate implementation of his other conditions. The government, in turn, 
committed itself to giving the demands of the generals a sympathetic hear
ing and to acting on them with all deliberate speed. Kerensky also agreed to 
find another post for Cheremisov; although this concession was of no appar
ent import at the time, Kerensky was ultimately to pay very dearly for it. 44 

General Kornilov subsequently made two trips from Mogilev to Petro
grad in an effort to persuade the cabinet to implement his recommendations. 
The first visit took place on August 3. On this occasion Kornilov brought 
along a formal proposal (another example of Zavoiko's writing talent) em
bodying most of the demands for the repression of troops at the front and 
rear and for the restoration of officers' authority that had been made by 
Denikin and Kornilov at the Stavka council, as well as the conditions 
pressed by Kornilov on July 19. Although Kornilov no longer insisted on un
limited authority for himself in the August 3 proposal, he now reversed his 
earlier stand regarding the future role of commissars, calling for strict limi
tation, rather than expansion, of their authority. 45 He also envisioned a 
narrower, more tightly controlled role for democratic committees then he 
had suggested in his memo of July 16. Still, as Kerensky later acknowl
edged, he, Savinkov, and Filonenko were ready, in principle, to support all 
these measures. They found Kornilov's formal proposal so crude in style 
and potentially inflammatory in language, however, that all three agreed the 
document could not be submitted even to a closed session of the cabinet. 
Filonenko was therefore assigned to rework the proposal in more diplomatic 
terms for presentation to the government by Kornilov on August 10. 46 

While given an audience by the cabinet before leaving the capital on August 
3, Kornilov did not mention his recommendations for reform, restricting his 
comments to general observations on prevailing conditions in the army. 

When the Petrograd press got wind of the contents of Kornilov's 
proposal47 the news set off a fierce and prolonged public controversy be
tween the center and right, staunchly supportive of Kornilov and his pro
gram, and the moderate and extreme left, united once again in opposition 
(particularly to the extension of capital punishment to the rear and the curb-
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ing of democratic committees). In an antagonistic front-page editorial on 
August 4, Rabochaia gazeta, for example, lashed out at the Kadets (and indi
rectly at Kornilov) for advocating a return to the ways of the old regime, 
complaining that it was precisely this traditionally severe discipline that had 
made the old army a reliable instrument of the autocracy. "Kadets," the 
editorial demanded, "tell us directly, which people do you have in mind as 
military dictators-whom are you preparing for the part of Napoleon?" 
Among rank-and-file workers, soldiers, and sailors, the alarm over 
Kornilov's program rekindled the still-smoldering protest against the resto
ration of capital punishment at the front. Thus, on August 7, it will be 
recalled, the Workers' Section of the Petrograd Soviet adopted a strongly 
worded resolution demanding that capital punishment be rescinded. 48 

At about this time, it appeared that General Cheremisov, in Petrograd for 
reassignment, was in close touch with moderate socialist leaders. lzvestiia, on 
August 4, carried accounts of the press conferences held the previous day 
by General Kornilov, following his meeting with the cabinet, and by Gen
eral Cheremisov. In response to reporters' questions, Kornilov had once 
again emphasized the importance of immediate authorization by the gov
ernment of broader repressive measures and deprecated the future role of 
democratic committees. In contrast, the burden of Cheremisov's comments 
was that repressive measures alone, "not even mass executions," could re
store discipline-that it would be impossible to do so as long as the soldiers 
did not understand and accept the necessity, obligation, and duty of carry
ing on the war. In the task of raising the consciousness of the troops, 
Cheremisov attached great importance to joint efforts by officers and demo
cratic committees. lzvestiia pointedly contrasted the two statements: 
"Today we bring you accounts of two conferences, with General Kornilov 
and with General Cheremisov, on the same subject. But just take note of 
how they differ. At the same time that the first stubbornly insists on all out 
repressive measures ... and completely disregards the importance of army 
organizations, the second puts the center of gravity in the struggle with 
disintegration in the army on the joint work of the officer staff with organi
zations of soldiers. . . . The sympathy of the democracy is not on the side 
of Kornilov."49 

By the second week in August, rumors, not without some foundation, 
were circulating in the capital that Kerensky had suggested to those around 
him that Kornilov would not work in the post of commander-in-chief and 
that Cheremisov might be a suitable replacement. When word of 
Kerensky's wavering reached Mogilev, Kornilov and his entourage were 
naturally alarmed. The campaign of liberal and conservative groups on 
Kornilov's behalf was intensified; nonsocialist papers featured daily pledges 
of support for Kornilov from organizations such as the Union of Officers, 
the Union of Cossack Troops, and the Union of Saint George Cavaliers. 

Between August 8 and 10, Moscow was the scene of a widely publicized 
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Conference of Public Figures attended by several hundred specially invited 
leaders of business, industry, agriculture, the professions, the army, and 
liberal and conservative political groups. The primary purpose of the con
ference was the adoption of mutually acceptable positions on major issues 
for presentation to the broader Moscow State Conference, due to open on 
August 12. 50 Among the delegates were the wealthy industrialists 
Riabushinsky, Tretiakov, Konovalov, and Vishnegradsky; a large group of 
Kadets, led by Miliukov; and a host of top military leaders, including Gen
erals Alekseev, Brusilov, Kaledin, and ludenich. On August 9 these dig
nitaries interrupted their consideration of broad political issues to adopt a 
pledge of confidence in Kornilov. This declaration, dispatched to Kornilov 
and widely circulated 'the same day, affirmed that all attacks on Kornilov's 
authority in the army and in Russia were "treachery" and that "all thinking 
Russia" looked to Kornilov with hope and faith." "May God help you," the 
resolution concluded, "in your great task of reconstructing a powerful army 
and saving Russia. "51 

While the public furor over Kornilov raged on, Filonenko busied himself 
with the revision of Kornilov's August 3 proposal for consideration by the 
cabinet on August 10. Not content merely to recast the document in more 
moderate language, he introduced some sweeping recommendations for 
drastic controls over rail lines and factories. Thus, he added a provision that 
all railroads be placed under martial law; failure on the part of rail workers 
to fulfill directives was to carry the same penalty as a soldier's refusal to 
obey orders at the front-that is, summary execution. To implement these 
measures, he recommended that military revolutionary courts be set up at 
major railway depots. A further provision added by Filonenko called for the 
country's coal mines and all factories engaged in defense work (practically 
speaking, this could be interpreted to include almost all factories) to be 
placed under military control. In these enterprises, strikes, lockouts, politi
cal meetings, and, in fact, assemblies of any kind were to be prohibited for 
the duration. Employees would be assigned minimum mandatory work 
quotas; workers not meeting their quotas would be dismissed summarily 
and dispatched to the front. "These measures," injected Filonenko at the 
end of the revised draft, "must be adopted and put into practice im
mediately with iron decisiveness and consistency. " 52 

Savinkov, fully sympathetic to Filonenko's recommendations, pleaded 
with Kerensky to support them within the cabinet, and even resigned when 
the prime minister demurred. Kerensky initially rejected Savinkov's resig
nation, later accepted it, and ultimately, partly because of pressure from 
Kornilov, prevailed upon Savinkov to return to his post. 53 Kerensky him
self has acknowledged that to halt the slide of industry and transport into 
absolute chaos, he would gladly have taken the lead in implementing the 
steps envisioned by Filonenko. Within liberal and conservative circles, of 
course, and even among members of the cabinet, the need for such extreme 
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measures had already been widely discussed. In view of the storm from the 
left that Kornilov's more limited August 3 program had provoked, however, 
Kerensky was understandably apprehensive about the probable impact of 
Filonenko's amendments on the leadership of the Soviet, not to mention the 
workers and soldiers. His conclusion seems to have been that such measures 
would have brought a decisive rupture with the Soviet, a bloody confronta
tion of uncertain outcome with the Bolshevik-led masses, and at the very 
best, the establishment of an authoritarian government completely at the 
mercy of the military. Unlike large numbers of former moderates, 
Kerensky paused, for the moment, on the brink of such a drastic course. 

Kornilov, warned by members of his entourage in Mogilev of plots being 
hatched against him in Petrograd, tried to beg off coming to the capital on 
August 10. This was completely agreeable to Kerensky, who, although 
quite willing to use Kornilov to carry out repression at the front, was un
derstandably nervous about the general's popularity with the right and his 
potential influence on national politics. Savinkov and Filonenko, to the con
trary, were determined to employ pressure from Kornilov to force 
Kerensky's acceptance of the revised Kornilov program. They therefore 
persuaded the commander-in-chief not to cancel his trip. Kornilov remained 
wary, however, taking with him to Petrograd a bodyguard of Turkoman 
soldiers armed with machine guns. Shortly after Kornilov's train left 
Mogilev for the capital, a telegram from Kerensky reached Stavka inform
ing the commander-in-chief that the government had not called him, did 
not insist on his coming, and, in view of the strategic situation, could not 
take responsibility for his departure from the front. 54 

Arriving in Petrograd, Kornilov was met at the train by Filonenko and 
Savinkov, who brought with them the revised report. Giving the document 
his hasty approval, the general set off at once for the Winter Palace. Petro
grad newspapers the following day carried detailed accounts of his colorful 
motorcade. Strict military security was observed along the route. Kornilov's 
car, moving slowly through the streets, was guarded by grim-faced, 
scarlet-robed Turkoman soldiers jogging alongside, their curved swords 
dangling unsheaved from their belts; it was preceded and followed by 
open-top automobiles filled with more Turkomans, armed with machine 
guns. When the procession neared the Winter Palace, Kerensky, at an 
upper-story window, watched in amazement and disbelief as the Turko
mans jumped from the cars and dashed to the entrance. Emplacing a 
machine gun in the main vestibule, they took up positions beside it, pre
pared, if the need arose, to rescue their commander by force. 55 

Such was the extraordinary prelude to a short, predictably icy encounter 
between Kerensky and Kornilov which served only to exacerbate their dif
ferences and complicate their relations. At the outset, Kornilov formally 
presented his revised and expanded program, with which Kerensky, as we 
know, was already familiar. The prime minister's response was reportedly 
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noncommittal, although he may have conveyed the impression that the re
commendations were acceptable in principle, which was actually the case. 56 

Kornilov, who had risked the trip to Petrograd in the conviction that the 
situation brooked no further delay, was ill-disposed to let the matter drop; 
he demanded that the cabinet meet that evening to discuss his proposals. 
Kerensky declined to call a full cabinet meeting, arranging instead an in
formal session to which he invited only his two closest supporters in the 
cabinet, Nekrasov and Tereshchenko. Excluded were four Kadet ministers 
who were geared for a decisive struggle on behalf of Kornilov's program 
and seven moderate socialist ministers who were certain to be unalterably 
opposed. The upshot of this gathering on the evening of August 10 was that 
while Kerensky, Tereshchenko, and Nekrasov registered their willingness to 
support before the full cabinet Kornilov's recommendations relating to the 
restoration of the army (in substance the recommendations Kornilov first 
brought to Petrograd on August 3), they firmly insisted on laying aside the 
new provisions dealing with controls over railways and factories added by 
Filonenko. 57 

One can well imagine Kornilov's frustration as he left Petrograd for 
Mogilev late on the night of August 10. His encounters with the prime 
minister on August 3 and I 0 had strengthened his disdain for Kerensky 
personally. Worse, an incident which had occurred during his meeting with 
the cabinet on August 3 aroused Kornilov's fears that politics in Petrograd 
had degenerated to such a point that German agents had direct pipelines 
into the highest level of government. While Kornilov was delivering his 
report on the state of the army, Kerensky had quietly cautioned him against 
being too precise about actual conditions. After the meeting Savinkov ex
plained to the general that while there was no evidence that any ministers 
were leaking information directly to the enemy, some cabinet members 
were in close touch with members of the All-Russian Executive Commit
tees, among whom were persons suspected of having German ties. 58 Kor
nilov must have been genuinely appalled by this incident, which no doubt 
strengthened his misgivings about Kerensky's government. But above all, 
his two unsuccessful attempts to get his emergency proposals before the 
cabinet confirmed his suspicions, initially awakened during his tenure as 
commander of the Petrograd Military District and constantly fed by the 
rightist elements surrounding him at Stavka, that the Provisional Govern
ment was too weak and divided to act decisively and that independent 
military intervention might well be called for if the authoritarian regime 
necessary to take the country in hand was ever to be established. 59 

On August, 6, three days after his first visit to the capital, Kornilov 
initiated a request that the Petrograd Military District, heretofore under the 
control of the Ministry of War, be placed under his direct command. Jus
tified by the likelihood that the Petrograd area would soon be in the zone of 
military operations, this change, if accepted, would greatly strengthen 
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Kornilov's hand in a military clash with the government or the left. At the 
same time Kornilov ordered substantial troop dispositions obviously aimed 
at their possible use in Petrograd. 60 To the delight of the right extremists, 
who had long since been preparing for a coup, such preparations were 
intensified after Kornilov's second visit to Petrograd. In a conversation with 
his chief of staff, General Lukomsky, on August 11, Kornilov explained 
that these actions were necessary because a Bolshevik rising was to be ex
pected and it was "high time to hang the German agents and spies headed 
by Lenin" and to "disperse the Soviet of Workers and Soldiers in such a 
way that it would not reassemble anywhere." Commenting to Lukomsky on 
his appointment of the ultraconservative General Krymov as commander of 
the troops being concentrated around Petrograd, Kornilov expressed pleas
ure that Krymov would not hesitate, if necessary, "to hang the entire Soviet 
membership. "61 

Of course, all this does not necessarily mean that Kornilov was now ir
revocably committed to direct military action against the government. In 
view of the unpopularity of the steps envisioned in Kornilov's program 
among the Petrograd masses and their likely response to its implementation, 
the troop dispositions made by Kornilov during the first half of August 
were advisable whether the army ultimately acted alone or in cooperation 
with Kerensky. It appears that Kornilov, unlike many of his supporters, 
still held out some hope that the government would take stock of its situa
tion and submit to his authority peacefully. 62 Lukomsky recalls that Kor
nilov commented to him on August 11 that "he was not planning to move 
against the government-that he hoped it would be possible to reach 
agreement with it. "63 Nonetheless, it also appears clear that Kornilov was 
now prepared to act independently, should this prove necessary. 
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KORNILOV 

VERSUS KERENSKY 

The deepening hostility between Kerensky and Kornilov, the increas-
1 ing polarization of Russian society, and Kerensky's weakness in the 

prevailing situation became most apparent during the Moscow State Con
ference held August 12 to 14. Originally conceived by Kerensky in late July 
to familiarize authoritative political figures from all over Russia with the 
country's grave problems and to mobilize their support for the programs of 
the newly created second coalition, this conference had no actual legislative 
function. Among its close to twenty-five hundred participants, "the flower 
of the Russian population," 1 were the members of Kerensky's cabinet, 
top-ranking military officers, deputies from all four State Dumas, and 
members of the Executive Committees of the All-Russian Congress of 
Workers' and Soldiers' Deputies and the All-Russian Congress of Peasants' 
Deputies. Present as well were representatives of trade unions, municipal 
councils, institutions of higher learning, cooperatives, provincial zem
stvos, and various and sundry congresses and committees relating to busi
ness, industry, and the armed forces. 2 

Politically, the delegates were split between liberals and conservatives, by 
and large staunchly supportive of Kornilov and of stringent measures to 
restore order, and moderate socialists, who recognized the need for firm 
government but continued to insist on tempering repression with at least 
modest steps toward reform. The first group had a slight majority; noted 
one observant reporter, "Representatives of the bourgeoisie seem to over
whelm democratic elements; morning coats, frock coats, and starched shirts 
predominate over the side-fastening Russian blouses. "3 

There were practically no spokesmen for the extreme left. The Bolshevik 
Central Committee initially had planned that party representatives in the 
All-Russian Executive Committees would accompany their colleagues to 
Moscow; the Bolshevik delegates would formally repudiate the conference 
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at the first opportunity and then stage a walkout. 4 When this intention 
became known, however, the majority socialist Soviet leadership required 
that all members of the Soviet conference delegation agree in advance not to 
speak out at the conference without specific authorization; for practical pur
poses, Bolsheviks going to the Moscow Conference with the Soviet delega
tion were given the choice of accepting the positions of the majority or 
risking expulsion from the Executive Committees. 5 Given these circum
stances, the party elected to absent itself from the conference altogether. 

The Moscow State Conference convened in an atmosphere of tension. 
For several days prior to August 12, Moscow had been rife with rumors 
that troops loyal to Kornilov were converging on the city and that Kornilov 
and his supporters were about to make a move against the government. 
Conference delegates arrived in Moscow to find the streets plastered with 
posters hailing Kornilov; a publicity brochure lauding the "first people's 
commander-in-chief" circulated widely. 6 Kornilov himself was not 
scheduled to make an appearance at the conference until August 14. 
Nonetheless, so great was the fear of a rightist coup as the conferees assem
bled that on August 12 the Moscow Soviet formed a six-man Provisional 
Revolutionary Committee to help assure proper protection for the govern
ment and the Soviet. The seriousness with which the possibility of an at
tack by the right was taken at this time is indicated by the fact that the Moscow 
Bolsheviks Viktor Nogin and Nikolai Muralov, along with two Mensheviks 
and two SRs, took an active part in the Provisional Revolutionary Committee's 
work. 7 

In anticipation of the conference the extreme left-oriented Bolshevik 
Moscow Regional Bureau took the lead in organizing a wildcat protest strike 
for August 12, the opening day; the strike was subsequently endorsed by 
trade union leaders, by the more conservative Bolshevik Moscow Commit
tee, and by representatives of Moscow district soviets and district Bolshevik 
committees. 8 By a vote of 312 to 284, however, a joint meeting of the Mos
cow Workers' and Soldiers' Soviets opposed such action. 9 Nonetheless, on 
the appointed day employees in most Moscow factories did not report for 
work; many congregated instead at protest meetings. Restaurants and cof
feehouses were shut down, streetcars ceased operation, and, for the most 
part, cab drivers were nowhere about. 10 Even employees at the buffets in 
the Bolshoi Theater, where the conference met, went out on strike, forcing 
conference delegates to serve their own refreshments. That evening all 
Moscow was dark as employees of the gas works stayed away from their 
jobs. 11 

The impact of the strike bore witness to the power and sentiment of the 
working classes and the resurgence of Bolshevik influence. A writer in the 
lzvestiia of the Moscow Soviet, whose editorial line reflected the views of 
the majority socialists, conceded with embarrassment that it was "time to 
realize that the Bolsheviks are not irresponsible groups but one of the ele-
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ments of the organized revolutionary democracy behind whom stand the 
broad masses, not always disciplined but, on the other hand, wholly com
mitted to the cause of the revolution. " 12 

To judge by formal deliberations at the conference, this message was lost 
on most delegates. At one of the early sessions, when Miliukov cautioned 
that the demands outlined by Kornilov should not serve as cause for suspi
cion and voiced great fear that the government was not making sufficient 
provision for the restoration of order and the security of property, 13 the 
Bolshoi exploded with shouts of "Right you are!," loud bravos, and waves 
of applause. A similar outburst of unrestrained enthusiasm occurred in the 
right half of the hall when the cossack leader General Aleksei Kaledin de
clared that "the survival of the state requires the continuation of the war to 
a victorious conclusion above all," and that "the entire life of the country 
and all the actions of the Provisional Government must be subordinated to 
this fundamental assumption." Kaledin outlined a series of basic principles 
upon which the government should act which, in essence, paralleled 
Kornilov's program. Amid shouts of "Exactly!" from the right and agonized 
cries of "No!" from the left, Kaledin declared that "the usurpation of state 
power by central and local committees and by the soviets must be brought 
to an end immediately and abruptly." 14 

When the brilliant orator Vasilii Maklakov, one of the founders of the 
Kadet Party, took the podium and implored the government "to rely and 
believe in those at the front" and "to find the courage to take the daring 
steps necessary to lead the country forward [because] the judgment day is 
approaching," the right delegates again stood and cheered. 15 But when 
Chkheidze read aloud the All-Russian Executive Committees' platform, 16 

which went a long way toward meeting liberal and conservative demands 
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for emphasis on law and order and universal sacrifice in the interest of 
national defense, and embodied only the most modest concessions to mass 
demands, 17 these delegates sat scowling in their seats. 

Trying to walk a tightrope between the left and right, Kerensky in his 
opening address refrained from commitment to a specific program of action 
and, typically sought salvation in strong words. Turning to the left, he thun
dered: "Let everyone who has already tried to use force of arms against the 
power of the people know that such attempts will be crushed with blood 
and iron." Turning next to the right, he roared with equal vigor (in obvious 
reference to Kornilov and his supporters): "At the same time let those 
who think the time is ripe to overthrow the revolutionary government 
with bayonets, be even more careful. I can make anyone serving me with 
ultimatums obey the will of the supreme power and myself as its head. " 18 

Kerensky's frenzied address, at times seemingly uncontrolled and uncom
fortably theatrical, lasted close to two hours. Miliukov later described the 
event: "By the expression of his eyes, which he focused on the imagined 
enemy, by the tense gesturing of his arms, by the intonation of his voice 
which rose to a scream for extended periods of time, then subsided to a 
tragic whisper, by his measured phrases and calculated pauses, he appeared 
to want to scare somebody and to create an impression of force and power . 
. . . In actuality he only engendered pity. "19 

Kornilov arrived in Moscow by train on the afternoon of August 13. At 
the Alexandrovsky (now the Belorussian) Station his followers staged a 
carefully orchestrated welcome which contrasted sharply with the cool re
ception accorded government ministers upon their arrival in Moscow two 
days earlier. 20 As the moment for Kornilov's arrival approached, an honor 
guard and band from the Alexandrovsky Military Academy and a detach
ment from the Women's Cadet Academy posted themselves on the plat
form. Also on hand to greet the "first people's commander-in-chief" were a 
throng of "ladies in gaily colored dresses," bemedaled officers by the dozen, 
conservative and liberal leaders participating in the state conference, a 
coterie of municipal authorities, and enthusiastic official deputations from 
all the patriotic organizations supporting Kornilov. The Moscow Women's 
Battalion of Death stood at attention on a viaduct overlooking the station, 
while a mounted cossack detachment was arrayed on the square outside. 

As the train slowed to a halt, Kornilov's red-robed Turkoman guards, 
sabers bared, leaped to the platform and posted themselves in two ranks. 
While the band played a fanfare and a loud cheer issued from the crowd, 
Kornilov, resplendent in full-dress uniform, appeared on the steps of his 
coach. Waving and smiling, he bounded to the platform and made his way 
through the lines of Turkomans toward the waiting dignitaries. As he 
passed, the ladies pelted him with flowers, distributed moments earlier by 
some young officers. 

In a brief welcoming speech, the right Kadet Fedor Rodichev conveyed 



The "first people's commander-in-chief," General Lavr Kornilov, and Boris Savinkov, front 
commissar and deputy minister of war, arrive for the Moscow State Conference. 

the mood of the moment. "You are now the symbol of our unity," he en
toned. "We are unified, indeed all Moscow is unified in confidence in you . 
. . . Save Russia and a thankful people will crown you. "21 To be sure, at 
least a few of Rodichev's listeners must have observed, as one reporter 
commented, that there were no common citizens or regular soldiers on 
hand, but this circumstance, not surprisingly, seems to have escaped the 
general's notice. 

Shortly after his arrival, Kornilov, seated in an open automobile at the 
head of a long motorcade, made a pilgrimage to the sacred lversky shrine, 
where the tsars traditionally worshiped when they visited Moscow. After 
prostrating himself before the "miraculous" lversky icon of the Madonna, 
Kornilov returned to his railway carriage. There, during the remainder of 
the evening and the following day, he received a stream of visitors, includ
ing a group of influential Kadets, led by Miliukov; the financiers Aleksei 
Putilov and A. I. Vishnegradsky; the notorious Purishkevich; and Generals 
Verkhovsky, Kaledin, and Alekseev. Verkhovsky, who, as commander of 
the Moscow Military District, had formal responsibility for providing se
curity to the Moscow Conference, called on Kornilov to dissuade him from 
participating in any conspiracy against the government. After the visit he 
commented that Kornilov's supporters misunderstood the prevailing situa
tion and the mood of the masses to such a degree that "they seem like peo
ple who have just dropped from the moon. "22 Kadets who visited Kornilov, 
reflecting continued nagging doubt about the efficacy of a unilateral coup, 
may also have urged restraint upon the general. Miliukov, for one, subse
quently claimed to have warned Kornilov that a clash with Kerensky was 
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untimely because the prime minister still had a following in the provinces. 23 

On the other hand, numerous civil and military figures sought out Kornilov 
in Moscow expressly to pledge their unqualified support. Most tangibly, 
Putilov and Vishnegradsky, representing the Society for the Economic Re
habilitation of Russia, agreed to provide the commander-in-chief with a 
substantial subsidy to help finance the establishment of an authoritarian, 
exclusively nonsocialist regime. 24 

Kerensky, for his part, was becoming increasingly apprehensive about 
Kornilov's scheduled address to the Moscow Conference on August 14. 
Would the general try to use the assembly to apply pressure on the gov
ernment to adopt his proposals, or, worse still would he attempt to stam
pede the conference into supporting his personal ambitions? In an effort to 
dissuade Kornilov from taking any action and to convince him to restrict his 
remarks at the conference to military operations and the situation at the 
front, Kerensky dispatched his minister of transport, Petr lurenev, to see 
Kornilov on the evening of the thirteenth. Dissatisfied with Kornilov's re
sponse to lurenev, Kerensky himself telephoned the general later that even
ing with the same admonition, and he repeated his plea at the Bolshoi The
ater the next morning, as Kornilov was about to mount the pc,dium. The 
general's reply was enigmatic: "I will give my speech in my own way." 

To Kerensky's immense relief, Kornilov's address was relatively mild. 
Still, it was a hollow victory for Kerensky. As far as Kornilov was con
cerned, Kerensky's strictures were further confirmation, if more were 
needed, of the prime minister's weakness. 25 Moreover, as the right roared 
its approval, Kornilov was followed to the rostrum by speaker after speaker 
whose expressed aversion to the changes wrought by the revolution and 
fundamental hostility toward the Provisional Government were by no 
means similarly restrained. 

The Moscow Conference ended on the night of August 15; as a device for 
uniting diverse elements of Russian society behind the Provisional Gov
ernment, it had been a total failure. Kerensky came away from the ordeal 
with an increased awareness of his own isolation. "It is hard for me," he 
anguished aloud at the time, "because I struggle with the Bolsheviks of the 
left and the Bolsheviks of the right, but people demand that I lean on one or 
the other .... I want to take a middle road, but nobody will help me."26 

Kerensky left Moscow with an inflated sense of support for a rightist pro
gram. The end of the Moscow Conference coincided with the spreading 
wave of industrial fires, followed a few days later by the sudden fall of 
Riga;27 quite apart from the pressure of Kornilov's supporters, these de
velopments impelled Kerensky to reconsider the question of stricter civil 
and military controls. From this reevaluation, Kerensky finally seems to 
have concluded that something on the order of the major curbs on political 
freedom and the thoroughgoing repression embodied in Kornilov's pro
posal of August 10 could no longer be delayed, even if such action precipi-



Kerensky addressing a crowd of military personnel. 

tated a decisive break with the Soviet and the masses. On August 17, with a 
heavy heart, one must assume, he gave Savinkov assurances to this effect 
and instructed him to draft specific decrees for action by the cabinet. 28 

Yet, if Kerensky had now moved distinctly closer to Kornilov politically, 
there remained a crucial difference between the two men which goes far 
toward explaining the events that followed: Kerensky and Kornilov each 
viewed himself (and not the other) as the strnngman in a new authoritarian 
government. More than ever, each was contemptuous toward and ap
prehensive of the other. Kerensky was determined to use Kornilov for his 
own ends, while Kornilov harbored similar intentions regarding Kerensky. 
Meanwhile, spurred by the Moscow Conference, preparations for a coup by 
rightist groups at home and at the front were reaching a climax. The stage 
was set for a final, decisive confrontation. 

In the wake of the Moscow Conference, Kornilov continued preparations 
to concentrate an imposing array of troops from the front around Petrograd. 
The main units directed toward the capital were the First Don Cossack 
Division and the Ussuriisky Mounted Division, both belon·ging to 
Krymov's Third Cavalry Corps. 29 The Russian military high command re
garded these forces as among the most disciplined and politically reliable in 
the entire army; during the first half of August these units had begun to 
move from reserve positions on the Rumanian front to the Nevel
Novosokolniki-Velikie Luki region, roughly three hundred miles 
from Petrograd on the direct rail line. Around August 20, the First Don 
Cossack Division was transferred to the Pskov area, half the remaining dis
tance to the capital. Simultaneously, the equally crack Savage Division, so 
called because it was comprised primarily of mountain tribesmen from the 
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northern Caucasus whose ferociousness and cruelty in combat were legen
dary, was attached to the Third Corps and shipped from the southwestern 
front to Ono, just east of Pskov. 3° Cossack and shock units stationed along 
the Baltic were earmarked for an eventual role in the pacification of the 
capital as well. On August 25, General A. M. Dolgorukov, commander of 
the Finnish-based First Cavalry Corps, was called to Stavka in connection 
with plans to have one of his main elements, the Fifth Cossack Division, 
advance on Petrograd from the north, while units of the Third Corps were 
moving in on the capital from the south. Among other troop relocation 
orders emanating from Stavka at this time was a directive to the Reva) 
"Shock Battalion of Death" to proceed to Tsarskoe Selo. 31 

As nearly as one can piece together from scattered, sometimes contradic
tory evidence, an elaborate scheme for a rightist putsch in Petrograd to 
coincide with the approach of front troops was worked out by the Main 
Committee of the Union of Officers and the Military Section of the Repub
lican Center and Military League. 32 This plan appears to have been linked 
to a series of fund-raising rallies scheduled by the Soviet leadership in Pet
rograd for Sunday, August 27, the six-month anniversary of the February 
revolution. The conspirators evidently assumed that the rallies would be ac
companied by disorders which could be used as a pretext for proclaiming 
martial law, wrecking Bolshevik organizations, dispersing the Soviet, and 
establishing a military dictatorship. To insure that the occasion would not 
pass without suitable disturbances, the rightist press was to whip up politi
cal tension in the capital, while agitators posing as Bolsheviks were to circu
late in factories, rousing workers. The conspirators also agreed that as a last 
resort they would stage a leftist rising themselves; at this point, the military 
forces converging on the capital would be called in to help restore order and 
establish a strict new regime. 33 

As the day designated for action neared, the Main Committee of the 
Union of Officers, under a variety of pretexts, concentrated inordinate 
numbers of pro-Kornilov officers in Petrograd. On August 22 the army 
chief of staff instructed infantry, cavalry, and cossack division headquar
ters on all fronts to send three officers to Mogilev, ostensibly for orientation 
in the handling of newly developed English trench mortars. Actually, upon 
their arrival at Stavka these officers were briefed and sent on almost im
mediately to Petrograd. 34 

To what extent the government was aware of these activities is unclear. 
In early August Kerensky had received an alarming report on the work of 
the Union of Officers from the SR Central Committee. 35 After the Moscow 
State Conference, the prime minister's apprehension regarding conspiracies 
being hatched against him at Stavka became obsessive; at his insistence, the 
government resolved to forbid the Union of Officers from using staff funds 
to finance its activities, to remove the union's Main Committee from 
Mogilev, and to arrest some of its most active members. 36 The extent of 
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Kornilov's personal involvement in and commitment to the realization of his 
extreme supporters' plans is also difficult to ascertain. Could Kornilov's ap
parent preparations to intervene directly in national politics and his support 
of rightist activity in the capital have stemmed from a sincere belief, en
couraged by the conspirators with whom he was surrounded, that the Bol
sheviks were on the verge of staging a popular rising which the government 
would be unable to quell? The evidence on this point is inconclusive. There 
are indications that even now Kornilov held out hope that ultimately 
Kerensky would recognize the need for a tougher government free of Soviet 
influence and would cooperate in its establishment. 

Kornilov's hope that Kerensky might prove cooperative was strengthened 
to some extent by discussions at Mogilev between the general and the dep
uty minister of war, Savinkov, representing the prime minister, during the 
afternoon and evening of August 2 3 and the following morning. 37 These 
conversations touched on a number of sore points between Kornilov and 
Kerensky. A central issue was what was to be done about those provisions 
of Kornilov's program relating to the rear that had been rejected by 
Kerensky on August 10. By this time, the civil control decrees that 
Kerensky had asked Savinkov to prepare on August 17 had been drafted. In 
sum, they embodied many of Kornilov's demands; Kornilov evidently ex
pressed approval of the decrees, and Savinkov voiced confidence that they 
would be adopted "in the next few days." How the government would 
respond to the storm of popular protest these decrees were certain to trigger 
was a matter of mutual concern. Savinkov suggested, no doubt wishfully, 
that the Bolsheviks and perhaps also the Soviet would rebel against them 
and that the government would deal mercilessly with such opposition. To 
strengthen the government's hand as it embarked on this tough new course, 
Savinkov proposed that the Third Corps be dispatched to the capital and 
placed at the War Ministry's disposal. He insisted, however, that for "polit
ical reasons" the reactionary General Krymov be removed as commander of 
the Third Corps, and that a regular cavalry unit be substituted for the 
Savage Division prior to the Third Corps's move to the capital. 38 

Kornilov agreed to these conditions at the time, although subsequently he 
simply ignored them. In effect, the government was sanctioning troop dis
positions which the commander-in-chief had initiated some weeks earlier on 
his own. It was decided that Kornilov should notify Savinkov by telegraph 
two days before the Third Corps was in place. The government would then 
declare martial law in Petrograd, after which the new regulations would be 
issued. 39 

Savinkov and Kornilov tentatively reached this understanding at their 
first meeting on the afternoon of August 23, despite the fact that the meet
ing had evidently gotten off to an unpromising start. Kornilov had com
plained about Soviet socialists in the cabinet and had heaped abuse on 
Kerensky personally. Savinkov noted later that Kornilov declared directly 
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that the Provisional Government was, quite simply, "incapable of adopting 
a firm course," that "for every step in this direction, it was necessary to pay 
with a portion of the fatherland. "40 But after Kornilov had read Savinkov's 
draft decrees and received authorization to send troops to Petrograd, his 
mood warmed considerably. 41 Thus, when Savinkov attacked the Union of 
Officers and asked Kornilov to prevent his staff from aiding it materially 
and to make the Main Committee transfer its operations to Moscow, Kor
nilov agreed to do so. 

Still another potentially sticky issue now tentatively settled was whether 
the government or the General Staff would have primary command author
ity over the Petrograd Military District. In a telegram to Kerensky on 
August 19, Kornilov had reaffirmed his desire to have troops of the Petro
grad garrison placed under his direct command. Cabling the government to 
report on the fall of Riga a few days later, he had reiterated this demand. 42 

At the same time, Kornilov also insisted that more garrison troops be 
shipped to defense positions on the northern front. The removal of radical
ized soldiers from the capital had been, of course, one of the government's 
goals since the July days. Consequently, the cabinet had responded with 
alacrity to Kornilov's demand, and the level of transfers between the capital 
and the front had increased significantly towards the end of August. Placing 
all garrison soldiers under Kornilov's control, however, was quite another 
matter; Kerensky later remarked that if this had been done, "we could 
have been eaten alive at any moment."43 Hence, Savinkov, in Mogilev, 
was under instructions to persuade Kornilov to accept command of the 
Petrograd Military District, minus those troops actually in the city and its 
immediate suburbs. When this issue was raised midway in the Savinkov
Kornilov talks, Kornilov agreed to Savinkov's proposal with little argument. 

At the close of their discussions, Savinkov questioned General Kornilov 
about his attitude toward the government. In response, Kornilov, with 
dubious sincerity, pledged loyalty to Kerensky. 44 Still, Savinkov's visit may 
have led Kornilov to conclude that events were finally bringing Kerensky 
around to his own point of view and hence that it might not be necessary to 
utilize force against the government. In any case, Kornilov had every 
reason to be relieved and encouraged-if there were further problems in 
establishing a strong national government in Petrograd, in which the 
influence of Soviet socialists would be eliminated and the army would have 
the leading voice, reliable troops under the uncompromising Krymov soon 
would be in a position to deal with them. The meetings in Mogilev must 
also have been reassuring to Savinkov: Kornilov and Kerensky, it seemed, 
were finally about to act in concert to reestablish order-the goal that 
Savinkov had sought all along. There appeared to be hope that the threat 
of Bolshevism and meddling by the Soviet would soon be ended and that 
Russia could proceed with the primary task of restoring the war effort. 

On the evening of August 24, shortly after Savinkov's departure for Pet-



I 20 • THE BOLSHEVIKS COME TO POWER 

rograd, General Krymov received instructions from Kornilov to push on to 
Petrograd upon receiving word of a "Bolshevik rising." He then left 
Mogilev to be with his soldiers. 45 The following day the Third Corps was 
placed on alert, and Krymov drafted a directive to be distributed by the 
corps upon its entry into the capital. In this order, Krymov placed the 
entire Petrograd Military District, including Finland and Kronstadt, under 
strict martial law. A curfew was imposed between 7:00 P.M. and 7:00 A.M. 

With the exception of groceries and pharmacies, all commercial enterprises 
were ordered closed. Strikes and meetings of any kind were forbidden. 
Civilians possessing firearms were to turn them in immediately. Strict cen
sorship of all periodicals was proclaimed. Persons caught violating any of 
these regulations (with the exception of the censorship rule) were to be shot. 
"I warn everybody," Krymov cautioned in the directive, "that by the in
structions of the commander-in-chief, the troops will not fire into the air. "46 

That night, August 25, Krymov received supplementary orders to begin 
his move northward on the morrow. In this connection, the northern-front 
commander, General Klembovsky, was instructed that the Ussuriisky 
Mounted Division, still in the Velikie Luki region, was to be placed aboard 
trains which would proceed to the capital via Pskov, Narva, and Krasnoe 
Selo. Simultaneously, the other main elements of the Third Corps-the 
Savage Division at Ono and the First Don Cossack Division at Pskov-were 
to embark for the suburban towns of Tsarskoe Selo and Gatchina, respec
tively. Moreover, each of the major units of the Third Corps received 
specific assignments in connection with the military occupation of Petro
grad. The Savage Division, in spite of Kornilov's promise to Savinkov that it 
would not be sent to Petrograd, was to occupy the Moscow, Liteiny, Alex
ander Nevsky, and Rozhdestvensky districts; disarm workers and all troops 
of the Petrograd garrison, except the personnel of cadet academies; organize 
guard and patrol duty; assume responsibility for guarding prisons; take 
charge of railroad stations; and, utilizing whatever force was required, 
crush any and all disturbances and incidents of disobedience. At the same 
time, Kornilov dispatched the prearranged telegram to Savinkov: "The 
corps will be in place in the suburbs of Petrograd by evening of August 28. 
I request that Petrograd be proclaimed under martial law on August 29. "47 

In Petrograd at this time, while Savinkov was preparing to bring his new 
civil control decrees to a vote in the cabinet, right extremists, either oblivi
ous to the arrangements worked out between Savinkov and Kornilov or 
simply ignoring them, doggedly continued to set the stage for a putsch. 
The rightist press trumpeted daily warnings of left-inspired "massacres" 
which, allegedly, would take place on the twenty-seventh. In the Soviet, 
majority socialists and Bolsheviks alike were troubled by a rash of reports of 
insurrectionary appeals to workers made by "strangers in soldiers' 
tunics." 

At this juncture, there occurred a startling series of events which shat-
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tered all illusions that Kornilov and Kerensky would work together, and 
simultaneously undermined preparations for a putsch. It began with a meet
ing at the Winter Palace on August 22 between Kerensky and Vladimir 
Nikolaevich Lvov, a well-meaning though naive and muddleheaded busy
body who had been a liberal deputy in the Third and Fourth Dumas and 
had served without distinction as chief procurator of the Holy Synod in the 
first and second post-February cabinets. Lvov shared the conviction of 
many industrial, business, and agrarian leaders in Moscow, with whom he 
had ties, that Russia's survival was dependent on the creation, by peaceful 
means, of a law-and-order-directed "national cabinet" which would include 
representatives of all major patriotic groups. Unlike many of Kornilov's 
avid supporters, however, Lvov retained a measure of respect for Kerensky, 
with whom he had become acquainted in the Duma and the cabinet. He 
assumed that both Kerensky and Kornilov were working selflessly toward 
the same end-the establishment of an authoritarian regime. Hearing with 
alarm of the preparations afoot at Stavka to seize power, Lvov thought it his 
duty to do what he could to help avert a clash between the prime minister 
and the commander-in-chief. Casting himself in the role of intermediary 
between the two men, Lvov hastened to Petrograd, where he gained an 
interview with Kerensky on the evening of August 22. 48 Affirming mys
teriously that he had come on behalf of "certain groups with significant 
strength," Lvov painted a bleak picture of the government's situation and 
volunteered to sound out key political figures, presumably starting with 
Kornilov, regarding the basis upon which a "national" government might be 
formed. 

If one is to believe Lvov's memoir account of this conversation, Kerensky 
responded by giving him full authority to conduct political negotiations on 
his behalf, even suggesting his willingness to step down as prime 
minister. 49 Kerensky later denied vehemently Lvov's version of the conver
sation and suggested a different interpretation: suspecting from the start 
that Lvov was involved in a conspiracy and seeing in his proposal an oppor
tunity to smoke out his enemies' intentions, he had not opposed Lvov's 
undertaking informal soundings-nothing more. 50 The more plausible of 
the two accounts, it would seem, is Kerensky's. There is no other evidence 
that Kerensky was at any time genuinely willing to share power with Kor
nilov; moreover, in view of Kerensky's continuing obsession with con
spiracies against him, the use of Lvov for intelligence purposes had a certain 
logic. As to Lvov's version, it is difficult to say whether, in his enthusiasm, 
he misunderstood Kerensky, or whether, carried away by self-importance 
and a sense of urgency, he consciously exceeded his authority and then 
sought to conceal that fact. 51 

At any rate, Lvov left Petrograd at once, and, after stopping briefly in 
Moscow, where he circulated word that Kerensky was amenable to the re
construction of the government, the creation of a "national cabinet," and, if 
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necessary, his own resignation, he boarded the next available train to 
Mogilev, arriving at Stavka on August 24. From the outset of his conversa
tions with Kornilov, Lvov very likely conveyed the impression that he had 
been empowered by Kerensky to help form a new cabinet with or without 
Kerensky's participation. Meeting with Kornilov initially on the evening of 
August 24, he invited the general to state his position on the character and 
makeup of a new government. Kornilov's initial response to this approach 
was noncommittal, in part, no doubt, because he had not yet consulted 
Zavoiko. It is clear, however, that to Kornilov, and, even more, to ex
tremists like Zavoiko, Lvov's appearance at Stavka, coming as it did on the 
heels of Savinkov's visit, was a further indication of Kerensky's weakness 
and readiness to compromise. 52 Significantly, Zavoiko and other rightist 
leaders in Mogilev now began intense, open discussions of candidates for 
ministerial posts in a new government. 

Kornilov, accompanied this time by Zavoiko, did not mince words when 
he made his demands known to Lvov at their second meeting, on August 
25. Petrograd would have to be placed under martial law, he stated. The 
commander-in-chief of the army, "whoever he might be," would have to be 
given supreme civil, as well as military, authority everywhere in the coun
try. In the new government, Kornilov went on, there would be room for 
Kerensky as minister of justice and Savinkov as minister of defense. For 
their own protection, he urged that both men come to Mogilev no later than 
August 27. According to Lvov, when Kornilov mentioned Kerensky as a 
possible minister of justice, Zavoiko, "in a tone that teachers use toward 
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pupils," bluntly rejected the idea, proposing instead that Kerensky be 
named deputy prime minister. 53 

That these terms did not strike Lvov as outlandish testifies strongly to his 
simplemindedness. He responded by suggesting only that leading Kadet, 
business, and industrial figures be invited to Mogilev to participate in the 
formation of a new cabinet. Nevertheless, some remarks made by Zavoiko 
as Lvov was about to board the train for the return trip to Petrograd raised 
doubts in his mind about Kerensky's probable fate in the event that he 
actually placed himself in Stavka's hands; Zavoiko had said casually: 
"Kerensky is needed as a name for the soldiers for ten days or so, after 
which he will be eliminated. "54 

Late on the afternoon of the twenty-sixth, weary but apparently 
undeftated by the results of his negotiations, Lvov was back in the Winter 
Palace to report to Kerensky. Shortly before Lvov was admitted to see the 
prime minister, Savinkov had confidently assured Kerensky that Kornilov 
would support him in every way possible. This helps explain Kerensky's 
reaction when Lvov officiously enumerated Kornilov's terms, insisted that 
they be brought before the government at once, and compassionately im
plored Kerensky to quickly set as much distance as possible between him
self and Petrograd in the interest of sparing his life! Thinking Lvov was 
joking, the prime minister erupted in laughter. "This is not a time for 
jokes," Lvov interjected, begging Kerensky to yield to Kornilov. 

Kerensky was later to acknowledge that at this point he found himself 
pacing back and forth in his study, unable to absorb what was happening. 
In a state of shock, he suggested that his visitor put Kornilov's demands in 
wntmg, which Lvov promptly did. 55 Moreover, seeking further 
confirmation of Kornilov's treachery and a firmer basis upon which to in
itiate action against him, Kerensky arranged to converse directly with Kor
nilov by teleprinter. What followed was at once one of the most tragic, 
ludicrous, and by now familiar moments in 1917 Russian politics. The 
episode is sufficiently illuminating to warrant its reproduction in some de
tail. To converse directly with Kornilov, it was necessary to utilize the 
communications equipment in the War Ministry. Lvov agreed to meet 
Kerensky there at half-past eight. Lvov was late for the appointment, but 
this did not deter the prime minister, now close to hysteria; he put through 
the call to Kornilov and simply pretended that Lvov was by his side: 

KERENSKY: "Good day, General. V. N. Lvov and Kerensky at the ap
paratus. We beg you to confirm the statement that Kerensky is to act 
according to the communication made to him by Vladimir Nikolaevich." 

KORNIWV: "Good day, Alexander Fedorovich; good day, Vladimir 
Nikolaevich. Confirming again the description of the present situation of 
the country and the army as it appears to me which I requested V. N. 
to convey to you, I declare again that the events of the past days and of 
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those that I can see coming imperatively demand a definite decision in 
the shortest possible time." 

KERENSKY: "I, Vladimir Nikolaevich, ask you whether it is necessary to act 
on that definite decision which you asked me to communicate privately 
to Kerensky. Without your personal confirmation, Alexander 
Fedorovich hesitates to give me his full confidence." 

KORNILOV: "Yes, I confirm that I asked you to convey to Alexander 
Fedorovich my urgent plea that he should come to Mogilev." 

KERENSKY: "I, Alexander Fedorovich, understand your answer as 
confirmation of the words conveyed to me by V. N. To do that and 
leave here today is impossible. I hope to depart tomorrow. Is it neces
sary for Savinkov to go?" 

KORNILOV: "I beg urgently that Boris Viktorovich shall come with you. 
What I said to V. N. refers in equal degree to Savinkov. I beg you 
earnestly not to put off your departure later than tomorrow. Believe me, 
only my recognition of the responsibility of the moment makes me so 
persistent in my request." 

KERENSKY: "Shall we come only in case of an outbreak, of which there are 
rumors, or in any case?" 

KORNILOV: "In any case." 
KERENSKY: "Good-by. We shall soon see each other." 
KORNILOV: "Good-by. "56 

One can easily imagine the unrestrained glee at Stavka that must have 
followed this conversation; hopes were raised that Kerensky would submit 
without a struggle to the construction of a new government under Kornilov. 
Meanwhile, Kerensky's worst fears seemed about to materialize. Although 
the conversation by teleprinter had verified concretely only that Kornilov 
wanted Kerensky and Savinkov to come to Mogilev, Kerensky now con
cluded that he had been double-crossed and that Stavka was bent on dis
pensing with him entirely. A jumble of thoughts rushed through his mind. 
He had shifted, during the past week, to a rightward course which, if fully 
revealed, would be gravely compromising in the eyes of the moderate 
socialists. Would it be realistic, then, to rely on their support in a conflict 
with Kornilov? And how would the volatile Petrograd masses, the very 
elements he had hoped to suppress, react to this new crisis? No doubt they 
could be mobilized to fight Kornilov. But would this not lead naturally to a 
rejuvenation of the left? In combating Kornilov would he not be defeating 
himself and dealing a further blow to hopes of restoring order and the 
fighting capacity of the army? 

With such considerations in mind, Kerensky seems to have concluded 
that the wisest course of action was to forestall Kornilov's sympathizers in 
the cabinet from attempting to compromise with the general at his expense 
and to keep the left uninformed about the developing crisis, while at the 
same time removing Kornilov as commander-in-chief before the Third 
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Corps reached the outskirts of Petrograd. In fact, for almost twenty-four 
hours Kerensky's imbroglio with Kornilov was not disclosed to the press or 
even to the Soviet leadership. 

Late on the night of August 26, after having Lvov arrested and locked in 
a back room of the Winter Palace, Kerensky consulted with Nekrasov, his 
closest associate, as well as with Savinkov and other high officials of the 
War Ministry. He then interrupted a cabinet meeting in the Malachite 
Room (it is ironic that the ministers were in the process of discussing 
Savinkov's decrees) and broke the news of Kornilov's "treachery." As proof, 
he read aloud the tape of his conversation with the general and circulated it 
for all to see. Kerensky next requested his fellow ministers to grant him 
unlimited authority to deal with the emergency as he saw fit. He observed 
that the developing situation might require a "restructuring of the cabinet"; 
in view of what was to follow, it appears that Kerensky was considering the 
possible creation of a Directory (a powerful national executive body com
posed of less than a half-dozen top leaders, like the one that existed in 
France from 1795 to 1799). Information about what happened next is 
murky. Apparently the Kadets Kokoshkin and lurenev, long since disgrun
tled with Kerensky's leadership and apprehensive that he would misuse "ex
traordinary powers," vehemently expressed their opposition, threatening to 
resign if his proposal were granted. The majority of the cabinet, however, 
supported the prime minister, and to give him a completely free hand in 
forming a new government they dutifully tendered their resignations. 
Kerensky apparently accepted the resignations but requested the cabinet 
members to remain at their posts as "acting ministers" pending construction 
of a new government. Only Kokoshkin refused to stay on. 57 

This last official meeting of the second coalition dragged on until close to 
4:00 A.M. (August 27). Upon its conclusion, Kerensky dispatched a terse 
telegram to Kornilov commanding him to yield his post to the chief of staff, 
General Lukomsky, and to proceed at once to Petrograd. Upon reception of 
the cable in Mogilev four hours later, a dumbfounded Lukomsky im
mediately wired back: "It is too late to halt an operation started with your 
approval. ... In order to save Russia, you must go along with Kornilov. 
. . . Kornilov's dismissal would bring horrors the likes of which Russia has 
never seen .... I cannot accept General Kornilov's post."58 

Lukomsky's response, of course, dashed Kerensky's hope of quickly 
removing Kornilov and preventing the conflict from erupting openly. 
Moreover, the front troops dispatched by Kornilov were continuing their 
advance toward Petrograd. Hence by midday, August 27, Kerensky had 
begun to make plans for the defense of the capital; in this connection he 
ordered that Petrograd be placed under martial law and that Savinkov, who 
could be counted on to struggle with the extreme left as well as with Kor
nilov, be installed as governor-general of Petrograd in overall charge of 
military preparations. Kerensky also prepared a public announcement on 
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the crisis, the release of which was delayed several hours while first Savin
kov, and then Maklakov, tried unsuccessfully, over the teleprinter, to per
suade Kornilov to step down. 59 In the meantime, Kerensky sought to divert 
Kornilov's troops from the capital. "I order that all echelons moving toward 
Petrograd and its outskirts be stopped and redirected to their previous 
stations-Petrograd is completely calm and no insurrections are expected," 
stated the cable which he now sent to, among others, the commanders of 
the northern front and the Third Corps, and Kornilov. 60 

The order fell on deaf ears. And so in the early evening Kerensky's an
nouncement was made public and a copy sent to Kornilov. All things con
sidered, the proclamation was relatively restrained. The movement of hos
tile troops from the front toward the capital was not mentioned. The public 
was simply informed that Kornilov had dispatched Lvov to the Provisional 
Government with a demand for the surrender of all civil and military 
power, that this act reflected a desire on the part of certain circles to "estab
lish a regime opposed to the conquests of the revolution," and that in view 
of this the government had empowered Kerensky to take prompt and reso
lute countermeasures. Among these, it was announced, were the firing of 
Kornilov and the proclamation of martial law in Petrograd. 61 

As the poet Zinaida Gippius speculated in her diary at the time, 
Kornilov's initial reaction to this announcement "must have been that 
someone had gone completely mad; the next moment he must have been 
enraged."62 Kornilov had neither sent Lvov nor, to his mind, threatened the 
government. Late that night Zavoiko drafted an impassioned, if typically 
ineptly worded, response which was sent to all military commanders and 
read immediately to reporters; it stated in part: 

The first portion of the Minister-President's telegram is full of lies. It 
was not I who sent Vladimir Lvov to the Provisional Government but he 
who came to me as the envoy of the Minister-President .... Thus a great 
provocation has taken place which jeopardizes the fate of the motherland. 

People of Russia! Our great motherland is dying. The hour of her death 
is near. Forced to speak openly, I, General Kornilov, declare that under 
the pressure of the Bolshevik majority in the Soviets, the Provisional Gov
ernment acts in complete harmony with the plans of the German general 
staff and simultaneously with the forthcoming landing of the enemy forces 
on the coast of Riga; it is killing the army and undermines the very founda
tion of the country. 

The heavy sense of the inevitable ruin of the country commands me in 
this ominous moment to call upon all Russian people to come to the aid of 
the dying motherland .... 

I, General Kornilov, son of a cossack peasant, declare to all and each 
that I want nothing for myself, except the preservation of a Great Russia, 
and I vow to bring the people by means of victory over the enemy to a 
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Constituent Assembly, where they themselves will decide their fate and 
choose their new form of government. . . . 

August 27, 1917 
General Kornilov63 

After issuing this declaration of war, Kornilov instructed his subordinates 
to continue the movement of troops along the rail lines to Petrograd. For 
the time being, the general's confidence that troops of the Third Corps 
would follow their commanders appeared justified. On August 27 echelons 
of the Savage Division boarded trains at Ono to begin their advance on the 
capital; the next morning lead elements of the division neared Vyritsa. 
Meanwhile, the Ussuriisky Mounted Division, having reached Pskov, was 
continuing on to Narva-lamburg, while the First Don Cossack Division had 
moved from Pskov to Luga. 64 

A significant portion of the military high command now quickly regis
tered solidarity with Kornilov. Among those to do so were Generals Klem
bovsky and Baluev, commanders of the northern and western fronts, re
spectively; General Shcherbatov, deputy commander of the Rumanian 
front; and General Denikin, commander of the southwestern front. The 
latter wired Kerensky: 

At a conference with members of the Provisional Government on July 
16, I pointed out that by virtue of a whole series of military enactments, 
the government had ruined and corrupted the army and trampled our 
campaign banners in the mud .... Today I received word that General 
Kornilov, proposing certain demands which could still save the country 
and the army, is being removed from the post of commander-in-chief. 
Viewing this as the government's return to its former policy of the sys
tematic destruction of the army and, consequently, of the country, it is my 
duty to inform the government that I will not join it in this course. 65 

The Main Committee of the Union of Officers circulated telegrams to all 
army and naval headquarters proclaiming that the Provisional Government 
"could no longer remain at the head of Russia" and urging officers every
where to be "tough and unflinching" in their support of Kornilov. 66 

On August 28 prices on the Petrograd stock exchange shot upward in 
anticipation of a victory by Kornilov. To many government officials, 
Kerensky's situation appeared hopeless. Typical of the ominous reports 
which were now in circulation was a telegram to Tereshchenko from the 
Foreign Ministry's representative in Mogilev, Prince Grigorii Trubetskoi. 
Reported Trubetskoi: "A sober appraisal of the situation forces us to admit 
that the entire commanding personnel, the overwhelming majority of the 
officers, and the best combat units in the army will follow Kornilov. In the 
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rear, the entire Cossack host, the majority of the military schools, and the 
best combat units will go over to Kornilov's side. Added to this physical 
strength is the superiority of the military organization over the weakness of 
the government organs. . . . The majority of the popular and urban masses 
have grown indifferent to the existing order and will submit to any cracking 
of the whip. "67 

Subsequent events would reveal how mistaken was this estimate of the 
situation. Almost from the start of the Kornilov crisis, socialist leaders, 
with a better sense of the mass mood, were confident that the forces bent on 
the creation of a strong military dictatorship would ultimately be 
rebuffed. 68 It even may be, as Sukhanov recalls, that among some political 
leaders with close ties to workers and soldiers, news of Kornilov's advance 
brought a sense of "relief, . . . excitement, exultation, and the joy of liber
ation." Hopes were raised that "the [revolutionary] democracy might take 
new heart, and the revolution might swiftly find its lawful course. "69 But 
this mood was scarcely Kerensky's. As Kornilov's columns, led by 
Krymov, appeared to have Petrograd in a vise, and as the forces of the right 
and left seemed poised for a head-on clash, the prime minister finally 
grasped the depth of his own isolation. Caught between two fires and ex
pecting reprisals regardless of who won, Kerensky despaired; it appeared 
virtually certain that his political career was at an end. 
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AND KORNILOV'S DEFEAT 

P etrograd awoke to near-perfect weather on Sunday, August 27, the day 
designated for celebrating the six-month anniversary of the February 

revolution. It was seasonably warm and the air was crystal clear. Placards 
in bold type, prominently displayed throughout the city, reminded citizens 
of the fund-raising rallies scheduled that day in the capital's largest meeting 
and concert halls. The morning papers contained no hint of the open strug
gle that had erupted between Kornilov and Kerensky. The front page of 
lzvestiia was given over to an appeal for donations for the Soviet's upkeep: 
"The duty of every worker, soldier, and peasant, the duty of every respon
sible citizen in these critical black days, is to support the legitimate organ of 
the all-Russian revolution," admonished the headline. For the second con
secutive day Rabochii cautioned workers and soldiers not to respond to pro
vocative appeals for revolutionary action. "Sinister people are circulating 
rumors of a rising set for today and allegedly being organized by our 
party," the paper warned. "The Central Committee implores workers and 
soldiers not to yield to provocations, to maintain restraint and calm, and not 
to take part in any action today." 

Most of the top Soviet leadership spent Sunday morning circulating 
through the districts of Petrograd, making speeches at fund-raising rallies. 
Toward midday, garbled rumors of the rift between Kornilov and 
Kerensky began to circulate through the Smolny Institute, the former ex
clusive boarding school for daughters of the nobility which since early Au
gust had been serving as central headquarters of the Soviet. 1 The gravity of 
the emergency facing the government did not become apparent to Soviet 
deputies until mid-afternoon. At that point, leaders of the various parties 
represented in the Soviet began rounding up their colleagues for emergency 
fraction meetings. But it was not until eleven-thirty that evening, more than 
twenty-four hours after Kerensky had concluded that Kornilov was intent 
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on overthrowing the government, that the All-Russian Executive Commit
tees convened in a closed joint plenary session to consider the crisis. 

With interruptions, the Executive Committees, gathered in the majestic, 
high-ceiling assembly hall of Smolny, deliberated through the night and 
well into the morning of August 28. Two difficult, interrelated problems 
confronted the deputies. In the first place, in view of the apparent alliance 
and subsequent conflict between Kerensky and Kornilov, the foundering of 
the second coalition, and Kerensky's intention of establishing a Directory, 
the Soviet needed to adopt a position regarding the future of the Provisional 
Government. In addition, the deputies were forced to cope with the more 
immediately pressing task of helping to organize the military defense of the 
capital. 

Debate on the government question was heated. A spokesman for the 
Bolsheviks, Sokolnikov, took the position that the revolutionary democracy 
could have no confidence in the existing government, implying that it 
should be removed immediately. "The Provisional Government created 
conditions for counterrevolution," he asserted; "only the realization of a 
decisive program-a republic, peace, and bread--can instill in the masses 
confidence in the government." Yet, for the time being, the Bolsheviks did 
not offer a formal resolution on the government question. The moderate 
socialists, for their part, accepted at face value Kerensky's version of his 
differences with Kornilov, namely, that at hand was a carefully planned 
conspiracy against the revolution and the legitimate government. In these 
circumstances, they saw no choice but to support the prime minister. Thus, 
S. L. Vainshtein, on behalf of the Mensheviks, declared early in the pro
ceedings: "We must acknowledge that the only person who can form a gov
ernment at this time is Comrade Kerensky. An attack has been made on 
Kerensky and the Provisional Government, and if they should fall, the 
revolutionary cause will be lost." 

The Executive Committees at first emphatically rejected an oblique sug
gestion by the SR representative, V. N. Rikhter, that it might be necessary 
to go along with Kerensky on the creation of a Directory; a majority was 
obviously more sympathetic to Martov's claim that "all directories spawn 
counterrevolution." The deputies passed a resolution stipulating that the 
form of government was to remain unchanged and granting Kerensky au
thority to fill the vacancies in the cabinet left by the withdrawal of the 
Kadets with "democratic elements." At the same time, they agreed to work 
for the convocation at an early date of yet another "state conference," this 
one to be made up exclusively of representatives of those democratic or
ganizations which had supported the Soviet's platform at the Moscow State 
Conference. It was understood that this conference would reevaluate the 
government question and also that the Provisional Government would be 
responsible to it until the convocation of the Constituent Assembly. 
Significantly, the Bolsheviks abstained rather than vote against the resolu-
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tion calling for retention of a coalition under Kerensky, and they actually 
sided with the Mensheviks and SRs on the question of convening another 
state conference, requiring only that the assembly be "revolutionary," i.e., 
composed entirely of socialist groups. 

During a break in the Executive Committees' deliberations, members of 
the Presidium made a brief trip to the Winter Palace to inform the govern
ment of the preceding decisions. Kerensky, however, was adamant about 
the immediate creation of an all-powerful six-man Directory. Only a gov
ernment small in number and totally unified in outlook, he contended, 
would be capable of acting swiftly and decisively enough to deal effectively 
with the attack from the right. Upon the delegates' return to Smolny, 
Kerensky's posture triggered a fresh round of acrimonious debate. Speaking 
for the Bolshevik fraction, Lunacharsky, for one, ignoring the decisions of 
the Sixth Congress, proclaimed that "the moment has come for the Soviet 
to create a national government." He introduced a resolution branding as 
counterrevolutionary both the Kornilov movement and the Provisional 
Government and calling for the creation of a government of workers, peas
ants, and soldiers (interpreted by Lunacharsky's listeners to mean transfer 
of all power to the soviets). This government would decree a "democratic 
republic" and speed convocation of a Constituent Assembly. 2 Evidently this 
proposal was not put to a vote. 

As night turned to morning the existing danger to the revolution was 
presented to the deputies in ever more alarming terms. Many now learned 
for the first time of the immediate military threat posed by Krymov's ad
vancing Third Corps and also of the fact that generals on several fronts 
were openly siding with Kornilov. In this tension-charged atmosphere, wild 
rumors acquired instant credence: "There is fighting in Luga!" "The rail 
station at Ono has been blown up!" "Soldiers loyal to Kornilov are even 
now disembarking at the Nikolaevsky Station!" Under the pressure of such 
reports the bleary-eyed deputies gradually swung to Kerensky's side, ulti
mately adopting a resolution proposed by Tsereteli pledging full support to 
the prime minister. The resolution left the form of government completely 
up to him, provided only that he pursue the struggle against Kornilov with 
vigor. Notably, even the Bolsheviks, while vehemently protesting the grant
ing of such prerogatives to Kerensky, nonetheless announced that if the 
government were genuinely committed to fighting the counterrevolution, 
they would "form a military alliance with it." 3 

Addressing themselves to the immediate military threat, officials of the 
Soviet issued emergency appeals and instructions to key institutions and 
groups-to army and front committees, provincial soviets, postal-telegraph 
and railroad workers, and soldiers of the Petrograd garrison. According to 
the Soviet's directives, orders emanating from Stavka were not to be 
obeyed, the movement of counterrevolutionary forces was to be watched 
closely and impeded, correspondence and communications between ele-
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ments hostile to the revolution were to be disrupted, and orders of the 
Soviet and the Provisional Government were to be carried out without 
hesitation. 4 To help organize and direct the struggle against Kornilov's 
forces, the Executive Committees created an extraordinary military defense 
organ-the Committee for Struggle Against the Counterrevolution-which 
began to function on the afternoon of August 28. 

As first envisioned, the Committee for Struggle Against the Counter
revolution was to include, among others, three Menshevik representatives, 
three SRs, and even three Bolsheviks, the presence of the latter signifying 
grudging acknowledgement of the stature and growing influence of the Bol
sheviks among the masses. But would the Bolsheviks really join actively 
with the moderate socialists and the government in the fight against Kor
nilov? As counterrevolutionary forces approached and the capital braced for 
battle, this was a crucial question in the minds of moderate socialist leaders. 
The Menshevik-lnternationalist Sukhanov later pointed out the importance 
of the Bolsheviks at this time. 

The committee, making defense preparations, had to mobilize the 
worker-soldier masses. But the masses, insofar as they were organized, 
were organized by the Bolsheviks and followed them. At that time, theirs 
was the only organization that was large, welded together by an elemen
tary discipline, and linked with the democratic lowest levels of the capital. 
Without it, the committee was impotent. Without the Bolsheviks, it could 
only have passed the time with appeals and idle speeches by orators who 
had lost their authority. With the Bolsheviks, the committee had at its dis
posal the full power of the organized workers and soldiers. 5 

For the Bolsheviks, mapping a suitable program of action during the 
Kornilov crisis was no simple matter. Although several top officials jailed in 
July had already been freed (Kamenev, for instance), Trotsky, who was 
soon to play a decisive role in the party's fortunes, was still languishing in 
prison. Lenin and Zinoviev remained underground, the former hiding in 
Finland, the latter in a Petrograd suburb. Lenin dispatched directives relat
ing to the struggle against Kornilov to his colleagues in Petrograd as quickly 
as he could, but his instructions, written on August 30, did not reach the 
capital until the first days of September, well after the crisis had passed. 6 

To be sure, the party leadership had as a practical guide the bitterly de
bated resolutions on tactics adopted four weeks earlier by the Sixth Con
gress. But, as we have seen, these were highly ambiguous: while the 
congress's statement "On the Political Situation" encouraged collaboration 
with all elements dedicated to fighting counterrevolution, the resolution 
"On Unification," which expressly declared that the Mensheviks had "de
serted to the camp of the enemy of the proletariat for good," seemed to 
preclude cooperation in any form between Bolsheviks and moderate 
socialists. 7 Did this. mean that the party could not join with the Mensheviks 
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and SRs, not to speak of the government, in defense measures against Kor
nilov, but rather that it would have to strike out on an entirely independent 
revolutionary course? 

On the night of August 27-28, Petrograd Bolshevik leaders had every 
reason to suppose that Lenin's assessment of the situation would conform to 
the views expressed in "On Unification." Apart from his unequivocal pro
nouncements of mid-July and his instructions to the Sixth Congress, of 
direct relevance were supplementary instructions to the Bolshevik Central 
Committee and an article, "Rumors of a Conspiracy," which Lenin wrote 
on August 18-19. 8 He had been prompted to prepare these statements after 
reading in NIYVaia zhizn' of August 17 a report of collaboration between 
Bolsheviks and moderate socialists in the Provisional Revolutionary Com
mittee organized by the Moscow Soviet during the Moscow State 
Conference. 9 From this dispatch, Lenin correctly surmised that to ward off 
an expected counterrevolutionary military attack, Moscow Bolsheviks had 
allied closely with local Mensheviks and SRs. This news had enraged 
Lenin-here was further evidence of the reluctance of many of his most 
influential associates to break decisively with the Mensheviks and SRs and, 
to the contrary, of their inclination toward working with "compromisers" in 
pursuit of common goals. Lenin was apprehensive that such predilections 
within the party would hamper the prospect of its acting boldly to take 
power at an opportune moment; hence, he attacked the Moscow Bolsheviks 
unmercifully. 

Starting from the assumption that the Provisional Government and the 
majority socialists were no less hostile to the revolution than "Kornilov and 
his cossacks," Lenin contended that the counterrevolutionary scare of 
mid-August had been artfully contrived by the Mensheviks and SRs to 
hoodwink the masses into believing that they were champions of the revolu
tion. 

The political scheme of the Menshevik and defensist traitors is as clear 
as can be. . . . It is hard to believe that among the Bolsheviks there are 
fools and scoundrels who would enter into a bloc with the defensists now . 
. . . The congress resolution ["On Unification"] being what it is, any Bol
shevik who came to terms with the defensists . . . would, of course, be 
expelled immediately and deservedly from the party .... Even in the 
event that a countefrevolutionary attack appeared genuine, not a single 
honest Bolshevik who had not taken leave of his senses completely would 
agree to any bloc. . . . In these circumstances a Bolshevik would say "our 
workers and soldiers will fight the counterrevolutionary troops." . . . 
They will do so not to defend the government ... but independently, to 
protect the revolution as they pursue their own aims. . . . A Bolshevik 
would tell the Mensheviks: "We shall fight, of course, but we refuse to 

enter into any political alliance whatever with you [and] reject expression 
of the least confidence in you." 
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In the instructions appended to "Rumors of a Conspiracy," Lenin re
quested that the Central Committee launch an official inquiry into the be
havior of local Bolshevik leaders during the Moscow State Conference and 
demanded that any party officials found guilty of participating in a bloc be 
removed from the Central and Moscow committees. Implying that the 
popular protest stimulated by the Moscow Conference indicated that an 
uprising on the order of the July days was not far off and that when this 
occurred the party would have to take power into its own hands, he in
sisted, "It is absolutely essential to have people at the helm in Moscow who 
will not swerve to the right, who will not form blocs with the Mensheviks, 
and who will understand the new tasks of the party and the new slogan of 
seizing power." 10 

Information on the initial responses of top Bolshevik leaders in Petrograd 
to news of Kornilov's attack on the Provisional Government is fragmentary; 
it appears that not until August 30 did the Central Committee meet as a 
body to take account of the latest developments. 11 The Bolshevik fractions 
in the All-Russian Executive Committees, among whom were several Cen
tral Committee members, first met in connection with the developing crisis 
on the early evening of August 27. They probably caucused again after 
midnight during an extended break in the Executive Committees' delibera
tions. It is well to bear in mind that within the party Soviet fractions, the 
influence of moderates such as Kamenev was strong throughout the summer 
of 1917. The right wing of the party had rejected Lenin's radical revolution
ary course at the April Conference and later, with less energy, at the Sixth 
Congress. It did so again the night of August 27-28. At the start of the 
All-Russian Executive Committees' meeting just described, Bolshevik 
spokesmen did not present a formal resolution on the government question. 
Subsequently the party supported the Mensheviks and SRs in calling for 
another broad national conference to reassess the political situation. After 
Kerensky's firmness on the matter of establishing a Directory became 
known, Lunacharsky insisted not only that the Soviet break decisively with 
the government, but that it take upon itself the responsibility for forming a 
new government. His resolution, envisioning the declaration of a demo
cratic republic and the immediate convocation of a Constituent Assembly, 
was fully consistent with the theoretical outlook of the moderates. Worse 
yet from the point of view expressed in "Rumors of a Conspiracy," in the 
heat of the moment a Bolshevik representative actually had offered a formal 
alliance with the government in defense of the revolution. 

At about the time the Bolshevik Soviet fractions first met at Smolny, the 
Petersburg Committee was in emergency session across the city in the 
Narva District. 12 Ironically, the meeting had been scheduled three days 
earlier at the insistence of Bolshevik militants from the Vyborg District, 
disgruntled by what they perceived to be the failure of higher party bodies 
to respond adequately to the growing threat of counterrevolution. It began 



The Bolsheviks and Korni/(YIJ's Defeat · 135 

with a report on the latest developments by the Central Committee's An
drei Bubnov. A revolutionary activist since his student days in lvanovo
Voznesensk and a veteran of some thirteen arrests and five prison terms, 
the thirty-four-year-old Bubnov was a relatively recent arrival in Petrograd, 
having moved from Moscow to the capital after his election to the Central 
Committee at the Sixth Congress. In Moscow Bubnov had been associated 
with a group of young radicals centered in the party's Moscow Regional 
Bureau. 13 In early October he would appear before the Petersburg Com
mittee to support Lenin's plea for organization of an immediate armed up
rising, against advocates of more cautious tactics. 14 And to the thirty-six 
local party officials assembled on the night of August 27 he proposed a 
significantly more independent, militant course than that being pursued by 
party leaders at Smolny. Obviously familiar with Lenin's "Rumors of a 
Conspiracy," he warned the Petersburg Committee against repeating the 
mistakes of some Moscow Bolsheviks during the Moscow State Conference 
and collaborating with the Mensheviks and SRs. In Moscow, he observed, 
"first the government turned to us for help and then we were spat upon." 
Totally rejecting Bolshevik participation in mutual-defense organs of any 
kind, he insisted that "there must be no interaction with the Soviet major
ity." Instead, he urged that the Bolsheviks work to control the actions of the 
masses themselves while pursuing their own interests and helping neither 
Kerensky nor Kornilov. 15 

When Bubnov had finished, Kalinin challenged the idea that the party 
had little stake in the outcome of the conflict between the government and 
the general staff, contending that if Kornilov appeared on the verge of de
feating Kerensky, the Bolsheviks would have to intervene on Kerensky's 
side. Disagreeing with Kalinin's moderate stance, a succession of speakers 
vented their hostility to the moderate socialists and the government, as well 
as to Kornilov. In their frustration, these speakers also lashed out at higher 
party authorities-at Bolshevik moderates in the Executive Committees for 
an excess of "defensism," at the leadership of the Military Organization for 
elusiveness, and at the Central Committee for "operating in a fog" during 
the July crisis. The Central Committee as well as the Executive Commission 
of the Petersburg Committee were chided for "cooling" the masses too long, 
for acting arbitrarily and independently, and for a "philistine outlook." On 
the other hand, somewhat contradictorily, the two party committees came in 
for criticism for not exerting enough leadership, particularly for devoting 
insufficient attention to keeping lower party bodies and the masses abreast 
of changes in the political situation. Observed the Vyborg District's always 
irreverent Latsis, "recently the Bolshevik central organs have made one ap
prehensive about the future of the party." 

Midway in the meeting sentiment against the Executive Commission was 
so strong that it appeared the entire commission might be ousted on the 
spot; ultimately, it was agreed that new elections for the commission would 
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be held at the next meeting. Although a few Petersburg Committee mem
bers must have been wondering privately whether it was not high time to 
organize a mass armed uprising, it is apparent that, to the bulk of the com
mittee, discussions along this line were, as Kalinin said, "nonsense." At one 
caustic moment in the debate, an unidentified district committee represen
tative abruptly shifted attention to practical matters. "We have vermicelli 
here," he shouted. "Consideration of the current moment is mixed up with 
pot shots at the Executive Commission! Let's get down to concrete defense 
measures!" 

Despite these recriminations, there was little doubt within the Petersburg 
Committee about the necessity of drawing upon the full resources of the 
party and rallying mass organizations, as well as workers, soldiers, and 
sailors generally, for a life-and-death struggle against Kornilov. Committee 
members now turned their attention to preparations for battle. It was be
latedly acknowledged, even by Bubnov, that for "purposes of information" 
the party would have to maintain contact with the defense organ established 
by the leadership of the Soviet. An emergency communications network 
was established, with representatives from each district to be stationed at 
Petersburg Committee headquarters and round-the-clock watches to be 
maintained at the headquarters of district and factory-shop committees. 
The Executive Commission was made responsible for preparing leaflets 
calling workers and soldiers to arms, and for contingency military planning. 
It was decided that all party agitators would be mobilized for action in 
working-class districts the next day. Most important, individual Bolsheviks 
were designated to coordinate defense preparations with those of major 
mass organizations in the capital. In short, though fully conscious of the 
differences between their own goals and those of Kerensky, and also wary 
of close collaboration with the moderate socialists, members of the Peters
burg Committee joined their efforts with those of other left groups and 
directed their organizational talents and vast resources and energy to the 
fight against Kornilov. 

There are some signs that during the Kornilov emergency the impulse for 
an immediate rising against the Provisional Government, as well as against 
Kornilov, may have been stronger within the Bolshevik Military Organiza
tion than within the Petersburg Committee. The relative militancy of at 
least a segment of the Military Organization is reflected in a one-page extra 
edition of Soldat which appeared on August 29 and in several editorials in 
the regular August 29 edition. 16 The lead editorial in the August 29 extra 
edition portrayed the situation in the following terms: 

The conspiracy is revealed .... The terrible thing is not so much the 
two Savage Divisons located at Dno . . . [but] the powerful military 
machine which is in Kornilov's hands and which he can employ against the 
revolution by means of crude provocations. We witnessed how this can be 
done in Petrograd. Why did Kornilov need malicious rumors about distur-
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bances allegedly being prepared by the Bolsheviks on the half-year an
niversary of the revolution? This was [Kornilov's] work. If the provocation 
had been successful, if shots had again been heard on Petrograd streets, 
neither Kerensky nor the Soviet leaders would have hesitated for a mo
ment appealing to Kornilov for help, and he would have appeared here at 
the head of his Chetniks and lngushes as an angel of mercy .... 

The power of the counterrevolution is simply enormous, and very 
nearly its most important source of strength lies in the readiness of the 
government to yield tg Kornilov rather than permit the full development of 
the revolution. Only the full development of the revolution, only a consis
tently revolutionary government, will not make a deal with Kornilov or the 
Kadets or the Germans. The full development of the revolution means 
transfer of all power into the hands of the revolutionary workers and 
poorer peasantry and the waging of an uncompromising struggle against all 
enemies of the people. 

Exactly as is the case here now, when the enemy stood at the walls of 
Paris in 1871 the bourgeoisie preferred to deal with the enemy rather than 
compromise with the workers. The workers overthrew the bourgeoisie, 
took power into their own hands, and yielded only because they were 
ousted by the overwhelming force of government troops. They were de
feated because they were isolated. 

Now the situation is different. The workers' revolution, the government 
of the revolutionary people, the dictatorship of the working class and 
poorer peasantry, will not disappear without a trace in a country in the 
sixth month of revolution. Revolutionary Petrograd, as revolutionary Paris 
never did, will carry with it the entire country. And there is no other way 
out. 

As nearly as one can tell, Military Organization militancy during the 
Kornilov crisis did not go beyond such journalistic endeavor. On the night 
of August 28, Military Organization leaders met with their representatives 
in most units of the garrison. Sverdlov, who had been appointed by the 
Central Committee to oversee Military Organization operations after the 
July uprising, chaired the meeting. In the resolution adopted by the assem
bled soldier-Bolsheviks, "compromisers in the Soviet" were blamed for 
facilitating the consolidation of the counterrevolution. The resolution called 
for the formation of a "people's government," but, by implication, "com
promisers" could be included in this government. As a sign that the moder
ate socialist majority in the Soviet was genuinely ready to break with the 
counterrevolutionary bourgeoisie, the resolution demanded, among other 
things, the liberation of Bolsheviks jailed following the July uprising, the 
arrest of counterrevolutionary officers, the preparation of the Petrograd 
garrison for battle, and, with participation by representatives of soldier 
organizations, the formulation of plans for defeating and suppressing 
counterrevolutionary forces. The resolution also advocated the arming of 
the workers and the abolition of capital punishment at the front. 17 

After their meeting, the Military Organization representatives returned 
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to their respective units and did not reassemble until the crisis was over. 
The relevant sources furnish very little evidence of further activity on the 
part of the Military Organization or its bureau, as independent organiza
tions, in the struggle against Kornilov. 18 This does not mean, however, that 
members of the Military Organization were not of key importance at this 
time. Rather, what appears to have happened is that in the sudden 
emergency occasioned by the advance of Kornilov's forces, Military Or
ganization leaders, like their counterparts in the Petersburg Committee, 
channeled much of their effort to help defend the revolution through spe
cially created organs such as the Committee for Struggle, other nonparty 
mass organizations, and the soviets. Working within these institutions, Bol
shevik Military Organization members played a prominent role in helping 
to mobilize and arm large numbers of workers, soldiers, and sailors, and 
giving programmatic and tactical direction to their efforts. The party's 
official stance in the crisis was summed up in a policy directive which the 
Central Committee cabled to twenty key provincial Bolshevik committees 
on August 29: "In the interest of repulsing the counterrevolution, we are 
working in collaboration with the Soviet on a technical and informational 
basis, while fully retaining our independent political position. . . . "19 

Ad hoc revolutionary committees similar to the Committee for Struggle 
had been created all over Russia during the February revolution; on a more 
limited scale such institutions had reappeared at the time of the June and 
July crises and during the counterrevolutionary scare of mid-August. The 
vast majority of these committees remained in existence for only a short 
time, which distinguished them in part from the more permanent soviets. 
Uniting representatives of all left groups, such ad hoc committees filled the 
need for authoritative military-revolutionary organizations capable of acting 
expeditiously in emergencies. In response to the Kornilov crisis, revolution
ary committees sprang up like mushrooms after a late summer rain; be
tween August 27 and 30 more than 240 of them were formed in various 
parts of Russia, often by urban and rural soviets. 20 In the Petrograd area 
alone, in addition to the Committee for Struggle, established by the All
Russian Executive Committees on the night of August 27-28, ad hoc com
mittees to mobilize and organize the masses, procure weapons and ammuni
tion, assure the maintenance of essential services, and in general to direct 
and coordinate the defense of the revolution were hastily created by the 
Petrograd Soviet; the lnterdistrict Conference; several district soviets; and 
naval soviets in Reva!, Helsingfors, and Kronstadt. 

In part because of the isolation and lack of authority of the Provisional 
Government within those sectors of the Russian population most hostile to 
Kornilov, and no doubt also because many high government officials were 
secretly sympathetic to Kornilov and hence, at best, passive in the cam
paign against him, 21 the Committee for Struggle, above all its Military Sec-
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tion, willy-nilly became the national command post for combating the 
right. As formed on August 28, the committee was composed of three rep
resentatives each of the Bolsheviks, Mensheviks, and SRs, five repre
sentatives each from the All-Russian Executive Committees; and two 
representatives each from the Central Trade Union and Petrograd Soviets; 
a representative of the lnterdistrict Conference was added to the commit
tee the next day. In addition to its Military Section, the Committee for 
Struggle had a political commissariat and an information section. 22 The com
mittee issued a constant stream of emergency bulletins which, through the 
Petrograd telegraph agency, gave wide publicity to appeals and directives 
from the government, soviets, and other mass organizations, and kept citi
zens everywhere abreast of late political and military developments. The 
committee also facilitated the distribution of arms and ammunition to garri
son units in need of reinforcement, initiated steps to protect food supplies, 
dispatched a number of influential soviet officials to meet and harangue 
enemy forces, and, in the meantime, working through rail and communica
tions workers' unions, sought to disrupt Kornilov's advance toward the 
capital. 23 

Nonetheless, the decisive moments of the Kornilov emergency occurred 
so quickly that effective coordination of the campaign against the right, 
even in the Petrograd area, proved impossible. It was also unnecessary. 
Spurred by the news of Kornilov's attack, all political organizations to the 
left of the Kadets, every labor organization of any import, and soldier and 
sailor committees at all levels immediately rose to fight against Kornilov. It 
would be difficult to find, in recent history, a more powerful, effective dis
play of largely spontaneous and unified mass political action. 

The initiative, energy, and authority of the Petrograd lnterdistrict Con
ference of Soviets24 during the Kornilov days emerge with particular clar
ity from the relevant documents. As early as August 24, the conference 
(still directed by the Menshevik-lnternationalist Alexander Gorin but 
strongly influenced by the Bolsheviks), fearful that an attack by the coun
terrevolution was imminent, had passed a resolution which demanded that 
the government immediately declare Russia a democratic republic and an
nounce that Russian war aims (presumably as defined by the Petrograd 
Soviet in March) were immutable. The resolution insisted on the immediate 
breakup of counterrevolutionary headquarters and formal recognition of the 
authority of democratic committees within the army, demanded an end to 
the persecution of leftists, and called for the immediate formation of a 
"Committee of Public Safety" and fighting squads of workers and unem
ployed to defend the revolution. 25 

Consequently, the Interdistrict Conference was fully primed to take 
prompt action when, a few days later, Kornilov's intentions were disclosed. 
At an emergency session of the conference on August 28, the assembled 
district soviet representatives voted to delegate a representative to the 
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Committee for Struggle and to each of its sections, to remain in permanent 
session, to take the lead in organizing an armed workers' militia under the 
political responsibility of the lnterdistrict Conference and district soviets, to 
impose control by district soviets over the actions of local government 
commissars, to send out roving patrols charged with detaining counter
revolutionary agitators, and to establish close contact between soviets and 
dumas in all districts. 26 These were not mere statements of intent: the ln
terdistrict Conference at once dispatched to all district soviets in and around 
Petrograd specific directives relating to the recruitment, organization, and 
arming of a workers' militia. 27 For the duration of the Kornilov emergency, 
the Interdistrict Conference's offices at Smolny and the headquarters of 
each district soviet became directing centers for the preservation of rev
olutionary order and for mass action against the counterrevolution. 28 

The activities of the Peterhof District Soviet are illustrative of the initia
tives taken by other district soviets. On August 28 Mikhail Bogdanov, a 
Bolshevik construction worker who represented the Peterhof Soviet in the 
lnterdistrict Conference, reported to his soviet, erroneously as it turned 
out, that loyalist forces in Luga were suffering reverses. Bogdanov also in
formed the Peterhof deputies of the lnterdistrict Conference's plans for the 
organization of a workers' militia. Bogdanov's listeners responded to this 
news by quickly agreeing to arrange factory meetings where measures for 
coping with the existing emergency would be discussed and to form a "Cen
tral Revolutionary Committee" to organize and direct a "Red Guard. "29 

The following morning a proclamation from "the Peterhof Central Rev
olutionary Committee, the Peterhof District Soviet, and factory-shop 
committees in the Peterhof District" was posted throughout the district. It 
announced that "military conspirators, headed by the traitor General Kor
nilov and supported by the blindness and lack of political consciousness of 
some divisions, are moving toward the heart of the revolution
Petrograd." Counterrevolutionary supporters, this proclamation con
tinued, "are attempting to stab in the back revolutionary forces defend
ing Petrograd, circulating provocatory rumors and appeals aimed at 
stimulating panic among the populace, and bringing workers into the streets 
prematurely." "Don't be taken in by such provocations," the proclamation 
warned. "Don't permit drunkenness. . . . Rely on your own power to 
maintain revolutionary order. Don't undertake mass action in the absence of 
our call .... Let us concentrate all our power on the fight against the 
counterrevolution. . . . Maintain calm, restraint, and discipline." At the 
direction of the Peterhof Central Revolutionary Committee, large numbers 
of factory workers were armed and sent to dig trenches, erect barricades, 
and string barbed wire along the southern approaches to the city; simul
taneously, other workers were made responsible for keeping tabs on the 
activities of potential rightist supporters, protecting factories, and helping 
to preserve order. 30 
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Other organizations, among them the Petrograd City Duma, the Petro
grad Trade Union Soviet, 31 the Central Soviet of Factory-Shop Committees, 
and individual trade unions and factory committees, were similarly active in 
the struggle against Kornilov. On August 28 an emergency session of the 
City Duma, in which the Bolsheviks were now the second largest party, 
voted to prepare appropriate appeals to Kornilov's troops and to the popula
tion of Petrograd. The deputies also formed a commission to work with the 
authorities in assuring the procurement and distribution of adequate food 
supplies and selected a team of deputies to go to Luga to win over 
Kornilov's troops. 32 

On August 26 the Petrograd Trade Union Soviet and the Central Soviet 
of Factory-Shop Committees, meeting jointly, had endorsed the lnterdis
trict Conference's call for a "Committee of Public Safety" to help organize 
the defense of the capital. Kow, at an unscheduled session on August 28, 
the Petrograd Trade Union Soviet's Executive Commission, in which Bol
shevik influence was strong, responded to an invitation to appoint a rep
resentative to the Committee for Struggle by choosing the Bolshevik Vasilii 
Shmidt for the post. The next morning, after hearing an alarming report on 
food supply stocks in the capital from the head of the food supply adminis
tration, the full Trade Union Soviet formed a food supply commission of its 
own composed of representatives from the transport workers' union; the 
flour mill workers' union; restaurant, food store, and food industry workers; 
and the Trade Union Soviet. 33 On August 29 the Central Soviet of 
Factory-Shop Committees met with factory-shop committee representatives 
from industrial plants throughout the capital to evaluate preparations for 
battle and to help coordinate the distribution of arms to workers. That 
evening the Trade Union Soviet and the Central Soviet of Factory-Shop 
Committees held a joint session. After hearing a progress report by Shmidt 
on the work of the Committee for Struggle, the participants in this meeting 
agreed to support it in every way possible and to coordinate their own 
defense efforts with those of the committee. They also voted to insist on the 
liberation of revolutionaries still in jail and on the adoption of decisive 
measures to suppress the rightist press and arrest counterrevolutionaries. 
Moreover, after reevaluating the question of distributing arms to workers, 
they enthusiastically endorsed such action. 34 

The Petrograd Union of Metalworkers, which, as spokesman for over 
200,000 workers, was far and away the most powerful labor union in Russia, 
allocated fifty thousand rubles from its treasury, as well as the services of its 
large, experienced staff, to the Committee for Struggle. The Left 
SR-controlled chauffeurs' union announced that the government could 
count on all of the transport and maintenance services it could provide, 
while the printers' union, dominated by Mensheviks, ordered typesetters to 
boycott presses that published newspapers supporting Kornilov. 35 

Of the individual trade unions, the most important during the Kornilov 
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crisis was, inevitably, the Union of Railway Workers. On August 28 and 29 
the Soviet Central Executive Committee had warned rail personnel that it 
was their responsibility to prevent needless bloodshed. Rail workers were 
directed to monitor the progress of military forces being moved toward 
Petrograd, to obey without hesitation orders of the government and soviet 
in regard to the holding up and redirection of these troops, and to ignore 
instructions coming from Kornilov. An analogous telegram was dispatched 
at about the same time by Kerensky to supervisors on all rail lines in the 
rear and at the front and to all rail committees. Significantly earlier, on 
August 27, the All-Russian Executive Committee of Railway Workers (cus
tomarily designated by its Russian acronym, Vikzhel) had formed a special 
bureau for struggle against Kornilov's forces. 36 On August 28 Vikzhel sent 
telegrams to key points along the entire Russian rail network directing that 
"suspicious telegrams" be held up and that Vikzhel be kept informed of the 
size and destination of all suspect military forces traveling on rail lines. Rail 
personnel were authorized to interrupt the movement of counterrevolu
tionary forces by any and all means, including withholding rail cars, absent
ing themselves from their posts, and, if need be, dismantling tracks and 
blocking the right of way. They were also encouraged to halt shipment of 
provisions to areas occupied by Kornilov's supporters. Implementation of 
these directives began immediately. 37 

Within hours after public announcement of the Kornilov emergency, 
alarm whistles were sounded in factories throughout Petrograd. Acting on 
their own, without instructions from higher authorities, workers reinforced 
security around plant buildings and grounds and began to form fighting 
detachments. On August 28-29 long lines of workers could be seen in the 
factory districts, waiting to enroll in these detachments, referred to with 
increasing frequency as "Red Guards. "38 To help arm these recruits, per
sonnel in the cannon shops at the Putilov factory speeded production of a 
variety of weapons which were dispatched directly to the field without even 
a test-firing; metalworkers simply accompanied their products and adjusted 
the weapons on the spot. The factory committee at the sprawling Ses
troretsk weapons factory funneled a few thousand rifles and limited quan
tities of ammunition to the newly formed workers' Red Guards. Other 
weapons were obtained from the arsenal in the Peter and Paul Fortress and 
from garrison soldiers, but the demand for arms far outran the supply. 
During the Kornilov days, many of the newly recruited Red Guards re
ceived training in the handling of arms from soldiers assigned to this task by 
the Bolshevik Military Organization. After a hasty indoctrination, Red 
Guards were dispatched, some to man hurriedly constructed defense 
fortifications in the southern Narva and Moscow districts and on the Pul
kovo heights, others to lay barbed wire, dig trenches, or help tear up track 
along the rail lines leading to the capital, and still others to meet General 
Krymov's advancing troops. 
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Most soldiers in the partially dismantled Petrograd garrison responded to 
the crisis with equal dispatch. Soon after news of Kornilov's ultimatum to 
the government began to circulate on August 27, unit committees and has
tily organized mass meetings of soldiers in military barracks throughout the 
capital and its suburbs had passed resolutions condemning the counter
revolution and voicing their readiness to help defend the revolution. Garri
son soldiers strengthened communications with neighboring military units 
and with such institutions as the Committee for Struggle, the Soldiers' Sec
tion of the Petrograd Soviet, 39 district soviets, and the Bolshevik Military 
Organization. Garrison units suspended leaves, increased the number of 
soldiers assigned to guard duty, took stock of existing supplies of arms and 
ammunition, and formed delegations of agitators and composite fighting 
detachments for service at the front. 

The Litovsky Guards Regiment declared in a resolution of August 28: 
"All troops not involved in work details or without valid medical excuses are 
required to participate in the detachment [now] being formed. Officers and 
men refusing to do their duty will be subject to revolutionary trial." The 
Sixth Engineers quickly organized a six-hundred-man detachment to aid in 
the construction of defense fortifications. The Petrograd Carters' Battalion 
pledged the five hundred carts at its disposal to help supply military units 
defending the Soviet. Between the night of August 28 and the following 
evening, detachments of armed soldiers from all the guards and reserve 
infantry regiments and numerous artillery and technical units in the capital, 
often accompanied by their officers, moved out to Gatchina, Tsarskoe Selo, 
Krasnoe Selo, and other strategic points, established themselves in 
trenches-some of which had been dug hours earlier by factory workers 
-and nervously awaited the enemy. (Within the Petrograd garrison, only 
cossack troops and military school cadets did not join at once in the cam
paign against the counterrevolution; the former remained neutral, while the 
latter sided openly with Kornilov.)40 

Baltic Fleet installations dealt with the emergency in much the same way. 
On August 28 the Soviet in Reva), meeting with the Executive Committee 
of the Estonian Soviet and with army and fleet committees and representa
tives of the major socialist parties, organized a United Executive Committee 
to direct the fight against the counterrevolution; among other things, this 
organization brought garrison and naval units in the Reva! area to battle 
readiness and instructed revolutionary forces to occupy key rail points 
nearby. In Helsingfors on the same day a joint emergency meeting of the 
Regional Executive Committee of the Army, Fleet, and Workers in Fin
land; the Executive Committee of the Helsingfors Soviet; members of Tsen
trobalt; the Regional Committee of Finnish Peasant Soviets; and representa
tives of local army and ship committees (altogether some six hundred leftist 
political leaders, soldiers, sailors, and workers) began with the passage of a 
resolution branding Kornilov and his supporters "traitors to the revolution 
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and the state," and demanding the transfer of governmental power to "the 
revolutionary democracy" and the immediate shutdown of all bourgeois 
newspapers and presses. The meeting culminated in the creation of a 
revolutionary committee with unrestricted powers to prevent counter
revolutionary action and to maintain order in Finland. Launching opera
tions promptly, this committee helped to paralyze the activities of several 
large Finnish-based cossack and cavalry units which Kornilov had counted 
upon for support and dispatched a composite fifteen-hundred-man combat 
force from Vyborg to Petrograd. "Comrades! A terrible hour has struck 
-the revolution and all its achievements are in the gravest danger," began 
the Helsingfors Revolutionary Committee's proclamation of its supreme 
political authority in Finland. "The time has come when the revolution and 
the country need your strength, your sacrifices, perhaps your lives; because 
of this the revolutionary committee appeals to all of you to come to the 
defense of the revolution and freedom with closed ranks, ... to deal a 
crushing blow to the counterrevolution, nipping it in the bud." 

Initially, word of the Kornilov crisis was brought to Kronstadt during the 
night of August 27 by some sailors from the cruiser Aurora, then undergo
ing capital repairs- in Petrograd. The Executive Committee of the Kronstadt 
Soviet (under its newly elected chairman, Lazar Bregman, a Bolshevik) im
mediately took control of all communications facilities, weapons stores, and 
private and port vessels; dispatched commissars to military headquarters 
and nearby naval forts at Ino and Krasnaia Gorka; and created a 
"Military-Technical Committee." This committee, which included the 
overall commander of all the Kronstadt naval units, the Kronstadt fort 
commander, the head of the Kronstadt militia, and representatives of all 
major parties in the Executive Committee, assumed, for practical purposes, 
full command authority over all military elements in Kronstadt. After re
ceiving an urgent request for troop support from the Committee for Strug
gle, the Military-Technical Committee shot back a demand for the release 
of "our comrades, the finest fighters and sons of the revolution who are at 
this minute languishing in prison"; at the same time it declared unequivo
cally that the entire Kronstadt garrison, "as one man," was ready to come to 
the defense of the revolution. Three thousand well-armed sailors, a high 
percentage of whom had been to Petrograd last as participants in the July 
uprising, departed for the capital in the early morning of August 29. After 
disembarking at the quays along Vasilevsky Island, they were dispatched to 
help protect rail stations, bridges, the main post office, the telegraph and 
telephone station, the Winter Palace, and other key government 
buildings. 41 

The overwhelming superiority of the left over the pro-Kornilov forces 
was quickly evident. Steps taken by the moderate socialists and Bolsheviks 
to insure that factory workers would not be deceived by rightist agitators 
achieved their aim. Petrograd newspapers during the Kornilov days con-
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Members of the Bolshevik Kronstadt Committee. Bottom row, left to right: B. A. Zhem
chuzhin, I. D. Sladkov, F. F. Raskolnikov, S. G. Roshal. Second row: B. A. Breslav, I. P. 
Flerovsky, S. Pelikhov, L. N. Stahl, A. M. Liubovich. Third row: D. N. Kondakov, V. I. 
Deshevoi, S. L. Entin, L. A. Bregman, P. I. Smirnov, I. N. Kolbin. 

tained reports of scattered rightist agitation among the masses, but in no 
case did these incidents lead to the large-scale civil disorders hoped for by 
the conspirators. After the crisis erupted on August 27, conducting open 
counterrevolutionary agitation anywhere in Petrograd became very hazard
ous. In addition, swift action by rail and telegraph workers initially pre
vented rightist leaders in the capital from establishing communications with 
advancing counterrevolutionary forces. 

Within units of the Petrograd garrison, the relatively few officers with 
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the temerity to register sympathy for Kornilov, or even reluctance to op
pose him, were simply ignored, to be dealt with when time permitted. In 
the Helsingfors area some officers suspected of harboring counterrevolu
tionary sentiments were lynched. In Vyborg, several high-level officers who 
refused to acknowledge the authority of a commissar sent to their unit by 
the Helsingfors revolutionary committee were immediately arrested; a mob 
of soldiers later broke into their place of detention and killed them. Aboard 
the battleship Petropavlovsk, based in Helsingfors, the entire crew partici
pated in a vote to decide whether or not to execute four young officers who 
declined to pledge their allegiance to "democratic organizations." Sentiment 
was overwhelmingly against the officers and they were slaughtered, the 
firing squad carrying out the sentence having been selected by lot. 42 

On August 29 fourteen officers allegedly connected with the Kornilov 
conspiracy were rounded up in the Hotel Astoria, in the center of Petro
grad. That day as well, a number of the junior officers who had been tem
porarily transferred from the front to Petrograd, supposedly for "training in 
the handling of newly developed English trench mortars," were discovered 
and detained aboard trains bound for the capital. It appears that most right
ist leaders in Petrograd, among them Colonel V. I. Sidorin (chief liaison 
officer between Stavka and conspiratorial groups in the capital), Colonel 
Desimeter (head of the Republican Center's Military Section), and P. N. 
Finisov (a vice-president of the Republican Center) spent much of their time 
on August 27 and 28 simply waiting for word of Krymov's whereabouts; 
they passed the intervening hours downing quantities of vodka in private 
rooms at two popular Petrograd nightspots-the Malyi laroslavets and 
Villa Rode. On the evening of the twenty-eighth, Desimeter and Finisov 
set off toward Luga to locate Krymov. Sidorin remained behind to super
vise the concoction of a "Bolshevik riot" upon receipt of a coded message 
from Desimeter: "Act at once according to instructions." Such a signal was 
dispatched to Sidorin on the morning of August 29 and was received in 
Petrograd that evening; but by that time the futility of the rightist cause 
was obvious. Sidorin reportedly was pressured out of proceeding with a 
simulated rising by General Alekseev, who threatened suicide unless the 
conspirators' plans were aborted. 43 In the end, Sidorin simply disappeared, 
allegedly taking with him a considerable sum of money put up by Putilov 
and the Society for the Economic Rehabilitation of Russia to finance a 
military coup. 44 

As for the forces under General Krymov's command, it will be recalled 
that on August 27 Kornilov directed elements of the Third Corps to con
tinue their advance toward Petrograd and to occupy the city. The next day 
troop trains carrying these forces were strung out for hundreds of miles 
along the major rail lines leading to the capital-the Savage Division on the 
Moskovsko-Vindavo-Rybinskoi line between Ono and Vyritsa, the Us
suriisky Mounted Division on the Baltic line between Reva! and Narva and 
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Narva and lamburg, and the First Don Cossack Division on the Warsaw 
line between Pskov and Luga. 

Units of the Savage Division posed the most immediate threat to the 
capital. On the evening of August 28 elements of the lngushsky and Cher
kessky regiments reached Vyritsa, only thirty-seven miles from the capital. 
But rail workers there had blocked the right of way with lumber-filled rail
way cars and had torn up the track for miles beyond. Not only were the 
troops unable to progress further by rail, it was impossible for them to 
communicate effectively with other elements of the division or with Gen
eral Krymov, Stavka, or Petrograd. While the division's officers fumed 
helplessly, the soldiers were harangued by a stream of agitators, among 
whom were emissaries from the Committee for Struggle, several Petrograd 
district soviets, and a number of Petrograd factories, as well as from garrison 
military units then digging in for battle outside Tsarskoe Selo further north. 
Also on hand were a team of nearly a hundred agitators selected by 
Tsentroflot (the Central Executive Committee of the Navy) from among 
sailors in the Second Baltic Fleet Crew who previously had been attached to 
the Savage Division as machine gunners, and a smaller, all-Moslem, delega
tion, dispatched by the Executive Committee of the Union of Moslem 
Soviets, which included a grandson of the legendary Shami!. 

At times, echelons of the Savage Division were encircled by local work
ers and peasants who berated them for betraying the revolution. The troops 
had not been told the real reason for their movement northward, and, as it 
turned out, most had little sympathy for Kornilov's objectives and no desire 
to oppose the Provisional Government and the Soviet. On August 30 the 
troops hoisted a red flag inscribed "Land and Freedom" over their head
quarters and arrested the headquarters commandant when he protested. 
They then formed a revolutionary committee to prevent any further move
ment toward Petrograd, to inform other units in the division about how 
they were being "used" by the counterrevolution, and to organize a meeting 
of representatives of all units in the division. When such a meeting, at
tended by the Moslem delegation, was convened the next day, it voted to 
send a delegation to Petrograd at once with a pledge of loyalty to the Provi
sional Government. 45 

The Ussuriisky Mounted Division found itself in a similar situation. On 
August 28 railway workers in Narva delayed its forward progress for some 
seven hours. Late that night lead elements of the division reached lamburg 
but could go no further, since the track beyond had been blocked and 
wrecked. On August 29 and 30 crowds of agitators from the Narva and 
lamburg soviets and from factories, military units, and mass organizations 
in Petrograd, as well as a delegation from the Committee for Struggle led 
by Tsereteli, circulated among the troops. As in the case of the Savage 
Division, the Ussuriisky soldiers were quickly persuaded not to obey their 
officers' orders and to pledge loyalty to the Provisional Government; all that 
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was necessary to win over some unit committees was a reading of 
Kerensky's initial public proclamations of Kornilov's treachery. 46 

Probably the most difficult force to neutralize was the First Don Cossack 
Division, with which General Krymov and his staff were traveling. Ele
ments of the division had reached Luga the night of August 27, but here, 
too, speedy measures by railway workers, acting in concert with the Luga 
Soviet, stymied further advance by rail; the railway workers held back rol
ling stock, wrecked bridges and track, and effectively blocked communica
tions between Krymov's forces. Subsequently, the trains carrying the First 
Don Cossack Division were surrounded by soldiers from the twenty
thousand-man Luga garrison. Deputies from the Luga Soviet and the Pet
rograd City Duma, as well as worker-soldier representatives from the capi
tal, swarmed around the wagons, haranguing the occupants through the 
train windows. Officers in the division protested the presence of Bolshevik 
agents, but to no avail. Krymov, upon receiving orders from Kornilov to 
continue his advance on Petrograd regardless of the obstacles, weighed the 
possibility of marching his troops the remaining fifty-seven miles to the 
capital. He rejected this course when it became clear that the soldiers from 
the Luga garrison would resist such action by force and that the cossacks 
would not oppose the soldiers. 

Actually, there were almost no skirmishes between Kornilov's forces and 
those on the government's side during the entire affair. In the case of the 
First Don Cossack Division, agitators were soon drawing the troops to mass 
rallies before Krymov's very eyes. With relatively little difficulty they won 
soldier-representatives in most units to their point of view, and by August 
30 some cossacks were expressing their readiness to arrest Krymov. Finally, 
late on the afternoon of August 30, a government emissary, Colonel Georgii 
Samaria, invited Krymov to accompany him back to Petrograd for talks 
with Kerensky. Given firm assurances of his personal safety, Krymov reluc
tantly acquiesced. 47 

Krymov, who had just received word from Finisov and Desimeter that 
disorders would break out in the capital momentarily, seems to have left 
Luga with some hope that Kerensky might still turn to him for help in 
suppressing the left. His hope, however, was shortlived. Arriving in Pet
rograd by car the night of August 3~31, Krymov found the city altogether 
quiet; it was plain by now that the affair was all but over. The bulk of the 
army had remained loyal to the government and the Soviet. On the south
western front the outspoken General Denikin had been incarcerated by his 
own troops. The aging commander of the northern front, General Klem
bovsky, who had disobeyed Kerensky's order to take Kornilov's place as 
supreme commander, quietly resigned and was soon replaced by the leftish 
General Cheremisov. Commanders of the other major Russian fronts now 
belatedly pledged their loyalty to the government. Kerensky named himself 
supreme commander, and the conservative General Alekseev emerged from 
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retirement to become chief of staff. 48 Because of his former close association 
with Kornilov, Savinkov was stripped of his posts as governor-general and 
acting war minister; his replacement in the latter capacity was General 
Verkhovsky, the commander of the Moscow Military District. A high-level 
commission appointed by Kerensky, much like the body created several 
weeks earlier to hand up indictments in connection with the July uprising, 
was about to begin an investigation of the conspiracy. 

The public figures who had hailed the "people's commander-in-chief" at 
the time of the Moscow Conference now hastened to put distance between 
themselves and Kornilov. Declared Rodzianko sanctimoniously: "All I 
know about the evils of the day is what I read in the papers .... To start 
internecine warfare and argument now is a crime against the motherland." 
Vladimir Lvov, still seemingly in a daze, expressed genuine pleasure at the 
outcome of the affair. On August 30, from his jail cell, he penned the 
following note to Kerensky: "My dear Alexander Fedorovich. From the 
bottom of my heart I congratulate you and am happy that I delivered a 
friend from Kornilov's clutches. Yours always and everywhere, V. 
Lvov."49 

General Krymov met with Kerensky in the Winter Palace on the morn
ing of August 3 I. According to all reports, their conversation was ex
tremely heated, although information on precisely what transpired is con
tradictory. Krymov evidently insisted that his troops had not been directed 
against the Provisional Government, that his only object was and had al
ways been to help facilitate the maintenance of order. Hearing this after he 
had read Krymov's August 26 order regarding the imposition of military 
rule in Petrograd, Kerensky grew livid and berated Krymov fiercely for his 
duplicity. For Krymov the experience was understandably trying. A 
courageous commander who took great pride in the traditional military vir
tues of patriotism, straightforwardness, and decisiveness, he had hoped 
since February to help halt the revolution and reestablish a strong central 
government, in the belief that otherwise Russia was doomed. Yet now he 
was forced to lie to save himself and his associates, accused of crimes 
against the state by a man who for some time had been privately voicing 
similar convictions. Ahead lay further interrogation, the necessity for more 
deception, and the ignominity of arrest, prosecution, and prison. Krymov, 
in despair, left Kerensky at around 2:00 P.M. with the understanding that he 
would appear at the Admiralty for further questioning later in the after
noon. From the Winter Palace, he went to the apartment of a friend, 
where, to no one in particular, he observed dejectedly, "The last card for 
saving the motherland has been beaten-life is no longer worth living." 
Then, retiring to a private room, ostensibly for a rest, he scribbled a brief 
message to Kornilov and shot himself once through the heart. 50 
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THE QUESTION OF A 
NEW GOVERNMENT 

The quick collapse of the Kornilov movement brought to the fore the 
thorny problem of what kind of government should replace the defunct 

second coalition. At the start of the Kornilov emergency a temporary un
derstanding had been reached between Kerensky, who was bent on creating 
a strong Directory, and leaders of the Soviet, who, although uniformly 
opposed to the formation of such a government, were for the moment con
cerned primarily with shoring up the revolution's defenses. According to 
the political resolution passed by the All-Russian Executive Committees the 
night of August 27-28, Kerensky was to be given leave to form whatever 
government he wished, provided only that it remain fully dedicated to lead
ing an all-out fight against Kornilov. 1 

On August 28, when it seemed likely that Krymov's forces would enter 
the capital and that a bloody clash between the forces of the right and the 
left would inevitably ensue, it appeared for a time that Kerensky might not 
act in accordance with the Executive Committees' resolution. At the height 
of the crisis, the Kadet Party leadership sought to forestall civil war by 
convincing Kerensky to yield his post to an authoritative figure with whom 
Kornilov would be willing to deal before Krymov's legions reached Petro
grad. 

The candidate selected by the Kadets as potentially acceptable to both 
Kornilov and Kerensky was General Alekseev. On the afternoon of the 
twenty-eighth, Miliukov offered his services to Kerensky as an intermediary 
between the government and the General Staff. Shortly afterward, another 
high-ranking Kadet, Nikolai Kishkin, sounded out Kerensky specifically on 
the question of his resignation in favor of Alekseev. That evening, a major
ity of Kerensky's acting ministers apparently agreed on the advisability of 
substituting Alekseev for Kerensky, and many of them made their views 
known to the prime minister. Allied representatives in Russia, led by 



I 52 • THE BOLSHEVIKS COME TO POWER 

Britain's George Buchanan, also attempted to persuade Kerensky to 
negotiate with Kornilov. It is clear that Kerensky, under the weight of such 
pressure, came very close to yielding his post. But the leadership of the 
Soviet categorically opposed negotiation; upon its insistence, Kerensky, at 
the eleventh hour, rejected the course pushed by the Kadets. 2 

Of course, by the next day, August 29, the Kornilov bubble had burst. 
For Kerensky, there was no longer any question of coming to terms with 
the generals. One might have expected that at this point, having suffered so 
badly at the hands of the right and having witnessed the enormous power of 
the left, the prime minister would have taken pains to retain the support of 
the latter. Yet, obsessed more than ever by fear of the extreme left and still 
intent on somehow strengthening the war effort, Kerensky now behaved 
almost as if the Kornilov affair had not happened. To be sure, he insisted 
on Kornilov's arrest and on the immediate resignation of Savinkov, and he 
now proclaimed Russia a republic. But in a charge to the chairman of the 
commission set up to investigate the Kornilov conspiracy, Kerensky stipu
lated that the inquiry, as it pertained to the military establishment, should 
be limited as much as possible to the complicity of the main participants. 3 

In addition, Kerensky appointed General Alekseev, the Kadet candidate for 
prime minister, to the post of chief-of-staff. In accepting his new position, 
Alekseev, whose views on the changes in the army brought about by the 
revolution coincided with those of Kornilov and Denikin, acknowledged 
privately that his primary motivation was to ease the fate of Kornilov and 
his supporters. 4 Most telling of all, as soon as the Kornilov threat sub
sided, Kerensky began laying plans to form an authoritarian government 
oriented toward law and order-a right-socialist-liberal coalition cabinet in 
which the influence of the Kadets would be stronger than ever. 

Meanwhile, the exigencies of the struggle against Kornilov had pulled the 
moderate socialists leftward into conflict with the government and toward 
closer alliance with the extreme left. After the July days, most Mensheviks 
and SRs had actively supported Kerensky in his attempts to disarm workers 
and suppress the Bolsheviks; during the Kornilov emergency, on the other 
hand, the Committee for Struggle Against the Counterrevolution was 
forced to endorse and facilitate the formation of armed workers' detach
ments. 5 Although it is difficult to estimate how many workers first obtained 
arms and became organized for violent political action at this time, it is safe 
to say that whatever limited progress had been made earlier in pacifying the 
Petrograd masses was instantly undone. 

One of the Bolsheviks' most insistent demands as the price of their par
ticipation in mutual defense organs (a plea echoed during the crisis by a 
myriad of mass organizations) was that Bolshevik leaders still in prison on 
suspicion of having been involved in the July uprising be released without 
further delay. On August 29, when a group of soldier-Bolsheviks broke out 
of their place of detention in the Second District Militia headquarters, evi-
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dently with the help of some sympathetic guards, the Committee for Strug
gle agreed that they should be allowed to remain free "in order to partici
pate in the common struggle against the counterrevolution." Pressure to do 
something about the prisoner issue mounted when leftist officers held in the 
First District Militia headquarters issued a public demand to be allowed to 
help in the fight against Kornilov and emphasized their demand by pro
claiming a hunger strike. Yielding to this pressure, which was strengthened 
by intervention on the prisoners' behalf by the Committee for Struggle, the 
authorities released a tew Bolsheviks at the height of the Kornilov scare. 
Some other leftist leaders were freed in the first half of September. Thus on 
September 4 prison gates swung open for Antonov-Ovseenko and 
Dybenko. Trotsky was released the same day, his bail furnished by the 
Petrograd Soviet of Trade Unions. 6 Several of the Bolshevik officers in
volved in the hunger strike in the First District Militia headquarters, 
among them Military Organization leaders Krylenko, Dashkevich, 
Kudelko, and Ter-Arutuniants, won their freedom a week later. All of 
these liberated Bolsheviks were to play active roles in the subsequent de
velopment of the revolution. 7 

Preparing to combat Kornilov, officials of the Committee for Struggle 
became alarmed that officers in the headquarters of the Petrograd Military 
District, supposedly participating in the defense of the city, were surrep
titiously trying to aid the general. There were numerous indications that 
these officers were dragging their feet in mobilizing, arming, and properly 
provisioning garrison units; upon their directives, some of the units ulti
mately dispatched were deployed so as to be sitting ducks for the attacking 
forces. When the sabotage by the military staff became apparent, the 
Committee for Struggle sent its own commissars to oversee the staff's 
operations. 8 

On August 28, when Kerensky had appeared on the verge of stepping 
down in favor of General Alekseev, the moderate socialists had brought 
pressure to bear upon Kerensky to prevent such a step. In the aftermath of 
the Kornilov experience many prominent Mensheviks and SRs were cool to 
Kerensky's aim of forming another coalition with the Kadets. This was 
partly because the Kadets were now a symbol of antirepublican, an
tireform, and prowar sentiment, and hence popular opinion in Petrograd 
was hostile to continued Kadet participation in the government. It was also 
because of genuine concern among the Menshevik and SR leaders them
selves about the Kadet role in the Kornilov conspiracy. 

A joint plenary meeting of the All-Russian Executive Committees, 
primarily to consider the government question, was quickly scheduled for 
the evening of August 31, soon after Kerensky's political intentions became 
known. Meanwhile, a hastily assembled emergency meeting of the Men
shevik Central Committee adopted a resolution stating that "participation in 
the government of elements that had sympathized with the counterrevolu-
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tion or whose intention had been to paralyze the fight against the counter
revolution was impermissible." As to the status of the Kadets, the resolu
tion declared specifically that they could not longer be included in the Pro
visional Government. 9 A meeting of the SR Central Committee adopted an 
analogous position. These views were conveyed immediately to Kerensky, 
who at this juncture temporarily shelved plans to construct another coali
tion and instead announced the formation of a "caretaker" five-man Direc
tory from which Kadets were excluded. Headed by Kerensky, the Direc
tory was made up of Tereshchenko, still handling foreign affairs; two 
younger, relatively progressive military officers, Admiral Dmitrii Ver
derevsky and General V erkhovsky, heading the naval and war ministries 
respectively; and Aleksei Nikitin, an undistinguished right Menshevik who 
had been minister of labor in the second coalition, as minister of post and 
telegraph. 

In formulating a stance on the government issue, the moderate socialists 
were faced with a situation reminiscent in many ways of the July days. At 
that time massive numbers of workers and soldiers had taken to the streets 
to protest the policies of the Provisional Government and to demand that 
the Soviet assume power; their cry had been "Down with the Ten 
Minister-Capitalists!" "All Power to the Soviets!" Now, in the first flush of 
their triumph over Kornilov, the local-level mass organizations and the fac
tory workers, soldiers, and sailors who had joined in the anti-Kornilov 
movement expressed their views regarding the nature, makeup, and pro
gram of the future government in a torrent of letters, resolutions, and politi
cal declarations; these revealed that at bottom the demands of the masses at 
this time differed little from what they had been two months earlier. 

Some representative examples will serve to convey the tenor of these ap
peals. Workers from the machine shop of the Petrograd pipe factory, after 
discussing "the current moment" on August 28, declared: "In view of the 
emerging bourgeois counterrevolutionary movement, as well as the attacks 
on freedom and on all the democratic gains of the Russian proletariat by 
former tsarist oprichniki [police thugs], all power must be transferred to the 
soviet of workers', soldiers', and peasants' deputies. " 10 The same day eight 
thousand workers in the Metallist factory approved a declaration of no 
confidence in the "minister-socialists," presumably for their willingness to 
cooperate with the bourgeoisie. These workers demanded the immediate 
creation of a "forceful revolutionary government." On the twenty-ninth an 
angry meeting of several thousand workers in the mammoth Putilov factory 
agreed that "the future government has to be composed solely of representa
tives of the revolutionary classes," adding that "any negotiations regarding 
the creation of a coalition government at a time when the bourgeoisie and 
its representative Kornilov are making war on the people will be considered 
treachery to the cause of freedom." Meanwhile, employees of the Novo
Admiralteisky shipbuilding plant, after considering the existing political 



Factory workers gathered for a political meeting. 

situation, insisted that "state power must not remain in the hands of the 
counterrevolutionary bourgeoisie a minute longer. It must be put into the 
hands of the workers, soldiers, and poorer peasantry and be responsible to 
the soviets of workers', soldiers', and peasants' deputies. " 11 

Public declarations adopted in the wake of the Kornilov affair by virtu
ally all units of the Petrograd garrison were similarly explicit. Thus at an 
emergency meeting on August 28, twenty-five hundred soldiers from four 
key military units based in the capital-the Preobrazhensky, Litovsky, and 
V olynsky guards regiments, and the Sixth Engineer Battalion-passed a 
resolution insisting that the government be drawn exclusively from rep
resentatives of the revolutionary classes. On August 31 the same soldiers, 
after reasserting the call for a government made up representatives of the 
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workers and poorer peasants, proclaimed bluntly than "any coalition 
will be fought by all loyal sons of the people just as they fought Kornilov." 
No less outspoken were the soldiers of the Second Machine Gun Regiment, 
who the same day expressed their views about Kornilov and the immediate 
tasks of a new government in the following terms: 

We brand Kornilov and his supporters traitors .... We haven't had 
any confidence in Kornilov since April 21, when that "brave" general di
rected artillery to be rolled out on the Palace Square to quiet our comrade 
workers .... This conspiracy must be crushed with all possible severity 
and we machine gunners place ourselves completely at the disposal of the 
Central Executive Committee .... We insist on the immediate arrest and 
trial of the counterrevolutionary commanding staff and the abolition of 
capital punishment, to become effective after the execution of General 
Kornilov and his supporters. We demand the restoration of revolutionary 
regiments that have been broken up and the dissolution of counter
revolutionary shock battalions, the Union of Saint George Cavaliers, the 
Union of Officers of the Army and Navy, the Military League, etc .... 
The only way out of the present situation lies in transferring power into 
the hands of the working people. 

We demand the immediate liberation of our comrades arrested on July 
3-5 and their replacement [in prison] by the conspirators, for example: 
Guchkov, Purishkevich, and the counterrevolutionary officers. As regards 
foreign affairs, we insist on a decisive break with both Russian and allied 
imperialism and a campaign for peace without annexations and indemnities 
on the basis of the self-determination of nations. Soldiers' pay should be 
increased to twenty rubles .... The necessary funds should be obtained 
by confiscating excess profits from plant and factory owners. We will fight 
for all of these revolutionary measures to the last machine gunner, and the 
government that carries them out will have our full support. 12 

On September 1, two hundred soldiers assigned to the Electro-Technical 
Officers' School resolved that "the replacement of Kornilov with Alekseev 
changed nothing" and that "the politics of compromise with the 
bourgeoisie and landowners must and did lead inevitably to the Kornilov 
conspiracy." In order to avert another counterrevolutionary attack, these 
soldiers insisted on the necessity of transferring all power to "representa
tives of the workers, soldiers, and peasants under the control of their 
elected organizations." A mass meeting of soldiers from the Petrogradsky 
Guards Regiment two days later called for the creation of a new cabinet 
"made up exclusively of socialists who have suffered in prisons for the 
people's cause and who have wasted the best years of their lives in far-off 
Siberia." Like the Second Machine Gun Regiment, the soldiers from the 
Electro-Technical School and the Petrogradsky Guards Regiment also de
manded death for Kornilov and his followers. 13 



The Question of a New G(fl)ernment · 157 

Not surprisingly, bitterness toward Kerensky and the desire for an im
mediate change in government after the Kornilov experience were nowhere 
stronger than among the radicalized Baltic sailors. On August 30 the crew 
of the Petropavlovsk, who had voted earlier to execute officers refusing to 
pledge loyalty to the revolution, agreed that "death is the most appropriate 
punishment for Kornilov." The resolution they adopted asserted that "only 
the democracy, in the person of its finest representatives-the Executive 
Committees of the Soviets of Workers', Soldiers', and Peasants' Deputies 
--can save the country; consequently, all power must be transferred into 
the hands of the soviets. Experience has shown," the resolution continued, 
"that coalitions of responsible ministries of any kind are incapable of leading 
the country out of the critical situation in which it finds itself. It is the 
direct responsibility of the Soviet to take power into its hands, and we will 
gladly submit to such a government and obey all its orders with pleasure." 

Distinctly more critical of the moderate socialists was a resolution on "the 
current moment" adopted overwhelmingly at a joint meeting of the Hel
singfors Soviet; the Regional Executive Committee of the Army, Fleet, and 
Workers in Finland; and representatives of army and ship committees from 
the Helsingfors area on September 2. Concluded the resolution: "Up to 
now, not only has the Central Executive Committee neglected to pursue a 
policy of furthering the revolution-by supporting the politics of com
promise with the bourgeoisie, it has strengthened the position of the coun
terrevolution. This kind of behavior must cease. We emphatically insist that 
the Central Executive Committee refrain from pledging confidence to any 
coalition ministry (with the bourgeoisie) and that it immediately convene the 
Second All-Russian Congress of Workers', Soldiers', and Peasants' Deputies," 
i.e., to create a soviet regime. 14 

To register their protest against Kerensky's proclamation of a nondemo
cratic republic while forming a Directory and conducting negotiations with 
the bourgeoisie, members of nineteen Baltic Fleet ship's committees, meet
ing jointly on September 6, recommended that ships of the fleet fly red 
battle flags "until the promulgation of all reforms associated with a demo
cratic form of government." Tsentrobalt endorsed this method of protest the 
following day, after which the red flags were raised. 15 The mood of the 
Baltic sailors at this time was also expressed in a lead editorial entitled 
"Enough of Past Errors," by V. Maslenikov, in Izvestiia Kronshtadtskogo 
S(fl)eta. 

The politics of compromise with the bourgeoisie is what has brought us 
to this tragic pass. The compromisers had faith in people who wailed 
hypocritically about the impending ruin of the country and who did every
thing according to their own recipe. . . . All the warnings of the pro
letariat and of the parties which did not abandon it proved justified . . . 
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[yet] it turns out that this is not enough. . . . What is this-political 
blindness or a conscious attack on the revolution? ... This cannot be. 
Our task now is to say emphatically: "We have had quite enough com
promise! All power to the working people." 16 

On August 29 the Kronstadt Sovi~t adopted a set of demands to be pre
sented in the Central Executive Committee by Kronstadt's representative 
there. Drawn up by the Bolsheviks and immediately endorsed by the SR
and Menshevik-lnternationalists (the main SR and Menshevik factions in 
Kronstadt), these demands were patterned after the moderate resolution 
"On the Current Moment," which Lunacharsky had introduced at the Ex
ecutive Committees meeting the night of August 27-28 and which had 
called for a decisive rupture with the capitalists; the transfer of power into 
the hands of revolutionary workers, peasants, and soldiers; and the creation 
of a democratic republic. 

Kronstadt's ideal remained a democratic soviet government in which all 
socialist groups would work together effectively in pursuit of a revolu
tionary program, precisely as the socialists had been doing locally, in the 
Kronstadt Soviet, since March. The Kronstadt sailors were heartened by 
the prospect that the Kornilov experience might serve to bring the moderate 
socialist leadership of the All-Russian Executive Committees back into the 
revolutionary fold. This hopeful attitude was expressed by deputies to the 
Kronstadt Soviet in their response to a report on the latest developments in 
Petrograd presented to them by Kolbin on August 29. After lashing out at 
Kerensky for indecisiveness in com batting Kornilov, Kol bin, in the course 
of his account, related that when Tsereteli had declared to the Central Ex
ecutive Committee that this was a time not for compromise but for strong 
military action, Chernov had embraced him in a gesture of solidarity. The 
Kronstadt deputies greeted with stormy applause this sign of moderate 
socialist unity in defense of the revolution. 17 

It is worth noting that even workers in industrial plants that heretofore 
had been Menshevik and SR strongholds, as well as soldiers in some of the 
more politically restrained regiments of the garrison-for example, those 
which initially had remained neutral and subsequently had taken the lead in 
helping to suppress the July uprising-now turned against the government. 
What is more, even some of the military personnel rushed from the front to 
the capital after the July days now joined the ranks of the opposition. 

The political resolutions passed at this time were inspired by no single 
party or organization. Some were proposed by Bolsheviks, others by 
Menshevik-lnternationalists or Left SRs, and still others by individuals or 
representatives of interest groups with no identifiable political affiliation. 
These statements varied greatly in regard to specifics. Some called for the 
creation of a government representing workers, soldiers, and peasants; 
others, perhaps a majority, insisted on transfer of power to the soviets or 
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creation of a revolutionary government responsible to the Soviet, often cou
pling such demands with a call for another national Congress of Soviets. 
However, common to virtually all were concern that Kornilov and his sup
porters be dealt with harshly so as to avoid further attacks by the "counter
revolution," aversion to political collaboration with the propertied classes in 
any form, and attraction for the immediate creation of some kind of exclu
sively socialist government which would bring an end to the war. It is 
evident that to many, including Bolsheviks, the swift defeat of Kornilov 
appeared to confirm the immense potentialities of all socialist groups work
ing together. Such a large representative number of statements are available 
for study, either in the contemporary press or in published document col
lections, and they are corroborated so strongly by other kinds of evidence, 
that it is fair to conclude that among Petrograd workers and soldiers and 
Baltic sailors who expressed themselves politically in any way, these senti
ments were by now nearly universally shared. 

Such were the pressures under which members of the All-Russian Execu
tive Committees labored as they assembled to consider the government 
question late on the afternoon of August 31. This session, which with ad
journments lasted until the early morning of September 2, merits considera
tion as one of the most important meetings of the Soviet leadership between 
February and October 1917. Prior to the October days, at any rate, this 
seems to have been the moment when the Mensheviks and SRs came closest 
to breaking with the liberals and adopting much more radical policies, 
which might significantly have altered the revolution's course. 

Early in the discussion Kamenev proposed that the deputies adopt a 
broad policy statement, "On the Government Question," which, while rela
tively moderate in content and tone, nonetheless constituted a fundamental, 
decisive break with previous Soviet policy. 18 Kamenev himself had com
posed the statement, and it had been endorsed at an earlier caucus of Bol
shevik Central Committee members with representatives of the Bolshevik 
fractions in the All-Russian Executive Committees and the Petrograd 
Soviet. It began with a forthright repudiation of the politics of "com
promise" and "irresponsibility," which "made it possible for the military 
high command and the institutions of government to become breeding 
grounds for the instrument of a conspiracy against the revolution." The 
statement called for the exclusion from the government of the Kadets and 
all representatives of propertied elements, and affirmed that the only viable 
course open to the democracy was to create a national government made up 
of "representatives of the revolutionary proletariat and peasantry," whose 
first task would be to proclaim a "democratic republic. " Other basic tasks of 
this new government would be confiscation of manorial lands without com
pensation and their transfer to peasant committees in advance of the Con
stituent Assembly, proclamation of workers' control over industrial produc
tion, nationalization of key branches of industry, and the proposal of a uni-
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versa! democratic peace. Among measures for immediate implementation, 
the resolution called for an end to all repression directed against the work
ing class and its organizations, abolition of capital punishment at the front 
and restoration of full freedom for political agitation and activity on the part 
of democratic organizations in the army, a purge of the counterrevolution
ary commanding staff within the military, recognition of the right to self
government of minority nationalities living in Russia, immediate convoca
tion of the Constituent Assembly, and abolition of all class privileges. 

The resolution's emphasis on the formation of a revolutionary govern
ment to create a democratic republic, rather than a dictatorship of the pro
letariat and poorer peasantry, was obviously Kamenev's work and repre
sented an accurate reflection of programmatic views regarding the devel
opment of the revolution consistently held by Bolshevik moderates. 19 At the 
same time, Kamenev's statement was a succinct and powerful formulation 
of the political aspirations of Petrograd workers and soldiers as expressed 
in the wake of the Kornilov experience. In presenting the resolution to 
the Executive Committees, Kamenev appealed for the maintenance of the 
unified revolutionary front which had emerged in the course of the struggle 
against Kornilov. Placing particular emphasis on the crucial role of the 
soviets, which had served as "the mortar binding all fundamentally demo
cratic forces" during the crisis, he contended that "no one can say that there 
exists at the present time any organization more powerful than the soviets." 

It is extremely important to note that while the policy statement pro
posed by Kamenev was universally interpreted as an appeal for transfer of 
political power to the soviets, Kamenev himself did not insist on this, evi
dently envisioning the possibility of a socialist cabinet which would include 
representatives of such "democratic" institutions as the trade unions, zem
stvos, municipal dumas, and cooperatives which were not nominally part of 
the Soviet. As he observed toward the close.of his remarks: "The Bolshevik 
fraction is concerned not with the purely technical aspects of forming a 
government but rather with the elements to be included in such a 
government-are they of like mind in their understanding of the immediate 
tasks and will they be able to march in step with the democracy?"20 

Because of a conflict with a previously scheduled session of the Petrograd 
Soviet, the Executive Committees meeting was adjourned at 7:30 P.M. 

without having voted on the Kamenev resolution; further discussion of the 
government question was tabled until the following evening. 

Kamenev's resolution was next presented at the late-night meeting of the 
Petrograd Soviet on August 31, 21 the first meeting of that body in ten days. 
Political attitudes in the Petrograd Soviet had been shifting leftward 
throughout the month of August; this was a reflection both of the growing 
misgivings on the part of incumbent deputies regarding the existing political 
situation and of the changing composition of the Soviet, as moderately in
clined deputies elected in March and April were recalled and replaced by 
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factory and garrison representatives with more militant views. 22 This trans
formation was immediately apparent on August 31. The agenda opened 
with reports on the latest political developments. Boris Bogdanov, a Men
shevik, brought the deputies up to date on the work of the Committee for 
Struggle Against the Counterrevolution. Responding to the anger and im
patience of his listeners, Bogdanov focused on the committee's efforts to 
strengthen and unite the left and to prevent the government from coming to 
terms with Kornilov. At each indication of forcefulness on the committee's 
part, both in counteracting Kornilov and in dealing with Kerensky, the 
deputies burst into applause. 

On the question of a new government, Tsereteli publicly acknowledged, 
for the first time, the difficulty of including Kadets in the cabinet; however, 
he defended in the strongest terms coalition with representatives of other 
bourgeois groups. The democracy by itself would be helpless to deal with 
economic disintegration, he argued, and this situation would play into the 
hands of the counterrevolution. 

Tsereteli's remarks were frequently interrupted by vociferous protests 
and jeers which prompted the chairman, Chkheidze, finally to blurt: "The 
Soviet still has enough power to throw disrupters out the door." Kamenev, 
by contrast, was spiritedly cheered when he presented his policy statement 
and repeated the attack on coalition politics that he had made earlier to the 
Executive Committees. Steklov also brought the deputies to their feet when 
he expressed solidarity with Kamenev. The SR spokesman Boldyrev broke 
with previous moderate socialist policy by proposing that the Executive 
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Committees construct a new cabinet. Boldyrev introduced a resolution 
which provided that such a government might include representatives of 
some bourgeois groups, although not the Kadets, and that it would be re
sponsible to a "Provisional Revolutionary Parliament." But even this com
promise was coolly received. 

After several hours of further heated debate on the pros and cons of 
creating an exclusively socialist government, at about 5 :00 A.M., September 
1, the deputies rejected the resolution of the SRs and adopted as a political 
platform the statement offered by Kamenev. The vote on the Kamenev 
proposal was 279 deputies in favor, 115 opposed, with 51 abstentions. In 
assessing the significance of this Bolshevik success, it is important to note 
that the number of deputies present and voting on this occasion constituted 
a relatively small fraction of the Petrograd Soviet's total membership. This 
was at least partly because many military representatives were still on duty 
with their regiments, defending the capital against Kornilov. It is also true 
that many rank-and-file left Mensheviks and SRs with no organizational 
loyalty to the Bolsheviks sided with the Bolsheviks on this issue. Nonethe
less, as suggested earlier, the vote of the Petrograd Soviet on August 31 
reflected a gradual, although by no means negligible, leftward shift in the 
deputies' orientation. 

It is worth recalling in this connection that on March 2 a Bolshevik reso
lution opposing assumption of power by the Provisional Government re
ceived a mere 19 votes in the Petrograd Soviet, while a resolution sponsored 
jointly by the Mensheviks and SRs pledging qualified support for the gov
ernment attracted 400 votes. On April 2, when membership in the Petro
grad Soviet more nearly approximated its full strength, a Bolshevik resolu
tion opposing endorsement of the liberty loan drive-in effect, a referen
dum on the war-received 112 votes, while a Menshevik-SR resolution 
supporting the drive received 2,000 votes. In the wake of the April crisis a 
month later, when the deputies had to adopt a position on socialist partici
pation in the cabinet, 100 deputies voted for a Bolshevik resolution which 
opposed participation, while Menshevik-SR strength held firm at 2,000. 
Popular support for the Bolshevik program rose on the eve of the July days, 
and this was reflected, to a limited extent, in the Petrograd Soviet; thus on 
June 20 a moderate socialist resolution endorsing the Kerensky offensive 
received 271 negative votes, with 39 abstentions. 23 But the August 31 ses
sion marked the first occasion on which a clear majority of the deputies 
present voted with the Bolsheviks on any political issue. 

Adoption of the Kamenev resolution, which embodied a fundamental 
reorientation of priorities and goals, necessitated reorganization of the entire 
Petrograd Soviet leadership, a factor of immense subsequent importance to 
the development of the revolution. In the short run, however, inasmuch as 
the direct authority of the Petrograd Soviet was limited to the capital, the 
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still uncertain decision of the All-Russian Executive Committees on the 
government question was naturally of more far-reaching significance. Re
sponsibility for the immediate fate of the government was in their hands. 

The All-Russian Executive Committees resumed their discussion of the 
government question late on the evening of September 1, at about the time 
Kerensky announced the creation of a Directory. 24 Yet, despite the popular 
desire for a reorientation of Soviet politics which passage of the Bolshevik 
resolution in the Petrograd Soviet represented, and the fact that Kerensky, 
in announcing the formation of the Directory, had presented the Executive 
Committees with a fait accompli, the continuing reluctance of the moderate 
socialists to break altogether with the existing regime was established from 
the outset. A procession of leading Mensheviks and SRs, among them 
Skobelev and Bogdanov, spoke against the Bolshevik position and urged 
that the existing government be supported, at least until the Democratic 
State Conference. 

The right Menshevik Mark Liber ridiculed the very notion that the 
democracy could go it alone, declaring: "The Kadets have been thrown 
from the chariot, but let us take heed lest we end up in it by ourselves." 
Avksentiev actually hailed the Directory and asked that it be supported in 
every way possible. Chernov declared emphatically that no SR would join a 
government which included Kadets; he did not, however, dismiss the pos
sibility of forming a coalition with representatives of other bourgeois cir
cles. Sergei Znamensky, on behalf of the Trudoviks, also defended the 
principle of coalition, insisting: "We should not create a purely socialist 
ministry .... There are social and political groups apart from the Kadets 
that can walk arm in arm with us." 

Besides the Bolsheviks, only Martov adopted a significantly more radical 
stance; he espoused the creation of an all-socialist ministry responsible to a 
democratic parliament. 

Riazanov and Kamenev attempted to rebut the moderate socialists. With 
reference to a comment made earlier by Skobelev, Riazanov remarked: 

It has been argued there that the mood in Petrograd is not representative 
of the rest of Russia. But people in the provinces watch what is going on in 
Petrograd closely . . . and when we tighten the noose around the neck of 
the counterrevolution, there is no doubt we will find broad support among 
them. . . . If one rejects coalition with the Kadets, we are left with the 
commercial, industrial, and banking circles, which, as is now evident, 
nourished the yellow press. . . . It is high time to take into consideration 
the fact that the soviets represent the majority of the Russian people. . . . 
Let the soviets select a Provisional Government responsible to them which 
would lead the country to a quick convocation of the Constituent Assem
bly. Only the Constituent Assembly can conclude peace, enact necessary 
reforms, and bring us closer to a socialist restructuring of society. 
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For his part, Kamenev, referring to the announcement of a Directory, 
complained acidly that the Executive Committees "have been hit with 
another blow from Kerensky. Their significance has been reduced to noth
ing .... I would hope," he continued, "that you will repel this blow as 
you repelled Kornilov's attack. . . . Political duty demands that we declare 
that this government is not intended to serve the needs of the democracy 
but of Kerensky .... We see in what has occurred the consequences of a 
regime based on personal dictatorship and total irresponsibility. The pro
letariat, peasantry, and army must state that there is no place for this in the 
Russian revolution." 

Tsereteli attempted to counter these arguments with the comment that 
"we are convening a broad democratic conference . . . and if it turns out 
that apart from us there are no other vital elements in the country, we will 
take power into our own hands." This was as close as Tsereteli and his 
supporters were to come toward acknowledging the possibility of forming 
an exclusively socialist government. 

In the early-morning hours of September 2 the exhausted deputies voted 
upon and rejected the declarations of both the Bolsheviks and Menshevik
lnternationalists and adopted, instead, a resolution sponsored jointly by the 
Mensheviks and SRs. The approved resolution endorsed the early convoca
tion of a Democratic State Conference to arrive at a final decision on the 
government question and, in the meantime, called for continued support of 
the existing regime as formed by Kerensky. 25 

Although in retrospect the Executive Committees' decision to go along, 
temporarily, with the Directory appears to have been a particularly fateful 
step, it would obviously have been very difficult for the moderate socialists 
to have acted otherwise. Support for the course proposed by the Bolsheviks 
would have required the Mensheviks and SRs to repudiate their policies of 
the preceding six months and abandon their ideal of creating a democratic 
government representing all classes. It would have signified willingness on 
their part to form a new political regime and to take full responsibility for 
maintaining civil order, administering the economy, providing essential 
food and fuel supplies and services, and satisfying mounting mass demands 
for immediate social reform and peace; further, adoption of the Bolshevik 
resolution would have indicated the moderate socialists' readiness to at
tempt these tasks without the help of, indeed faced with certain opposition 
from, liberal political leaders, industrialists, and large landowners, as well 
as the military command. Finally, for the Mensheviks and SRs to have 
united with the Bolsheviks, as Kamenev and Riazanov eloquently advo
cated, would have meant forming an alliance with elements of dubious re
liability whose political goals were often less compatible with their own 
than were those of the liberal bourgeoisie. If one takes into consideration 
the Bolsheviks' past behavior, coupled with the German military threat and 
the prevailing economic and social chaos, it is perhaps not so difficult to 
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understand why the main body of Mensheviks and SRs, despite their by 
now almost universal disdain for Kerensky, resisted popular pressures for 
an immediate change in government. 

The political effects of the Kornilov experience were enormous. For the 
time being, the rightist movement was, of course, shattered. Kornilov, the 
darling of the right, was under house arrest in Mogilev. Because of their 
behavior both before and during the crisis, the Kadets were widely sus
pected, to some extent unfairly, of having been in league with Kornilov. In 
the aftermath of the affair, they were temporarily excluded from the 
cabinet, much maligned, and deeply demoralized. Miliukov and Kokoshkin 
departed for the Crimea "as if fleeing arrest," Maklakov became ambassador 
to France, and numerous other Kadets retreated to their summer homes in 
the country. Kadet politics virtually ground to a half. 26 

Because of internal disputes in regard to the nature and makeup of the 
future government, the Mensheviks and SRs were scarcely in better shape. 
Fundamental differences of opinion on the key political issues of the day 
among leading Mensheviks emerged with particular clarity at a meeting of 
the Bureau of the Central Executive Committee on September 4. In the 
course of an acrimonious debate on the goals of the Democratic State Con
ference, scheduled to open in mid-September, the defensist Bogdanov 
joined the Menshevik-Internationalists Martov and Sukhanov in arguing the 
case for the formation of an exclusively "democratic" regime. The coming 
conference must be turned into a Constituent Assembly for the democracy, 
insisted Bogdanov, and the government formed there made responsible to 
the conference. 

Such ideas seemed preposterous to Chkheidze, the Central Executive 
Committee chairman. Along with Liber, he underscored the importance of 
including at least some representatives of propertied elements in any future 
government, as well as at the Democratic State Conference. Dan and 
Tsereteli took a middle position between the Bogdanov and Chkheidze fac
tions, acknowledging that the primary purpose of the conference was to 
arrive at a definitive solution to the government question and expressing 
readiness to abide by the conference's decision on the matter, whatever it 
might be. Tsereteli, who personally preferred a coalition, voiced regret that 
an assembly of all the "democratic" groups to be represented at the confer
ence had not been convened earlier, adding that "if the vote is for a soviet 
regime, then we can risk it. "27 

Similar arguments were also tearing the SRs apart at this time. Thus, 
while a still-influential conservative SR faction headed by Avksentiev in
sisted on the necessity of preserving a broadly representative coalition gov
ernment including Kadets, the former minister of agriculture, Chernov, 
wanted nothing more to do with the Kadets. Yet Chernov was equally op
posed to the idea of an exclusively socialist government, sharing with many 
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right Mensheviks the hope of attracting into the cabinet representatives of 
the bourgeoisie, excepting the Kadets, who would be willing to cooperate 
with socialists in realizing a meaningful reform program. 28 Meanwhile, well 
to the left of Chernov was an increasingly vocal and powerful Left SR 
faction, now almost an independent party, which adamantly rejected any 
kind of coalition with the bourgeoisie. During the second week in Sep
tember, the Left SRs gained control of the local SR committee in 
Petrograd;29 simultaneously they launched a campaign for the convocation 
of a national Congress of Soviets and the creation of a homogeneous 
socialist government responsible to the democracy. 30 The SR organization, 
to use Oliver Radkey's words, "had entered the final stage of dis
integration. "31 

Not surprisingly, the Kornilov affair also made a shambles of whatever 
modest success Kerensky had achieved since early July in restoring gov
ernmental authority and strengthening the army. The soviets, now dis
tinctly more radical in outlook, emerged from the crisis with their popular
ity among the masses immeasurably enhanced. Revolutionary Russia was 
more widely saturated than ever before with competing grass roots political 
organizations and revolutionary committees. Workers had become more 
militant and better organized, and significant numbers of them had ob
tained weapons. At the same time, democratic committees in the army, by vir
tue of their leading role in organizing soldiers against the Kornilov move
ment, were rejuvenated. Within the Petrograd garrison, control of many 
regimental committees passed from more moderate elements into the hands 
of the Bolsheviks. 32 Whatever moral authority officers still possessed among 
the troops was badly damaged by the Kornilov experience. During the first 
half of September a second purge of officers suspected of harboring coun
terrevolutionary sentiments was carried out in many units, and, in the 
meantime, the execution of even the simplest orders became very 
difficult. 33 

The government endeavored to reverse these developments. On Sep
tember 1, for instance, Kerensky issued a directive to all military command
ers, commissars, and army organizations to put a halt to political activity 
among the troops, but the order seems to have had no discernible impact. 
Three days later Kerensky published a decree dissolving all ad hoc rev
olutionary committees established during the Kornilov crisis, which in
cluded the Committee for Struggle Against the Counterrevolution. 34 The 
decree served merely to exacerbate relations between Kerensky and the 
Soviet leadership. No sooner had the order become public than the Com
mittee for Struggle went into session (this in itself an act of civil disobedi
ence) and adopted a carefully worded resolution expressing confidence that, 
in view of the still-threatening situation, all local revolutionary committees 
would continue to operate with their previous energy and restraint. 35 

While the government strived in vain to cope with these difficulties, the 
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disintegration of the economy continued apace. In Petrograd the prob
lems of unemployment, food and fuel shortages, and inflation now became 
significantly more acute. During these days as well, Kerensky's personal 
reputation was virtually destroyed. To the defeated right, it appeared that 
because of either personal ambition or lack of courage Kerensky had be
trayed Kornilov. Meanwhile, to the left and to the masses of Petrograd 
workers and soldiers, it appeared that Kerensky was part and parcel of the 
counterrevolution. In a valuable unpublished memoir, Woytinsky, then 
commissar of the northern front, focused attention on this factor, recalling 
that every soldier knew that the conflict between Kerensky and Kornilov 
had been preceded by negotiations between them, and that discussed in 
these negotiations were the imposition of capital punishment, the curbing of 
soldiers' committees, the return of power to officers, in short, a return to 
the ways of the "old regime." Consequently, to the average soldier, the 
Kornil1Wshchina appeared as a conspiracy against himself and against the rev
olution on the part of the military high command and Kerensky. 36 

Among the competitors for power in 1917, then, it is clear that the win
ners in the Kornilov affair were the Bolsheviks. The defeat of Kornilov 
testified to the great potential power of the left and demonstrated once again 
the enormous attraction of the Bolshevik program. Yet it seems questiona
ble to argue, as some do, that Kornilov's defeat made Lenin's victory inevi
table. The mass mood was not specifically Bolshevik in the sense of 
reflecting a desire for a Bolshevik government. As the flood of post
Kornilov political resolutions revealed, Petrograd soldiers, sailors, and 
workers were attracted more than ever by the goal of creating a soviet gov
ernment uniting all socialist elements. And in their eyes the Bolsheviks 
stood for soviet power-for soviet democracy. In any case, the July upris
ing and the subsequent reaction had demonstrated the risks inherent in rely
ing on the mood of the masses. Moreover, the entire history of the party 
from the February revolution on suggested the potential for programmatic 
discord and disorganized activity existing within Bolshevik ranks. So that 
whether the party would somehow find the strength of will, organizational 
discipline, and sensitivity to the complexities of the fluid and possibly ex
plosive prevailing situation requisite for it to take power was, at this point, 
still very much an open question. 



·10· 
II ALL POWER 

TO THE SOVIETS!" 

T hrough these last critical days of August Lenin remained underground 
in Helsingfors, the capital of Finland. In Finland, part of the Russian 

empire since 1809, national aspirations complicated and greatly intensified 
the ferment which followed the collapse of the tsarist regime. Helsingfors 
was also the main base of the Baltic Fleet, within which the Bolsheviks 
were especially active and influential. As elsewhere in Russia, political and 
social antagonism and popular support for extreme left programs rose 
sharp! y in Finland in the late summer and early fall of 1917. The Third 
Regional Congress of Soviets of the Army, Fleet, and Workers in Finland, 
which met in Helsingfors on September 9-12, elected a permanent execu
tive committee (the Regional Executive Committee of the Army, Fleet, and 
Workers in Finland) made up almost exclusively of Bolsheviks and Left 
SRs. Under the chairmanship of the ultraradical Bolshevik Ivar Smilga, this 
committee proclaimed itself the highest political authority in Finland. 

During his stay in Helsingfors, Lenin had some contact with local social 
democratic leaders. And it seems that the strength of the left and the in
creasingly explosive political situation in Finland helped to shape his think
ing about the further development of the revolution generally. But for the 
most part Lenin remained absorbed by revolutionary politics in Petrograd. 
Shortly after the move from Razliv to Finland on August 9 he had been 
able to arrange fairly reliable communications with the Central Committee, 
as well as delivery of newspapers from Petrograd, which usually arrived 
toward evening the day after publication. Apart from devouring and 
reflecting on the news, he seems to have divided his time between 
completing The State and Revolution and writing political commentaries for 
the Bolshevik press. 1 

Lenin first learned of General Kornilov's threat to Petrograd on August 
28. Not until late on the twenty-ninth did he obtain the previous day's 
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papers containing initial substantial accounts of the developing crisis. Even 
then, he had not received copies of the Bolshevik Rabochii, so that he was 
almost completely in the dark regarding his party's behavior. Nonetheless, 
on the morning of the thirtieth, as he anxiously awaited further news from 
Petrograd, he drafted a letter formulating tactical recommendations to the 
Central Committee which foreshadowed a significant, albeit temporary, shift 
in outlook on the development of the revolution. Lenin's initial response to 
the threat of a rightist dictatorship was that the existing political situation 
had suddenly been fundamentally altered and that the tactics of the party 
would have to be revised accordingly. No longer did he dismiss rumors of a 
counterrevolutionary conspiracy as "a carefully thought out ploy on the part 
of the Mensheviks and SRs," as he had during the Moscow Conference. 
Instead, Lenin urged Bolsheviks to join in the fight against Kornilov. Re
maining silent on the crucial question of how closely it was permissible for 
party members to cooperate with majority socialists in defense prepara
tions, he cautioned merely that Bolsheviks ought neither to support 
Kerensky directly nor, for the time being, to seek to overthrow him. 
Rather, they were to use every opportunity to expose Kerensky's weak
nesses and shortcomings and to apply pressure on the government to fulfill 
such "partial demands" as the arrest of Miliukov, the arming of workers, the 
summoning of naval forces to Petrograd, the dissolution of the State Duma, 
the legislation of land transfers to the peasants, and the introduction of 
workers' control in the factories. 

Both the tacit acceptance of coordination with other groups to combat 
Kornilov and the emphasis on applying pressure for the fulfillment of "par
tial demands" were departures from Lenin's previous insistence that the 
Bolsheviks remain aloof from the Mensheviks and SRs and that the 
organization of the direct seizure of power by the proletariat at the earliest 
possible date was the party's primary task. As we have seen, this was pre
cisely the position adopted during the last days of August by most party 
leaders in Petrograd. Lenin's unexpected approval of their course of action 
was reflected in a postscript which he added to his letter to the Central 
Committee late on the evening of the thirtieth, after receiving a new batch 
of papers from Petrograd, including copies of Rabochii. "Having read six 
issues of Rabochii after this was written," he appended, "I must say our 
views fully coincide. "2 

The shift in Lenin's thinking that followed the outbreak of the Kornilov 
affair was even more pronounced in an article, "On Compromises," which 
he wrote on September I and which was received in Petrograd two days 
later. Indeed, it is difficult to interpret this essay as anything other than a 
retreat from the major assumptions underlying Lenin's directives to the 
Sixth Congress-the demise of the soviets as revolutionary institutions, the 
irrevocable bankruptcy of the Mensheviks and SRs, and the absolute neces
sity for the seizure of power by force. Stimulated by Kerensky's obvious 
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weakness and isolation, impressed by the power demonstrated by the 
soviets in the struggle against Kornilov, and intrigued by the apparent 
growth of hostility to further collaboration with the Kadets among Men
sheviks and SRs, Lenin now endorsed the possibility of returning to the 
"peaceful" pre-July tactical program urged all along by party moderates. 
Specifically, he proposed a compromise with the majority socialists which 
went roughly as follows: For the time being the Bolsheviks would give up 
their demand for the transfer of power to a government made up of rep
resentatives of the proletariat and poorer peasantry and officially return to 
the pre-July slogan "All Power to the Soviets." In return, the Mensheviks 
and SRs would take power into their own hands and form a government 
responsible to the Soviet. Political power would be transferred to local 
soviets everywhere in Russia. The Bolsheviks would remain outside the 
government and would be guaranteed full freedom to campaign on behalf of 
their own program. In essence, "On Compromises" was an expression of 
readiness to forego the use of armed force and instead to compete for power 
within the soviets by political means if the Mensheviks and SRs broke with 
the bourgeoisie. Lenin now maintained that such a course "could in all 
probability secure the peaceful advance of the whole revolution, and pro
vide exceptionally good chances for great strides in the world movement 
towards peace and the victory of socialism." 

On September 3, as Lenin was about to send "On Compromises" to Pet
rograd, he learned of the creation of the Directory, of the fundamental 
reluctance of a majority of moderate socialists to sanction the formation of 
an exclusively socialist government, and, to the contrary, of their efforts to 
organize a new coalition cabinet with representatives of the bourgeoisie 
from outside the Kadet Party. Under the influence of these reports, Lenin 
added a brief postscript to "On Compromises" in which he observed pes
simistically: "After reading today's [Sunday's] papers, I say to myself: 
perhaps it is already too late to offer a compromise. . . . Yes, to all appear
ances, the day when by chance the path of peaceful development became 
possible has already passed. "3 

Yet even now Lenin did not wholly abandon the idea of a peaceful 
course. During the first week and a half of September, his interest in a 
possible "compromise" was evidently kept at least partially alive by continu
ing, well-publicized wrangling within Menshevik and SR ranks regarding a 
future government, and festering antipathy between Kerensky and the 
moderate socialist leadership of the Soviet, as reflected, for example, in the 
stubborn resistance of the Committee for Struggle to government attempts 
at dissolving revolutionary committees created during the Kornilov crisis. 
At any rate, Lenin returned to the question of a possible compromise with 
the moderates and the nonviolent development of the revolution in three 
subsequent articles of this period: "The Tasks of the Revolution," "The 
Russian Revolution and Civil War," and "One of the Fundamental Ques
tions of the Revolution. "4 
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In "The Tasks of the Revolution," written around September 6 although 
not published until the end of September, Lenin elaborated in some detail 
on the political scheme that he had first proposed in "On Compromises." 
"By seizing full power," he contended, "the soviets could still today-and 
this is probably their last chance-insure the peaceful development of the 
revolution, peaceful elections of deputies by the people, and a peaceful 
struggle of parties inside the soviets. "5 

In "One of the Fundamental Questions of the Revolution," written a day 
or two later (but published on September 14), Lenin expounded upon the 
supreme importance of state power in the development of any revolution 
and the new significance which he attached to the immediate transfer of "all 
power to the soviets": 

The question of power cannot be evaded or brushed aside because it is the 
key question determining everything in a revolution's development. . . . 
The whole issue at present is whether the petty-bourgeois democrats have 
learned anything during these great, exceptionally eventful, six months. 
If not, then the revolution is lost, and only a victorious uprising of the pro
letariat can save it. If they have learned something, the establishment of a 
stable, unwavering power must be begun immediately .... Only soviet 
power could be stable and not be overthrown even-in the stormiest months 
of the stormiest revolution. Only this power could insure a continuous and 
broad development of the revolution, a peaceful struggle of parties within 
the soviets. 

Directing his attention to the Mensheviks and SRs Lenin went on to 
explain the meaning of the slogan "All Power to the Soviets" as he had 
resurrected it in "On Compromises": 

The slogan "Power to the Soviets" is very often incorrectly interpreted 
to mean a "cabinet of the parties of the Soviet majority." ... [Not so.] 
"Power to the Soviets" means radically reshaping the entire old state ap
paratus, that bureaucratic apparatus which hampers everything demo
cratic. It means removing this apparatus and substituting for it a new pop
ular one, i.e., a truly democratic apparatus of soviets, i.e., the organized 
and armed majority of the people-the workers, soldiers, and peasants. 
It means allowing the majority of the people initiative and independence 
not only in the election of deputies, but also in state administration, in ef
fecting reforms and various other changes. 

Only a soviet regime, he suggested, would possess the courage and deci
siveness to institute a grain monopoly, impose effective controls over pro
duction and distribution, restrict the issue of paper money, insure a fair 
exchange of grain for manufactured goods, etc.-all measures required by 
the unprecedented burdens and hardships of the war and the unparalleled 
economic dislocation and danger of famine. Such a government, "steering a 
firm course," he explained, would in effect be the "dictatorship of the pro
letariat and poorer peasantry" whose necessity he had pointed to in the 
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"April Theses." This government would deal forcefully with Kornilov and 
his cohorts and would complete the democratization of the army at once. 
Lenin assured his readers that two days after its creation, 99 percent of the 
army would be enthusiastic supporters of this dictatorship. It would give 
land to the peasants and full power to the local peasant committees, and 
hence would be certain of peasant support. Only a strong, popularly based 
government, Lenin contended, would be capable of smashing the resistance 
of the capitalists, displaying truly supreme courage and determination in 
the exercise of power, and securing the enthusiastic, selfless, and heroic 
support of the masses both in the army and among the peasants. Im
mediately transferring power to the soviets, he insisted, was the only way 
to make further progress gradual, peaceful, and smooth. 6 

In "The Russian Revolution and Civil War," the last essay of the series, 
probably completed on September 9 (and published on September 16), 
Lenin sought to allay the fears of the moderate socialists that breaking with 
the bourgeoisie would precipitate a bloody civil war, arguing that, to the 
contrary, the growing indignation and bitterness of the masses insured that 
further dalliance in the creation of a soviet government would make inevita
ble a workers' uprising and a civil war which, while bloody and to be 
avoided if at all possible, would in any case result in the triumph of the 
proletariat. "Only the immediate transfer of all power to the soviets would 
make civil war in Russia impossible," he explained. "A civil war begun by 
the bourgeoisie against an alliance of the Bolsheviks with the Socialist Rev
olutionaries and Mensheviks, against the soviets of workers', soldiers', and 
peasants' deputies, is inconceivable: such a 'war' would not last even until 
the first battle." In support of this line of reasoning, Lenin pointed to the 
helplessness of the bourgeoisie during the Kornilov affair. At that time, he 
declared, the alliance of Bolsheviks, SRs and Mensheviks "scored a victory 
over the counterrevolution with an ease heretofore never achieved in any 
revolution. "7 

It is indicative of the spmt of freewheeling debate within the Bolshevik 
organization in 1917 that even Lenin's new moderation was not accepted 
without opposition. By the time "On Compromises" was received by Bol
shevik leaders in Petrograd, the All-Russian Executive Committees had 
formally rejected the Bolsheviks' August 31 declaration. To the editors of 
Rabochii put', the kind of "compromise" envisioned by Lenin seemed im
practicable. One member of the editorial board, Grigorii Sokolnikov, later 
recalled that "On Compromises" was initially rejected for publication. 
Upon Lenin's insistence, the decision was reconsidered, and the article was 
published on September 6. 8 

Objections to the views expressed in "On Compromises" also emerged 
among members of the consistently militant Bolshevik Moscow Regional 
Bureau9 and among some of the more radical leaders of the Petersburg 
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Committee, who, having rallied to Lenin's side on the question of breaking 
with the moderate socialists entirely and preparing for an eventual indepen
dent armed seizure of power at the Sixth Congress little more than four 
weeks earlier, were clearly dumbfounded by this latest abrupt shift in 
Lenin's outlook. Such a reaction on the part of some local leaders in Petro
grad emerged during an evaluation of the "current moment" by the Peters
burg Committee on September 7, the day after the publication of "On 
Compromises. " 10 

Representing the Petersburg Committee's Executive Commission, the 
outspoken Slutsky opened this discussion. While accepting Lenin's conten
tion that the masses and the moderate socialists had been pushed leftward 
and that to some extent even the soviets had been rejuvenated by the Kor
nilov experience, he rebelled at the thought of rapprochement with the Men
sheviks and SRs, arguing that the party's main tasks were to restrain the 
masses from premature action and to prepare to use the soviets as combat 
centers in the seizure of power. 11 Later in the discussion, responding to 
arguments upholding Lenin's point of view, Slutsky again took the floor. 
"As in the factories, so among the poverty-stricken peasants, we see move
ment leftward," he declared. "For us to consider compromise now is ludi
crous. No compromises! ... Our revolution is not like those which oc
curred in the West. Ours is a proletarian revolution. Our task is to clarify 
our position and to prepare unconditionally for a military clash." In a sim
ilar vein, G. F. Kolmin, an independent thinker who had been among 
the party's hotheads in July, rejected the idea that the soviets and the 
Mensheviks and SRs had somehow been fundamentally transformed by 
the Kornilov affair. "Their leftward swing," he insisted, "does not give 
us reason to believe the soviets will take a revolutionary path. Our position 
should stay the same. Our goal is not to go arm in arm with the Soviet 
leaders, but to try to tear more revolutionary elements away from them and 
mobilize them behind us." Interestingly, the remarks of the Central 
Committee's representative to the Petersburg Committee, Bubnov, seemed 
closer to the sentiments of Slutsky and Kolmin thap to the ideas expressed 
by Lenin in "On Compromises." 

It is difficult to gauge the extent of such feelings among members of the 
Petersburg Committee at this time because the discussion of the current 
moment at the September 7 meeting ended without the adoption of a reso
lution. In any case, as in the pre-July period, a peaceful course was compat
ible in the short run with the programmatic views both of right Bolsheviks 
like Kamenev-who considered Russia unprepared for a socialist revolu
tion, and for the time being looked no further than to the construction of a 
broadly based, exclusively socialist coalition government, including Bol
sheviks, creation of a democratic republic, and the convocation of the Con
stituent Assembly-and of those like Lenin, Trotsky, and local-level Bol
shevik leaders in Petrograd, to whom transfer of power to the soviets and a 
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Menshevik-SR government were seen as a transitory stage in the develop
ment of the socialist revolution, one which would quickly lead to the estab
lishment of a dictatorship of the proletariat and poorer peasantry. It is clear 
that among a majority of the Central Committee the course proposed by 
Lenin struck a responsive chord. And, under the Central Committee's direc
tion, the Petrograd Bolsheviks during the first weeks in September concen
trated less on deepening the gulf between them and the moderates, or pre
paring the masses for an early armed seizure of power in the spirit of 
Lenin's directives to the Sixth Congress, than on tasks consistent with the 
possibility of a peaceful development of the revolution. In particular, they 
devoted their energies to winning the support of still-wavering elements in 
the Menshevik-SR camp to the principle of breaking completely with the 
bourgeoisie, further expanding and consolidating the party's influence in 
mass organizations (most importantly in the Petrograd Soviet), and assuring 
the largest possible party representation in the coming Democratic State 
Conference, now scheduled for mid-September and designated by the Men
sheviks and SRs as the forum in which the question of coalition and the 
nature of a new government would be finally settled. 

For the Bolsheviks, competition for influence in the Petrograd Soviet re
quired particular attention. Less than half of those eligible to vote in the 
Soviet had been present for the sensational August 31 session at which a 
majority voted support for the Bolshevik political program. A high percent
age of the absent deputies were soldiers (among whom SR influence had 
been very great heretofore), then still occupying defensive positions outside 
the capital. Thus it is not surprising that the moderate socialists played 
down the import of the August 31 Bolshevik triumph and looked to its early 
reversal. 

The issue that SR-Menshevik strategists picked for a direct test of relative 
strength in the soviet was the future makeup of the Petrograd Soviet's Pre
sidium. From its inception in March, the Presidium had been composed 
exclusively of Mensheviks and SRs. Among its members were Chkheidze, 
Tsereteli, Chernov, Dan, Skobelev, Gots, and Anisimov-the moderates' 
best known and most authoritative public figures. These luminaries now 
declared their intention of resigning en masse if the vote of August 31 was 
not formally repudiated and the old leadership given a vote of confidence. 
This strategy put the Bolsheviks in a perilous position because it was possi
ble, even likely, that they could not command enough votes to win such a 
contest of personal prestige. Yet a reversal of the August 31 vote and a 
pledge of confidence in the Mensheviks and SRs would mean a serious set
back in the party's recently successful drive for broader mass support. 

To avoid the possibility of such a defeat, the Bolsheviks attempted to 
diffuse the political significance of the vote on the Presidium by focusing 
attention on procedural matters. Specifically, they argued that it was unfair 
for the Presidium to be composed, as it had been in the past, exclusively of 
representatives of the majority. Instead of choosing between opposing polit-
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ical programs and in effect letting the winners form the Presidium, as the 
moderates proposed, the Bolsheviks suggested that the democratic proce
dure would be to reconstruct the Presidium on a proportional basis, adding 
an appropriate number of members from previously unrepresented groups. 
This plan appeared quite reasonable to the many deputies who leaned to 
the left but who might be reluctant to side with the Bolsheviks at the cost of 
wholly repudiating their own leaders. 12 In a effort to appeal to these waver
ing deputies, Kamenev, arguing before the Petrograd Soviet in favor of 
proportional representation, declared: "If coalition with the Kadets was ac
ceptable to the Mensheviks and SRs at the Moscow State Conference, 
surely they can engage in coalition politics with the Bolsheviks in this 
organ." 

The crucial test vote on procedures for the reorganization of the Pre
sidium took place at the start of the Petrograd Soviet session on September 
9. The Bolshevik position received a narrow majority. 13 Lenin was subse
quently to criticize the Bolshevik leadership in the Soviet for championing 
proportional representation in the elections to the Presidium, viewing their 
action as merely another instance of his followers accepting an unnecessary 
degree of cooperation with other socialist groups at the expense of their own 
goals. The soundness of the proportional representation tactic, however, 
was borne out later at the same session when debate on another Bolshevik 
proposal revealed that the Bolsheviks did not yet have a dependable major
ity in the Petrograd Soviet. In this case, changes proposed by the Bol
sheviks in the basis upon which soldiers were to be represented in the 
Soviet were opposed by a majority, and the Bolsheviks were forced to 
withdraw their resolution at the last minute to avoid its certain defeat. 14 

Ultimately the party's sensitive strategy in the Petrograd Soviet worked 
to Bolshevik advantage. When the results of the September 9 vote on pro
portional representation were announced, the majority socialists who had 
comprised the old Presidium walked out in a huff, and on September 25 the 
leadership of the Petrograd Soviet was completely reorganized. Making up 
the new Presidium were two SRs, one Menshevik, and four Bolsheviks 
(Trotsky, Kamenev, Rykov, and Fedorov); Trotsky replaced Chkheidze as 
chairman. 15 

Concurrently, the Bolshevik leadership was also devoting considerable 
attention to preparations for the Democratic State Conference. In a cable of 
September 4 to thirty-seven subordinate party committees throughout the 
country and in a follow-up letter the next day, the party leadership had 
underlined the significance of a strong representation at the conference; Bol
sheviks were advised to become thoroughly familiar with the makeup of the 
conference and, wherever possible, to work for the election of party mem
bers. All delegates elected with Bolshevik support were to report to the 
headquarters of the Bolshevik Soviet fraction at Smolny for orientation im
mediately upon arrival in the capital. 16 

Hopes that the Democratic State Conference would repudiate coalition 
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politics and initiate steps to form a new, exclusively socialist government 
were dealt a blow with the announcement of the conference's composition. 
Workers', soldiers', and peasants' soviets; municipal dumas; army commit
tees; trade unions; and a dozen lesser institutions were to be represented at 
the conference by some 1, 198 delegates. But the proportion of seats allotted 
to urban workers' and soldiers' soviets and trade unions, institutions in 
which the Bolsheviks were strongest, was low in comparison with the rep
resentation given rural peasant soviets, zemstvos, and cooperatives, still 
dominated by the moderates. 

Even so, the Bolsheviks did not completely give up the hope that the 
conference might create a socialist government. At a meeting on September 
13 the Central Committee assigned Trotsky, Kamenev, Stalin, Miliutin, 
and Rykov to draw up an appropriate platform for presentation to the 
conference. 17 Based in part on Lenin's writings of early September, the 
resulting platform was predicated on the assumption that a peaceful de
velopment of the revolution was still possible and that a revolutionary gov
ernment could and should be created by the conference. 18 Like Lenin's "On 
Compromises," the Bolshevik platform for the Democratic State Confer
ence was basically an appeal to previous supporters of coalition politics to 
break definitively with the bourgeoisie, and an expression of faith in the 
soviets as organs of revolutionary government. The platform declared 
bluntly that the Bolsheviks had not tried to take power against the or
ganized will of the majority of the working masses and would not. In lan
guage similar to Lenin's, it was affirmed that with full freedom of agitation 
and the continuous renovation of the soviets from below, the struggle for 
influence and power would take place within the soviets. 19 At the same 
time the platform differed from "On Compromises" in not specifically ex
cluding the possibility that the Bolsheviks would participate in a soviet 
government;20 this appears to have been the result of Kamenev's influence. 

On the eve of the Democratic State Conference it became apparent that 
the extreme left's apprehension regarding the probable composition of the 
conference was well founded. Of the arriving delegates willing to declare a 
political preference, 532 turned out to be SRs (of whom 71 were Left SRs), 
530 were Mensheviks (of whom 56 were Internationalists), 5 5 were Popular 
Socialists, and 17 affirmed that they had no specific party affiliation. Only 
134 were Bolsheviks. 21 

Still, in preliminary discussions at individual party caucuses and at meet
ings of delegates by institutional affiliation it was immediately revealed that 
on the crucial question of further coalition with nonsocialist parties there 
was no consensus among the moderates; the major divisions over this issue 
which had first appeared in the wake of the Kornilov crisis had, if anything, 
deepened. The uneasiness of many Menshevik and SR leaders previously 
loyal to the Provisional Government was voiced by the Menshevik Bog
danov, who commented on the opening day of the conference: "At this 
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terrible time we must recognize without equivocation that we don't have a 
governmental authority; we have had a continuous reshuffling of the 
cabinet, governmental leapfrog in no way distinguishable from that of 
tsarist times. The result of these never-ending ministerial switches has been 
total ineffectiveness, for which we ourselves are responsible. . . . It is pain
ful for me as a supporter of coalition to say so, but I must acknowledge that 
the main cause of this governmental paralysis has been the coalition charac
ter of the cabinet. "22 

Thus, as the Democratic State Conference got underway, there were at 
least a few encouraging signs for Bolshevik leaders in Petrograd who still 
held out hope that a majority of delegates might vote to break with 
Kerensky and create a homogeneous socialist government. This lingering 
hope was voiced by Zinoviev in a front-page editorial titled "Our Triumph 
and Our Tasks," published in the September 13 issue of Rabochii put' and no 
doubt circulated among the arriving delegates: 

The chief question now confronting every revolutionary is whether or 
not there remain possibilities for the peaceful development of the revolu
tion and what needs to be done to strengthen these possibilities. And it is 
necessary to answer that any such possibilities hinge on the adoption of a 
specific compromise, a definite agreement between the working class, once 
and for all following our party, and the masses who make up the petty 
bourgeois democracy and who follow the SRs and Mensheviks. . . . An 
agreement with the petty bourgeois democracy is desirable and, under 
conditions which are well known, possible! ... The All-Russian Confer
ence convening shortly could still open the way for such a peaceful 
outcome. 23 

The Democratic State Conference opened in the Alexandrinsky Theater, 
now the Pushkin Theater, on the night of September 14. The famous old 
hall, its loges, orchestra, and balconies crammed with delegates from all 
over Russia, took on an appearance quite unknown in tsarist days. The red 
plush upholstery of the seats and boxes blended with the crimson sea of 
revolutionary banners. Onstage the curtains were raised to reveal a set de
picting a large hall with several doors flanked by artificial junipers and 
palms. The conference presidium was seated behind a long, narrow table 
extending across the stage; before the table stood a lectern draped with red 
bunting and bearing a sign cautioning, "No Smoking!" 

The Bolsheviks' hopes for the creation of a new government at the 
Democratic State Conference were voiced in the formal opening address 
made in the party's behalf by Kamenev at the first conference session and in 
comments by Trotsky to a caucus of the Bolshevik delegation the following 
afternoon. In his lengthy speech, Kamenev declared that the record 
achieved by the various cabinets over the preceding six months made it 
impossible to retain any confidence in the policies proposed by Kerensky. 
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Kamenev insisted that conditions had deteriorated to such a tragic state that 
time for further experiments with coalition government had run out. The 
government's failure to squelch the counterrevolutionary movement in the 
army, as well as actions taken in regard to agriculture, food supply, and the 
conduct of foreign affairs, he argued, were errors not of this or that 
minister-socialist, but of the political influence of the bouregoisie as a class: 

There has not been a single revolution in which the realization of the ideals 
of the workers did not provoke the terror of counterrevolutionary forces . 
. . . If the democracy is unwilling to take power now, it must honestly 
tell itself: "We don't have confidence in our own powers and so you 
Burishkins and Kishkins 24 must come and take charge of us, we don't know 
how to do it." ... You can write a program to satisfy the working democracy 
but it is pure utopianism to believe that such a program would be pursued 
genuinely and honestly by the bourgeoisie. . . . The only possible course is 
for state power to be transferred to the democracy-not to the Soviet of 
Workers' and Soldiers' Deputies, but to that democracy which is well enough 
represented here. We must establish a new government and an institution to 
which that government must be responsible. 25 

Trotsky, in his orientation to Bolshevik delegates alone, explained that in so 
far as possible, their primary aim should be to convince the conference to 
reject coalition with the privileged classes and to take the organization of a 
new government into its own hands; if successful, this would be the first 
step in the transfer of power to the soviets. 26 

It is worth noting that while Kamenev was speaking out for the creation 
of a broad, democratic coalition government (reflective of the various groups 
invited to the Democratic State Conference) and against an exclusively 
soviet regime, Trotsky urged the transfer of full power to the soviets. This 
important distinction bespoke fundamentally different views on the de
velopment of the Russian revolution which were soon to erupt into one of 
the bitterest and most important internal controversies in the history of 
Bolshevism. In the context of the present discussion, however, the crucial 
point is that both Kamenev and Trotsky, along with most Petrograd 
Bolsheviks, viewed positively the work of the Democratic State Confer
ence and the prospects for peaceful development of the revolution. 

In view of the Bolsheviks' prevailing moderation at this time, and consid
ering that since early September Lenin himself had been lending encour
agement to such an approach, one can imagine the shock experienced by the 
top Bolshevik leadership when, on September 15, they received two letters 
written by Lenin between September 12 and 14 in which he completely 
abandoned the moderate positions embodied in "On Compromises" and 
summoned the Bolsheviks to take upon themselves the preparation of an 
immediate armed uprising. 
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There appear to have been a number of mutually supporting reasons for 
this outwardly dramatic shift. On the one hand, factors such as the strong 
position of the extreme left in Finland, the winning of majority support for 
the Bolshevik program in the Petrograd and Moscow soviets and in a 
number of other regional soviets, the massive expansion of social upheaval 
among land-hungry peasants in the countryside, the continuing disintegra
tion of the army at the front and the soldiers' increasingly insistent demands 
for immediate peace, and signs of revolutionary unrest in the German Fleet 
seem to have encouraged Lenin to hope that seizure of power by the Bol
sheviks would have strong support in the cities and would no longer be 
solidly opposed by the provinces and the front, and that the creation of a 
genuinely revolutionary government in Russia would serve as a catalyst for 
mass rebellions in other European countries. And, of course, as Lenin 
began to sense the possibility of a quick resolution to the problem of creat
ing an extreme left government, his interest in "compromise" with the 
moderate socialist parties cooled. On the other hand, somewhat contradic
torily, Lenin also seems to have become genuinely alarmed that the gov
ernment might somehow still manage to deflate the revolution by negotiat
ing a separate peace, surrendering Petrograd to the Germans, manipulating 
elections to the Constituent Assembly, or provoking a disorganized popular 
insurrection. He also seems to have worried that if the party delayed too 
long, it would begin to lose influence among the masses and become power
less to halt Russia's slide into complete anarchy. 

The first of Lenin's two explosive letters, this one addressed to the Cen
tral, Petersburg, and Moscow committees, began: "The Bolsheviks, having 
obtained a majority in the soviets of workers' and soldiers' deputies in both 
capitals, can and must take state power into their own hands. They can 
because the active majority of revolutionary elements in the two chief cities 
is large enough to carry the people with it, to overcome the opposition's 
resistance, to smash it, and to gain and retain power." The Democratic 
State Conference, he insisted, "represents not a majority of the revolution
ary people, but only the compromising upper strata of the petty bourgeoisie." 
Why was it necessary for the Bolsheviks to assume power "at this very 
moment"? Because, affirmed Lenin, "the impending surrender of Petrograd 
will make our chances a hundred times less favorable." Selecting the precise 
moment for the start of an uprising would be up to local leaders on the spot; 
what the top Bolshevik leadership had to do at once was to take advantage 
of the presence in Petrograd of what amounted to a party congress to set the 
task of organizing an "armed uprising in Petrograd and Moscow, the seizure 
of power, and the overthrow of the government." By taking power in Mos
cow and Petrograd at once (it didn't matter to him which came first), Lenin 
concluded, "we shall win absolutely and unquestionably. "27 

In his second letter, which bore the title "Marxism and Insurrection" and 
was addressed to the Central Committee alone, Lenin argued that "treating 
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insurrection as an art" was not Blanquism, as alleged by "present-day op
portunists," but a fundamental tenet of Marxism. To be successful, he 
wrote, insurrection had necessarily to rely not upon conspiracy or upon a 
party, but upon the proletariat, and it had to be based on a revolutionary 
upsurge of the people. A final condition was that a successful insurrection 
had to be timed to occur when the activity of the advanced ranks was at its 
height, while, on the other hand, vacillations within the enemy camp were 
strongest. Affirming that refusal to treat insurrection as an art once these 
preconditions existed was a "betrayal of Marxism and of the revolution," 
Lenin went on to explain why an immediate insurrection was the "order of 
the day." He contrasted the existing situation with conditions prevailing 
in July, observing that at that time the Bolsheviks had still lacked the sup
port of the proletariat; now, as a result of the persecution of the Bolsheviks 
and the Kornilov experience, the party had majorities in the soviets in both 
Moscow and Petrograd. In July there had been no countrywide revolution
ary upsurge, but such an upsurge had followed the Kornilov revolt. Fi
nally, earlier there had not been serious wavering among the Bolsheviks' 
enemies, while now there was a significant degree of vacillation. "We could 
not have retained power politically on July 3-4," Lenin concluded, 
"because before the Kornilov revolt, the army and the provinces could and 
would have marched against Petrograd. Now the picture is entirely differ
ent. . . . All the objective conditions exist for a successful insurrection." 

Toward the end of "Marxism and Insurrection," Lenin demanded that 
the Central Committee consolidate the Bolshevik group at the Democratic 
State Conference-"without fearing to leave the waverers in the waverers' 
camp." It was to draw up a brief declaration ("the briefer and the more 
trenchant the better") "emphasizing in no uncertain manner the irrelevance 
of long speeches and of 'speeches' in general, the need for immediate action 
to save the revolution, the absolute necessity for a complete break with the 
bourgeoisie, for the removal of the present government in its entirety . . . 
and for the immediate transfer of all power to revolutionary democrats, headed 
by the revolutionary proletariat." The Bolsheviks, "having read this declara
tion, and having appealed for decisions and not talk, for action and not 
resolution-writing," were to dispatch their "entire group to the factories and 
barracks." At the same time, treating insurrection in a Marxist way, as an 
art, and without losing a single moment, the Bolsheviks were to "organize a 
headquarters of insurgent detachments, distribute forces, move the reliable 
regiments to the most important points, surround the Alexandrinsky Thea
ter, occupy the Peter and Paul Fortress, [and] arrest the General Staff and 
the government." They were to "mobilize the armed workers and call them 
to fight the last desperate fight, occupy the telegraph and telephone ex
changes, establish headquarters in the central telephone exchange, and con
nect it by telephone with all the factories, regiments, and points of armed 
conflict. "28 
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Not surprisingly, the initial response of Bolshevik leaders in Petrograd to 
these messages was strongly reminiscent of the one which had been ac
corded Lenin's earlier "Letters from Afar." "We were all aghast," Bukharin 
was to recall a few years later. 29 Hastening from the Alexandrinsky Theater 
to their own headquarters, members of the Central Committee met in 
emergency secret session the evening of September 15 to discuss the letters. 
Present were not only those Central Committee members normally in Pet
rograd and responsible for the day-to-day direction of the party (that is, 
Bubnov, Dzerzhinsky, loffe, Miliutin, Sverdlov, Sokolnikov, Stalin, and 
Uritsky), but also Kamenev, Kollontai, and Trotsky (this was Trotsky's 
second Central Committee meeting since his release from jail); the Moscow 
Bolsheviks Bukharin, Lomov, Nogin, and Rykov; and Stepan Shaumian, 
Central Committee representative of the Bolshevik organization in the 
Caucasus. Copies of Lenin's letters had been distributed to most of those in 
attendance prior to their deliberations. 30 The published protocol of the en
suing discussion is extremely fragmentary. 31 The committee agreed on the 
advisability of scheduling an early meeting specifically devoted to tactical 
questions. A suggestion by Stalin that Lenin's letters be circulated was re
jected, despite the fact that the first letter was specifically addressed to the 
Petersburg and Moscow committees, as well as to the Central Committee. 
To the contrary, most of those present were apparently concerned above all 
that they be quietly destroyed. Bukharin later maintained that the Central 
Committee considered burning the letters and, indeed, unanimously agreed 
to do so. 32 According to the official protocol, the committee voted to pre
serve only one copy of each letter and to take steps to prevent a movement 
into the streets. 

Lomov later pointed to one of the Central Committee's overriding con
cerns at this time: "We are apprehensive about what would happen if the 
letters reached the Petrograd workers . . . and the Petersburg and Moscow 
committees because this would have immediately introduced enormous dis
cord into our ranks .... We were afraid that if Lenin's words reached the 
workers, many would doubt the correctness of the position adopted by the 
whole Central Committee. "33 As an additional safeguard, the Central 
Committee concluded its discussion on September 15 by charging members 
assigned to working with the Military Organization and the Petersburg 
Committee (Sverdlov and Bubnov respectively) with responsibility for 
insuring that no appeals for immediate action along the lines demanded by 
Lenin were made in barracks and factories. 

For the time being, then, Lenin's appeals for the overthrow of the Provi
sional Government were unceremoniously turned aside. Virtually the only 
change in the public behavior of the Bolsheviks at the Democratic State 
Conference after receipt of Lenin's messages was that Trotsky, for one, 
began to play down the possibility of the conference's forming a govern
ment as the first step toward the transfer of power to the soviets. Instead, 
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he now categorically insisted on the transfer of political power directly to 
the soviets. This subtle but important shift was reflected at a caucus of 
conference delegates from workers' and soldiers' soviets on September 18. 
There Trotsky got into a heated argument with Martov, who spoke in favor 
of the creation by the conference of a broad socialist government including 
representatives of all the major groups invited to the Democratic State Con
ference. Countering Martov, Trotsky contended that the composition of the 
Democratic State Conference was such that endowing it with complete 
governmental power would be a rash step; rather, it was absolutely neces
sary to transfer power to the soviets, which had fully proved themselves to 
be a powerful, constructive political force. 34 

Bolshevik efforts to prevail upon conference delegates to break with the 
bourgeoisie and take the first steps toward the creation of a revolutionary 
government were not terminated. The party's formal statement on the gov
ernment question, the platform which had been authorized by the Central 
Committee on September 13 and which, as we have seen, was modeled in 
part after Lenin's "On Compromises," was formally read to a session of the 
conference on September 18. That night, in response to Bolshevik appeals, 
150 delegates from Petrograd factories and military units staged a demon
stration outside the Alexandrinsky Theater in support of the creation of an 
exclusively socialist government. Thus, instead of withdrawing from the 
conference and going to the masses with a call to rise, as Lenin advised, the 
party was mobilizing workers and soldiers to apply pressure on the Demo
cratic State Conference to pursue a more radical course. 35 

For Lenin, the presentation of the Bolshevik platform to the Democratic 
State Conference was an unmistakable sign of the party leadership's rejec
tion of the assumptions contained in his mid-September letters. No doubt 
Lenin was even more disturbed upon reading the September 16 edition of 
Rabochii put', which featured his earlier essay, "The Russian Revolution and 
Civil War," with its author identified. Not only had the Central Committee 
taken steps to insure that the party at large would not be influenced by his 
appeals for an immediate uprising, but it also was circulating his more 
moderate views of the previous week, inevitably conveying the impression 
that they constituted his thinking at the moment. 

At this point Lenin decided to return at once to Petrograd despite the fact 
that the Central Committee had expressly forbidden him to do so, ostensi
bly out of fear for his safety. On September 17 or shortly thereafter, with
out the Central Committee's authorization, 36 Lenin traveled from Helsing
fors to Vyborg, within eighty miles of the capital, and advised Krupskaia 
and Sverdlov, although not the Central Committee, of his determination to 
return to Petrograd. 37 

Meanwhile, at the Democratic State Conference, delegates had spent the 
better part of four days (September 14-18) in group meetings, party gather-
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ings, and official sessions turning over all questions relating to the nature of 
the future government. A formal vote on this issue was held on September 
19, and it turned out to be a complete fiasco for everyone concerned. Ac
cording to procedures worked out in advance by the conference presidium, 
the delegates were first to register their views on coalition in principle. 
Next, they were asked to vote on two proposed amendments: (I) that ele
ments of the Kadet Party and other groups which had been involved in the 
Kornilov affair be excluded from participation in the coalition; and (2) that 
the entire Kadet Party be excluded. Finally, the delegates were to vote on 
the entire resolution as amended. 

In an initial roll call vote which lasted five hours, the principle of coali
tion with the bourgeoisie was accepted by a count of 766 in favor, 688 
opposed, with 38 abstentions. This vote confirmed Bolshevik apprehensions 
regarding the makeup of the conference; representatives of workers' and 
soldiers' soviets and trade unions had voted overwhelmingly against coali
tion, but they were overpowered by large majorities of the more numerous 
deputies from peasant soviets, military committees, zemstvos, and coopera
tives, who supported coalition. 38 Next, the conference acted on the two 
proposed amendments. On behalf of the Bolsheviks, Trotsky spoke in sup
port of both, as did Martov for the Menshevik-Internationalists and Boris 
Kamkov for the Left SRs. To the dismay of many, though obviously not 
all, of those who favored coalition in principle, both amendments were 
passed. The entire resolution as amended-that is, the acceptance of coali
tion in principle but with the exclusion of the Kadet Party as well as other 
groups that had supported Kornilov-satisfied almost no one. The Bol
sheviks, of course, opposed the resolution; they were joined by large num
bers of coalition supporters who simply could not imagine the creation of a 
viable coalition government without the Kadets. Only 183 delegates voted 
for the n:solution as amended, with 813 opposed and 80 abstentions. 39 

Thus four days of the most intense discussion and debate had fully re
vealed the fundamental difference of opinion among "democratic groups" 
but had settled absolutely nothing regarding the makeup of the future gov
ernment. The relationship of the socialists to the government was, if any
thing, more confused than it had been before the contradictory voting of 
September 19. That such a situation could not continue was abundantly 
clear to the Presidium of the Democratic State Conference; upon its insis
tence, before adjournment of the session of September 19, conference dele
gates resolved not to disperse until mutually acceptable conditions for the 
formation, functioning, and program of a new government were somehow 
agreed upon. 

The following day the Presidium scheduled formal discussions aimed 
at breaking the existing impasse. Participating in this gathering were Pre
sidium members and representatives of the various parties and groups 
attending the Democratic State Conference. Their bitter debates on the 
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government issue lasted from morning until early evening. Tsereteli, point
ing to the deep divisions which had emerged within the democracy the 
previous day in regard to the question of coalition, argued that the democ
racy by itself could not organize a viable government. He was joined by 
Gots and Avksentiev, who stressed once again the importance of maintain
ing some kind of political alliance with the bourgeoisie. Kamenev was the 
Bolsheviks' chief spokesman at this meeting. Contending unconvincingly 
that the formation of a coalition government had been decisively rejected 
the previous day, he pressed the case for a "homogeneous democratic minis
try." To calm the fears of the moderates in regard to what the Bolsheviks' 
attitude toward such a government might be, he added categorically: "We 
will not overthrow such a government. We will support it insofar as it 
pursues a democratic policy and leads the country to the Constituent As
sembly." After the delegates had talked themselves hoarse, a formal vote 
was taken on the question of coalition: fifty delegates voted in favor; sixty 
were opposed. 

In view of this continuing, almost even, split, Tsereteli suggested a 
somewhat different tack. He proposed that an attempt be made to come to a 
consensus regarding the political program to be pursued by the future gov
ernment and to leave the precise character of the cabinet to the discretion of 
a permanent representative body which would be selected by the confer
ence and to which the government would be responsible until the convoca
tion of the Constituent Assembly. This course was subsequently adopted. 
With regard to the program to be pursued by a new government, most 
delegates expressed solidarity with the Soviet's "August 14 program";40 

only the Bolsheviks voiced opposition. But the Bolsheviks joined the rest of 
the participants in this meeting in supporting the creation of a permanent 
representative body. 41 

Kamenev hoped that this new institution would be "homogeneous," that a 
significant proportion of its membership would come from workers' and 
soldiers' soviets, and hence that it would be less resistant to breaking with 
the bourgeoisie than the Democratic State Conference. It became clear al
most immediately, however, that any such hope was ill-founded. With the 
Bolsheviks again alone in opposition, the participants in this meeting went 
on to agree that the new permanent body (it was initially christened the 
"Democratic Council" but was referred to more often as the "Preparlia
ment") should include both representatives of groups at the conference and 
propertied elements. This was a direct reversal of the previous day's voting 
pattern. At the September 19 session the delegates had begun by approving 
coalition in principle and then had eliminated any practical possibility of 
actually creating a coalition government by rejecting Kadet participation. 
Then, on September 20, an ad hoc meeting of delegates, after initially re
jecting coalition, adopted a resolution indirectly reintroducing the possibil-
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ity of political cooperation with representatives of the bourgeoisie, not ex
cluding the Kadets. 42 

Proponents of coalition were quick to seize upon this opportunity. At a 
conference plenum late the same night, September 20, Tsereteli introduced 
a resolution, subsequently passed, which shifted responsibility for a final 
decision on the government question to the Preparliament. Among other 
things, this resolution provided that the future government would work to 
realize the program of ~ugust 14, that it would pursue an energetic foreign 
policy aimed at concluding a general peace, and that it would be responsible 
and accountable to a permanent representative body which, pending convo
cation of the Constituent Assembly, would reflect the popular will. The 
resolution specified that this representative body, the Preparliament, was to 
be made up of delegates to the Democratic State Conference. The resolu
tion contained nothing specific about the participation of the bourgeoisie in 
either the Preparliament or the future government; however, it tacitly en
dorsed the possibility of another coalition with the vague statement that if 
bourgeois elements were to be drawn into the government, the permanent 
representative body would be enlarged by the inclusion of bourgeois 
groups. The resolution specified that under those circumstances, the pre
dominance of democratic elements would have to be maintained. Finally, 
the resolution provided for the selection of five conference delegates (this 
figure was later doubled) to begin negotiations aimed at facilitating the con
struction of a government in accordance with these provisions. These dele
gates were to report to the Democratic Council on the results of their ef
forts, which were to be subject to confirmation by the council. 43 Thus the 
long-anticipated Democratic State Conference ended in what amounted to 
an evasion: a few as-yet-unnamed representatives were to be made respon
sible for somehow devising an acceptable solution to the cabinet crisis 
which more than a thousand delegates to the conference from all over Rus
sia had been unable to resolve. 

In part because opponents of further cooperation with the bourgeoisie 
would have no part of formal discussions with Kerensky, the conference 
negotiating team was inevitably dominated by prominent proponents of co
alition politics from the Soviet-people like Tsereteli, Avksentiev, Gots, 
and Chkheidze-along with representatives of cooperative and zemstvo 
groups who viewed the participation of authoritative segments of the 
bourgeoisie in the government as absolutely essential for Russia's survival. 
This delegation met in acrimonious bargaining sessions with Kerensky, 
other cabinet ministers, representatives of the Kadet Central Committee, 
and business and industrial figures from Petrograd and Moscow on Sep
tember 22-24. As was to be expected, spokesmen for the bourgeoisie were 
unwilling to accept the Soviet's program of August 14 as the basis for gov
ernment policy; while not totally opposed to the idea of a Preparliament, 
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they insisted that legally only the Provisional Government had the author
ity to create such an organ, and that, in any case, under no circumstances 
could a new cabinet be responsible to the Preparliament-in other words, 
that the latter could be no more than an advisory body. At the same time, 
Kerensky was absolutely adamant on the need to form another coalition 
cabinet. 

For practical purposes, then, members of the delegation from the Demo
cratic State Conference were faced with the choice of backing down on the 
more controversial planks in the August 14 program and tacitly acknowl
edging the government's primacy over and independence of the Preparlia
ment, or breaking with Kerensky and giving up the prospect of bringing 
representatives of the bourgeoisie into the government. Predictably, they 
opted for the first alternative. In a sense, the tactics that Tsereteli's delega
tion pursued in the complex political negotiations of September 22-24 were 
the opposite of those employed by Tsereteli at the Democratic State Con
ference. At the conference, Tsereteli had managed to gain an agreement 
that allowed for the possibility of a coalition by putting aside the question 
of the precise makeup of the cabinet and focusing attention on the program 
to be pursued by the government irrespective of its composition. Now, in 
the face of firm resistance both to the August 14 program as the basis for 
policy and to the responsibility of the government to the Preparliament, 
Tsereteli was forced to deemphasize these considerations and, instead, to 
stress the critical importance of an alliance between the democracy and the 
bourgeoisie as the only possible basis for solving Russia's ills. 

During the last phase of the negotiations of September 22-24 the August 
14 program was revised and softened so as to make it palatable to the 
Kadets. At this time, it was agreed that the government would quickly 
prepare and issue a decree formally establishing the Preparliament, and that 
this institution, now renamed the Council of the Republic but still referred 
to most often as the Preparliament, would be composed of the 367 delegates 
already selected from the Democratic State Conference plus up to 150 rep
resentatives of the propertied classes. It was also understood that legally 
this would be a purely advisory body and, most important, that it would 
have no formal jurisdiction over the government. 44 

Late on the night of September 23, the Preparliament, as originally 
formed at the close of the Democratic State Conference, met and handily 
rejected a Bolshevik declaration presented by Trotsky repudiating the 
Tsereteli delegation's negotiations as a betrayal of the will of the masses and 
calling for the creation of a "genuinely revolutionary government." Instead, 
by a narrow margin, the Preparliament passed a resolution introduced by 
Dan tacitly endorsing the new arrangements. Having done this, the dele
gates adjourned to await formal reconstitution by the Provisional Govern
ment of an expanded assembly. The way was now open for Kerensky to 
name formally a new coalition cabinet, and he did so on September 25. The 
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new cabinet included the Kadets Alexander Konovalov, Kishkin, Sergei 
Smirnov, and Anton Kartashev. While technically a majority of the minis
ters were socialists, the key Foreign Ministry remained in the hands of 
Tereshchenko, Konovalov was named deputy prime minister and minister 
of industry, and Kerensky stayed on as head of the government and 
commander-in-chief of the army. 45 

On September 21, the day after the Democratic State Conference 
adopted Tsereteli's resolution sanctioning discussions with Kerensky on the 
formation of a new government (but before the results of these negotiations 
were known), the Bolshevik Central Committee met to consider the party's 
immediate political course. What was perhaps most striking about this 
meeting was that even now, in the face of the Democratic State 
Conference's failure to break with the politics of coalition, Lenin's recom
mendation that the urban masses be called to arms was given absolutely no 
consideration. 46 To be sure, this was probably due partly to the influence 
of right Bolsheviks such as Kamenev, Rykov, and Nogin. But the fact re
mains that even party officials who fully shared Lenin's fundamental as
sumptions regarding the necessity and feasibility of an early socialist revolu
tion in Russia were skeptical of successfully mobilizing the masses behind 
the "immediate bayonet charge" envisioned by Lenin. In part because of 
their continuing interaction with workers and soldiers, leaders like Trotsky, 
Bubnov, Sokolnikov, and Sverdlov possessed what appears to have been a 
realistic appreciation of the limits of the party's influence and authority 
among the masses, and of the latter's attachment to the soviets as legitimate 
democratic organs in which all genuinely revolutionary groups would work 
together to fulfill the revolution. Also, as a result of the Kornilov experi
ence they were much less concerned than Lenin about Kerensky's capacity 
to damage the left. Consequently, they now began to associate the seizure 
of power and the creation of a new government with the convocation in the 
near future of a national Congress of Soviets-this to take advantage of the 
legitimacy of the soviets in the eyes of the masses. 

It should be added that in the wake of the Democratic State Conference, 
right Bolsheviks also supported the early convocation of a Congress of 
Soviets and paid lip service to the slogan "All Power to the Soviets." The 
essential difference between "Leninists in spirit," like Trotsky, and right 
Bolsheviks, like Kamenev, was that while the former looked to a soviet 
congress to transfer power to a government of the extreme left pledged to 
immediate peace and a radical program of internal change, the latter viewed 
a Congress of Soviets as a vehicle for building a broader, stronger alliance 
of "democratic groups," which might, at the most, form a caretaker all
socialist coalition government, pending convocation of the Constituent As
sembly. 

Hence the central issue that divided the party leadership in Petrograd as 
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the Democratic State Conference drew to a close was not the organization 
of an immediate popular uprising, which everyone in the coterie of high 
Bolsheviks privy to Lenin's most recent recommendations seems to have 
rejected categorically, or the immediate convocation of a Congress of 
Soviets, which all accepted. Rather, it was whether to stage a formal walk
out from the Democratic State Conference and whether to participate in the 
Preparliament, the former in its last hours and the latter in the process of 
formation and scheduled to open on September 23. To the Kamenev fac
tion, taking advantage of the end of the Democratic State Conference and 
the proceedings of the Preparliament to discredit coalition politics and to 
maintain alliances with wavering elements in the Menshevik-SR camp was 
an essential counterpart to the consolidation, at the coming Congress of 
Soviets, of the strongest possible broad socialist bloc. Meanwhile, to party 
leaders of Trotsky's persuasion, demonstratively withdrawing from the 
Democratic State Conference and boycotting the Preparliament constituted 
the necessary prelude to utilizing a Congress of Soviets to break decisively 
with conciliatory groups, transfer power to the soviets, and strike out anew 
on a revolutionary path with whatever other genuinely revolutionary 
groups were willing to go along. 

At its morning meeting on September 21, the Bolshevik Central Commit
tee adopted something of a compromise on the question of the Democratic 
State Conference: it was decided not to pull out of the conference formally 
but rather to register a protest against the actions of the coalitionists by 
recalling the Bolshevik members of the conference Presidium. Then, the 
Central Committee voted nine to eight not to participate in the Preparlia
ment. Because of the almost even split on this issue, it was agreed that a 
final decision regarding a boycott of the Preparliament would be left to the 
discretion of a joint meeting of the Central Committee with the Bolshevik 
delegation to the Democratic Conference, to be held as soon as the delegates 
could be gathered. 

This assembly, in size roughly equivalent to a party congress, met later 
the same day. Trotsky acted as spokesman for those in favor of a boycott 
and Rykov for those opposed. Stalin, among others, sided with Trotsky; 
Kamenev, Nogin, and Riazanov supported Rykov. Trotsky later remem
bered that the ensuing debate was long and extremely heated. When the 
matter came to a vote, the earlier Central Committee decision was 
reversed-a major setback for the left. The assembled party representatives 
from all over Russia voted seventy-seven to fifty in favor of participation in 
the Preparliament; the decision was immediately confirmed by the Central 
Committee. 47 

Two days later, on September 23, under prodding from the Bolsheviks, 
the Central Executive Committee met with delegates to the Democratic 
State Conference from provincial soviets, and it was agreed to convene a 
nationwide Congress of Soviets in Petrograd on October 20. With the Con-



"All Power to the Suviets!" · 189 

gress of Soviets now scheduled, the Bolsheviks adopted a major policy 
statement setting forth the relationship of the party's activities in the Pre
parliament to the campaign underway for transfer of power to the soviets at 
the coming congress. According to this statement, adopted on September 24 
at a joint meeting of the Central Committee, representatives of the Peters
burg Committee, and the Bolshevik Preparliament delegation, just formed, 
the primary task of the party in the prevailing situation was to mobilize the 
broad masses in support of the transfer of power to the soviets and to 
strengthen and expand the political authority of the soviets to the point 
where it rivaled that of the government. In this connection, party members 
were to focus attention on strengthening ties among local soviets; firming up 
contacts with other worker, soldier, and peasant revolutionary organs; ar
ranging the reelection of national and local soviet executive organs still con
trolled by moderates, holding regional soviet congresses; and, of course, in
suring that the All-Russian Congress of Soviets would, indeed, be held. 
Activity in the Preparliament, the statement emphasized, was to be strictly 
subordinate to the requirements of this mass struggle. 48 

Meanwhile, developments in the Petrograd Soviet reflected the degree to 
which the formation of the third coalition cabinet, together with worsening 
economic conditions, was working to the advantage of the extreme left. On 
September 25, the new Bolshevik-dominated Presidium officially took 
office. To roars of approval, Trotsky again assumed leadership of the Pet
rograd Soviet, the position he had held in 1905 when he had first disting
uished himself as a powerful revolutionary tribune. In accepting the post of 
chairman, Trotsky harked back to those earlier days, recalling that then 

the Petrograd Soviet was experiencing a moment of crisis which ended in 
defeat. Now we feel distinctly stronger. Yet the list of new ministers pub
lished in the evening papers . . . attests to the fact that the revolution has 
reached [another] critical point. We are certain that the work of the new 
Presidium will be accompanied by a new rise in the development of the 
revolution. We belong to different parties and have our own work to con
duct, but in directing the work of the Petrograd Soviet we will observe the 
individual rights and complete freedom of all fractions: the arm of the 
Presidium will never be used to stifle a minority. 49 

Not long after Trotsky's pledge to direct the work of the Petrograd 
Soviet in a democratic spirit, the Bolsheviks put before the deputies a reso
lution authored by Trotsky expressing the unwillingness of Petrograd work
ers and soldiers to support the new coalition. Passed immediately by 
an overwhelming vote, the resolution expressed certainty that the entire 
revolutionary democracy would greet the formation of the new government 
with the demand "Resign!" Sustained by this unanimous voice of the gen
uine democracy, the All-Russian Congress of Soviets would replace the 
coalition with a genuinely revolutionary government. 50 
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This basic orientation toward the creation of a new government at the 
Congress of Soviets was to shape the Bolsheviks' activity throughout the 
latter part of September. This was the line taken, for example, by Rabochii 
put' during this period; beginning on September 27, each day's edition car
ried the banner headline "Prepare for the Congress of Soviets on October 
20! Convene Regional Congresses Immediately!" Zinoviev expressed this 
outlook in a front-page editorial on September 26, condemning the newly 
announced coalition government-the so-called September bloc: "In our 
view the all-powerful authority over the Russian land is the Congress of 
Soviets opening on October 20. By the time the congress convenes, if it is 
able to meet at all, the experience with this new coalition will have failed 
and wavering elements will at long last associate themselves with our 
slogan, 'All Power to the Soviets.' Each day will witness a growth in our 
force, each step of the September bloc will demonstrate the validity of our 
point of view." 51 

The party's new tactical course was neatly reflected in an appeal to work
ers and soldiers published in Rabochii put' on September 30 (it had evidently 
been written by Zinoviev and formally discussed and endorsed by the en
tire Central Committee). Titled "Before the Congress of Soviets," this ap
peal warned that the counterrevolution would go to any lengths to prevent 
the convocation of the nationwide soviet congress and the Constituent As
sembly. In these circumstances workers and soldiers were to be vigiliant, at 
the same time making every effort to insure the selection of congress dele
gates opposed to coalition: 

Be on your guard, comrades! Don't rely on anyone but yourselves. 
Don't waste even an hour, start getting ready for the Congress of Soviets. 
Convene regional congresses. Take care to see that enemies of coalition are 
sent to the congress .... Don't become involved in any kind of separate 
direct action! Let's concentrate all our energies on preparations for the 
Congress of Soviets; it alone will assure that the Constituent Assembly 
will be convened and carry forth its revolutionary work .... 

Central Committee of the RSDRP52 



·11· 
LENIN'S CAMPAIGN 

FOR AN INSURRECTION 

Judging by proceedings in the Petrograd Soviet and by the tenor of polit
ical resolutions appearing in the left press at the end of September, 

Petrograd workers and soldiers responded enthusiastically to the idea of an 
early congress of soviets to create a revolutionary government. The same 
cannot be said of Lenin, who was convinced that the party leadership in 
Petrograd was letting slip the last golden moments when the Provisional 
Government could be overthrown with ease. First from Vyborg and subse
quently from the apartment of Margarita Fofanova (on the northernmost 
edge of the Vyborg District, just off the rail line from Finland), 1 where he 
was living secretly, he delivered a series of slashing rebukes to his followers 
in the capital. These were coupled with ever more insistent demands that 
the Provisional Government be overthrown without further delay. 

The first of these verbal assaults took the form of an essay intended for 
publication in Rabochii put' entitled "Heroes of Fraud and the Mistakes of 
the Bolsheviks." It began with a scathing denunciation of the Democratic 
State Conference, the majority socialists, and Kerensky, and ended with a 
thoroughgoing critique of the Bolsheviks themselves. Wrote Lenin: 

The Bolsheviks should have walked out [of the Democratic State 
Conference]. Ninety-nine percent of the Bolshevik delegation should have 
gone to the factories and barracks. . . . The Bolsheviks, it turned out, had 
an erroneous attitude toward parliamentarianism in moments of revolu
tionary (and not constitutional) crisis and a mistaken attitude toward the 
Socialist Revolutionaries and Mensheviks. . . . Comrade Zinoviev made a 
mistake in writing about the Commune ambiguously, to say the least, so 
that it appeared that the Commune, although victorious in Petrograd, might 
be defeated, as in France in 1871. 2 This is absolutely untrue. If the Com
mune were victorious in Petrograd, it would be victorious throughout Russia . 
. . . It was [also] a mistake on his part to write that the Bolsheviks did 
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right in proposing proportional representation in the Presidium of the Pet
rograd Soviet. . . . [And] Comrade Kamenev was wrong in delivering the 
first speech at the conference in a purely "constitutional" spirit when he 
raised the foolish question of confidence or no-confidence in the 
government. 3 

Written as the Democratic State Conference drew to a close, "Heroes of 
Fraud and the Mistakes of the Bolsheviks" was published in Rabochii put' on 
September 24 under the title "Heroes of Fraud," and with all direct criti
cism of the Bolsheviks edited out. 

Between September 22 and 24, Lenin worked on another newspaper 
essay, "From a Publicist's Diary," which took the form of a daily journal. A 
portion of the entry for September 2 2 reads: 

The more one reflects on the meaning of the so-called Democratic Con
ference . . . the more firmly convinced one becomes that our party com
mitted a mistake in participating in it. ... We must boycott the Prepar
liament. We must leave it and go to the Soviet of Workers', Soldiers', and 
Peasants' Deputies, to the trade unions, to the masses in general. We must 
call them to the struggle. We must give them a correct and clear slogan: 
disperse Kerensky's Bonapartist gang with its fake Preparliament. . . . 
The Mensheviks and Socialist Revolutionaries, even after the Kornilov re
volt, refused to accept our compromise of peacefully transferring power to 
the soviets. . . . They have again sunk into the morass of mean and filthy 
bargaining with the Kadets. Down with the Mensheviks and Socialist 
Revolutionaries! ... Ruthlessly expel them from all revolutionary organi
zations. No negotiations, no communications with these friends of the 
Kishkins, the friends of the Kornilovite landowners and capitalists. 

The next day, September 2 3, Lenin recorded: 

Trotsky was for the boycott. Bravo, Comrade Trotsky! Boycottism was 
defeated in the Bolshevik group at the Democratic Conference. Long live 
the boycott! We cannot and must not under any circumstances reconcile 
ourselves to participation. A group at one of the conferences is not the 
highest organ of the party and even the decisions of the highest organs are 
subject to revision on the basis of experience. We must strive at all cost to 
have the boycott question solved at a plenary meeting of the Central 
Committee and at an extraordinary party congress. . . . There is not the 
slightest doubt that there are noticeable vacillations at the top of our party 
that may become ruinous. 4 

The editorial board of Rabochii put', composed of Sokolnikov, Trotsky, 
Kamenev, Stalin, and Volodarsky, suppressed "From a Publicist's Diary" 
entirely, and instead on September 26 began publication of "The Tasks of 
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the Revolution," one of the articles written during Lenin's period of mod
eration in early September, when he had been seriously considering the pos
sibility of compromise with the moderates. 

Lenin's patience was nearing the breaking point. On September 27 he 
wrote a long letter to Smilga giving vent to his frustrations and encouraging 
Smilga to take the initiative in preparing the overthrow of the government: 

Kerensky is obviously entering into an understanding with the Kornilov
ites to use troops to ·put down the Bolsheviks. And what are we doing? 
We are only passing resolutions .... It is necessary to agitate inside the 
party for an earnest attitude towards an armed uprising. . . . This letter 
should be typed and delivered to comrades in Petrograd and Moscow . 
. . . Take advantage of your high position [i.e., as chairman of the Re
gional Executive Committee of the Army, Fleet, and Workers in Finland]. 
. . . Devote exclusive attention to the military preparation of the troops in 
Finland plus the fleet for the impending overthrow of Kerensky .... 
Why should we tolerate three more weeks of war and Kerensky's "Kor
nilovite preparations"? 5 

Lenin returned to this theme two days later (very likely the day of his 
return to Petrograd) in an essay, "The Crisis Has Matured." Here he pro
pounded the thesis that developments in all the major European countries 
indicated that the worldwide proletarian revolution was at hand, that the 
advantageous circumstances in which the Bolsheviks in Russia found them
selves placed a special burden upon them, and that the Bolsheviks would be 
"miserable traitors to the proletarian cause" if they delayed seizing power 
any longer. In the last part of the essay, directed to members of the Bol
shevik Central, Moscow, and Petersburg committees but not intended for 
publication, Lenin penned his most withering critique of the policies being 
pursued by his party's leadership. He even tendered his resignation from 
the Central Committee. He wrote: 

We must admit that there is a tendency ... among the leaders of our 
party which favors waiting for the Congress of Soviets, [and] is opposed to 
taking power immediately .... That tendency must be overcome or the 
Bolsheviks will cover themselves with eternal shame and destroy themselves as 
a party .... "To wait" for the Congress of Soviets is idiocy, for the 
congress will give nothing and can give nothing .... We have thousands of 
armed workers and soldiers in Petrograd who could at once seize the 
Winter Palace, the General Staff building, the telephone exchange and the 
large printing presses. If we were to attack at once, suddenly, from three 
points, Petrograd, Moscow, and the Baltic fleet, the chances are a hundred 
to one that we would succeed with smaller sacrifices than on July 3-5. 

In submitting his resignation, Lenin offered the following explanation: 
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In view of the fact that the Central Committee has even left unanswered 
the persistent demands I have been making for such a policy [the over
throw of the government] ever since the beginning of the Democratic Con
ference; in view of the fact that the central newspaper is deleting from my 
articles all references to such glaring errors on the part of the Bolsheviks as 
the shameful decision to participate in the Preparliament, the admission of 
the Mensheviks to the Presidium of the Soviet, etc., etc., I am compelled 
to regard this as a "subtle" hint at the unwillingness of the Central Com
mittee even to consider this question, a subtle hint that I should keep my 
mouth shut, and as a proposal for me to retire. 

I am compelled to tender my resignation from the Central Committee, which I 
hereby do, reserving for myself freedom to campaign among the party rank 
and file and at the party congress. 

For it is my profound conviction that if we "wait" for the Congress of 
Soviets and let the present moment pass, we will ruin the revolution. 6 

There is no evidence that this resignation was ever formally considered by 
the Central Committee, and, as we shall see, Lenin was soon to participate 
in the deliberations of that body as if it had never been submitted. 

Lenin's campaign for support within the party at large began two days 
later (October I) with a letter addressed jointly to the Central, Moscow, 
and Petersburg committees, and also to Bolshevik members of the Petro
grad and Moscow soviets. Lenin pointed to repression by the government of 
revolutionary unrest among the peasantry, mutinies in the German navy 
and the apparent beginnings of widespread revolutionary disturbances 
there, Bolshevik victories in local elections in Moscow and increases in Bol
shevik support among soldiers, and major labor disputes involving railway 
and postal workers, as evidence that "procrastination is positively criminal," 
that "the Bolsheviks have no right to wait for the Congress of Soviets and 
must take power at once." By so doing they would "save the world revolu
tion," "save the Russian revolution," and "save the lives of hundreds of 
people at the front. " 7 

At the same time, Lenin prepared an appeal "To Workers, Peasants, and 
Soldiers," obviously intended for the broadest mass circulation; it read in 
part: 

... Comrades! Look around you, see what is happening in the coun
tryside, see what is happening in the army, and you will realize that the 
peasants and soldiers cannot tolerate it any longer .... 

Kerensky is again negotiating with the Kornilovite generals and officers 
to lead troops against the SO'Viets of workers' and soldiers' deputies, to prevent 
the sO'Viets from obtaining power! 
... Go to the barracks, go to the cossack units, go to the working 

people and explain the truth to them. 
If power is in the hands of the soviets . . . there will be a workers' and 



Lenin's Campaign for an Insurrection · 195 

peasants' government in Russia; it will immediately, without losing a single 
day, offer a just peace to all belligerent peoples. . . . 

If power is in the hands of the soviets, the landowners' estates will 
immediately be declared the inalienable property ef the whole people. . . . 

No, not one more day are the people willing to suffer postponement .... 
Down with the government ef Kerensky, who is conniving with the Kornilov

ite landowning generals to suppress the peasants, to fire on the peasants, 
to drag out the war! 

All power to the soviets of workers' and soldiers' deputies! 8 

Indications that the Central Committee could no longer successfully con
tain the dissemination of Lenin's appeals-indeed, that they were already 
having an impact on lower party organizations-appeared in the first days 
of October. One of Lenin's appeals for action had come into the possession 
of the Moscow Regional Bureau, firmly controlled by the militant wing of 
the Bolshevik organization in the Moscow area, at the end of September. At 
a meeting of the Central Committee on October 3, Lomov, a member of the 
bureau and a candidate member of the Central Committee, delivered a for
mal report on behalf of the bureau aimed at bringing pressure to bear on the 
Central Committee to initiate preparations for the seizure of power. Lomov 
expressed concern that in the Moscow area the mood was extremely tense, 
that the Bolsheviks had majorities in many soviets, and that the masses 
were insistent on concrete action; meanwhile, party members were simply 
marking time. The Central Committee heard Lomov out but declined to 
discuss his report. 9 

At roughly the same time (on October 3 or 4) several of Lenin's appeals 
also reached militant leaders of the Bolshevik Petersburg Committee. 10 In 
the pre-July period, the leadership of the Petersburg Committee frequently 
had stood significantly to the left of the Central Committee on issues relat
ing to the development of the revolution and on occasion had acted quite 
independently in deciding major policy questions. This had led to friction 
between the Petersburg Committee and the Central Committee, and in the 
aftermath of the July uprising the two organs apparently had reached a tacit 
understanding of sorts: the Petrograd organization would not make deci
sions potentially affecting the entire country without first obtaining the 
consent of the Central Committee, while, for its part, the Central Commit
tee would attempt to ascertain the Petersburg Committee's views before 
making major policy decisions. To facilitate coordination between the two 
committees, Bubnov had been delegated to represent the Central Commit
tee in the Petersburg Committee. 11 

Upon receipt of Lenin's letters, the leadership of the Petersburg Commit
tee learned for the first time that the Central Committee had grossly vio
lated this tacit agreement. Not only had it rejected Lenin's proposal to or
ganize an armed uprising without consulting the Petersburg Committee, it 
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had actively endeavored to conceal and misrepresent Lenin's views 
throughout the second half of September. As it turned out, the Petersburg 
Committee's nine-man Executive Commission was divided between a 
strong majority responsive to Lenin's appeals and a vocal minority that con
sidered them premature. Nonetheless, the Central Committee's censorship 
of Lenin's views enraged Executive Commission members to a man. 12 The 
commission's initial response was a formal request to the Central Commit
tee for an immediate meeting between the Central Committee and represen
tatives from Petersburg and Moscow to discuss the party's future tactical 
course. 13 

This request, dispatched on October 5, no doubt played a role in 
prompting the Central Committee to reassess its policies. Within the Cen
tral Committee itself, however, a shift in outlook regarding strategy and 
tactics was already taking place. The Preparliament, now thoroughly re
structured, was due to reconvene on October 7, and at a meeting of the 
Central Committee on October 5 proponents of a boycott insisted that the 
question of participation be reconsidered. Now that the Preparliament con
tained propertied elements and, in any case, had little political power, only 
Kamenev, of those present on October 5, could find any merit in taking 
part. By a vote of all against one it was agreed that the party would stage a 
walkout from the Preparliament at its opening session. 14 

Naturally appalled at this decision, Kamenev immediately submitted a 
formal memorandum to the Central Committee contending that "with
drawal from the first session oriented the party's tactics in an extremely 
dangerous direction" and requesting to be relieved of all responsibility for 
representing the party in the Soviet Central Executive Committee and other 
political organs. 15 Quite likely at Kamenev's insistence, the boycott issue 
was discussed further at a meeting of the arriving Bolshevik Preparliament 
delegation, on the afternoon of October 7. As on September 21, arguments 
in this assembly of Bolshevik representatives from subordinate party or
ganizations throughout the country dragged on interminably and were at 
times extremely heated. Trotsky again presented the main case for a 
boycott. In opposition, members of the more conciliatory wing of the 
party, Kamenev and Riazanov among them, no longer advocated participa
tion in the Preparliament but urged merely that a withdrawal be postponed 
until the emergence of a serious issue which would provide clear 
justification for a walkout. In the end, however, by a very narrow margin, 
the delegation endorsed an immediate boycott. 16 

Meanwhile, without waiting for a response from the Central Committee, 
the Executive Commission called together the full Petersburg Committee 
expressly to discuss Lenin's letters. 17 This meeting was convened on Oc
tober 5 at the Petersburg Committee's regular Narva District meeting-place 
at the same time as the Central Committee, gathered at Smolny, was debat
ing a boycott of the Preparliament. The Executive Commission had agreed 
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that this session should be closed to all but regularly elected district rep
resentatives; hence improperly accredited party members were preliminar
ily asked to leave. Lenin's letter of October 1 calling for the immediate 
overthrow of the government was then read aloud, after which Iukka 
Rakhia 18 took the floor on behalf of the Executive Commission to deliver a 
formal report on the current moment. 

Rakhia had been among the Petersburg Committee's ultraradicals on the 
eve of the July uprising and was one of those imprisoned in its aftermath. 
He now acted as spokesman for the Executive Commission majority sym
pathetic to Lenin's appeals. In arguing the case for an immediate insur
rection, Rakhia focused particular attention on conditions in his native 
Finland. The mood of the troops in Finland, he declared, was solidly Bol
shevik; political power was effectively in the hands of the Bolshevik Re
gional Committee. The Regional Committee was at war with the Provisional 
Government, and the situation was such that it had to either surrender its 
position or go further. There were rumors regarding the disarmament of 
Kronstadt, he added, and an explosive situation was developing there. For 
these reasons he insisted that the party was in a life-or-death situation and 
urged that discussion focus exclusively on Lenin's recommendations and on 
technical matters connected with the preparation of an insurrection. 

The intense but always sober and pragmatic Volodarsky rose next, to 
voice the concerns of the Executive Commission minority, which remained 
skeptical of the efficacy of immediate action. Volodarsky urged his listeners 
to weigh their steps carefully. "We have a responsibility to the working 
class," he argued. "At present the army gets 80 percent of the bread, nine
tenths of the meat, etc. And no measures can help this." In Volodarsky's 
estimate, the demoralization of the army at the front was also reason for 
pause. "At the front," he declared, "there is nothing but tiredness .... 
The soldiers want an end to the war .... We say that if our peace terms 
are not accepted, we will fight the imperialists . _ . [but] the army will not 
take part in a revolutionary war." Volodarsky also expressed doubt regard
ing the party's concrete military support both locally and in the country at 
large. "Petrograd and Finland are not all of Russia, and yet even here we do 
not have sufficient strength compared with what can be mobilized against 
us from the front. If we could just hope to have bread for ten to fifteen 
days, if we could raise allowances, this would increase our influence and 
allow for the possibility of rousing the army. But the way things stand, we 
would not be able to do this. These are the toughest months for procuring 
food supplies. . . . Even if the entire countryside supported us and agreed 
to furnish bread, we would still have no means of transporting it." 

V olodarsky asserted that the revolutionary situation abroad was another 
factor that called for delay. "Only revolutionary outbreaks in the West can 
save us," he declared. "The revolutionary movement is growing among West
ern European workers and if we do not force developments, this ally will 
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only increase in strength." While recommending caution, Volodarsky took 
pains to disassociate himself from the policies advocated by the party's right 
and to suggest that his differences with Lenin centered upon tactics rather 
than goals. "Even at the Democratic Conference," he observed, "I was 
against participation in the Preparliament. We made an unpardonable error. 
The correct revolutionary path is to reject compromises but not to force 
developments . . . at the same time building up fighting strength so that 
power can be taken when it is inevitable and unavoidable." The hard thing, 
he contended, was not to seize power, but to keep it. "We must show the 
masses that our path, the course along which we came to power, is the only 
right one," he concluded. "We must understand that taking power, we will 
be forced to lower wages, to increase unemployment, to institute terror . 
. . . We do not have the right to reject these methods, but there is no need 
to rush into them." 

Mikhail Lashevich, the only other member of the Executive Commission 
who can be identified definitively as sharing Volodarsky's views, now rose 
to support his colleague. Since 1906 Lashevich had been immersed almost 
totally in revolutionary activity. He had been drafted in 1915, and the mid
summer of 1917 found him attached to the rebellious First Machine Gun 
Regiment. On the eve of the July days, he was perhaps the only Bolshevik 
activist among the machine gunners who was genuinely alarmed about 
the prospect of an early insurrection. Lashevich had devoted much of his 
time to work in the Petrograd Soviet, where he was elected chairman of the 
Bolshevik fraction. At the Sixth Bolshevik Party Congress, along with Volo
darsky, he was among those staunchly defending the soviets as revolu
tionary institutions, against the attacks of the Leninists. On the present 
occasion, he was similarly forthright, articulating practical concerns which 
subsequent events showed to have been shared by others but which at 
this point relatively few were willing to voice. 

Lashevich acknowledged that the revolution had reached a critical mo
ment, but warned his listeners against trying to move too far too fast. "We 
have heard reports from all regions and because of this the situation facing 
Russia is clear to us," he said, referring to reports made in the Petrograd 
Soviet and at the Democratic State Conference. 

It has become apparent that the Russian economy-both industry and food 
production-is close to ruin. The Mensheviks themselves have acknowl
edged that revolutionary measures will be required to check this rush into 
disaster. Even the immediate conclusion of peace will not prevent the 
crash. Power is coming to us, this is a fact. We must accept it even though 
there is a 98 percent chance that ... we will be defeated .... But must 
we take power now? I believe we ought not force matters .... By taking 
power now we will turn elements against us that are bound to come our 
way later. ... Wavering elements are increasingly coming to recognize 
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the necessity of revolutionary measures which we began advocating two 
months ago. Lenin's strategic plan limps on all four legs. . . . Let's not 
fool ourselves. We will not be able to furnish bread. The likelihood is great 
that we will not be able to provide peace. While the war is going on, I 
don't expect a revolution in Germany .... An immediate decree transfer
ring land to the peasants would probably raise the spirit of the masses, but 
even then they probably would not go to fight. We must coolly take cog
nizance of all this when we make our decision. Lenin hasn't given us a 
sufficient explanation of why it is necessary to seize power now, before the 
Congress of Soviets. . . . The Congress of Soviets will provide an ap
paratus and if the delegates are in favor of taking power, it will be a differ
ent question .... I agree with Rakhia that we must prepare. We stand on 
a volcano. I wonder as I wake up each morning-has it already erupted? 

Boky, the secretary of the Petersburg Committee, now interrupted the 
discussion to read aloud five theses written by Lenin a day or two earlier 
(they were intended primarily for consideration at a city party conference 
scheduled to open on October 7). In the theses Lenin had outlined his ar
gument against participating in the Preparliament and tying the overthrow 
of the government to the Congress of Soviets, and had reiterated the neces
sity of organizing an armed uprising as quickly as possible. Under the 
influence of Lenin's militant stand several speakers rose to attack the views 
of Volodarsky and Lashevich and to defend those of Lenin. Kharitonov 
commented sarcastically: "Volodarsky and Lashevich have been infected by 
the atmosphere at Smolny .... As a political party we are aiming for 
power and I think we have come to a time when we can realize this 
. " aim. 

Rakhia took the floor once again. "I thought all of us were rev
olutionaries," he declared, "but when I heard Volodarsky and Lashevich I 
began to wonder." Taking issue with the claim that a Bolshevik government 
would founder because of inability to maintain industrial production and 
provide essential food supplies, Rakhia expressed the opinion that much of 
Russia's economic distress resulted from the sabotage of industrialists, a 
problem that would be eliminated by a revolutionary government. 
Moreover, he insisted that in delaying the seizure of power, the Bolsheviks 
were alienating, rather than acquiring, support. 

The Petersburg Committee's discussion had by now been going on for 
many hours. At the conclusion of the Central Committee meeting, which 
had taken place simultaneously, Bubnov, Sokolnikov, and Smilga went at 
once to the Petersburg Committee meeting, still in progress upon their ar
rival. All three were, of course, much closer to Lenin than to Kamenev in 
political sentiment, a fact which they immediately made clear. Indeed, their 
primary concern was to ascertain how local-level leaders in closest touch 
with workers and soldiers felt the masses would respond to the Bolshevik 



200 • THE BOLSHEVIKS COME TO POWER 

boycott of the Preparliament, which the Central Committee had just de
cided upon, and how and when, in their view, power might most easily be 
seized. 

If any participants in this meeting, apart from Volodarsky and 
Lashevich, were inclined to argue against an immediate insurrection, the 
militancy of Bubnov, Sokolnikov, and Smilga probably inhibited them 
from taking the floor. Although no member of the Petersburg Commitee 
suggested initiating an uprising at once, as Lenin seemed to have been rec
ommending, many of the most influential Petersburg Committee mem
bers, among them Latsis, Kalinin, Molotov, and Grigorii Evdokimov, spoke 
in support of a militant course. The indefatigable Latsis pointed to Russian 
naval defeats in the Baltic and expressed fear that the destruction of the 
Baltic Fleet was imminent-a development which would make the seizure 
of power significantly more difficult. Kalinin insisted somewhat ambigu
ously that the question of seizing power was now before the party and all 
that remained was the difficult question of ascertaining the proper moment 
for attack. Molotov spoke in a similar vein: "Presently we are on the eve of 
an overturn. . . . Our task now is not to restrain the masses but to select 
the most opportune moment for taking power into our own hands." Finally, 
Evdokimov, a member of the Central Soviet of Factory-Shop Committees, 
asserted that the soldiers' great thirst for peace was yet another argument 
for early action against the government since "a second Kornilov might ap
pear with peace as his slogan and then we will be strangled." 

Towards the close of the meeting, Rakhia proposed that, before adjourn
ing, the Petersburg Committee should attempt to arrive at a decision re
garding preparation of an uprising. However, Volodarsky advised that pas
sage of a formal resolution be delayed until the convocation two days hence 
of the much larger citywide party conference. This proposal was apparently 
acceptable to the majority, for the published record breaks off abruptly at 
this point. 19 

Not long after the full Petersburg Committee had dispersed, however, 
the Executive Commission made a start at implementing Lenin's recom
mendations. As Latsis later explained, while it was necessary to be ready 
for serious combat, so far no systematic preparations had been made. 20 The 
Executive Commission now delegated three of its members-Iakov Fenik
shtein, Ivan Moskvin, and Latsis-to initiate an evaluation of the party's 
military strength and, in general, to prepare district committees for action 
against the government. All this, records Latsis, was undertaken without in
forming the Central Committee. 21 

Word of what the Executive Commission was up to did not take long to 
reach the Central Committee, whose members, it will be recalled, had been 
apprehensive about the potentially explosive reaction of radically inclined 
local-level leaders from the time they had received Lenin's mid-September 
letters. The committee met at once to discuss the problem. The published 
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record of this meeting on October 7 is brief, indicating only that Bubnov 
reported the formation by the Executive Commission of a bureau to ascer
tain the mood of the masses and to establish close contact between them 
and party centers, and that after considering and discussing the importance 
of proper coordination and precise information, it was decided to create a 
bureau attached to the Central Committee "for information concerning the 
struggle against the counterrevolution." Trotsky, Sverdlov, and Bubnov 
were designated as the Central Committee's representatives in this 
bureau. 22 Nevsky and Podvoisky from the Military Organization and Latsis 
and Moskvin from the Petersburg Committee were subsequently named to 
the bureau as well. 23 There is no evidence that the bureau functioned ac
tively; for the time being the Central Committee's primary objective in es
tablishing such a body seems to have been to undercut the operation in
itiated by the Executive Commission. 

On the evening of October 7 Kerensky and his cabinet, representatives of 
the Allied diplomatic corps, nearly five hundred delegates from all parts of 
Russia, and a large contingent of journalists gathered in the stately white and 
crimson hall of the Mariinsky Palace, the former meeting-place of the Im
perial State Council, for the ceremonial opening of the Preparliament. 
Befitting the times, the imperial crest over the speaker's tribune and a cen
tennial portrait of the State Council by Repin were discreetly concealed 
behind red draperies. Most of the audience was in place when the fifty
three Bolshevik delegates arrived, directly from their heated deliberations at 
Smolny. This first session was given over largely to patriotic declarations 
and appeals to law and order by Kerensky; by the aging populist Ekaterina 
Breshko-Breshkovskaia, as senior member of the Preparliament; and by Av
ksentiev, its chairman. As the session drew to a close Trotsky demanded 
the floor for an emergency announcement. 

Mounting the speaker's platform, Trotsky launched into a denunciation 
of the Provisional Government and the Preparliament as tools of the coun
terrevolutionary bourgeoisie, and warned that the revolution was on the 
verge of being crushed. Obviously choosing his words more for the benefit 
of Petrograd workers and soldiers than for his immediate audience, he 
sounded a ringing battle cry: "At a time when Wilhelm's troops are 
threatening Petrograd, the government of Kerensky and Konovalov is pre
paring to flee Petrograd .... Leaving the Provisional Council, we are ap
pealing to workers, soldiers, and peasants of all Russia for vigilance and 
fortitude." "Petrograd is in danger," he roared, struggling to be heard over 
a storm of protests from the center and right. "The revolution and the peo
ple are in danger! The government is intensifying this threat and the 
ruling parties are helping it! Only the people can save themselves and the 
country! We turn to the people! All power to the soviets! All land to the 
people! Long live an immediate, just, democratic peace! Long live the Con-
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stituent Assembly!" The Bolshevik delegates now rose from their seats and 
filed out of the hall to the accompaniment of hoots and jeers. "Bastards!" 
someone shouted. "Go to your German trains!" hollered another in the 
audience, as the last of the Bolsheviks disappeared through the door. 24 

Predictably, Trotsky's inflammatory declaration and the Bolsheviks' de
monstrative walkout from the Preparliament created a sensation, touching 
off a wave of speculation regarding the party's next move. "Literally every
where," noted a reporter for N(Yl)aia zhizn' on October 8, "in long queues, 
among people casually congregating in the streets, in trolleys-rumors are 
circulating about an uprising being prepared by the Bolsheviks." 

Still, it is unlikely that anyone took special notice when, on the evening 
of October 10, members of the Bolshevik Central Committee, bundled in 
heavy coats against the late fall chill and a drizzly rain, slipped out of 
Smolny, one by one, to attend a strategy session in a secret meeting-place 
across the Neva, far out on the Petersburg side. This was to be Lenin's first 
direct confrontation with the Central Committee since his return from Fin
land; it had been carefully organized by Sverdlov at Lenin's behest. By an 
ironic twist of fate the gathering was to be held in the apartment of the left 
Menshevik Sukhanov, that unsurpassed chronicler of the revolution who 
had somehow managed to turn up at almost every important political meet
ing in Petrograd since the February revolution. But on this occasion 
Sukhanov was not in attendance. His wife, Galina Flakserman, a Bolshevik 
activist since 1905 and in 1917 a member of the staff of Izvestiia and an aide 
in the Central Committee secretariat, once had offered Sverdlov the use of 
the Sukhanov flat, should the need arise. It was a roomy apartment with 
several entrances, so the comings and goings of a large number of people 
would not attract particular attention. Sverdlov had decided to make use of 
this location for the October IO meeting. For her part, Flakserman insured 
that her meddlesome husband would remain away on this historic night. 
"The weather is wretched, and you must promise not to try to make it all 
the way back home tonight," she had counseled solicitously as he departed 
for work early that morning. 25 

At the start of the October 10 Central Committee meeting, while a few 
latecomers straggled in, Sverdlov disposed of routine business and also 
passed on some disturbing late reports filtering into the party's offices of 
counterrevolutionary plots allegedly being hatched on the northern front 
and at western front headquarters in Minsk. Sverdlov noted that these ru
mors had not yet been confirmed and suggested that one feasible way of deal
ing with any incipient plots in Minsk was to seize military headquarters 
there. He added that pro-Bolshevik troops in Minsk were also available for 
dispatch to Petrograd. 

Lenin soon appeared. "Clean-shaven and wearing a wig, he looked every 
bit like a Lutheran minister," Kollontai later recalled. By 10:00 P.M. at least 
a dozen of the Central Committee's twenty-one members, including Lenin, 
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Bubnov, Dzerzhinsky, Zinoviev, Kamenev, Kollontai, Lomov, Sokolnikov, 
Stalin, Trotsky, Uritsky, and Iakovleva, were seated around the 
Sukhanovs' dining room table in the dim illumination provided by a hang
ing lamp. Their attention soon turned to the main item of business-"the 
current moment." 

Lenin began the discussion with an impassioned plea for immediate ac
tion which lasted nearly an hour. At the outset, he reproached his associates 
for "indifference toward the question of an uprising." The party, he 
charged, should have concerned itself with the technical side of this prob
lem long ago. In support of his claim that time was of the essence, Lenin 
again expressed certainty that the government was about to surrender Pet
rograd to the Germans as a means of stifling the revolution. (Apparently, 
unfounded rumors that Kerensky was contemplating giving up Petrograd 
without a fight circulated widely at this time, but it is difficult to say 
whether Lenin actually believed such a step likely or was merely trying to 
make the strongest possible case for immediate action.) Referring to other 
vague rumors of a possible peace settlement at Russia's expense and indica
tions of revolutionary unrest abroad, he also insisted that the international 
situation provided another reason for the Bolsheviks to take the initiative at 
once. 

Echoing the arguments advanced in some of his earlier letters, Lenin 
went on to compare the prevailing situation with the time of the abortive 
July uprising, concluding that in the intervening period the Bolsheviks had 
made gigantic strides in building up support. The indifference of the masses 
to revolutionary action could be explained by their boredom with words 
and resolutions. "The majority is with us now," Lenin insisted, and "the 
political situation is fully ripe for the transfer of power." It was now crucial 
to discuss the technical aspect of the overthrow of the government. Yet 
instead, like the defensists, the Bolsheviks were inclined to think of the 
systematic preparation of an uprising as something akin to a political sin. 
To wait for the Constituent Assembly, which obviously won't "be with 
us," said Lenin, was senseless and would only complicate the task. Lenin 
wound up his remarks with some concrete suggestions about how and 
when the insurrection against the government should start: the party must 
use the Northern Region Congress of Soviets opening at Smolny the next 
morning, as well as the proposed offer of soldiers from Minsk and the raid 
of military headquarters there, for the beginning of decisive action. 

The official published account of the debate following Lenin's appeal is 
brief and very incomplete. The remarks of Kamenev and Zinoviev, Lenin's 
main opponents, are not reflected in the official record at all. 26 References 
to this meeting in other contemporary documents and descriptions in sev
eral published memoirs reveal that the discussion was "passionate and 
tense," that it lasted through the night and into the early morning, and that 
eventually virtually everyone present spoke. Lomov and Iakovleva appar-
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ently reported on the tactical views of Bolshevik leaders in Moscow and on 
the political situation in the Moscow area generally. Uritsky voiced grave 
concern about the party's reliable military strength in Petrograd, yet as
serted somewhat contradictorily that if the Bolsheviks were bent on an up
rising then it was necessary to begin making definite preparations for it. 
Sverdlov, drawing upon information flowing into the Central Committee 
Secretariat, reported on conditions elsewhere in Russia and evidently 
strongly supported the idea of an insurrection. 

Late at night, the assembled leaders were badly shaken by an insistent 
knock at the door_. The caller turned out to be Flakserman's brother lurii, a 
military school cadet and also a Bolshevik, who had come to help with the 
samovar. Not long after this momentary fright, Kamenev and Zinoviev, the 
latter sporting an unaccustomed beard and with his curly hair clipped 
short, tried their best to counter Lenin's arguments, attacking the idea of an 
armed uprising on both theoretical and practical grounds. As he had at the 
April Conference, Kamenev, now joined by Zinoviev, underlined the im
portance of the petty bourgeoisie in the development of the Russian revolu
tion. As the two put it in a summation of their arguments which they later 
prepared, 27 the Russian working class, by itself, could not complete the 
present revolution. "We simply cannot lose sight of the fact that between us 
and the bourgeoisie there is an enormous third camp, that of the petty 
bourgeoisie. This camp joined with us during the Kornilov affair and 
brought us victory. It will ally with us again more than once ... , but for 
the time being it is closer to the bourgeoisie than to [the Bolsheviks]." 

Kamenev and Zinoviev also voiced skepticism regarding Lenin's assump
tions that a majority of the Russian population now backed the Bolsheviks 
and that the international proletariat was in the main for the Bolsheviks. In 
their view, a majority of Russian workers and a significant percentage of 
soldiers supported the Bolsheviks-"but everything else is questionable." 
They suggested, for example, that if elections to the Constituent Assembly 
were held in the prevailing circumstances, a majority of peasants would 
vote for the SRs. As for the soldiers who now supported the Bolsheviks, 
they would "run away" should the Bolsheviks be forced to conduct a rev
olutionary war. Granting some validity to Lenin's argument that it would 
be more difficult for the German government to fight against a revolution
ary Russia which proposed a democratic peace, they nonetheless consid
ered it unlikely that such a handicap would deter the Germans. 

At the same time, as far as Kamenev and Zinoviev were concerned, the 
idea that the Bolsheviks in Russia could count on significant aid from rev
olutionary workers abroad was without foundation. While conceding that 
there were important signs of growing revolutionary unrest in Germany 
and Italy, they insisted that it was a long way from this to any kind of 
active support for a proletarian revolution in a Russia which had declared 
war on the entire bourgeois world. Moreover, if the Bolsheviks in Russia 
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were to suffer defeat, the revolutionary movement abroad would be dealt a 
major blow. The outbreak of serious revolutions in Europe would make it 
obligatory for Bolsheviks in Russia to take power at once, they argued. 
Only after the beginning of this upheaval abroad would the success of a 
proletarian revolution in Russia be assured. Such a time was coming, they 
acknowledged, but it most definitely had not yet arrived. 

Finally, Kamenev and Zinoviev contended that Lenin's assessment of 
Bolshevik strength and of the government's isolation and weakness in Pet
rograd was vastly exaggerated. Neither workers nor soldiers were bursting 
for a fight, while, in any case, the military troops at the government's dis
posal were far stronger than those supporting the revolution. Mor~over, 
supported by the Central Executive Committee, the Provisional Govern
ment would almost certainly request help from the front. In view of this, 
the party would be forced to fight in circumstances very different from 
those at the time of the struggle against Kornilov. Then the party had 
fought alongside the SRs and Mensheviks and even some close allies of 
Kerensky. Now it would be necessary to take on "the Black Hundreds, plus 
the Kadets, plus Kerensky and the Provisional Government, plus the Cen
tral Executive Committee and the SRs and Mensheviks." For the party, the 
consequences of such a struggle would be inevitable defeat. 

As an alternative to the immediate uprising advocated by Lenin, 
Kamenev and Zinoviev urged that the party adhere to a nonviolent political 
course, "a defensive posture" aimed at acquiring the strongest possible rep
resentation for the masses at the Constituent Assembly. Countering Lenin's 
contention that if allowed more time, the government would successfully 
torpedo the Constituent Assembly, they expressed certainty that the 
bourgeoisie was too weak to implement its counterrevolutionary objectives, 
or even to effectively manipulate elections to the Constituent Assembly. 
Maintained Kamenev and Zinoviev: "Through the army, through the 
workers, we have a revolver pointed at the temple of the bourgeoisie. If it 
even considered attempting to do away with the Constituent Assembly, it 
would again push the petty bourgeois parties to us and the revolver would 
be triggered." Sympathy for the Bolsheviks would continue to grow while 
the Kadet-Menshevik-SR bloc would gradually disintegrate. Support for 
the party in the Constituent Assembly, working in conjunction with the 
soviets, would be so strong that the Bolsheviks' enemies would be forced to 
make concessions at every step or risk the creation of a majority bloc of 
Bolsheviks, Left SRs, nonparty peasant representatives, and the like that 
would put through the party's program. The only way such a scenario 
might be disrupted, Zinoviev and Kamenev concluded, would be if the 
party initiated an untimely insurrection such as that proposed by Lenin, 
thereby subjecting the proletariat to attack from the entire counterrevolu
tion allied with the petty bourgeois democracy. 

In sum, these were the arguments advanced by Kamenev and Zinoviev. 
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Perhaps in a broader party forum, such as that assembled in Petrograd 
during the Democratic State Conference, they might even now have at
tracted strong support. But such potential sympathizers as Nogin and 
Rykov were not present at the historic gathering of October 10, and every
one else sided with Lenin. Apart from Kamenev and Zinoviev, differences 
among Central Committee members on this occasion no longer revolved 
around fundamental theoretical issues or the question of whether or not to 
overthrow the Provisional Government and transfer power to the soviets, 
but centered on how soon and in what manner this might be done and 
whether or not it was necessary to associate an uprising with the Congress 
of Soviets. In the resolution which Lenin proposed at the close of the Oc
tober 10 meeting these issues were somewhat blurred. Hastily scratched out 
with the gnawed end of a pencil on a sheet of paper torn from a child's 
notebook, it read in part: 

The Central Committee acknowledges that the international situation as 
it affects the Russian revolution . . . as well as the military situation . . . 
and the fact that the proletarian party has gained majorities in the 
soviets-all this, coupled with the peasant insurrection and the swing of 
popular confidence to our party, and finally, the obvious preparations for a 
second Kornilovshchina . . . makes armed insurrection the order of the day. 

Recognizing that an armed uprising is inevitable and the time fully ripe, 
the Central Committee instructs all party organizations to be guided ac
cordingly and to consider and decide all practical questions from this 
standpoint (the Northern Region Congress of Soviets, the withdrawal of 
troops from Petrograd, the action of [comrades] in Moscow and Minsk, 
etc). 

This call to arms was adopted by a vote of ten to two. Kollontai remem
bered that as soon as the vote was taken, the prevailing tension evaporated 
and everyone suddenly felt starved. Iurii Flakserman produced the 
samovar, along with some cheese, sausage, and black bread, and the hungry 
group immediately pounced on the food. Arguments continued for a bit, 
Kollontai recalled, but they were now interspersed with humor-and 
good-natured gibes at Kamenev and Zinoviev. 28 

Thus ended this historic meeting between Lenin and the Bolshevik Cen
tral Committee. Historians in the Soviet Union frequently have viewed the 
night of October 10 as the moment when doubts about a militant revolu
tionary course within the Central Committee were, for practical purposes, 
eliminated, after which Bolshevik organizations everywhere set about 
energetically preparing a popular armed uprising along the lines urged by 
Lenin. This interpretation does not accurately describe the circumstances. 
The Central Committee resolution of October 10, which left the exact 
character and timing of an insurrection to the discretion of subordinate Bol
shevik organizations, did not resolve the very profound differences of opin-
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ion regarding revolutionary tactics that still existed between Lenin and 
other party leaders more acutely attuned to the specific political situation 
prevailing in Petrograd. As we shall see, these tactical divergences were to 
have great significance in the subsequent development of the revolution. 

This is not to suggest that the Central Committee meeting of October 10 
was unimportant. The October 10 resolution on "the current moment" 
made the seizure of power "the order of the day." For the Bolsheviks, this 
constituted a major advance over the corresponding resolution at the Sixth 
Congress (which had merely acknowledged the necessity of an armed upris
ing) as well as a formal reversal of the orientation toward a peaceful de
velopment of the revolution which had shaped the party's policies through-
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out September. While Kamenev and Zinoviev now watched in dismay, 
word of the Central Committee's decision and call to arms was spread to 
key party committees around the country. Looking back over the period 
between the Kornilov affair and the decision of October 10, one can see 
that, as in April, chief responsibility for this drastic transformation in the 
outlook of the party's top hierarchy belongs to Lenin. It was Lenin who, 
over a period of several weeks, alternately cajoled, pressured, and 
threatened his colleagues, and who, by force of argument and personal au
thority, ultimately succeeded in turning a majority of the Central Commit
tee toward an insurrectionary course. This major personal victory of 
Lenin's should be borne in mind as we turn to a consideration of political 
developments in Petrograd and intraparty disputes over tactics between Oc
tober 10 and the Bolshevik seizure of power. Few modern historical 
episodes better illustrate the sometimes decisive role of an individual in 
historical events. 



·12· 
OBSTACLES TO 
AN UPRISING 

The Bolshevik Central Committee's bitterly debated decision to make 
the seizure of power the order of the day was not reflected at once 

in Rabochii put', the party's main newspaper. The banner headline "Com
rade Workers, Soldiers, and Peasants-Prepare for the Congress of Soviets 
Opening October 20," displayed beside the paper's masthead daily since 
September 27, was for the time retained. This does not mean, however, 
that the October 10 resolution was without immediate effect; behind the 
scenes, Bolsheviks supporting the party's new, ultramilitant course now 
mounted a concerted effort to prepare an armed uprising at the earliest 
possible moment. 

Attention was initially centered chiefly on the Northern Region Congress 
of Soviets, which met in Petrograd from October 11 to 13. As Latsis later 
recorded: "The plan was that it [the Northern Congress] would declare 
itself the government, and this would be the start. " 1 One of the many re
gional assemblies of soviets convened in various parts of Russia in prepara
tion for the coming All-Russian Congress, the Northern Region Congress 
brought together ninety-four delegates representing army and navy com
mittees and local soviets, primarily from northwestern Russia. 2 Chaired by 
Krylenko and solidly leftist, the congress included among its participants 
fifty-one Bolsheviks, twenty-four Left SRs, four Maximalists (a small ter
rorist offshoot of the SR Party), one Menshevik-lnternationalist, and only 
ten SRs (four Mensheviks had departed the congress shortly after it 
opened). It was this apparent strength of the extreme left that led Lenin and 
other party leaders to view the congress as a suitable institution around 
which to organize Kerensky's overthrow. 

Apparently the Bolshevik-led Regional Executive Committee of the 
Army, Fleet, and Workers in Finland, which scheduled the Northern Re
gion Congress and arranged for it to be held in Petrograd rather than Hel-
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singfors, also viewed the congress as an appropriate institution for the initi
ation and legitimization of an insurrection. Plans for the congress were made 
after the Regional Executive Committee's chairman, Smilga, received 
Lenin's letter of September 27 in which he had been urged to personally 
take the initiative in preparing the overthrow of the government. In an 
article on the Northern Congress published in Rabochii put' on October 8 
and in the Kronstadt Proletarskoe delo two days later, Smilga declared that 
the congress "would in all likelihood have to assume a tremendously impor
tant role in the political life of the country." "It is no secret to anyone," he 
went on to assert, "that defensists of all varieties are conducting a furious 
campaign against the All-Russian Congress of Soviets ... [and] that if we 
passively await the twentieth, there will be no congress. It is necessary to 
rebuff the onslaught of the defensists, not only with words but with deeds. 
The crisis is growing with extraordinary speed. The current status can last 
only for a few days. . . . In this moment the regional congress can have 
enormous significance. "3 

On October 7, even before the Central Committee agreed to prepare an 
insurrection, participants in a citywide conference of Petrograd Bolsheviks 
were primed for the possibility that the Northern Region Congress would 
initiate action against the government. 4 Subsequently, on the morning of 
the eleventh, Kollontai informed conference participants of the resolution 
passed by the Central Committee, pointing, no doubt, to the key role en
visioned for the Northern Region Congress. 5 

In a message of October 8 to Bolsheviks participating in the Northern 
Region Congress, Lenin insisted that delegates would be "traitors to the 
International" if they limited themselves to "mere resolutions." "We must 
not wait for the All-Russian Congress of Soviets, which the Central Execu
tive Committee may put off until November," Lenin inveighed; "only the 
immediate movement of troops from Finland and the Baltic Fleet . . . can 
save the Russian and world revolutions. . . . [These forces] can and must 
march on Petrograd, smash the Kornilovite regiments, rouse both capital 
cities, initiate mass agitation for a government which will immediately give 
land to the peasants and make proposals for peace, overthrow Kerensky's 
government and establish such a government. Procrastination would be 
fatal." 6 Two days later, at the October 10 meeting of the Central Commit
tee, Lenin had urged the party to make use of the Northern Region Con
gress of Soviets for the beginning of decisive action. 

Word of the Central Committee's decision to organize an uprising was 
conveyed to Bolshevik delegates at the Northern Region Congress upon 
their arrival at Smolny the morning of October 11; indeed, it appears that 
during the early sessions of the congress, these delegates were led to believe 
that directives to start an insurrection could be expected momentarily. 7 One 
of the secretaries of the congress, the Kronstadt Bolshevik Boris Breslav, 
later remembered that as the congress opened, many of its participants as-
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sumed that it would become the center for an uprising: "They were under 
the impression that the Central Committee's signal to come out would be 
received at any minute. "8 

Such thinking was encouraged by Sokolnikov in a report on the current 
moment delivered on behalf of the Central Committee at an initial meeting 
of the party's fraction at the Northern Congress on the morning of October 
11. Sokolnikov's message boiled down to the following: "The moment when 
it is necessary to go into battle for the triumph of the soviets throughout the 
country has arrived .... It is no accident that the congress has been 
moved to Petrograd, for it may be that it will have to be the organization 
that will start an uprising. "9 

The atmosphere at the Northern Region Congress of Soviets became 
greatly heated early in the proceedings when Antonov-Ovseenko an
nounced that political prisoners still in the Crosses Prison had begun a 
hunger strike. In response, the delegates passed an appeal to the prisoners: 
"Halt your hunger strike and marshal your strength because the hour of 
your liberation is close at hand." 10 Yet, despite this beginning, the Bol
shevik leadership held back from actually summoning the delegates to help 
organize the overthrow of Kerensky. Instead, the congress adjourned late 
on October 13 after passage of a fairly moderate joint Bolshevik-Left SR 
resolution which in effect tied the creation of a soviet government to the 
All-Russian Congress of Soviets. 11 

The failure of the Northern Region Congress to trigger an uprising can 
be explained by several related factors. For one thing, Bolshevik Military 
Organization leaders, who since April had had chief responsibility for pre
paring the seizure of power, raised what in retrospect seem to have been 
justified doubts regarding the party's readiness for an armed uprising. Dur
ing the preceding weeks and months, as we have seen, the Bolsheviks had 
directed their attention almost entirely to activities consistent with the 
peaceful development of the revolution. Relatively little effort had been de
voted, in either the barracks or the factories, to the kind of careful technical 
preparation needed to support a party-organized insurrection. Bolshevik 
control in units of the Petrograd garrison involved in the July days had not 
yet been restored. 12 Many of the worker Red Guard units created during 
the Kornilov crisis had since disintegrated; not until mid-October was an 
effort begun to coordinate and train Red Guard units on a citywide basis. 
Then too, nothing had yet been done to assure the cooperation of rail work
ers so that the capital would not be immediately cut off from the rest of the 
country in the event of an insurrection. 

Nevsky had such problems in mind when, in a candid early memoir, he 
wrote that "educated by the bitter experience of the July days," the Mili
tary Organization at this time "delayed and carefully considered its actions. 
There was much that was not yet prepared, much that had to be adjusted, 
much to be corrected, and here and there, we found flagrant deficiencies." 
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Nevsky went on to acknowledge that, for these reasons, he and Podvoisky 
firmly insisted that the start of any uprising be delayed for about two 
weeks. 13 Elsewhere he later commented, "We had to pour cold water on all 
those ardent comrades who were straining for a fight, not having an idea of 
all the difficulties connected with an uprising" 14-an assessment applicable 
most of all to Lenin. 

A second factor impelling Bolshevik Party strategists to delay an insur
rection against the Provisional Government was that local leaders in closest 
day-to-day contact with the masses now voiced similarly grave concern 
about the possibility of mobilizing sufficient numbers of Petrograd workers 
and soldiers in support of an armed uprising in advance of the Congress of 
Soviets, which since September 2 3 had been trumpeted with increasing 
volume, by Bolsheviks, Left SRs, and Menshevik-lnternationalists alike, as 
the appropriate forum for the legitimate settlement of the government ques
tion. Particularly strong reservations along this line appear to have emerged 
at the citywide Bolshevik conference on October 10, at a conference of 
party representatives from Petrograd Province (that is, from outlying 
towns) on October l, and at a meeting between members of the Military 
Organization Bureau and representatives from units of the Petrograd garri
son which took place during the second week of October. According to the 
recollections of Alexander Shotman, an official of the provincial organiza
tion and a confidant of Lenin who had been active in the Russian social 
democratic movement from the days of the Petersburg Union of Struggle, 
majorities at aH three gatherings opposed an uprising before the Second 
Congress of Soviets. 15 

Actually, the staunchly radical complexion of the Northern Region Con
gress notwithstanding, by the evening of October 12 it was probably evi
dent that winning majority support for an immediate insurrection would be 
virtually impossible even there. In the first place, while Trotsky, Sokol
nikov, and other supporters of the Central Committee's October 10 resolu
tion were exploring how this decision might best be implemented, 
Kamenev and Zinoviev were working desperately to prevent the initiation 
of an uprising, certain that an immediate, party-organized insurrection 
could end only in a far more serious disaster than that following the July 
uprising, and believing, not unjustifiably, that a majority of party leaders in 
the country might well support this view. After the Central Committee 
meeting on October l 0 they dispatched a summary of their arguments 
against the seizure of power to major party committees throughout the 
country and to the Bolshevik fractions in the Central Executive Committee, 
the Petrograd Soviet, and the Northern Region Congress of Soviets. "We 
are deeply convinced," they wrote, "that to declare an armed uprising now 
would be to risk the fate not only of the party but of the world revolution. 
There is no doubt that there are times in history when the downtrodden 
class must acknowledge that it is better to be defeated than to surrender 
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without a struggle. Is the Russian working class in this kind of position 
now? No and a thousand times no!" 16 

In Petrograd, Kamenev and Zinoviev personally lobbied for postpone
ment of precipitous revolutionary action among local party leaders generally 
and among deputies to the Northern Region Congress of Soviets in 
particular. 17 

At the Northern Region Congress, the Left SRs, who shared in full the 
reservations of Kamenev and Zinoviev regarding an armed uprising, also 
actively opposed use of the congress to overthrow the government. 18 At this 
time, the Left SRs were interested most of all in facilitating the creation of a 
broadly representative, exclusively socialist government at the coming Sec
ond All-Russian Congress of Soviets. As was the case with Rabochii put', 
every issue of the Left SR newspaper Znamia truda from September 27 on 
carried the banner headline "Comrades, Prepare for the All-Russian Con
gress of Soviets."19 Unlike Rabochii put', however, the editors of Znamia 
truda consistently coupled this message with the sternest warnings against 
early armed action against the Provisional Government. Sergei Mstislavsky 
expressed this message in a lead editorial on October 13: "A coming-out by 
the workers and soldiers would be a monstrous crime . . . an attack not on 
the Provisional Government, but on the soviets. . . . And because of this, 
those who appeal to the masses for action, for the seizure of power, deceive. 
Their appeal is a cry not for the triumph of the people's will, but for its 
self-destruction." 

Mstislavsky's colleague Boris Kamkov later explained the policies pursued 
by Left SRs in the capital at this time: 

In the wake of the Democratic State Conference, after it became clear 
that the defensists were unwilling to break with the politics of coalition, 
we looked to the All-Russian Congress of Soviets to assume the task of 
organizing a new government. In our agitation in military barracks and 
factories we emphasized the necessity of being prepared to provide or
ganized armed support to the All-Russian Congress of Soviets in case the 
Kerensky regime did not recognize the authority of the newly organized 
socialist government. A few days before the All-Russian Congress, how
ever, it became clear to those of us working in factories and barracks that 
the Bolsheviks were mobilizing their forces not simply to defend the gov
ernment established by the congress, but rather to seize power in advance 
of the congress. And in this matter we departed very drastically from the 
Bolsheviks. Their course seemed to us both dangerous and senseless. After 
coalition had so bankrupted itself, after it had become an empty shell and 
the very word coalition had become a term of abuse in worker and soldier 
circles, and when among workers and peasants it was impossible to find a 
single solid group which would defend coalition government, it seemed to 
us that it would be possible to rid ourselves painlessly of this skeleton by 
action of the All-Russian Congress of Soviets. At the same time, we be-
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lieved that if this were done in another way, say by means of the seizure of 
power in Petrograd before the congress, this might appear to be 
adventurist-as the seizure of power not by the soviets, but by one politi
cal party. It seemed to us that this would immediately complicate the situ
ation and make it impossible to avoid civil war. 20 

The difficulties which the lobbying efforts of Kamenev and Zinoviev, 
coupled with the opposition of the Left SRs, posed for Bolshevik leaders 
seriously exploring the possibility of organizing an insurrection at the 
Northern Region Congress of Soviets can be easily understood if one bears 
in mind that the Left SRs, together with the SRs and Menshevik
Internationalists, could probably count on close to thirty-five of the ninety 
votes in the congress. Thus Kamenev and Zinoviev had only to sow reser
vations about the wisdom of an uprising among less than a dozen of the 
remaining fifty-five Bolshevik and Maximalist delegates to prevent im
mediate action-and there is no doubt that had the matter come to a vote, 
they would have had little difficulty in doing so. 

Actually, as the Northern Region Congress drew to a close, what seems 
to have worried its participants most was the possibility that the Central 
Executive Committee might manage to have the All-Russian Congress 
postponed or cancelled altogether on the grounds that it was interfering 
with preparations for the Constituent Assembly. Consequently, one of its 
last acts was to adopt an appeal to the masses emphasizing the importance 
of the All-Russian Congress and its assumption of power as the sole means 
of assuring that a properly elected Constituent Assembly would be con
vened without further delays. 21 

The deputies also created a permanent executive committee. There is no 
doubt that some Bolshevik members of this committee viewed it primarily 
as an insurrectionary organ; thus, AQtonov later recalled reaching an agree
ment with Smilga immediately after the Northern Congress to the effect 
that Smilga would return to Helsingfors to organize detachments of sailors, 
infantry, and artillerymen for the support of an uprising, while Antonov 
would direct the committee's work in Petrograd. According to Antonov, 
the forces mobilized by Smilga were to be dispatched to Petrograd upon 
receipt of a telegram reading "Send the regulations." Antonov makes it 
clear, however, that these arrangements were made privately. 22 The osten
sible purpose of the permanent committee set up by the Northern Congress 
of Soviets was to organize and prepare military forces for the defense and 
support of the coming All-Russian Congress of Soviets; hence, even the 
Left SRs agreed to take part in its work. 

As it turned out, the Northern Region Congress was for the most part a 
thundering, highly visible expression of ultraradical sentiment. Moreover, 
while the congress was in session, Bolshevik agitators were circulating 
throughout the working-class districts of Petrograd, energetically seeking, 
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with mixed success, to whip up the hostility of workers and soldiers toward 
the existing government in preparation for a momentary call to arms. Yet 
from the party's point of view, for the time being this activity, following 
upon the heels of the Bolsheviks' departure from the Preparliament, had the 
largely negative effect of heightening the apprehension of government sup
porters in regard to Bolshevik intentions. 23 Virtually all of Petrograd's daily 
papers were now filled with speculation about Bolshevik plans and ac
tivities. The lead editorial in Gorky's Novaia zhizn' on October 15, for ex
ample, reported that the Bolsheviks were conducting widespread agitation 
for an uprising. "The mood of the masses is not uniform," wrote the 
editorialist, "A portion is apparently ready to act, another is not particu
larly inclined toward combat and is leaning more toward refraining from 
active steps, and there are also groups who are either hostile or completely 
passive toward a coming out." 

Similarly, Gazeta-kopeika informed its readers on October 14 that "there is 
definite evidence that the Bolsheviks are energetically preparing for a com
ing out on October 20." A few days later, under the headline "The Bol
sheviks Are Coming Out," the rightist Zhivoe slovo announced that "the vile 
and bloody events of July 3-5 were only a rehearsal. Now the Bolsheviks 
are preparing to give the performance itself. . . . In factories and barracks 
everywhere, Bolsheviks are appealing to workers and soldiers to come out 
into the streets of Petrograd with weapons in hand at the first signal, to 
overthrow the government and massacre the bourgeoisie." All writers cou
pled their alarms with dire warnings regarding the consequences of rev
olutionary action and/or insistent appeals that the government take deci
sive measures against the left before it was too late. A writer for Birzhevye 
vedomosti declared on the morning of October 14 in an editorial titled "It Is 
Time to Act": "The Bolsheviks talk about an early coming out of the masses 
ever more precisely and definitely .... Yet all this is patiently tolerated by 
the government and the democracy without counteraction .... The mo
ment which the government must use for the firm defense of revolutionary 
Petrograd from anarchy has arrived." 

Of course, moderate socialist leaders at Smolny and the cabinet ministers 
in the Winter Palace were now equally attuned to the likelihood of an early 
Bolshevik-led insurrection. At a plenary session of the All-Russian Execu
tive Committees on October 14, Dan, referring to the flood of reports of 
extremist agitation and apparent Bolshevik preparations for an insurrection, 
declared: "We must ask the comrade Bolsheviks candidly, what is the pur
pose of their politics? ... The Bolsheviks must announce from this 
podium whether or not they are calling upon the revolutionary proletariat 
to come out .... I want a yes-or-no answer." From the floor came 
Riazanov's far from reassuring reply: "We demand peace and land." 
Significantly, at the close of this session even Martov, for the Menshevik
lnternationalists, and Livshits, for the Left SRs, rose to support a resolu-
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tion proposed by Dan appealing to workers, soldiers, and peasants to main
tain calm and branding a "coming out" of any kind completely 
impermissible. 24 

To judge by press reports, a significant portion of each daily session of 
Kerensky's cabinet at this time was devoted to discussion of the Bolshevik 
menace. At a meeting on October 17, Kishkin, minister of the interior, 
reported that the force at the disposal of the government would be sufficient 
to put down disturbances once they broke out, but too weak to initiate 
action against the left. According to information in the government's hands, 
he added, an uprising had originally been planned for October 18 but had 
been postponed until the twenty-third because of insufficient preparation. 25 

The cabinet weighed various countermeasures. Yet, conscious of the 
complexities of the prevailing situation, it limited itself to directing the com
mander of the Petrograd Military District, General Georgii Polkovnikov, 
to ready the government's defenses, and to issuing daily appeals for order; 
clearly the ministers hoped the Bolsheviks would compromise themselves 
by making the first move. As the war minister, General Verkhovsky, de
clared realistically: "We have a plan-it is necessary to await the action of 
the other side. Bolshevism has infected the Soviet and there is not enough 
strength to disperse it."26 Departing from a cabinet meeting on the night of 
October 13, the date the Northern Region Congress of Soviets closed, an 
unidentified minister commented to waiting reporters somewhat more 
brashly: "At present the government is not in the least desirous of a clash. 
But what are we to do? If the Bolsheviks act, we will carry out a surgical 
operation and the abscess will be extracted once and for all. "27 

In the wake of the Northern Region Congress, Lenin continued to press 
for an immediate rising, while, for their part, Kamenev and Zinoviev cam
paigned just as vigorously to prevent a precipitous insurrection and to allay 
the apprehension of the Bolsheviks' opponents regarding this possibility. 
Meanwhile, local party activists with close ties to the garrison, factories, 
and mass organizations went on exploring practical possibilities for imple
menting the Central Committee's October IO resolution. The difficulties 
which they encountered in preparing an insurrection before the All-Russian 
Congress of Soviets surfaced clearly at two important party strategy ses
sions which followed the Northern Region Congress-the first, an October 
15 emergency meeting of the Petersburg Committee, and the second, a has
tily arranged conference between the Central Committee and representa
tives of the Petersburg Committee, Military Organization, Petrograd 
Province Bolshevik Committee, Petrograd Soviet, and trade union and 
factory-shop committee leadership the following night. 28 

The Petersburg Committee meeting of October 15 was attended by 
thirty-five representatives of Bolshevik committees from the districts of Pet
rograd. The primary business of the evening, discussion of preparations for 



Obstacles to an Uprising · 2 1 7 

an insurrection, opened with a formal report on the current moment by 
Bubnov, the Central Committee's man on the Petersburg committee. Bub
nov made a strong plea for action against the government, declaring: "We 
are drawing ourselves into a clash .... We stand at the brink of a 'coming 
out.' " Maintaining that all the elements for an uprising were at hand, he 
insisted: "We must prepare all our forces for action .... We must gather all 
our agitators. . . . If we are to save the revolution, we must follow an 
offensive as well as a defensive policy." 

No sooner had Bubnov finished, however, than Nevsky rushed forward 
to present the case for a substantial delay in the organization of an uprising. 
The enormous impact of the July experience on Military Organization lead
ers is clearly reflected in Nevsky's carefully phrased speech on this occa
sion. "I must turn the assembly's attention to the myriad of difficulties we 
have encountered," he insisted at the start. "The Military Organization has 
just become rightist." Warning that absolutely nothing had been done to 
prepare the provinces for the overthrow of the Provisional Government and 
that the Bolsheviks were in fact just beginning to gain a foothold in the 
countryside, he asserted that peasants in several regions had declared that 
in the event of an uprising they would withhold bread. He added that the 
party could not hope to achieve victory if it ignored the mood of the masses. 
Nevsky went on to point out that such vital factors as the support of rail
road workers and the cooperation of the Fifth Army on the northern front 
had not been secured. In general, technical preparations for an uprising had 
not been initiated; as matters stood, there was no assurance that the Bol
sheviks would have that initial preponderance of strength necessary for vic
tory over the Provisional Government. For all these reasons Nevsky con
cluded that the Central Committee's resolution of October lO was prema
ture. 

Following Nevsky's address, evidently in response to a request from the 
floor, Boky, the Petersburg Committee secretary, read aloud in their en
tirety both the Central Committee's October lO resolution and the long 
Kamenev-Zinoviev memorandum. The blunt warnings of Kamenev and 
Zinoviev, coming on the heels of those of Nevsky, clearly had a profound 
impact on the assembled local party officials, for it was now agreed that the 
Central Committee's resolution should be considered "broadly," that is, 
from the standpoint of both its basic feasibility and the prospects for its 
implementation. 

With this in mind, the committee listened to reports on the prevailing 
situation in each district. For the most part, these served to reinforce ap
prehensions regarding the wisdom of immediate action. To be sure, it 
would be misleading to suggest that the reports were uniformly pessimistic. 
For example, the indefatigable Latsis lavished praise on preparations for the 
seizure of power being made by workers in the crucial Vyborg District and 
expressed confidence that they could be depended upon. Vinokurov, the 
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representative of the Nevsky District, who, unlike Latsis, was not given to 
exaggeration, vouchsafed, "The mood favors us-the masses are beginning 
to prick up their ears." And lukka Rakhia, speaking for the Finns, declared 
that their attitude toward an uprising was "the sooner the better." 

On the other hand, the general picture of the state of affairs in the fac
tories and barracks was often so unpromising that it could not but have had 
a dampening effect on the mood of party members. Perhaps the most 
alarming factor brought out at this discussion was the apparent lethargy of 
large numbers of Petrograd workers and soldiers. It should be borne in 
mind that at issue here was not whether workers and soldiers were sym
pathetic to transfer of power to the soviets-that the Bolshevik program was 
broadly supported by the masses was acknowledged by all-but whether or 
not they would risk loss of work, immediate shipment to the front, impris
onment, or even death in response to a Bolshevik call for an uprising on the 
very eve of the Congress of Soviets. And in this regard, of nineteen district 
representatives who reported on the situation in their localities, only eight 
felt the masses were in a fighting mood and ready to rise at once, six appear 
to have viewed the prevailing spirit as indefinite and inclined toward wait
ing, while five referred explicitly to the absence of any desire to come out. 29 

Kalinin, the future president of the Soviet state, observed that in the 
Lesnovsky subdistrict (part of the large Vyborg District), things were mov
ing badly for the moment. Savva Ravich of the Moscow District, a dentist, 
expressed the view that the masses would come out if directed by the 
Soviet, but that few would respond at the behest of the party. Sergei 
Prokhorov, a carpenter by trade and representative of the Petersburg Dis
trict, reported that "where our influence is strong, there is a wait-and-see 
mood; where this is not the case, the mood is apathetic. . . . Even if the 
Soviet issues a call to come out, some factories, mine for example, will not 
act." Alexander Akselrod of the Rozhdestvensky District, and Naum An
tselovich, who represented the Petrograd Trade Union Soviet and was also 
chairman of the electricians' union, agreed that the mood of the masses was 
such that if they were attacked by the counterrevolution a rebuff would be 
given, but that the masses would not attack by themselves. Akselrod added 
that the mood was deflated because of layoffs connected with the evacuation 
of factories. Representing the Petrograd provincial party organization, 
Kharitonov, summarizing reports made at the Petrograd provincial confer
ence two weeks earlier, was similarly pessimistic. He said the consensus 
there was that the masses were dispirited. "Out of five thousand of our 
supporters in Krasnoe Selo," he asserted, "only five hundred would come 
here [to participate in an insurrection]; the rest would wait it out in Krasnoe 
Selo." He added that in Kronstadt the mood had fallen sharply and that 
there was widespread drunkenness, even among Bolsheviks. 

Apparent mass apathy was by no means the only important problem 
contributing to the pessimistic picture emanating from lower party levels on 
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the eve of the proposed Bolshevik seizure of power. The local reports of 
October 15 also revealed widespread concern about a general absence of 
technical preparations for an insurrection; indeed, there were few speakers 
who did not take note of serious organizational problems in connection with 
the Red Guards or critical shortages of arms and ammunition, and from the 
reports taken together, it is clear that no insurrectionary organs had been 
created as yet. S. M. Gessen, of the Narva District, observed drily that 
since there were no combat centers, fighting forces, presumably those 
created during the Kornilov crisis, had broken up. Vinokurov, who had 
been optimistic about the mood of workers in the Nevsky District, acknowl
edged that the district had no Red Guard units and that it could not boast 
about its organizational apparatus. Prokhorov declared directly, "Things are 
bad as regards the Red Guards .... In general the district is in a state of 
complete disintegration." The representative of the Shlusselburg District 
noted that a Red Guard unit had been organized but that people were reluc
tant to enroll because there were few arms. 

Clearly appalled by the turn of the discussion, Bubnov demanded to be 
heard out of turn to remind Petersburg Committee members that the Cen
tral Committee went ahead with a consideration of the current moment on 
October 10 under prodding from the Petersburg Committee. He implored 
his listeners to focus their attention on practical measures. Shortly after
ward, the assembled local party representatives agreed, among other 
things, to call a conference of party agitators to explain slogans, to organize 
the publication of an evening newspaper, to improve communications, to 
strengthen contacts with rail and postal-telegraph workers, and to speed up 
the instruction of workers in the use of weapons. Most Petersburg Commit
tee members who voted for such steps were perhaps more hopeful that they 
would achieve quick results than was Kalinin, who, having listened to the 
district reports, commented: "The resolution of October 10 is one of the 
best resolutions the Central Committee has ever passed . . . but when this 
uprising will take place is uncertain-perhaps in a year." Still, clearly im
plicit in the measures adopted by the Petersburg Committee on the night of 
October 15 was the assumption that the party was not yet ready for im
mediate battle. 

The hastily organized Central Committee conference the following night 
had as its purpose reassessment of the party's strategy in the face of the 
difficulties that had developed in implementing the call for an immediate 
insurrection. The meeting, attended by roughly twenty-five Bolshevik lead
ers, was held in the headquarters of the Lesnoi District Duma, far out on 
the northern outskirts of the capital, under arrangements worked out by 
Shotman and Kalinin, the latter then chairman of the Lesnoi District 
Duma. Sverdlova recalls that until the last minute participants did not 
know where the meeting would be held; they were given a password and a 
rendezvous, and when assembled, they were led, a few at a time, to the 
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Duma building. One of the last to arrive was Lenin, who hastily doffed his 
wig before entering the two connecting rooms where the rest of the par
ticipants were gathered. There were few chairs; most people simply sat on 
the floor. 30 Lenin settled on a hassock in a corner, drew some notes from 
his pocket, and began to inspect them. By habit, he raised his hand to pat 
down his wig, then caught himself and smiled. 31 

A young Bolshevik, Ekaterina Alekseeva, who worked in the Lesnoi Dis
trict Duma building straightening up and doing other odd jobs, recorded 
her vivid recollections of this occasion. Alekseeva's greatest fear was that 
some suspicious outsider would call the authorities. Until the very last 
party official had departed in the wee hours of the morning, she was frantic 
with worry, listening for strange sounds and keeping a close watch on 
neighboring buildings to assure herself that all was quiet. She recalls that 
each arrival was greeted by a loud howl from a neighbor's restless Saint 
Bernard, and that when she was not keeping watch at the windows or firing 
up the samovar, she spent a good deal of time calming the dog. The meet
ing, which began around 8:00 P.M., broke up at 3:00 A.M. the next morning, 
by which time a slushy snow, one of the season's first, had begun to fall. 
The participants, recalls Alekseeva, left behind a big mess. 32 

The October 16 meeting opened with Lenin delivering a strong defense 
of the Central Committee's decision to organize an immediate insurrection. 
Responding at the outset to lingering interest on the part of Bolshevik mod
erates in working with the Mensheviks and SRs, he emphasized that every 
effort had already been made to achieve a compromise with them; but by 
the time the impossibility of reaching an understanding with the moderate 
socialists had become clear, it had also become evident that the masses fol
lowed the Bolsheviks. Lenin went on to minimize the significance of the 
apparent deflation in the mood of the masses which had emerged so 
strongly in the reports of local party activists the previous evening, insisting 
that "we cannot govern ourselves according to the mood of the masses since 
it fluctuates and is difficult to appraise .... The masses have given the 
Bolsheviks their trust and demand from them not words but deeds, decisive 
policies both in the fight against the war and in the struggle with economic 
dislocation." Toward the close of his remarks, Lenin outlined his reasons 
for believing that the situation was propitious for a socialist revolution in 
Russia, concluding that "acting now we will have the entire European pro
letariat on our side." He ended by articulating his apprehension regarding 
the plans of the government, arguing that "the bourgeoisie is intent on sur
rendering Petrograd as a means of crushing the revolution, and the only 
way of avoiding this is by taking the defense of the capital into our own 
hands. . . . It follows that the most decisive political action possible is now 
required-which can only mean an armed uprising." "Power must be seized 
immediately, at once," he repeated again and again; "Every day lost could 
be fatal. History will not forgive us if we do not take power now!"33 
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In 1924, Shotman, who had heard Lenin speak frequently both before 
and after the October revolution, recalled this as one of his best addresses. 34 

At the October 16 meeting, Shotman commented with justification that at 
earlier gatherings where the feasibility of a coming out had been discussed, 
the mood among participa.nts had been much more pessimistic than it 
seemed now. This was a reflection, no doubt, of Lenin's legendary persua
siveness. Even so, following Lenin's speech, Nikolai Krylenko, on behalf of 
the Military Organization, reaffirmed that it was the impression of the 
Military Organization leadership that the revolutionary mood of the soldiers 
was subsiding, and that a majority believed that the party "should not force 
the issue." Reporting on the attitudes of the deputies in the Petrograd 
Soviet, Volodarsky, who, after Trotsky, was perhaps the party's most ef
fective and popular spokesman there, voiced the general impression that 
"nobody is tearing into the streets, but everybody would respond to a call 
by the Soviet." V asilii Shmidt, a leading figure in the Petrograd Trade 
Union Soviet, and Alexander Shliapnikov, chairman of the metalworkers' 
union and also a high official in the Trade Union Soviet, attempted to 
characterize the political attitude of trade union members. Shmidt con
tended that while everyone demanded transfer of power to the soviets, ac
tive steps on the part of Petrograd's more than 500,000 trade unionists 
could not be expected, primarily because of widespread fear of dismissals 
and layoffs. Shliapnikov added that in the metalworkers' union the party's 
influence was predominant, but a Bolshevik coming-out was not popu
lar. Rumors of such action had even triggered panic. 

At the start of the October 16 meeting, Kamenev and Zinoviev had 
turned down the opportunity to reply to Lenin immediately. Bolstered by 
such negative reports, Zinoviev took the floor at this point to insist that 
"there are fundamental doubts about whether the success of an uprising is 
assured." He ticked off a string of arguments against an uprising and urged 
that, if possible, the Central Committee resolution of October 10 be recon
sidered. Kamenev declared that the experience of trying to organize an up
rising confirmed that the conditions for one did not exist. The party's prep
arations, he urged, served only to cause the government to strengthen its 
defenses. Echoing Kamenev, Volodarsky made the point that if the Central 
Committee's resolution had been intended as an order, then it was already 
unfulfilled. "If the question of a coming out is posed as a question for to
morrow," he went on to affirm, "then we have to acknowledge that we are 
not ready. I have been making public appeals daily and must report that 
the masses are puzzled by our appeal." 

Lenin nonetheless insisted on a formal endorsement of the Central 
Committee's October 10 resolution, leaving the precise form and timing of 
an insurrection up to the Central Committee, and to the party leadership in 
the Petrograd Soviet and in the All-Russian Executive Committee. Zinoviev 
countered Lenin's proposal by recommending adoption of a resolution pro-
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hibiting the actual organization of an uprising before consultation with the 
Bolshevik fraction at the Second Congress of Soviets. When the resolutions 
were voted upon, nineteen participants in the meeting supported Lenin's 
resolution, with two opposed and four abstentions; the vote on Zinoviev's 
resolution was six in favor, fifteen opposed, and three abstentions. The 
latter vote indicates, it would seem, that a fairly large minority of nine of 
the party leaders present-that is, more than a third of those who took part 
in the voting-had strong enough reservations about the preparation of an 
immediate insurrection either to favor consultation or to abstain from taking 
sides on this question. 35 Beyond this, comparison of these figures with in
dividual speeches at the meeting suggests that even some of those party 
officials who still harbored reservations about the wisdom of trying to or
ganize an armed uprising before the Congress of Soviets probably voted in 
favor of Lenin's resolution and against Zinoviev's. For implicit in the com
ments of several speakers who ostensibly supported Lenin's motion was the 
assumption that conditions were not yet ripe for a party-organized insurrec
tion, and that the October 10 resolution was an affirmation of intent to 
overthrow the government at the first suitable opportunity, rather than a 
policy directive for immediate implementation. 

At the October 16 meeting, Miliutin articulated the view just described 
most openly and directly; while Trotsky did not attend the meeting, he 
clearly shared this outlook. Historians in the Soviet Union often attribute 
these attitudes to timidity---0r "constitutional illusions," to use Lenin's 
phrase-and tend to equate them with the positions of Kamenev and 
Zinoviev. More accurate! y, however, the position taken by Trotsky and 
others of like mind seems to have been based on a realistic appraisal of 
available evidence regarding the prevailing mood and correlation of forces in 
Petrograd, the provinces, and the front. 

In any case, it is important to note that the controversy raging within the 
Bolshevik leadership over the preparation of an uprising was by no means 
silenced by this endorsement of the October 10 resolution. At the conclu
sion of the October 16 meeting, Kamenev, declaring that he could not de
fend the point of view reflected in the Central Committee's latest decisions 
and believing that this position would lead to the defeat of the party and the 
proletariat, submitted his resignation from the Central Committee. At the 
same time, Kamenev joined Zinoviev in formally demanding the immediate 
convocation, by telegraph, of a Central Committee plenum. Three other 
moderates-Nogin, Miliutin, and Rykov-tried unsuccessfully to have 
Rabochii put' publish an appeal, the substance of which has never come to 
light. 36 Unable to get a hearing in the Bolshevik press, Kamenev aired his 
arguments against an insurrection in Gorky's paper, Novaia zhizn', on Oc
tober 18. After the appearance of Kamenev's statement, even Lenin, to 
judge by his letters, momentarily feared that the opportunity to strike 
might have been lost. Beside himself with fury, he now declared war on 
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Kamenev and Zinoviev and launched an effort to have them ousted from 
the party. 37 At a meeting on October 20, however, the Central Committee 
stubbornly resisted Lenin's demands, and limited its action to accepting 
Kamenev's resignation from the party leadership and admonishing 
Kamenev and Zinoviev not to make public statements of any kind counter 
to the decisions of the Central Committee. 38 

On October 18, the evening that Kamenev's declaration against an upris
ing appeared in Novaia zhizn', the intraparty controversy also erupted 
openly at a gathering of some two hundred Bolshevik activists at Smolny, 
called expressly to coordinate preparations for the seizure of power. Here 
the Bolshevik moderates Riazanov and Larin took the floor to attack prep
arations for an uprising. Also speaking out in this vein was Grigorii Chud
novsky, freshly arrived in the capital from the southwestern front to attend 
the Congress of Soviets. Drawing on his experience among troops on the 
southwestern front, where the Bolsheviks did not have a firm foothold, 
Chudnovky proclaimed with great passion that an insurrection organized by 
the Bolsheviks was destined for certain defeat. 39 



·13· 
THE GARRISON CRISIS 

AND THE MILITARY 
REVOLUTIONARY 

COMMITTEE 

Among Bolshevik leaders who shared Lenin's impatience to have done 
.£"'\'.with the Provisional Government, reactions to the obstacles con
nected with an immediate armed uprising were varied. In the face of con
tinuing concern that the insurrectionary organs, weapons, and trained per
sonnel for an organized insurrection were not yet ready; that seizure of 
power by the Bolsheviks alone would be opposed by all other major politi
cal parties, by the peasants in the provinces and the soldiers at the front, 
indeed perhaps even by such mass democratic institutions as the soviets and 
trade unions, as well as by elements within the Bolshevik Party itself; and 
finally, that even workers and soldiers in Petrograd were unresponsive to 
calls for a rising before the Congress of Soviets-some Bolshevik officials 
counseled simply that the start of an insurrection be postponed pending 
further preparation. As we have seen, this was the response of the Military 
Organization chiefs, Podvoisky and Nevsky, who consistently viewed the 
seizure of power in purely military terms. 1 

Another approach which gradually suggested itself to tactically cautious 
Bolsheviks, often those most active in the soviets or in other local represen
tative institutions and hence particularly attuned to the prevailing mass 
mood, ran along the following lines: (1) that the soviets (because of their 
stature in the eyes of workers and soldiers), and not the organs of the party, 
should be employed for the overthrow of the Provisional Government; (2) 
that for the broadest support, any attack on the government should be 
masked as a defensive operation on behalf of the soviets; (3) thus that action 
should be delayed until a suitable excuse for giving battle presented itself; 
(4) that to undercut potential resistance and maximize the probability of 
success, every opportunity should be utilized to subvert the Provisional 
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Government's power peacefully; and (5) that the formal overthrow of the 
government should be linked with and legitimized by the decisions of the 
Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets. 2 While this was, in many respects, 
an extension of the politics and outlook of the Bolshevik left before October 
10, these tactics were now to be pursued much more aggressively. It should 
be borne in mind as well that most Bolsheviks holding these views either in 
full or in part were confident that a majority at the coming Congress of 
Soviets would support a transfer of power to the soviets. Their most 
influential spokesman was Trotsky. But his outlook was shared by a 
significant number of other top Bolsheviks, including Stalin. 

Framed against this background, the Provisional Government's sudden 
announcement, in the second week of October, of plans to move the bulk of 
the Petrograd garrison to the front came as a godsend to the Bolsheviks. It 
provided a perfect immediate cause around which a decisive struggle with 
the Kerensky regime could be initiated. 

Outwardly, the Russian cabinet's decision regarding disposition of garri
son units was tied to German military moves in the Baltic. It will be recalled 
that on August 20 German forces had occupied the key seaport of Riga; 
it had seemed that, for the first time in the long war, the enemy might 
attempt an early advance on Petrograd itself. It should also be remembered 
that on the eve of the Kornilov affair, Kerensky had used the possibility of 
a further German advance to justify transfer of sizable numbers of Bol
shevized garrison troops to the northern front. 

Concern about an enemy attack on Petrograd again mounted sharply in 
the first week of October when German air and amphibious forces carried 
out a brilliantly successful sneak attack, capturing the small but strategically 
important islands of Osei and Moon, at the entrance to the Gulf of Riga, 
and Dago, at the mouth of the Gulf of Finland. As a result, the entire 
Russian Baltic Fleet was driven back into the Finnish Gulf. 3 Appraising the 
significance of these setbacks, the chief of staff of the Russian army, Gen
eral Nikolai Dukhonin, declared in the Preparliament that "with the loss of 
these islands, which for us are keys to the Baltic in the full sense of the 
term, we are in effect back to the age of Tsar Aleksei Mikhailovich, our 
outlets to the sea controlled by Germany. "4 

In Petrograd news of these most recent military disasters gave rise to a 
storm of mutual recriminations. The government, along with liberal and 
conservative circles, implied that the unruly Baltic sailors were primarily to 
blame. Even before the German assault was well underway, Kerensky him
self had helped to fuel these charges, demanding in a message immediately 
released to the press that the sailors put an end to "consciously or uncon
sciously playing into the hands of the enemy." He asserted: "The Kronstad
ters have already succeeded in seeing to it that in this critical hour, not all 
of our defenses are in place. "5 After the islands had fallen, Kerensky, at a 
closed meeting of a Preparliament committee for defense matters, con-
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tended that fully adequate military planning for the protection of the is
lands had come to naught because of the cowardice, lack of discipline, and 
demoralization of the naval units charged with their defense. 6 

On the other hand, the extreme left spoke up for the sailors, accusing the 
government and the General Staff of intentionally mismanaging Russia's 
defenses in order to justify political repression, resurrecting claims first 
raised against top civil and military authorities after the unexpected Russian 
retreat from Riga. Such accusations quickly helped intensify popular fears 
that Kerensky was preparing to surrender Petrograd in order to stifle the 
revolution. Apprehension in this regard reached fever pitch in the wake of 
rumors (later substantiated) that the Provisional Government was making 
preparations for a hasty move to Moscow, and a sensational, widely publi
cized speech by Mikhail Rodzianko, the well-known, formerly powerful 
president of the State Duma. Addressing the possibility that the Germans 
might take Petrograd, Rodzianko declared directly: "Petrograd appears 
threatened .... I say, to hell with Petrograd .... People fear our central 
institutions in Petrograd will be destroyed. To this, let me say that I should 
be glad if these institutions are destroyed because they have brought Russia 
nothing but grief. "7 

There is no direct evidence that the Provisional Government ever seri
ously entertained the idea of surrendering Petrograd to the Germans without 
a fight. Moreover, Russian military leaders do not appear to have consi
dered an early German attack on Petrograd likely in the fall of 1917. 8 What 
does seem to be true is that, as in late August, the embattled Kerensky 
perceived the apparent German threat as an excellent excuse to rid the capi
tal once and for all of the more unruly elements in the garrison. 9 

At this time, the Provisional Government's commissar on the northern 
front, Woytinsky, was assigned the task of facilitating the removal from the 
capital of the more unreliable garrison regiments, replacing them with less 
"corrupt" units from the army in the field. 10 Simultaneously, on October 5, 
the government directed General Polkovnikov, commander of the Petrograd 
Military District, to prepare his troops for transfer to the front, and the 
following day Polkovnikov issued preliminary instructions to key 
commanders. 11 

According to Woytinsky, Cheremisov himself had little taste for such an 
operation, feeling that the transfer of troops from Petrograd would only 
increase problems at the front. This is confirmed by a classified telegram 
which Cheremisov sent to the War Ministry on October 17, clarifying his 
attitude toward the receipt of garrison troops: "The initiative for dispatch of 
garrison troops to the front came from you, not from me. . . . When it 
became apparent that garrison units . . . were incapable of fighting, I said 
that from an operational point of view they were of little need to us .... 
We have enough such units as it is. In view of the desire you have ex
pressed to send them to the front, however, I do not reject them, if you 
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consider their movement from Petrograd necessary." 12 Despite his reserva
tions, on October 9 Cheremisov issued a supplementary order, drafted by 
Woytinsky, endorsing Polkovnikov's directives and justifying them on the 
grounds that such action was absolutely vital to the defense of the capital 
from the Germans. 

Soldiers in Petrograd reacted to news of these orders with predictable 
vehemence. In unison, garrison troops proclaimed their lack of confidence 
in the Provisional Government and demanded the transfer of power to the 
soviets. As in the aftermath of the Kornilov crisis, all the major garrison 
regiments that had been reluctant to follow the Bolsheviks during the July 
uprising now repudiated the Provisional Government and pledged support 
to the Petrograd Soviet. Moreover, those units of which the government 
was most confident-for example, cossack forces and front soldiers who had 
been rushed to Petrograd following the July days-either affirmed their 
neutrality in the struggle now developing over disposition of the garrison 
between the Petrograd Soviet and military authorities, or sided openly with 
the Soviet. 

Typical of the avalanche of antigovernment resolutions adopted by garri
son units at this time was one passed at a mass protest meeting of soldiers 
from the Egersky Guards Regiment on October 12. It affirmed: 

The pulling out of the revolutionary garrison from Petrograd is needed 
only by the privileged bourgeoisie as a means of stifling the revolution, 
dispersing the Congress of Soviets, and subverting the convocation of 
the Constituent Assembly. As long as governmental power remains in 
the hands of obvious counterrevolutionaries, Kornilovites, and semi
Kornilovites, we will carry on a firm struggle against the transfer of the 
revolutionary garrison from Petrograd, the center of the revolution. . . . 
We declare to all who listen that, while refusing to leave Petrograd, we 
will nonetheless heed the voice of the genuine leaders of the workers and 
poorer peasantry, that is, the Soviet of Workers' and Soldiers' Deputies. 
We will believe in and follow it because everything else is pure treachery 
and open mockery of the world revolution. 13 

In the foregoing resolution, the soldiers of the Egersky Regiment under
lined their loyalty and support for the Soviet, rather than the Bolsheviks or 
any other single political party. This attitude, which, as mentioned earlier, 
had been observed by local Bolshevik leaders, was expressed in many of the 
political statements adopted by worker, soldier, and sailor organizations at 
this time. It was vividly reflected, for instance, at a mass meeting of per
sonnel from the Petrograd-based Second Baltic Fleet Detachment on Oc
tober 19 called in the wake of persistent rumors that the Bolsheviks were 
organizing an armed uprising to take place the next day. 14 The government 
commissar in the unit, Krasnovsky, opened the meeting by reading an ap
peal for patience and order from the day's lzvestiia. Subsequently, Avgust 
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Loos, a military clerk who was not formally affiliated with any political 
party but whose revolutionary credentials are established by the fact that he 
was a member of the Tsentrobalt delegation imprisoned following the July 
uprising, also called on the sailors to refrain from coming out in the near 
future because "such action before elections to the Constituent Assembly 
might damage the support which left parties now enjoy among a broad 
segment of the population." 

At this point, a Bolshevik, Nikolai Nevarovsky, took the floor, and, upon 
identifying himself as a Kronstadt sailor, was greeted by loud applause. 
Nevarovsky berated Krasnovsky for citing Izvestiia, which, he claimed, had 
outlived its time and did little to defend the interests of the laboring classes; 
nonetheless Nevarovsky also argued that it was necessary to refrain from 
any coming out. Next, the chairman of the unit sailor committee, Volodin, 
one guesses a Bolshevik as well, spoke up to say he had information regard
ing "a coming-out of thirty thousand workers whose patience with the Pro
visional Government has reached the limit." V olodin expressed hope that 
the men of the Second Baltic Fleet Detachment would not confine them
selves merely to the passage of resolutions. Yet this is precisely what the 
sailors did. The meeting ended with the adoption of a formal statement 
specifically repudiating "separate disorganized armed action," but at the 
same time declaring the readiness of the sailors to "come out" if such action 
was specifically sanctioned by the Petrograd Soviet. The resolution con
cluded: "As ardent enemies of the coalition Provisional Government who 
believe the policies of this government to be disastrous for democracy . . . 
we await with great impatience the portentous opening of the Congress of 
Representatives of the Soviets of Workers' and Soldiers' Deputies, in which 
we have faith, and which we invite to take power. We propose that it create 
an organ which will give the people bread and arrange a peace based on the 
principles proclaimed by the laboring democracy." 

The new crisis involving the garrison, which surfaced publicly on Mon
day, October 9, did not reach its peak until the following week. Through
out this time, the Bolsheviks exploited it to the fullest. In the press, in the 
Petrograd Soviet, and, most importantly, in factories and barracks, the Bol
sheviks trumpeted the slogan, "the All-Russian Congress is in danger," fan
ning fears of a second Kornilov affair. Thus on October 11 the lead editorial 
in Rabochii put' ridiculed the argument that garrison forces were being or
dered out of Petrograd for strategic reasons, contending that ostensibly the 
offensive of June 18 had been "organized in the name of strategic necessity; 
yet later leading SRs and Mensheviks had openly acknowledged that the 
offensive was initiated for political reasons-in order to take the army in 
hand." The same pattern, Rabochii put' implied, had been repeated in Au
gust. 

The Kornilov "reforms," capital punishment, and the suppression of army 
organizations had been justified by the need to raise the fighting capacity 
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of the army to combat the foreign enemy. Yet later it became clear to 

everyone that all of Kornilov's strategy had been aimed at fighting the 
revolution. Before the Kornilov uprising the conspirators demanded the 
transfer of a whole group of regiments from Petrograd, for strategic neces
sity, of course. The Bolsheviks had told soldiers, you are being destroyed. 
But the soldiers still trusted the SR and Menshevik windbags-they left to 
dig trenches and the revolution nearly fell into the pit being dug for it by 
Kornilov. 

The government attempted to counter these arguments by presenting the 
dangers of a German attack in ever more alarming terms. Among the most 
important allies the government could look to in its conflict with the garri
son were embittered front soldiers, impatient to move to the rear, and front 
committees, many of them still in the hands of moderates. Consequently, 
military authorities attempted to employ pressure from army front commit
tees to force garrison regiments to accept transfer. On October 14 major 
garrison regiments received urgent telegrams from the headquarters of the 
Petrograd Military District, endorsed by General Cheremisov, ordering 
them to select delegates for a conference with front commanders and rep
resentatives of front army committees to be held at northern front head
quarters in Pskov the next day; the purpose of this meeting was to brief 
garrison units on the conditions necessitating their withdrawal from the 
capital and to acquaint them with the attitudes of front army organizations 
on this question. 15 

During these same days, front pressure on the garrison was exerted 
through the government and the moderate socialist press, which published 
numerous resolutions and letters from front committees demanding that 
garrison regiments "do their revolutionary duty." Thus on October 17 Golos 
so/data printed in full, on its front page, a strongly worded resolution passed 
by the Executive Committee of the Twelfth Army Soviet of Soldiers' Dep
uties. The resolution declared that only by "helping to defend the front 
could garrison regiments save the revolutionary capital" and it concluded 
with a demand for "submission to revolutionary duty and unqualified 
sacrifice" so that "brothers in the trenches would not be destroyed." An 
analogous declaration dispatched by the soldiers' committee of the First 
Army, which appeared in Golos so/data two days later, was even more em
phatic; it bitterly attacked soldiers in the rear for having allowed "liberty to 
deteriorate into anarchy and revolution into pogroms" and expressed full 
readiness to make garrison units move to the front by force of arms if they 
were unwilling to do so voluntarily. 16 

In his memoirs, Woytinsky suggests that by this time the gap in outlook 
between the radicalized, peace-hungry soldiers in the trenches and the more 
moderate, defensist front committees was so great that perhaps only on the 
issue of front troops being replaced by soldiers from the rear were the two 
in agreement. 17 Nonetheless, for the Bolsheviks the apparent resentment of 
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trench soldiers toward troops in the rear which emerged over the issue of 
transfers was a matter of considerable concern, serving to increase the pos
sibility that, as in July, front units might be mobilized successfully by 
Kerensky to pacify the capital. 

That the policies of Bolshevik leaders in the Petrograd Soviet were fully 
attuned to this danger is yet another sign of the degree to which the Bol
sheviks were sensitive to, and, in their overall behavior, very much 
influenced by, the prevailing mass mood. On October 15, the Bolshevik 
leadership in the Petrograd Soviet arranged an early-morning meeting of 
garrison representatives designated to go to Pskov. The purpose of this 
gathering was to formulate a common response to the demands of the front 
committees. In this connection, the representatives readily accepted the ar
gument of the Bolsheviks that inasmuch as the question of garrison transfers 
was a central political issue, the resolution of which was the prerogative of 
the Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet, the dispatch of represen
tatives to Pskov should be delayed pending its review. 

Army committees on the northern front responded to this temporary re
buff with a declaration that only a joint conference of front and garrison 
representatives, and not the Petrograd Soviet or garrison alone, had the 
right to decide the legitimacy of transfers. The front declaration demanded 
that representatives of the garrison present themselves for such a conference 
on October 17. 18 Meanwhile, the Petrograd Soviet Executive Committee 
hurriedly considered the question of what to do about the demand for a 
conference in Pskov; ultimately, it authorized dispatch of a delegation, but 
drastically altered its character and composition. As provided for by the Ex
ecutive Committee, the delegation of garrison representatives was to be ex
panded by the addition of an even larger contingent of soviet deputies who 
shared the point of view of the Petrograd Soviet in regard to Petrograd's 
revolutionary defense. A plenary session of the Petrograd Soviet on Oc
tober 16 endorsed this procedure, stipulating that the delegation was em
powered only to gather and exchange information. 19 

Of course the Petrograd Soviet's action effectively destroyed any possibil
ity that the Pskov conference would work to the advantage of the Provi
sional Government. Convened on the afternoon of October 17, it acted as a 
sounding board for differing points of view, but nothing more. Cheremisov 
and his fellow officers, surrounded by battle maps, outlined the military 
situation on the northern front and in the Baltic. Woytinsky contends that 
Cheremisov spoke without enthusiasm, conveying the distinct impression 
that at bottom it made no difference to him whether or not Petrograd regi
ments moved to the front, and that he did not wish to become involved in 
the matter. A succession of embittered front representatives described, 
graphically, the impossible situation of the front soldiers and the latter's 
resentment of garrison troops, whom they believed to be lounging comfort
ably in the rear, unwilling to support the common defense effort. 
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In response, the Petrograd delegation pointed to the purported sacrifices 
already made by most garrison soldiers in the interests of the revolution and 
of Russia's defense. To Woytinsky's frustration, the subsequent discussion 
was concerned as much with the need for transfer of power to the soviets, 
for peace, and for the long-suffering front-line soldier to return home, as it 
was with the question of getting new regiments into the trenches. Toward 
the close of the meeting, the Bolshevik Military Organization leader and 
chairman of the Military Section of the Petrograd Soviet, Andrei Sadovsky, 
who had played a prominent role in the writing of "Order Number One" at 
the time of the February revolution, read a formal statement on behalf of 
the Petrograd delegation. Composed by Sverdlov, the message voiced the 
left's apprehension that counterrevolutionary motives were behind efforts to 
withdraw the garrison. For his part, Woytinsky sought to obtain a pledge 
from the visitors that they would work to obtain the garrison's voluntary 
compliance with requests for troop support. Leaning on their limited man
date, the delegates from Petrograd refused to enter into such an agreement 
and even demurred from endorsing an oral resume of their discussion. 20 

Actually, mistrust of the Provisional Government's intentions at this time 
was so widespread that even the moderate socialists were forced to recog
nize that garrison troops could not be expected to respond to relocation 
orders not in some way controlled by the Petrograd Soviet. On the morning 
of October 9, not long after Cheremisov's directive to the garrison became 
public, the Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet considered the 
question of the capital's military defense and the suspicions of garrison 
troops in regard to the government's motives; at least by implication, all of 
the participants in this discussion acknowledged that the fears of the sol
diers were justified. The Menshevik Mark Broido put before the deputies a 
joint Menshevik-SR resolution which, while calling on garrison soldiers to 
begin preparations for movement to the front, at the same time sought to 
calm them by providing for the creation of a special committee to evaluate 
defense needs and to prepare military defense plans that would inspire 
popular confidence. At bottom, the intent of the resolution was to facilitate 
cooperation between the Petrograd Soviet and the government in the in
terest of the war effort. 21 

The Bolsheviks countered this proposal with a significantly more militant 
one, hastily scratched out by Trotsky, repudiating the Kerensky govern
ment as the ruination of the country and proclaiming that Russia's sole hope 
of salvation lay in immediate peace. 22 The resolution embodying this pro
posal accused the bourgeoisie, along with Kerensky, of preparing to turn 
over Petrograd, "the main fortress of the revolution," to the Germans. 
Affirming that the Petrograd Soviet could in no way take responsibility for 
the government's military strategy and, in particular, the withdrawal of 
troops from Petrograd, it insisted that the way to assure survival was to 
transfer power to the soviets. Like the moderate socialist resolution, the 
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Bolshevik proposal called on the garrison to come to battle readiness; even 
now, popular determination to resist the foreign foe was too strong for the 
Bolsheviks to ignore completely. By implication, however, these prepara
tions were intended as much to defend the revolution from the government 
and the right as from the Germans. The Bolshevik resolution specifically 
provided for the creation of a "revolutionary defense committee" (the future 
Military Revolutionary Committee), the primary purpose of which was to 
become fully familiar with all information relating to the defense of the 
capital and to take all possible steps to arm workers in order to "facilitate 
the revolutionary defense of Petrograd and the safety of the people from the 
attacks being openly prepared by military and civil Kornilovites." The 
proposed committee appeared to be modeled after the Committee for 
Struggle Against the Counterrevolution organized by the Soviet leadership 
at the time of the Kornilov affair. Yet there was a fundamental difference 
between the two institutions: while the defense committee established in 
late August had been formally committed to the protection of the Provi
sional Government against the onslaught of the counterrevolution, for the 
committee proposed by the Bolsheviks one of the main enemies was the 
Provisional Government itself. 

The surprising thing about the October 9 vote on the Menshevik-SR and 
Bolshevik resolutions in the Petrograd Soviet Executive Committee, now 
commonly assumed to be completely controlled by the Bolsheviks, was that 
the Menshevik-SR resolution was passed. A narrow majority of deputies 
present were evidently sympathetic to the moderates' argument that the 
Bolshevik resolution, by creating an independent military headquarters 
alongside that of the government, would severely cripple defense efforts. 
However, both resolutions were subsequently put before an unusually 
crowded and lively plenary session of the Petrograd Soviet late the same 
evening (a reporter later commented that the mood of the meeting was 
reminiscent of the first days of the revolution); here the militant Bolshevik 
motion clearly struck the more responsive chord, receiving the support of 
an overwhelming majority of factory and barracks representatives. 23 

Such, in brief, was the original conception of the Military Revolutionary 
Committee, the institution used by the Bolsheviks in the following days to 
subvert and overthrow the Provisional Government. Histories of the Oc
tober revolution written in the Soviet Union in Stalin's time conveyed the 
impression that the creation of the Military Revolutionary Committee was a 
direct result of the Bolshevik Central Committee's decision of October IO to 
organize an armed uprising, and that from the outset the organization of an 
insurrection was the committee's primary purpose. 24 Indeed, this view was 
implicit even in the valuable three-volume collection of documents concern
ing the Military Revolutionary Committee published by the Soviet 
Academy of Sciences in the mid-1960s. 25 This interpretation is obviously 
misleading. 26 At no time during the first half of October was the question 
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of forming a nonparty institution like the Military Revolutionary Commit
tee ever raised in the Central Committee; indeed, the Military Revolu
tionary Committee was conceived on October 9, that is, the day before the 
Central Committee's decision regarding preparation of an uprising. 

An organizational plan for the Military Revolutionary Committee was 
considered by leaders of the Military Section of the Petrograd Soviet on 
October 11. This plan was overwhelmingly endorsed at meetings of the 
Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet on October 12 and the Sol
diers' Section on Octooer 13, and it was officially ratified by the full Pet
rograd Soviet on the night of October 16, at the same session that endorsed 
the Executive Committee's plans for the Pskov conference. As the organiza
tional plan for the Military Revolutionary Committee emerged on October 
16, it provided for the creation of a committee to determine the minimum 
military force required in Petrograd itself (and hence not available for trans
fer), to make a precise accounting of all garrison personnel and reserves of 
provisions and weapons, and to formulate a working plan for the defense of 
the capital. The enabling act which set up the Military Revolutionary 
Committee also provided for the creation of a "garrison conference," 
primarily an assembly of representatives from all units of the garrison 
which would meet on a regular basis to facilitate communications between 
the Military Revolutionary Committee and the garrison, and among the 
individual regiments themselves. 27 

It is worthy of note that this plan was significantly less provocative than 
the proposal that had been first rejected by the Executive Committee and 
later adopted by the full Petrograd Soviet on October 9; the plan adopted 
on October 16 said nothing about arming workers or about defense against 
internal, as well as external, threats to the revolution. To be sure, this was 
in part the result of practical parliamentary considerations; still, there is no 
reason to doubt that, initially, even most Bolsheviks viewed the new 
committee's chief purpose as the prevention of government attempts to ship 
the Bolshevized Petrograd garrison to the front and, in general, the defense 
of the left from attack, rather than the overthrow of the government. As we 
have seen, during these days, Lenin and other Bolshevik militants looked 
not to the Petrograd Soviet, but to the Bolshevik Military Organization and 
the Northern Region Congress of Soviets to organize an insurrection. Not 
until after the Northern Congress had ended (at the time of the October 15 
and 16 party strategy sessions when the crucial importance of tying any 
moves against the government prior to the Congress of Soviets to the de
fense of the soviets and the congress was perceived) did party leaders begin 
to look at the Military Revolutionary Committee as something more than an 
organ of mutual self-defense. Relevant in this respect is the fact that at the 
October 15 Petersburg Committee meeting, local party leaders were uncer
tain of how the Military Revolutionary Committee just then taking shape 
related to their own planning for an insurrection; Latsis merely took note of 
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the committee's creation and pointed to the necessity of determining an 
official attitude toward it. The Petersburg Committee considered simply 
dispatching representatives to the Military Revolutionary Committee, but 
concluded by agreeing to seek a clarification of the latter's status from the 
Central Committee before doing so. 28 

The Central Committee, at its meeting on October 16, after reconfirming 
the October 10 decision, selected a "Military-Revolutionary Center" com
posed of Sverdlov, Stalin, Bubnov, U ritsky, and Dzerzhinsky. It then 
specified that this center was to "become part of the Soviet Revolutionary 
Committee," thereby suggesting for the first time the possibility that the 
Military Revolutionary Committee might become the directing body for the 
seizure of power. 29 Not until October 20, however, did the Military Rev
olutionary Committee hold an organizational meeting; at this time it 
selected a five-man leadership bureau composed of three Bolsheviks (An
tonov, Podvoisky, and Sadovsky) and two Left SRs (Lazimir and Sukhar
kov). Before this, it had been conceivable that the Mensheviks and SRs 
might be prominently represented in the committee; hence it was only after 
the actual composition and leadership of the Military Revolutionary Com
mittee became clear that the Bolshevik strategists could fully relate it to 
their own planning with any degree of confidence. 

Significantly, between October 9 and 22 the formation and initial ac
tivities of the Military Revolutionary Committee, which were major news 
topics in all other newspapers including Rabochii put', were virtually ignored 
in Soldat, reflecting the fact that the leadership of the Military Organization 
was still jealously guarding its primacy in matters relating to the garrison. 
On October 19 or 20, the Military Organization sent a memorandum to the 
Central Committee (its text has not been published) evidently insisting on 
the critical importance of leaving the direction of an armed uprising in the 
hands of the Military Organization rather than regular party organs or the 
Petrograd Soviet. 30 On October 20, however, most likely after the first 
organizational session of the Military Revolutionary Committee, the Central 
Committee rejected the Military Organization's arguments, asserting that 
"all Bolshevik organizations can become part of the revolutionary center 
organized by the [Petrograd] Soviet and discuss within the Bolshevik frac
tion all questions which concern them. "31 

It is important to note that by this time Lenin had also come to see the 
potential importance of the Military Revolutionary Committee as an osten
sibly nonparty insurrectionary organ, although, in contrast to Trotsky and 
many other top party strategists, he remained absolutely adamant on the 
need to seize power by means of an armed uprising and, equally important, 
to do so before the Second Congress of Soviets, which on October 18 had 
been rescheduled to open on October 2 5. Late one evening, probably be
tween October 20 and 23, 32 at Lenin's insistence, the chiefs of the Military 
Organization, Podvoisky and Nevsky, along with Antonov (as head of the 
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Executive Committee created by the Northern Region Congress of Soviets) 
were summoned from Smolny to a small apartment in the Vyborg District 
for an urgent consultation. To judge by the recollections of this meeting by 
Podvoisky, Nevsky, and Antonov, at this point the Military Organization 
leadership, like Lenin, still tended to envision the seizure of power primar
ily in military terms, that is, as a properly organized armed uprising against 
the existing government. Podvoisky attempted to obtain Lenin's endorse
ment of the Military Organization's primacy in preparations for the over
throw of the Provisional Government-but to no avail. Rather, echoing the 
earlier decision of the Central Committee, Lenin insisted not only that the 
Military Organization work through the Military Revolutionary Commit
tee, but that it not attempt to dictate the latter's policies, that the member
ship of the Military Revolutionary Committee be made as broad as possible, 
and that individual initiatives be encouraged, as long as they were consis
tent with the party's objectives. 33 

According to Nevsky, Lenin's chief purpose in calling this meeting was 
to "eradicate the last vestiges of stubbornness" within the Military Organi
zation in regard to an uprising. 34 For, even now, Military Organization 
leaders were divided and, on the whole, pessimistic about the wisdom of 
initiating an insurrection without significant further preparation. At this 
late-night confrontation with Lenin, Antonov reported on the revolutionary 
situation in Finland, observing that the artillerists in Sveaborg were still 
under the influence of Mensheviks and SRs, and that the political attitudes 
of Kuban Cossacks stationed in Finland were cause for concern. In regard 
to the assistance that the Bolsheviks could expect from revolutionary ele
ments in the Baltic region, Antonov expressed certainty that the fleet would 
respond positively to a call for an insurrection. He minimized the 
significance of the actual immediate military support that could be counted 
upon from the sailors, however, warning that "the depth of the channels 
would be prohibitive, that sailors on the more radical big ships would be 
fearful of submarines and cruisers, and, finally, that the sailors would be 
unwilling to expose the front." To this Lenin retorted, "The sailors must 
understand that the revolution is in greater danger in Petrograd than on the 
Baltic." Responded Antonov: "They don't understand. The most I can 
guarantee are two or three gunboats to be brought up the Neva and a de
fensive detachment of three thousand or so sailors and workers from 
Vyborg." "Not enough," growled Lenin. 35 

When it was their turn to report, both Nevsky and Podvoisky argued for 
a delay of ten to fifteen days in the start of an uprising. Nevsky reem
phasized the difficulty of moving radicalized elements of the fleet to the 
capital in time to be of any use, while Podvoisky pleaded for further time to 
coordinate preparations for an insurrection at the front and in provincial 
garrisons. As far as Podvoisky was concerned, time was on the Bolsheviks' 
side, and the danger lay in premature action. 
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To all these reservations Lenin turned a deaf ear; Podvoisky remembered 
that he became "restless and impatient" at the very mention of delay. 
"Time is on the side of the government," not the Bolsheviks, Lenin argued. 
Waiting would "only give the government more time to destroy the Bol
sheviks with loyal troops brought in from the front. "36 Over and over Lenin 
reiterated the absolute necessity of overthrowing the Provisional Govern
ment before the Congress of Soviets so that "the congress, irrespective of its 
composition, would be confronted with a situation in which the seizure of 
power by the workers is an actual fact. "37 Antonov recalled that he and 
Nevsky were greatly influenced by Lenin's arguments, but that Podvoisky 
remained skeptical. At any rate, their discussion ended with the Military 
Organization leaders agreeing to work within the Military Revolutionary 
Committee and, in general, to intensify their preparation to maximum 
degree. 38 

Meanwhile, both the Military Revolutionary Committee and the garrison 
conference, which had been approved formally by the Petrograd Soviet on 
October 16, had begun to function. The garrison conference was the first of 
the two to start operations, representatives of most major military units in 
Petrograd and its suburbs responding positively to requests from the Mili
tary Section of the Petrograd Soviet to send delegates to Smolny for the 
conference's first session on October 18. The main purpose of this initial 
gathering was to obtain a clearer sense of the extent to which individual 
units would go in supporting the Petrograd Soviet and, in particular, in 
opposing the government on the issue of withdrawing the bulk of the garri
son from the capital. Each of the assembled representatives characterized 
the political position of his unit and, specifically, its attitude toward taking 
arms against the Provisional Government. From the government's point of 
view, the results of this informal sounding, capturing the leftward swing 
among the soldiers caused by the threat of shipment to the front, were 
thoroughly disquieting. All but three of the eighteen representatives whose 
reports were recorded proclaimed lack of confidence in the Provisional 
Government and firm support for transfer of power to the soviets. At the 
same time, these reports were not wholly reassuring to the Bolsheviks. 
Roughly half the spokesmen affirming support for a soviet government were 
noncommittal in regard to armed action, while the remainder either directly 
or implicitly made it clear that they would countenance a "coming-out" 
only if it were organized by the Petrograd Soviet or, in one case, the All
Russian Congress of Soviets. Said the representative of the Egersky Guards 
Regiment, "We would support an uprising only in response to an order 
from the Petrograd Soviet; but [in such a case] we would take action in an 
organized way and would demand the immediate overthrow of the govern
ment and transfer of power to the soviets. "39 

In the wake of this meeting, Mensheviks and SRs in the Central Execu-
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tive Committee were fully alert to the danger that the Bolsheviks might 
successfully exploit the crisis over the garrison to mobilize soldiers for an 
insurrection. Seeking to dissuade the troops from such a course, they ar
ranged an independent gathering of garrison representatives for the follow
ing day. In addition to spokesmen for Petrograd-based units, they invited to 
this meeting moderately inclined military personnel supposedly represent
ing army committees from the front. Yet despite such maneuvering, 
this gathering proved no less alarming to government supporters than the 
preceding one. 

Early in the session, Dan appealed to the soldiers to devote their energies 
to preparations for the Constituent Assembly and to organize for the strug
gle against "the Germans, the counterrevolution, and insurrection of any 
kind." But, as it happened, the audience was distinctly more receptive to 
Trotsky's argument that the most effective way of supporting the Con
stituent Assembly was to bring about transfer of power to the soviets; the 
soviets would then insure that the broad masses of soldiers, rather than the 
more conciliatory army committees, would be strongly represented in the 
Constituent Assembly. A succession of garrison representatives jumped up 
to affirm faith in the Petrograd Soviet and willingness to act in its behalf. 
Indeed, even the supposedly loyalist visitors from the front combined ex
pressions of opposition to an armed uprising in the prevailing circumstances 
with enthusiastic declarations of support for transfer of power to the 
soviets, an immediate armistice, and land for the peasants. The meeting's 
sponsors were dealt a further blow when a majority agreed not to vote on 
any formal resolutions since they had been called together by the Central 
Executive Committee without approval from the Petrograd Soviet. 40 

The Military Revolutionary Committee took concrete shape between Oc
tober 16 and 21. Included among its members, which until the overthrow 
of the Provisional Government probably numbered no more than a few 
dozen, were Bolsheviks, Left SRs, and a few anarchists (the Mensheviks 
had completely washed their hands of the committee at the start), as well as 
delegates from the Petrograd Soviet; the Soviet of Peasants' Deputies; Tsen
trobalt; the Regional Executive Committee of the Army, Fleet, and Work
ers in Finland; factory-shop committees; and trade unions. As noted earlier, 
at the outset a Military Revolutionary Committee bureau made up of Bol
sheviks and Left SRs was formed to help direct the committee's day-to-day 
work. With Bolshevik approval, the formal chairman of the bureau and of 
the Military Revolutionary Committee as a whole was a Left SR, Pavel 
Lazimir (a senior military medical aide and chairman of the Soldiers' Sec
tion of the Petrograd Soviet); this furthered the committee's ostensibly non
party character. However, during the most critical days of the October 
revolution in Petrograd, that is, between October 21 and 25, Podvoisky, 
Antonov-Ovseenko, and Trotsky acted in the capacity of Military Rev
olutionary Committee chairman almost as often as did Lazimir. 
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From its inception, the Military Revolutionary Committee was housed in 
a few rooms, always crowded and bustling, on the third floor of Smolny; 
here leftist leaders in constantly changing numbers discussed late-breaking 
developments. The committee as a whole met rarely, and at the most criti
cal moments the committee's tactics were evidently determined by 
whichever members happened to be on the scene, acting in accordance with 
their varying perceptions of the prevailing situation and their views on the 
development of the revolution in general. 41 

In part because of the great preponderance of Bolsheviks in the Military 
Revolutionary Committee, Western historians have tended to view the 
organ as merely a front organization closely controlled by the Bolshevik 
Central Committee or the Military Organization. 42 Yet such an assessment 
is inaccurate. Bolsheviks played the leading role within the committee; 
however, they were not its only active members, and even the Bolshevik 
participants were by no means united in their conception of the committee's 
tasks. Further, the published record of the Central Committee's activities 
during these days reveals that at its meetings, scant attention was paid to 
the operations of the Military Revolutionary Committee; the Central Com
mittee now devoted most of its time to internal party matters such as the 
appropriate action to be taken against Kamenev and Zinoviev and the for
mulation of positions for the coming Congress of Soviets. For its part, at 
least until the culmination of the seizure of power, the leadership of the 
Military Organization abided by the Central Committee's ruling of October 
20 and worked within the Military Revolutionary Committee's outwardly 
nonparty institutional framework. 

At its first organizational meeting on October 20, the Military Revolution
ary Committee seems to have been concerned above all with strengthening 
the defenses of the Petrograd Soviet against attack and further solidifying 
its status among units of the garrison. Members of the committee were 
particularly uneasy at this point about possible trouble on Sunday, October 
22. That date had been formally designated by the Petrograd Soviet leader
ship as "Petrograd Soviet Day," a time for concerts and speech-making, 
intended originally to raise funds for the Soviet and, more recently, as yet 
another opportunity to gauge mass support for the Petrograd Soviet's radi
cal political program. However, October 22 also happened to be the 105th 
anniversary of Moscow's liberation from Napoleon; in celebration of that 
event the Soviet of the Union of Cossack Military Forces announced plans 
for a midday religious procession. Leftist leaders were fearful, with appar
ent justification, that in the inflamed atmosphere, the cossack march might 
be utilized by the extreme right to provoke an armed clash. 43 As it turned 
out, at the eleventh hour the cossacks canceled their procession. But on 
October 20, one of the Military Revolutionary Committee's first actions was 
to dispatch representatives to key combat units and weapons depots as a 
precaution against possible counterrevolutionary moves. 44 
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Before adjourning on October 20, the Military Revolutionary Committee 
scheduled another session of the garrison conference for the following 
morning; at this gathering and at others on October 22 and 2 3 firm links 
were forged between the newly created Military Revolutionary Committee 
and individual garrison units. The October 21 garrison conference session 
opened with a rousing speech by Trotsky, who, in an evident reference to 
the cossack religious march, warned of "approaching threatening events" 
and appealed to workers and soldiers to rally around the Petrograd Soviet, 
to support the Military Revolutionary Committee, and to aid the soviets in 
the struggle for power. An observer for the Menshevik-SR organ, Golos 
soldata, captured the audience's response: 

After Trotsky's speech, a whole series of people spoke out in regard to 

the necessity of immediately transferring power to the soviets; moreover, 
the auditorium became so electrified that when the soldier Goldberg ap
peared on the tribune to say that the subject under discussion was not fully 
clear to the audience, not only did the assembly break out in shouts of 
"Away!" and "Go to hell!"; it completely prevented the speaker from ex
plaining what he had in mind. 

The representative of the Fourth Don Cossack Regiment informed the 
assembly that his regimental committee had decided against participation 
in the next day's religious procession. 

The representative of the Fourteenth Don Cossack Regiment caused a 
sensation when he declared that his regiment not only would not support 
counterrevolutionary moves, irrespective of whence they came, but would 
fight the counterrevolution with all its strength. "In this sense," [he said,] 
"I shake hands with my comrade cossack from the Fourth Don Cossack 
Regiment." (At this the orator bent down and shook hands with the cos
sack from the Fourth Regiment.) And, in response, the assembly exploded 
in a roar of enthusiastic approval and thunderous applause which did not 
die down for a long time. 

The gathering concluded with the passage of resolutions drafted by 
Trotsky relating to the Military Revolutionary Committee, Petrograd 
Soviet day, and the tasks of the All-Russian Congress of Soviets. Taken 
together, these resolutions illustrate both the increased aggressiveness of the 
Petrograd garrison under the threat of shipment to the front and the 
committee's strategy of utilizing the defense of the revolution to mobilize 
support for the Petrograd Soviet and the seizure of power. The resolution 
on the Military Revolutionary Committee passed by the garrison conference 
on October 21 hailed the committee's birth and promised it full support "in 
all steps aimed at tying the front more closely to the rear in the interests of 
the revolution." The resolution dealing with Petrograd Soviet day warned 
"brother cossacks" against being victimized by the enemies of the revolution 
and invited them to participate instead in the rallies planned by the left; at 
the same time it warned that any attempts by Kornilovites and the 
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bourgeoisie to inject confusion and dissension into the ranks of the revolu
tion would be met with a merciless rebuff. Finally, in its resolution on the 
Congress of Soviets, the garrison conference endorsed all the political deci
sions of the Petrograd Soviet, called on the coming All-Russian Congress to 
"take power in its hands and provide peace, land, and bread for the peo
ple," and pledged all the resources at the command of the garrison to the 
fulfillment of these demands. 45 

Buttressed by these .assurances of support, the Military Revolutionary 
Committee now embarked on a decisive confrontation with the government 
over ultimate control of the garrison. First, it began dispatching its own 
commissars to replace those supporting the government in all units of the 
garrison and in all weapons and munitions depots. Then, late on the night 
of October 21, it sent a group of representatives (including Lazimir, 
Sadovsky, and Mekhonoshin) to General Staff headquarters to formally as
sert the committee's claim to prior command authority over garrison units. 
Arriving around midnight, the group was ushered into General 
Polkovnikov's office. Sadovsky came straight to the point. "Henceforth," he 
proclaimed, "orders not signed by us are invalid. "46 Polkovnikov retorted 
that the garrison was his responsibility. Referring to the commissar from 
the Central Executive Committee already working with him, he added: 
"We know only the [commissar of the] Central Executive Committee. We 
won't recognize your commissars. If they break the law we will arrest 
them. "47 At this, the group returned to Smolny. 

Returning to Military Revolutionary Committee headquarters, Lazimir, 
Sadovsky, and Mekhonoshin rounded up Antonov, Sverdlov, and Trotsky; 
together they mapped out plans to exploit the Petrograd Military District's 
uncooperative stance. 48 Most importantly, Trotsky drafted for endorsement 
by the garrison conference and circulation to all units later in the day what 
was to become one of the seminal documents of the October revolution in 
Petrograd-a formal declaration that amounted to a categorical repudiation 
of the Provisional Government's authority over garrison troops. Wrote 
Trotsky: 

At a meeting on October 21 the revolutionary garrison united around 
the Military Revolutionary Committee as its directing organ. Despite this, 
on the night of October 21-22 the headquarters of the Petrograd Military 
District refused to recognize the Military Revolutionary Committee, reject
ing work in association with the representatives of the Soldiers' Section of 
the [Petrograd] Soviet. In so doing, the headquarters breaks with the re
volutionary garrison and the Petrograd Soviet of Workers' and Soldiers' 
Deputies. . . . The headquarters becomes a direct weapon of counter
revolutionary forces. . .. The protection of revolutionary order from 
counterrevolutionary attacks rests with the revolutionary soldiers directed 
by the Military Revolutionary Committee. No directives to the garrison 
not signed by the Military Revolutionary Committee should be considered 



242 • THE BOLSHEVIKS COME TO POWER 

valid. . . . The revolution is in danger. Long live the revolutionary 
garrison. 49 

A few years later Trotsky mused aloud about whether Lazimir, in 
cooperating in the work of the Military Revolutionary Committee, recog
nized that he was taking part in a conscious plan to overthrow the Provi
sional Government or whether his outlook simply reflected the "formless 
revolutionary spirit of the Left SRs. "50 Trotsky concluded the latter to be 
the case, and this may indeed be true. There is little doubt, however, that 
in the minds of Sadovsky, Mekhonoshin, Sverdlov, and, of course, Trotsky 
himself, the politics of the Military Revolutionary Committee were part of a 
conscious, gradual subversion of the government. 

Largely because of current political considerations, most historians in the 
Soviet Union consider the October insurrection to have begun some time 
on October 24. Yet this interpretation ignores the crucial significance of the 
steps taken by the Military Revolutionary Committee on October 21-22. 
To cite the knowledgeable contemporary Czech specialist on the Russian 
revolution Michael Reiman: "Already on October 21 and 22 the Military 
Revolutionary Committee, in effect, took upon itself authority over the gar
rison. Its actions, from both a practical and a juridical standpoint, would be 
considered by any nation a clear case of mutiny and insurrection. "51 

On Sunday, October 22-Petrograd Soviet Day-the Bolsheviks' most 
popular orators, Trotsky, Volodarsky, Lashevich, Kollontai, Raskolnikov, 
and Krylenko among them, took to the stump at mass political rallies in 
factories and public meeting-halls throughout the capital. Even Kamenev 
participated prominently in the speech-making; ignoring the Central 
Committee's specific ban on speaking out publicly counter to its decisions, 
he made use of this opportunity to ridicule once again the possibility of the 
party's involvement in an insurrection before the Congress of Soviets. 52 

Typical of the highly successful rallies staged on behalf of the Petrograd 
Soviet on October 22 was one held in the House of the People, on the right 
bank of the Neva. Well before the start of the program a massive crowd of 
factory workers, soldiers, and a smattering of lower-middle-class townspeo
ple filled the colossal opera house, primarily to see and hear the legendary 
Trotsky, the featured speaker. Trotsky's address contained little not already 
repeated by the Bolsheviks ad infinitum. Warning that Petrograd was on 
the verge of being surrendered to the Germans, he proclaimed that the 
workers and soldiers themselves would take responsibility for defending the 
approaches to the capital. The revolutionary fire kindled by the new gov
ernment to be selected by the Congress of Soviets, he went on to say, 
would be so intense as to engulf not only all Russia, but the entire world. 
And having taken power, the Soviet would bring immediate peace; it would 
also eliminate private property, confiscating grain hidden away by large 
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landowners and excess money, clothing, and footwear in the hands of the 
bourgeoisie, and distributing land to the peasants as well as money, bread, 
clothing, and footwear to all those in need. 53 

Perhaps because of the apparent imminence of these shattering develop
ments, or as a result of Trotsky's oratorical skill, or a combination of both, 
the audience was unusually stimulated by his words. A reporter for Rech' 
who was on the scene observed with consternation that after Trotsky asked 
for a pledge of support to the Soviet when it moved from words to deeds, 
the huge audience threw up its hands and chanted, "We swear it!" Another 
of Trotsky's listeners was Sukhanov, who subsequently recorded: 

All around me was a mood bordering on ecstasy. It seemed as if the 
crowd, spontaneously and of its own accord, would break into some reli
gious hymn. Trotsky formulated a brief and general resolution .... 

Who was for? The crowd of thousands, as one man, raised its 
hands .... 

Trotsky went on speaking. The innumerable crowd continued to hold 
up its hands. Trotsky rapped out the words: "Let this vote of yours be 
your vow-with all your strength and at any sacrifice to support the Soviet 
that has taken on itself the glorious burden of bringing the victory of the 
revolution to a conclusion and of giving land, bread, and peace!" 

The vast crowd was holding up its hands. It agreed. It vowed .... 54 

While these rallies were in progress, military officials launched efforts to 
deal with the Military Revolutionary Committee. In the early-morning 
hours, General Polkovnikov invited representatives of garrison regimental 
and brigade committees, as well as officials of the All-Russian Executive 
Committees and the Petrograd Soviet, to an immediate meeting at General 
Staff headquarters, obviously with an eye toward applying pressure on the 
Military Revolutionary Committee to back off from its insistence on veto 
power over the regular military command. Even before Polkovnikov's meet
ing got underway, however, a hastily convened session of the garrison con
ference at Smolny voted formally to endorse Trotsky's declaration of the 
preceding night. Shortly afterward, an invitation was received from Pol
kovnikov to send representatives to the meeting at General Staff headquar
ters. In response, a garrison conference delegation headed by Dashkevich 
put in a brief appearance at the meeting. On the garrison conference's be
half, Dashkevich at once reasserted that henceforth all the military 
command's directives had to be countersigned by the Military Revolution
ary Committee. The delegation then departed. 55 Indicative of the weak
ness of the Petrograd Military District in the prevailing situation was the 
fact that Polkovnikov reacted to this demarche with a fresh effort to settle the 
conflict over authority in the garrison peacefully; he now issued an invita
tion to the Military Revolutionary Committee to meet with him the next 
day for the purpose of discussing Soviet representation at headquarters. 
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On and off through the day and night of October 22-2 3 Kerensky con
ferred with his chief advisers in regard to the developing crisis. From all 
parts of the city came reports of the massive public support for the left 
exhibited at the huge rallies organized by the Bolsheviks, this on top of 
news of the Military Revolutionary Committee's direct challenge to the 
government's authority in the garrison. In the early evening the Petrograd 
Military District chief of staff, General Iakov Bagratuni, requested army 
headquarters on the northern front to prepare an infantry brigade, a cavalry 
regiment, and an artillery battery for rapid shipment to the capital. 
Woytinsky responded from the northern front that readying these detach
ments in advance, without knowledge of the purposes for which they were 
to be used, was out of the question, one must suppose because the soldiers 
would become suspicious and resist such a step. 56 Somewhat later, 
Kerensky dispatched an urgent appeal to General Cheremisov to come to 
Petrograd, presumably to discuss the problem of getting loyalist troops to 
the capital in a hurry. Moreover, to his fellow ministers Kerensky proposed 
dispatching available forces to arrest members of the Military Revolutionary 
Committee and to liquidate the committee without further delay, but he 
was temporarily dissuaded from this course by Polkovnikov. The Petrograd 
Military District commander expressed the hope that in discussions the 
next day the Military Revolutionary Committee might be prevailed upon to 
retract its declaration. The prime minister thereupon ordered General Bag
ratuni to present the Soviet with a firm ultimatum: either it rescind the 
October 22 declaration immediately or military authorities would take 
whatever steps were necessary to restore law and order. 57 

Meanwhile, the process begun by the Military Revolutionary Committee 
on October 21 of substituting commissars of its own choosing for those of 
the government throughout the city was intensified. Most of the new com
missars were well-known members of the Bolshevik Military Organization 
only recently released from jail; almost everywhere they were greeted with 
enthusiasm. As the appointment of the new commissars neared completion 
on October 2 3, the Military Revolutionary Committee issued an order en
dowing its commissars with unlimited veto power over military orders, thus 
to some extent making control over operations at district headquarters 
superfluous. This order, immediately published in the leftist press and cir
culated throughout the capital, informed the population that in the interest 
of defense of the revolution and its achievements from encroachments on 
the part of the counterrevolution, Military Revolutionary Committee com
missars had been appointed to military units and especially important 
points in the capital and its suburbs, and stipulated that orders and direc
tives sent to these points were to be fulfilled only if confirmed by them. 58 

The continuing drastic decline of the Provisional Government's military 
position in the capital was also reflected on October 23 in the Military Rev-
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olutionary Committee's winning of the strategically crucial Peter and Paul 
Fortress and the adjoining Kronwerk Arsenal, a central storehouse of arms 
and munitions. One of the Military Revolutionary Committee's few set
backs in its campaign for authority over the Petrograd garrison had occur
red at the fortress on October 19, when committees representing units gar
risoned there had passed a resolution opposing a "coming-out." When the 
Military Revolutionary Committee sent a commissar to the fortress three 
days later, it was feared that he might be arrested by hostile soldiers. 59 

Particularly worrisome in connection with the fortress was the attitude to
ward the left of several thousand cyclists from the front based there since the 
July days. 

The Military Revolutionary Committee, with Trotsky, Podvoisky, An
tonov, and Lashevich, among others, in attendance, had considered the 
problem of the Peter and Paul Fortress initially on October 22. Antonov 
subsequently recalled that at this discussion he strongly urged sending some 
Bolshevized troops from the Pavlovsky Regiment to capture the old fortress; 
however, Trotsky, still concerned with appearances, persuaded the com
mittee to make an attempt to take the fortress from within. "It cannot be 
that the troops there would not be sympathetic to us," Trotsky reportedly 
declared. 60 

In an effort to take the fortress by persuasion, the Military Revolutionary 
Committee arranged a mass meeting with the cyclists and all other soldiers 
to begin at midday, October 2 3, on the fortress's main square. 61 Lashevich 
recalls that arriving for this meeting, he found a host of right SR and Men
shevik luminaries, as well as the fort commander, on hand to contest the 
Bolsheviks for the allegiance of the troops. After the meeting had been under
way for several hours, with Lashevich and Chudnovsky leading the fight for 
the Military Revolutionary Committee, Trotsky arrived to test his persua
sive powers on the soldiers. Wrote Lashevich later: "During Chudnovsky's 
speech, there was an abrupt, deafening roar of hurrahs and applause. 
Chudnovsky peered down from the tribune trying to catch the cause of the 
commotion. Suddenly his face lit up with a pleased smile. 'I yield my place 
to Comrade Trotsky,' he loudly proclaimed. Trotsky mounted the tribune . 
. . . Finally it became still, and there followed not so much a speech as an 
inspirational song. "62 

The mass meeting on the fortress square dragged on long after Trotsky 
had finished speaking; when it grew dark the soldiers moved outside the 
fortress to the nearby Cirque Moderne. In the end, most of the soldiers 
voted to support transfer of power to the soviets and to obey the directives 
of the Military Revolutionary Committee. As Lashevich remembered: "At 
8:00 P.M., in an atmosphere of extreme tension, the question was put to a 
vote .... All those who supported the Military Revolutionary Committee 
moved to the left, those against to the right. With cries of hurrah, an over-
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whelming majority rushed to the left. Remaining in opposition to the Mili
tary Revolutionary Committee was a small group of officers and intellectuals 
from among the cyclists. "63 

Control of the Peter and Paul Fortress, whose cannon overlooked the 
Winter Palace, was a victory of immense psychological and strategic impor
tance. Moreover, with the securing of the Kronwerk Arsenal, virtually all 
major weapons stores in the capital were at the disposal of the Military 
Revolutionary Committee, which now funneled massive stocks of arms and 
ammunition to its supporters. Yet counterbalancing these unexpectedly 
easy victories was the fact that the Left SRs continued stubbornly to resist 
all moves to generate the support of mass organizations for the overthrow of 
the government before the Congress of Soviets. 64 In addition, late reports 
on political attitudes at the front were highly contradictory; while a flood of 
telegrams suggested that the mood of the average front soldier was not 
much different from that of his garrison counterpart, many front delegates ar
riving in the capital for the Congress of Soviets gave the impression that if 
an insurrection were to break out in the capital before the congress, many 
large front-line units would respond to an appeal for help from the Central 
Executive Committee. Actually, Bolshevik strategists in Petrograd were still 
not confident of the degree to which they could count on workers and sol
diers in the capital to support immediate direct military action against the 
government. Nor could they ignore the possibility that an independent, 
ultramilitary course would be resisted by provincial party officials, strongly 
represented in the Bolshevik congress fraction. Resistance of this sort had 
already occurred in early summer, when the Bolshevik fraction at the First 
All-Russian Congress of Soviets helped pressure the Central Committee 
into aborting the armed demonstration planned for June 10;65 at the time of 
the Sixth Congress, when delegates from outside the capital heaped criti
cism on the Central Committee for its behavior in connection with the July 
uprising; and, more recently, in the aftermath of the Democratic State Con
ference, when the Bolshevik conference fraction reversed the Central 
Committee's narrow decision to boycott the Preparliament. 

On the other hand, there was every hope that if the party waited for the 
government to attack, whether this occurred before the opening of the con
gress or after the congress' proclamation of a soviet government, it would be 
able to count on the support of the Left SRs, the soldiers at the front and 
rear, a united Bolshevik Party, and a broad front of mass organizations, 
from the Petrograd Soviet to the factory-shop committees. Blame for what
ever bloodshed ensued would then fall on the Kerensky regime, and the 
prospects for retention of power by the left would be increased immeasura
bly. Such a course might well lead to the creation of a socialist coalition 
government, including moderates, rather than a government of the extreme 
left alone. It appears that Lenin was one of the very few top Bolshevik 
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leaders to whom the risks of an independent, ultraradical course were out
weighed by impatience to create an exclusively leftist regime at once. 

Hence, despite its successes, no doubt for the preceding reasons and 
others as well, the Military Revolutionary Committee did not cross the 
Rubicon between moves that could be justified as defensive and steps which 
would appear to have usurped the prerogatives of the congress. At a ple
nary meeting of the Petrograd Soviet the night of October 23, Antonov
Ovseenko, in a major report on the activities of the Military Revolutionary 
Committee, carefully described and justified each of the committee's early 
moves as a defense of the revolution, the Congress of Soviets, and the Con
stituent Assembly. Following his address, an overwhelming number of dep
uties supported a Bolshevik-sponsored resolution endorsing the measures 
taken by the Military Revolutionary Committee and whatever steps of a 
similar character the developing situation might require. The phrasing of 
the resolution captures the spirit of the tactics still pursued by the left: 
"The Petrograd Soviet considers that due to the energetic work of the 
Military Revolutionary Committee, the ties of the Petrograd Soviet to the 
revolutionary garrison are strengthened, and expresses confidence that only 
continuation of efforts in the same direction will insure the possibility of 
free and unimpeded work by the All-Russian Congress of Soviets now 
opening .... "66 

The continuing tactical caution of the Military Revolutionary Committee 
was demonstrated even more strikingly later the same night, when the 
committee suddenly announced acceptance of the Petrograd Military 
District's ultimatum to rescind its declaration of October 22. 67 Information 
as to how this came about is fragmentary. Apparently, the Menshevik mod
erates Gots and Bogdanov personally intervened in the committee's deliber
ations in an attempt to persuade committee members to withdraw their 
insistence on absolute control over the military command. Gots and Bog
danov must have been dissatisfied with the initial response to this appeal, 
because subsequently they issued an announcement that the Central Execu
tive Committee was breaking relations with the Military Revolutionary 
Committee and departing from Smolny. 68 The only published memoir ac
count of this meeting is by Antonov; while obviously confused in some 
details, his recollection suggests that after Gots and Bogdanov left the meet
ing, the Military Revolutionary Committee did, in fact, rescind its declara
tion at the firm insistence of the Left SRs (who evidently threatened to 
withdraw from the committee if it did not) and Bolshevik moderates, led by 
Riazanov. 69 

If caution remained the watchword at Smolny, such was not the case in 
the Winter Palace, where Kerensky had by now decided that direct action 
to suppress the left could be delayed no longer. Receiving word of the 
Military Revolutionary Committee's apparent readiness to reach agreement 
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with the Petrograd Military District, he dismissed the announcement as a 
tactic to delay temporarily a head-on military clash with the government, as 
indeed it was. Obviously underestimating the degree to which potential 
military support for the government in the capital had disintegrated, and, at 
any rate, counting on rapid reinforcements from the front, Kerensky an
nounced his intention of arresting at once the entire membership of the 
Military Revolutionary Committee. But, as on the previous night, cooler 
heads prevailed upon Kerensky not to attempt quite so drastic a step. 
Rather, the cabinet agreed to initiate formal criminal proceedings against 
members of the Military Revolutionary Committee for circulating appeals 
for civil disobedience and activity against the lawful government. More 
immediately, they resolved to return to jail those Bolsheviks accused of 
participation in the July uprising who, while free on bail, had conducted 
antigovernment agitation of any kind; implementation of this plan would 
have rounded up many of the left's top leaders, among them Trotsky. The 
cabinet also ordered the shutdown of Rabochii put' and Soldat, and, evidently 
as a demonstration of impartiality, the extreme right papers, Zhivoe slovo 
and Novaia Rus', were decreed closed as well. The editors of these papers, 
along with the authors of articles calling for insurrection, were to be prose
cuted on criminal charges. 70 

The headquarters of the Petrograd Military District was now instructed 
to take all measures required to implement these objectives; General Bagra
tuni issued orders to cadets from the Pavlov, Vladimir, and Konstantinov 
military schools in Petrograd and the officers' training schools in Peterhof 
and Gatchina, a battery of horse artillery from Pavlovsk, a rifle regiment of 
war-wounded from Tsarskoe Selo, and the First Petrograd Women's Shock 
Battalion from Levashova to report for duty on the Palace Square. 71 

Anticipating a negative reaction to these measures from democratic cir
cles, Kerensky accepted the recommendations of his colleagues that he ap
pear personally to justify and clarify them in the Preparliament the next 
day. But the Provisional Government's direct attack on the extreme left 
did not wait. Before daybreak on October 24 a detachment of cadets and 
militiamen raided the Trud printing press, publishers of Rabochii put', and 
officially shut it down. Several thousand fresh copies of the day's Rabochii 
put' were seized and some matrices were destroyed. Entrances to the build
ing were thereupon sealed and a permanent guard was posted to prevent 
the press from reopening. 



·14· 
ON THE EVE 

W ell after midnight on October 23-24, after a tense day of strategy 
meetings and discussions, Lomov and Rykov, along with sev

eral other provincial Bolshevik leaders newly arrived in Petrograd for the 
Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets, bedded down on heaps of books 
and pamphlets in the Bolshevik-operated Priboi publishing house, not far 
from Smolny. A scant three or four hours later, Lomov was awakened by 
the persistent ringing of the telephone. He waited briefly for someone else 
to brave the predawn chill, then roused himself, fumbled in the dark for the 
phone, and heard Trotsky's thundering voice summoning him and his com
rades to Military Revolutionary Committee headquarters: "Kerensky is on 
the offensive .... We need everyone at Smolny!" 1 

Trotsky barely had had time to savor his success in helping to win 
control of the Peter and Paul Fortress when the first disjointed reports of 
Kerensky's call for loyal troops from outside the capital and rumors of the 
government's crackdown on the extreme left began to trickle into Smolny. 
Soon Military Revolutionary Committee contacts in the suburbs began 
phoning in word of alarming activity among troop units in their localities, 
and workers from the Trud printing press arrived with news of the raid on 
Rabochii put'. Between phone calls to the dwellings and offices of party 
officials, Military Revolutionary Committee leaders already at Smolny 
(Trotsky, Lazimir, Sverdlov, Antonov, Podvoisky, and Lashevich among 
them) drew up and dispatched an alert to regimental committees and com
missars in military units and installations throughout the Petrograd area. 
Titled "Directive Number One," this order read: "The Petrograd Soviet is 
in direct danger; counterrevolutionary conspirators have attempted to bring 
cadets and shock battalions from the suburbs to Petrograd during the night. 
The newspapers Soldat and Rabochii put' have been closed. You are hereby 
directed to bring your regiment to battle readiness [and to] await further 
instructions. Any procrastination or interference in executing this order will 
be considered a betrayal of the revolution. "2 
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To bring insurgent forces to battle readiness was one thing; to decide 
what direct military action, if any, to take in response to the apparent gov
ernment attack was quite another. Only a few hours earlier the Military 
Revolutionary Committee had backed away from the brink of a military 
clash with the government, still justifiably fearful of seriously weakening its 
base of support. By the morning of October 24, enough delegates to the 
Congress of Soviets had arrived in the capital to indicate that, with the Left 
SRs, a solid majority could be counted on to support the transfer of power 
to the soviets and the creation by the congress of an exclusively socialist 
government. 3 Kerensky's crackdown on the left, however, injected a major 
new element into the situation. If Kerensky were not rebuffed, if he suc
ceeded in mobilizing a large loyalist military force and putting leftist leaders 
back behind bars, it was still possible that the Congress of Soviets would 
not meet at all. Even if the congress were not dispersed, the Military Rev
olutionary Committee's careful and, up to now, apparently successful ef
fort to set the stage for the overthrow of the government, either immedi
ately before or just after the opening of the congress, would be seriously 
undermined. 

With such considerations in mind, some members of the Military Rev
olutionary Committee now spoke up for starting an armed uprising with
out further delay. However, a majority, led by Trotsky, insisted on a firm 
yet more restrained response. Trotsky quickly scratched out an order to 
soldier committees in two of the best organized, most revolutionary units 
in the garrison-the Litovsky Regiment and the Sixth Engineer 
Battalion--directing them to take charge of reopening the Trud press and 
insuring its security. "The Soviet of Workers' and Soldiers' Deputies can
not tolerate suppression of the free word," the order asserted. "For the 
people fighting off the attack of the pogromists, there must be assurance of 
an honest press. "4 

This directive was implemented at once; a company of Litovsky guards, 
armed with machine guns and led by Dashkevich, arrived at the building 
housing the Trud press at 9:00 A.M. Dashkevich, ignoring the Military 
Revolutionary Committee's announcement of the previous night, declared 
bluntly that "orders of the government not countersigned by the Military 
Revolutionary Committee are invalid." His troops overwhelmed loyalist 
militiamen and smashed government seals; within a couple of hours Rabochii 
put' was back in production. A reporter for Birzhevye vedomosti, describing 
these developments in the October 24 evening edition, observed that "the 
comrade soldiers made no similar effort to liberate Zhivoe slovo," which also 
had been shut down. 

Meanwhile, at Smolny, Sverdlov had managed to convene a meeting of 
the party Central Committee. Present were Lomov, Dzerzhinsky, Sverd
lov, Bubnov, Nogin, Miliutin, loffe, Uritsky, Trotsky, and Berzin, as well 
as Kamenev, whose earlier resignation from the committee seems to have 
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been simply ignored. 5 In view of the developing crisis and the difficulty of 
rounding up Central Committee members in a hurry, it was agreed at the 
outset that for the rest of the day no members would leave Smolny without 
specific authorization. The first substantive issue that the committee dis
cussed, interestingly enough, was-not the government's attack on the left, 
but the progress of negotiations between the Military Revolutionary Commit
tee and General Polkovnikov on the nature of the Petrograd Soviet's influ
ence over military operations; initially, committee members seem to have had 
the mistaken impression that the government's actions had been undertaken 
before the Military Revolutionary Committee's acceptance of the terms pro
posed by the Petrograd Military District. Only after Kamenev had reported 
on the earlier agreement did the Central Committee turn to the trouble at 
Trud, ultimately endorsing the dispatch of a guard to protect the press, as 
well as the adoption of whatever other steps were necessary to insure the 
publication of the next regular issues of the party's papers. 

Apart from this, the Central Committee members seem to have been 
most concerned with the possibility that postal and telegraph workers and 
also railwaymen, among whom moderate socialist influence was still strong, 
might oppose the overthrow of the Provisional Government and respond to 
the transfer of power to the soviets by attempting to isolate the capital from 
the rest of the country. As political developments relating to the Congress 
of Soviets appeared to be reaching a climax and the creation of a revolu
tionary regime seemed imminent, they also worried about matters such as 
food supply and the maintenance of a close working relationship with the 
Left SRs. Thus Bubnov was made responsible for establishing contact with 
rail workers and Dzerzhinsky with postal and telegraph employees. At the 
same time, Miliutin was charged with organizing food supplies, and 
Kamenev and Berzin were designated to conduct negotiations with the Left 
SRs. At Trotsky's insistence, the Central Committee, before adjourning, 
agreed on one further precaution: a reserve headquarters was to be estab
lished in the newly won Peter and Paul Fortress, for use if Smolny should 
fall to the loyalists. 

Actually, the historical importance of the Central Committee meeting of 
October 24 derives as much from what was not discussed there as from the 
issues that were in fact raised. On the morning of October 24, it has been 
noted, some Military Revolutionary Committee members advocated an 
immediate call for a mass rising. At roughly the same hour, the Bolshevik 
Petersburg Committee, assembled for the first time since October 15, re
sponded to the latest developments by formally calling for the preparation 
of an insurrection "without any delay whatever."6 Within the Central 
Committee, however, no doubt in part because of Lenin's absence, the cru
cial question of whether or not to attempt to do away with the Provisional 
Government at once, or at any rate before the Congress of Soviets, was 
apparently given no serious consideration. Rather, it appears that at this 
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point most Central Committee members were absorbed with the task of 
neutralizing the actions of the enemy and retaining or consolidating the 
strength of the left, so as to maximize the possibility of utilizing the Con
gress of Soviets to settle scores, finally, with the government. Significant in 
this regard is a comment on the Central Committee's outlook made by Sta
lin on the afternoon of October 24 at a caucus of Bolshevik congress dele
gates. "Within the Military Revolutionary Committee," he said, "there are 
two points of view. The first is that we organize an uprising at once, and 
the second is that we first consolidate our forces. The Central Committee 
has sided with the second view. "7 

The continuing emphasis of the Bolshevik Central Committee and the 
Military Revolutionary Committee on the role of the Congress of Soviets in 
completing the task of subverting the Provisional Government and creating 
a revolutionary soviet regime was nowhere more clearly reflected than in 
the lead editorial prepared by Stalin for the edition of Rabochii put' that 
reached the streets sometime after midday on October 24. Capped by the 
headline "What We Need," the editorial called upon workers and soldiers to 
form delegations for the purpose of applying direct pressure on the Con
gress of Soviets to replace the Kerensky government with a revolutionary 
regime. Wrote Stalin: 

. . . The present impostor government, which was not elected by the 
people and which is not accountable to the people, must be replaced by a 
government recognized by the people, elected by the representatives of the 
workers, soldiers and peasants, and accountable to these represen
tatives. . . . 

Do you want the present government of landlords and capitalists to be 
replaced by a new government, a government of workers and peasants? 

Do you want the new government of Russia to proclaim . . . the aboli
tion of landlordism and to transfer all the landed estates to peasant com
mittees without compensation? 

Do you want the new government of Russia to publish the tsar's secret 
treaties, to declare them invalid, and to propose a just peace to all belliger
ent nations? 

Do you want the new government of Russia to put a thorough curb on 
organizers of lockouts and profiteers who are deliberately fomenting 
famine and unemployment, economic disruption and high prices? 

If you want this, muster all your forces, rise as one man, organize meet
ings and elect your delegations and, through them, lay your demands be
fore the Congress of Soviets which opens tomorrow at Smolny. 

The tactical caution displayed by the national Bolshevik leadership was 
also reflected on October 24 in the Kronstadt Bolshevik paper, Proletarskoe 
delo, and in the new Bolshevik-controlled evening newspaper of the Petro
grad Soviet, Rabochii i soldat. Dominating the front page of Rabochii i soldat on 
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the evening of October 24 was the banner headline "The All-Russian Con
gress Will Begin on October 25"; this was followed by a full-page proclama
tion from the Military Revolutionary Committee: 

To the Population of Petrograd 
Citizens: 

The counterrevolution has raised its treacherous head. The Kornilovites 
are mobilizing their forces to suppress the All-Russian Congress of Soviets 
and to break up the Constituent Assembly. At the same time pogromists 
may try to instigate disorders and massacres on the streets of Petrograd. 

The Petrograd Soviet of Workers' and Soldiers' Deputies takes upon 
itself responsibility for the protection of revolutionary order from the 
counterrevolution and pogromist attacks. 

The garrison of Petrograd will not permit any violence or disturb
ance .... 

Citizens! We call upon you to maintain calm and self-control. The cause 
of order and of the revolution is in firm hands! 

The Military Revolutionary Committee 

This continuing orientation toward the Congress of Soviets was voiced in 
public pronouncements as well as in the press. In a speech to the afternoon 
caucus of the Bolshevik congress fraction at which Stalin had drawn atten
tion to the Central Committee's tactical stance, Trotsky seemed anxious, 
above all, to dispel whatever fears the Bolshevik leaders, assembled from all 
over Russia, might have that the revolution was in imminent danger or that 
the actions of the Military Revolutionary Committee in any way usurped 
the functions of the congress. He declared: 

The government is powerless; we are not afraid of it because we have 
sufficient strength. . . . Some of the comrades, for example Kamenev and 
Riazanov, do not agree with our assessment of the situation. However, we 
are leaning neither to the right nor to the left. Our tactical line has been 
determined by developing circumstances. We grow stronger every day. 
Our task is to defend ourselves and gradually to expand our sphere of 
authority so as to build a solid foundation for tomorrow's Congress of 
Soviets. The views of the entire country will be revealed tomorrow; and 
Petrograd will not be alone in responding to its summons. 8 

According to a letter written the following day by Mikhail Zhakov, a 
participant in this caucus, Trotsky, toward the end of his address, took 
pains to insist that the arrest of the Provisional Government was not 
planned as an independent task. "If the congress creates a government and 
Kerensky does not obey it, this would be a police and not a political prob
lem," Trotsky is recorded as declaring. "It would be a mistake to use even 
one of the armored cars which now defend the Winter Palace to arrest the 
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government. However, the Military Revolutionary Committee's decision to 
reopen the printing house of Rabochii put' and to entrust the valiant Litovsky 
Regiment, instead of cadets, to guard it, was no mistake. This is defense, 
comrades. This is defense." Zhakov noted that at this point Trotsky was 
interrupted by a storm of wild applause. 9 

At a session of the Petrograd Soviet a few hours later, Trotsky spoke out 
in a similar vein, insisting that "an armed conflict today or tomorrow, on 
the eve of the All-Russian Congress, is not in our plans." "We are confident 
that the congress will fulfill our slogan with great force and authority," he 
continued. "But if the government wants to make use of the twenty-four, 
forty-eight, or seventy-two hours which it still has and comes out against 
us, then we will respond with a counterattack, matching blow for blow, 
steel for iron." 10 Moreover, at close to this same hour, upon the insistence 
of the Left SRs, the Military Revolutionary Committee issued a press release 
in which it categorically denied that an uprising was in preparation: "Con
trary to all kinds of rumors and reports, the Military Revolutionary Com
mittee declares that it exists not to prepare and carry out the seizure of 
power, but exclusively for defense of the interests of the Petrograd garrison 
and the democracy from counterrevolutionary encroachments. "11 

While the Bolsheviks were working to consolidate support for their pro
gram in the Congress of Soviets and making preparations for the creation of 
a revolutionary government by the congress, Kerensky was feverishly at
tempting to implement his plans to curb the left and, equally important, to 
strengthen his defenses. He spent much of the morning of October 24 in 
the General Staff building trying to speed up the dispatch to the capital of 
loyal troops from the front. Orders were now issued for the immediate 
removal of all Military Revolutionary Committee commissars, and all 
troops of the garrison were strictly forbidden to leave their barracks without 
the specific authorization of Petrograd Military District headquarters. 12 

During the morning and early afternoon, it became evident that the vast 
majority of troops were responding to directives from the extreme left, not 
to those from the regular military command. The alacrity with which sol
diers from the Litovsky Regiment fulfilled Trotsky's order to assist in 
reopening the Trud printing press has already been mentioned. The be
havior of the more than five hundred-man crew of the cruiser Aurora, 
which was just completing a year of capital repairs at the Franco-Russian 
shipyard, was also typical. Recognizing that the Aurora's radicalized crew 
would support the Military Revolutionary Committee, the regular naval 
command ordered the ship out to sea for engine tests. At the instigation of 
the Military Revolutionary Committee, however, Tsentrobalt counter
manded this order, and, in response, the sailors rose against their officers 
and remained in Petrograd. 13 

As the hours wore on, it also became apparent to defenders of the gov
ernment that, at best, the arrival of significant military help from outside 
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Petrograd would be seriously delayed. Some of the military units called out 
on the night of October 2 3-24 and the following day immediately declared 
their unwillingness to come to the government's aid, while others were pre
vented from doing so by local forces supporting the Military Revolutionary 
Committee. Then too, as at the time of the Kornilov affair, the movement 
of troops from the front was interrupted well outside the capital, most front 
soldiers readily pledging support to the Military Revolutionary Committee 
as soon as the struggle between the government and the Petrograd Soviet 
was explained to them. 

About noon the Women's Shock Battalion from Levashova, less than two 
hundred strong, reported for duty at the Winter Palace. They were joined 
at 2:00 P.M. by a detachment of sixty-eight cadets from the Mikhailovsky 
Artillery School. Also either already at the palace or reporting there during 
the day and night of October 24, were 134 officers and roughly two 
thousand cadets from officer-training schools in Peterhof, Oranienbaum, 
and Gatchina. For the time being, this relatively meager force, a small frac
tion of what the Military Revolutionary Committee could draw on, was the 
best Kerensky could muster. 14 Utilizing some of these forces, Kerensky did 
his best to strengthen security around government offices, rail stations, the 
Neva bridges, and vital public-service institutions. 

In the early afternoon the prime minister was driven to the Mariinsky 
Palace, where he sought to rally the Preparliament in support of the gov
ernment and to obtain its endorsement for the measures already initiated to 
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suppress the left. Kerensky's rambling, emotion-charged speech on this oc
casion was to be his last public address in Russia. Frequently interrupted 
by storms of applause from the right and boos and hoots from the left, the 
speech, recently characterized by one historian as the "hysterical wail of a 
bankrupt politician,''15 lasted well over an hour. Kerensky began by accus
ing both the extreme right and the radical left of working to subvert the 
convocation of a Constituent Assembly and the creation of a free, democra
tic system of government. The brunt of his criticism was reserved for the 
Bolsheviks. To buttress his condemnation of the party, Kerensky quoted 
extensively from the arguments for an immediate insurrection contained in 
Lenin's "Letter to Comrades," serialized in Rabochii put' between October 19 
and 21; he also catalogued what he termed "repeated Bolshevik appeals for 
and armed uprising" voiced at public meetings and in the party's press. 

Kerensky went on to contend that "by organizing an uprising" the Bol
sheviks were assisting 

not the German proletariat but . . . the German ruling classes; they are 
opening Russia's front to the mailed fist of Wilhelm and his friends. . . . 
In full awareness of my responsibility, I proclaim from this platform that 
such actions by a Russian political party constitute treason and a betrayal 
of the Russian state. . . . A certain portion of the Petersburg population is 
in a state of insurrection. . . . Arrests have been ordered. . . . At the 
present time, when the state is imperiled by deliberate or unwitting be
trayal and is at the brink of ruin, the Provisional Government, myself in
cluded, prefers to be killed and destroyed rather than to betray the life, 
honor, and the independence of the State. 

At this, members of the Preparliament, with the exception of the 
Menshevik-lnternationalists and Left SRs, rose from their seats and 
gave Kerensky a prolonged, resounding ovation-a circumstance which 
prompted a Kadet, Moisei Adzhemov, to rush to the left benches screaming, 
"Let's have a photograph of the people sitting down!"16 

After order was restored with some difficulty, Kerensky continued his 
speech. Reading from the Military Revolutionary Committee's "Directive 
Number One,'' which was then circulating throughout the city, he bel
lowed: "This is an attempt to incite the rabble against the existing order. 
. . . It is an attempt to block the Constituent Assembly and to expose the 
front to the serried ranks of Wilhelm's concentrated forces." Turning to the 
left, he insisted that "at the present time everyone must decide whether he 
is on the side of the Republic, freedom, and democracy, or against these." 
In conclusion, he roundly declared: 

I have come to call upon you for vigilance, for the defense of the gains of 
freedom won by the many sacrifices, by the blood and the lives of many 
generations of free Russian people. . . . All elements of Russian society, 
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those groups and those parties which have dared to raise a hand against the 
free will of the Russian people, threatening at the same time to expose the 
front to Germany, are subject to immediate, decisive, and total liquida
tion. . . . I demand that this very day the Provisional Government receive 
your answer as to whether or not it can fulfill its duty with the assurance 
of support from this exulted gathering. 17 

Kerensky subsequently remembered that he left the Mariinsky Palace 
after his speech at around 2:30 P.M., convinced that within a couple of 
hours he would receive a strong pledge of support from the Preparlia
ment. 18 This was not to be. Preparliament deputies spent the rest of the after
noon and early evening of October 24 in acrimonious fractional meetings de
bating how best to respond to Kerensky's request for a vote of confidence. 
When the deputies reassembled at 7 :00 P.M., the opposition of a significant 
portion of the Preparliament to granting Kerensky carte blanche for a whole
sale crackdown on the left emerged sharply. 

The initial speaker after the extended break was Kamkov, chief spokes
man of the Left SRs. Four weeks later, in his speech to the First Left SR 
Congress, he would recall his anguish when Kerensky "demanded full pow
ers to suppress the Bolshevik uprising and was completely oblivious to the 
fact that there was nobody to put down the uprising regardless of what 
sanctions he was granted." Kamkov explained then that "to those of us 
working among the lower classes of Petrograd, it was clear that in the Pet
rograd garrison Kerensky could not find a dozen people who would come 
out to defend him as head of the coalition government."19 In the Preparlia
ment on the evening of October 24, Kamkov declared: 

After the head of the government comes here and announces that some 
kind of rabble is rising and demands that this assembly aid him in dealing 
with it, overwhelming numbers of you may decide to grant this sanction. 
But I am uncertain that the Russian people, the revolutionary army, the 
proletariat, and the laboring peasantry will do the same. Let's not play 
hide and seek with each other. Is there anybody at all who would trust this 
government ... ? It does not have the support of the revolutionary army, 
or the proletariat, and coming out against it is not the rabble but precisely 
the most politically conscious elements of the revolutionary democracy. If 
we are seriously interested in eliminating the soil in which the horrors of 
civil war are maturing, we must openly declare that the only way out of 
the present predicament is through the creation of a homogeneous, rev
olutionary, democratic government in which there will be no elements 
who organize demonstrations of homage to Kornilov. 

Martov, who took the floor next on behalf of the Menshevik
lnternationalists, was similarly critical of the existing government. As he 
appeared on the rostrum, someone on the right cried out, "Here is the 
minister of foreign affairs in the future cabinet"-to which Martov, peering 
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in the direction of his critic, at once retorted, "I'm nearsighted and cannot 
tell if this is said by the minister of foreign affairs in Kornilov's cabinet." 
Declared Martov: 

The language of the prime minister, who permitted himself to speak of a 
rabble movement when what is at hand is a movement of a significant 
portion of the proletariat and the army, even if directed toward mistaken 
objectives, is a provocation for civil war. But I have not lost the hope that 
... (we] will not yield to the desires of those who seek to use the current 
situation to bring the revolution to a halt. The democracy must declare 
that it will not give the government any support if it does not immediately 
guarantee that it will fulfill the most urgent needs of the people. Repres
sion cannot be substituted for satisfaction of the needs of the revolution. 
An announcement must be made immediately that Russia is pursuing a 
policy of immediate peace, that land committees will have control over 
alienated lands awaiting settlement, and that the democratization of the 
army will not be stopped. [And] if such declarations are impossible for the 
government in its present form, then the government must be reorganized. 

There was nothing unexpected about these declarations by Kamkov and 
Martov; what was genuinely startling was the response to Kerensky's de
mands by representatives of the main body of Mensheviks and SRs, people 
like Dan and Gots, who had openly wavered in their support for coalition 
for the first time in the wake of the Kornilov affair. At the Preparliament 
session on the evening of October 24, their point of view was voiced by 
Dan. From the outset, Dan expressed total opposition and aversion to the 
behavior of the Bolsheviks. Yet, with equal emphasis, he insisted that if the 
conflict between the government and the left were not settled peacefully, 
the ultimate winners would be the extreme right. Moreover, he declared 
that the only way a disastrous bloodbath could be avoided was by respond
ing, without further delay, to the aspirations of the masses who now fol
lowed the Bolsheviks. As Dan put it: 

Regardless of how the Bolshevik upnsmg ends tomorrow, if it is 
submerged in blood and order is restored by force of arms . . . practically 
speaking, this will be a triumph for that third force which will sweep away 
the Bolsheviks, the government, the democracy, and the revolution. If you 
want to remove the soil in which the Bolsheviks are growing like rotten 
mushrooms, we must turn to political measures. What is necessary is the 
clear enunciation by the government and the Council of the Republic of a 
platform in which the people will see their just interests supported by the 
government and the Council of the Republic and not the Bolsheviks .... 
The questions of peace and land and the democratization of the army must 
be framed in such a way that not a single worker or soldier will have the 
slightest doubt that our government is moving along this course with firm 
and resolute steps. 20 
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In a memoir, Dan later recalled his reactions to Kerensky's speech and 
attempted to explain his thinking at the time. 21 From the very beginning of 
the Preparliament's deliberations in early October, he and other Menshevik 
and SR leaders with similar views had worked for the eventual creation of a 
leftist, democratic, exclusively socialist government, capable of quickly 
enacting a radical reform program. They had done this, Dan contended, in 
the belief that only through immediate, drastic political steps was there any 
hope of successfully combating the Bolsheviks. Dan maintained that in his 
wing of the Preparliament "it was axiomatic that to fight the Bolsheviks 
with strictly military means was useless, if only because the government 
did not possess such means." Dan indicated that this view was rejected by 
the Preparliament right, who erroneously believed that the military force at 
the government's disposal was sufficient to crush the Bolsheviks, and who 
consequently looked forward to "engaging them in open battle." After 
Kerensky's speech to the Preparliament on the afternoon of October 24, 
Dan and his colleagues considered it their duty to indicate to the govern
ment the only course they believed held out any hope of salvation, and to 
reemphasize that they were prepared to join the government in that course 
to the very end. 

Toward the close of the Preparliament session on October 24, three 
resolutions were introduced: one, on behalf of cooperative organizations and 
the Kadet Party, pledged full support to the government in the adoption of 
decisive steps to suppress the revolt in the capital; the second, a much more 
inflammatory resolution put forward by the command of the cossacks, bit
terly criticized the entire left, directly repudiated the Provisional Govern
ment for its weakness and even for "conniving with the Bolsheviks," and 
demanded that the government guarantee that "on this occasion it would in 
no way indulge the Bolsheviks"; the third resolution, drawn up by the Pre
parliament left and presented by Dan, explicitly criticized the Provisional 
Government for delays in the promulgation of urgent political and social 
reform and made the Preparliament's support dependent upon the im
mediate promulgation of a radical "land and peace" program and the crea
tion of a "Committee of Public Safety," made up of representatives of 
municipal governments and the soviets, to work with the Provisional Gov
ernment in restoring order. At 8:30 P.M., by the narrow margin of 123 votes 
to 102, with 26 abstentions, the resolution of the left, in effect a vote of "no 
confidence" in Kerensky, was adopted. 22 

Dan indicated in his memoir that, upon the passage of this resolution, he 
and Gots, dragging along the much more conservative president of the Pre
parliament, A vksentiev, hastened to a meeting of the cabinet in the Winter 
Palace to demand that the government adopt the Preparliament's recom
mendations. According to Dan, he and Gots fervently hoped that the gov
ernment would acquiesce and that a momentous proclamation would be 
printed and plastered throughout the capital that very evening, announcing 
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to the citizenry that the Provisional Government had formally proposed the 
immediate cessation of all military activity and the start of negotiations for 
universal peace, that land committees had been informed by phone that all 
manorial land holdings would be transferred to them, and that the convoca
tion of the Constituent Assembly would be speeded up. 

Dan and Gots apparently insisted to Kerensky that such action would 
bring about a shift in the mood of the masses and strengthen the hand of 
Bolshevik leaders opposed to an uprising. Not surprisingly, however, word 
of the Preparliament's action drove the prime minister into a blind rage. 
"Kerensky appeared then," Dan later wrote, "like a person approaching the 
last stages of exhaustion." At first he declared his intention of resigning the 
next morning; in the end, he simply dismissed Dan, Gots, and Avksentiev 
with the assertion that the government had "no need for admonitions and 
instructions and would cope with the rebellion by itself. "23 

This was a great blow to those who, like Dan, hoped to neutralize popu
lar unrest and pull the rug from under the Bolsheviks by pressuring 
Kerensky to adopt a more radical reform program or, failing this, by forc
ing him to give way to a new, more responsive government. Still, efforts to 
achieve this goal were not halted. At an emergency joint meeting of the 
All-Russian Executive Committees, which began just after midnight and 
lasted until 4:00 A.M., October 25, centrist and left Mensheviks secured 
passage of a resolution which, while condemning the Bolsheviks and en
dorsing the creation of a Committee of Public Safety, nonetheless, 
reaffirmed the categorical demands for immediate reform adopted earlier by 
the Preparliament. 24 

Moreover, in a series of heated party strategy caucuses, the Left SRs and 
Menshevik-lnternationalists now campaigned vigorously for the creation, 
by the Congress of Soviets, of an exclusively socialist coalition government. 
This campaign initially appeared to be bearing fruit. A meeting of the Men
shevik congress fraction, which included both "defensists" and "inter
nationalists," adopted a set of "theses" for incorporation in a political resolu
tion to be presented to the congress, which constituted an even more 
significant departure from previous moderate socialist policies than did the 
resolution of the Preparliament. These theses called for the complete recon
struction of the cabinet and specifically stipulated that the new government 
be "homogeneous" and "democratic." While condemning the actions of the 
Bolsheviks, they called at the same time for the repudiation of the Provi
sional Government's policies, which were viewed as having provoked the 
Bolshevik insurrection. The theses also included a recommendation that at
tempts by the government to suppress the Bolshevik insurrection by armed 
force be given a "firm rebuff. "25 

Meanwhile, the Left SRs turned out to have a comfortable majority at a 
caucus of the SR congress fraction on the morning of October 25. A resolu
tion offered there by the SR Central Committee was defeated by a vote of 
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ninety-two to sixty, after which the majority agreed to "get in touch with 
the Menshevik-lnternationalists," evidently to coordinate efforts for the cre
ation of a "homogeneous" socialist government. 26 Equally significant, in the 
wake of this victory some Left SR leaders retained hope that at the congress 
the entire fraction might stick together behind the program of the left. 27 

To anyone analyzing political developments in Petrograd during the af
ternoon and early evening of October 24, the confidence voiced by Kerensky 
in his ability to deal independently with the left at this time seems utterly 
incomprehensible. The sketchy, sometimes confused eyewitness reports 
that filled the "Latest News" columns of Petrograd's newspapers on Oc
tober 25-26 testified to the degree to which the government's position had 
deteriorated. 

Not long after Kerensky's unfortunate appearance before the Preparlia
ment, the anxiety of military officials at General Staff headquarters was 
heightened by reports of alarming numbers of armed workers and soldiers 
congregating around Smolny. Consequently, they now issued orders for the 
Liteiny, Troitsky, and Nikolaevsky bridges across the Neva to be drawn, 
and for strict government control of the only other Neva span, the Palace 
Bridge-this to interdict the flow of insurgents from working-class districts 
on the Neva's right bank to the center sections of the city. 28 Describing his 
reaction upon learning of the government's intentions in regard to the Neva 
bridges on October 24, the Bolshevik Military Organization leader Ilin
Zhenevsky subsequently wrote: "Involuntarily, I remembered the July 
days .... The drawing of the bridges appeared to me as the first step in 
another attempt to destroy us. Was it possible the Provisional Government 
would triumph over us once again?"29 

On this occasion, there was no such danger. As soon as loyalist cadets 
from the Mikhailovsky Artillery School arrived at the Liteiny Bridge, they 
were challenged by an irate crowd of citizens, many of them carrying 
weapons. Forced to give up their arms, the cadets were escorted humiliat
ingly back to their academy; as nearly as can be determined, this action 
took place without any specific directives from the Military Revolutionary 
Committee. Similarly, as soon as the struggle for the bridges began, Ilin
Zhenevsky, also acting on his own, saw to it that garrison soldiers took 
control of the smaller Grenadersky and Samsonevsky bridges across the 
Bolshaia Nevka between the Vyborg District and the Petrograd side. 30 

The military district command gave a company of the First Petrograd 
Women's Shock Battalion responsibility for drawing the Troitsky Bridge; 
orders issued to the battalion specifically authorized the use of firearms to 
prevent movement on the bridge. 31 It appears that the women soldiers did 
not try seriously to execute this order, quite likely because machine guns 
mounted along the walls of the Peter and Paul Fortress were well within 
shooting range. After a brief struggle between cadets and Red Guards, the 
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former were successful in drawing the Nikolaevsky Bridge connecting Vasi
levsky Island with the center of the capital. For some time yet the Palace 
Bridge remained firmly controlled by cadets and personnel of the Women's 
Battalion. Still, by early evening it was apparent that the crucial "battle for 
the bridges" had been won by forces hostile to the government. Two of the 
four main Neva bridges were in their hands, as well as all the bridges over 
the Bolshaia Nevka and Malaia Neva. 

At 4:00 P.M., the cyclists who had had primary responsibility for security 
around the Winter Palace from the time of their transfer to the capital fol
lowing the July days suddenly announced that they would no longer remain 
at their posts. An hour later, upon orders from the Military Revolutionary 
Committee, one of its commissars, Stanislav Pestkovsky, took control of the 
central telegraph office. This first success in the contest for key communica
tions facilities was obtained without a shot fired, this despite the fact that 
among the telegraph office's three thousand employees there was not a 
single Bolshevik. The important factor here was that on regular guard duty 
at the telegraph office at the time was a detachment of soldiers from the 
Keksgolmsky Regiment, which had long since pledged loyalty to the Mili
tary Revolutionary Committee. And with the support of their commander, 
Pestkovsky pressured the head of the postal-telegraph workers' union, a 
right SR, to recognize his authority. 32 

A detachment of cadets tried unsuccessfully to recapture the central tele
graph office around 8:00 P.M. 33 Not long afterward, another Military Rev
olutionary Committee commissar, the Helsingfors Bolshevik Leonid Stark, 
accompanied only by twelve armed sailors, occupied and assumed supervi
sion of the Petrograd Telegraph Agency, a news wire service. One of 
Stark's first acts was to stop the political resolution just then passed by the 
Preparliament from going out over the wire. 34 At about the same time, 
troops of the lzmailovsky Guards Regiment, the first major garrison unit to 
come to the government's aid in July, took control of the Baltic Station, rail 
terminus for loyalist reinforcements arriving from the seaboard along the 
Gulf of Finland and points west. The best Petrograd Military District 
headquarters could muster by way of a response was a telegraphed warning 
that "echelons loyal to the government and the Central Executive Commit
tee are in transit from the front. "35 

Some of the ultimately most important steps taken by the left at this time 
were accomplished in secret and hence for the time being were not publicly 
evident. In the early evening of October 24, Dybenko, in Helsingfors, 
finally received the telegram agreed upon with Antonov during the North
ern Congress of Soviets: "Send the regulations"-meaning "Dispatch sailors 
and ships to Petrograd. "36 Antonov also passed a handwritten request to a 
liaison man from the Kronstadt Soviet, the Bolshevik Aleksei Pronin, for 
the dispatch of Kronstadt sailors to the capital the next day. 37 Several hours 
later, on behalf of the Military Revolutionary Committee, Aleksei Baranov 
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called Dybenko from Petrograd to confirm the dispatch of naval forces. 
"The atmosphere is tense," Baranov reported. "Can we count on your sup
port?" "The cruisers will sail at dawn," responded Dybenko. 38 

Except for the individual garrison units and Red Guard contingents or
dered by the Military Revolutionary Committee to carry out specific mili
tary tasks, most of the Petrograd area's well over half million workers, sol
diers, and sailors remained in their factories and barracks during these ini
tial skirmishes with government forces. Throughout the afternoon and 
evening of October 24, and on into the following day, a round of meetings 
was held in working-class districts of the capital and at the main bases of 
the Baltic Fleet. Almost invariably, these gatherings produced expressions 
of support for the Petrograd Soviet and its program. For the time being, 
there were almost no popular disturbances. Mass demonstrations like those 
of February and July, which it was commonly assumed would signal a final 
clash between the left and the government, were completely absent. 

Toward midafternoon, when word of the drawing of the Neva bridges 
became known, students at primary and secondary schools and employees 
in government offices were dismissed for the day, banks and stores in the 
central sections of the city were closed, and streetcar service was curtailed. 
Still, the streets remained calm. In the evening fashionably dressed crowds 
promenaded on Nevsky Prospect, where the usual prostitutes continued to 
ply their trade. Restaurants, casinos, moving-picture houses, and theaters 
operated normally, although with decreased attendance-a revival by 
Meyerhold of Aleksei Tolstoi's The Death of Ivan the Terrible at the Alexan
drinsky Theater and a performance of Boris Godunm; at the Mariinsky Thea
ter went on as scheduled. This state of affairs, coupled with the Military 
Revolutionary Committee's continuing disavowal of insurrection, was pro
foundly confusing to contemporary observers, giving an intense sense of 
unreality to the decisive developments then taking place in widely scattered 
sections of the capital. 

Not surprisingly, no one appears to have been more confused and trou
bled by the tactics of the Military Revolutionary Committee than Lenin. 
Throughout this historically momentous time he had remained away from 
the scene of battle, at Fofanova's apartment on the outskirts of the capital. 
On October 20, evidently responding to rumors of Lenin's presence in Pet
rograd, the minister of justice had issued a new order for the Bolshevik 
leader's arrest, dispelling any hope that it might now be safe for him to 
come out of hiding. Between October 21 and 23 Lenin had rejoiced in the 
Military Revolutionary Committee's successes in the struggle with the Pet
rograd Military District for control of the Petrograd garrison. But, unlike 
Trotsky, he viewed these triumphs not as part of a gradual subversion of 
the Provisional Government's authority which, if all went well, might cul
minate in a relatively painless transfer of power to the soviets at the Con
gress of Soviets, but merely as the prelude to a popular armed uprising. 



Workers in a Petrograd factory listen to a soldier speak. 

And each passing day simply confirmed his long-held conviction that the 
prospects for creating a Bolshevik-dominated government would be max
imized if power were seized by force at once; waiting for the congress, he 
felt, would simply allow the government more time to ready its forces and 
would needlessly risk the creation by an indecisive congress of, at best, a 
wishy-washy all-socialist coalition government. After learning of the last
minute cancellation of the cossack procession (on either October 22 or 23), 
Lenin wrote to Sverdlov: "The calling-off of the cossack demonstration is a 
gigantic triumph! Hurrah! Take to the attack with all forces and complete 
victory will be ours in a few days. "39 

In the morning papers on October 24 Lenin read of the Military Rev
olutionary Committee's decision to accept the "compromise" offered by 
the Petrograd Military District. Throughout the day, no doubt mostly 
through Fofanova, he had maintained contact with Smolny; thus he had 
learned almost at once of the government's crackdown on the left and of the 
efforts by some moderate socialists to force the government to adopt and 
immediately announce a more radical reform program. 40 News of these de-
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velopments greatly upset him. Fofanova recalled that he sent her out several 
times during the day and evening with requests to the Central Committee 
for permission to go to Smolny. Each of these appeals was summarily re
jected. Towards late afternoon, upon reading yet another of the Central 
Committee's noncommittal responses, Lenin crumpled the note and threw 
it on the floor. "I don't understand them. What are they afraid of?" he 
stormed. "Only the day before yesterday Podvoisky reported that this 
military unit was Bolsbevik and this other one as well .... And now sud
denly nothing is happening. Just ask them if they have one hundred loyal 
soldiers or Red Guardsmen with rifles. I don't need anything else!"41 

Around 6:00 P.M. Lenin resolved, once again, to circumvent the Central 
Committee and to call on lower levels of the party, particularly the Peters
burg Committee and the district Bolshevik committees, to take the comple
tion of the revolution into their own hands. Quickly drafting the following 
appeal, 42 he commissioned F ofanova to deliver it to Krupskaia, "and no one 
else": 

Comrades, 
I am writing these lines on the evening of the twenty-fourth. The situa

tion is critical in the extreme. In fact it is now absolutely clear that to delay 
the uprising would be fatal. 

With all my might I urge comrades to realize that everything now hangs 
by a thread; that we are confronted by problems which are not to be 
solved by conferences or congresses (even congresses of soviets), but exclu
sively by peoples, by the masses, by the struggle of the armed people. 

The bourgeois onslaught of the Kornilovites and the removal of Ver
khovsky show that we must not wait. We must at all costs, this very eve
ning, this very night, arrest the government, having first disarmed the 
officer cadets (defeating them, if they resist), and so on. 

We must not wait! We may lose everything! ... 
Who must take power? 
That is not important at present. Let the Military Revolutionary Com

mittee do it, or "some other institution." . . . 
All districts, all regiments, all forces must be mobilized at once and 

must immmediately send delegations to the Military Revolutionary Com
mittee and to the Bolshevik Central Committee with the insistent demand 
that under no circumstance should power be left in the hands of Kerensky 
and Co. until the twenty-fifth-not under any circumstances; the matter 
must be decided without fail this very evening, or this very night. 

History will not forgive revolutionaries for procrastinating when they 
could be victorious today (and they certainly will be victorious today), 
while they risk losing much tomorrow; in fact, they risk losing everything. 

If we seize power today, we seize it not in opposition to the soviets but 
on their behalf. 

The seizure of power is the task of the uprising; its political purpose will 
become clear after the seizure. 

It would be a disaster, or a sheer formality, to await the wavering vote 
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of October 25. The people have the right and are in duty bound to decide 
such questions not by a vote, but by force; in critical moments of revolu
tion, the people have the right and are in duty bound to give directions to 
their representatives, even their best representatives, and not to wait for 
them .... 

The government is tottering. It must be given the deathblow at all costs. 
To delay action is fatal. 43 

A few hours after sending Fofanova out with this last appeal, Lenin was 
unable to restrain himself further. Leaving a note for his hostess on the 
kitchen table ("I have gone where you did not want me to go"), Lenin 
donned his wig and a battered cap and wrapped a bandage around his face. 
Then, violating a direct Central Committee ban on his movement for the 
second time in a month, accompanied by Eino Rakhia, he set off for 
Smolny. 44 The two traveled through the Vyborg District as far as the Fin
land Station in an almost empty streetcar, the frantic Lenin peppering the 
conductress with questions regarding late political developments; when 
Lenin discovered she was a leftist, he began filling her ears with practical 
advice on revolutionary action. As they approached Smolny on foot via 
Shpalernaia Street, where the unlucky Voinov had come to his end on July 
6, the pair was forced to dodge a roving, mounted cadet patrol, scaring 
Rakhia half out of his wits. Finally, sometime before midnight, they safely 
reached their destination. 

Smolny, upon Lenin's arrival, looked like a military camp on the eve of 
battle. Heavily armed patrols stood watch at adjacent streetcorners. Groups 
of soldiers and Red Guards huddled around glowing bonfires in the sur
rounding squares and side alleys. The courtyard inside the main gate re
verberated with the din of trucks, automobiles, and motorcycles, constantly 
arriving and departing, and Smolny's massive fa~ade was ablaze with lights. 
Machine guns had been emplaced at both sides of the central entry; here 
guards tried to control movement into the building, which John Reed 
likened to a "gigantic hive." Neither Rakhia nor Lenin had proper passes. 
Initially denied admission, they managed to lose themselves in an incoming 
crowd and so were able to squeeze by the guards. 45 Accidentally doffing his 
toupee along with his cap in the excitement, Lenin at once began upbraiding 
his closest associates, pressing them to get on with the business of finishing 
off the Provisional Government. 

Accounts of the October revolution by writers in the Soviet Union, seek
ing to maximize Lenin's role in the Bolshevik seizure of power at the ex
pense of Trotsky's, convey the impression that under the latter's influence, 
the party exaggerated Kerensky's strength and underestimated that of the 
left, and passively awaited a vote of the Congress of Soviets to create a 
revolutionary government. This interpretation is, of course, seriously dis-
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torted; as we have seen, the policies of the Military Revolutionary Commit
tee between October 21 and 24 were directed toward effectively subverting 
the Provisonal Government in advance of the congress, an objective already 
largely fulfilled by the night of October 24. Also, these tactics were dic
tated, more than anything else, by what seems to have been a realistic 
evaluation of the prevailing correlation of forces and popular mood. 

Yet there is a measure of truth in the Soviet view that prior to Lenin's 
appearance at Smolny late on the night of October 24-25, a majority of the 
Military Revolutionary Committee, not to speak of the Central Committee, 
was still uneasy about the possibility of going too far too fast-of losing 
potentially crucial support, or perhaps even breaking up the congress, by 
appearing to usurp the functions of the Congress of Soviets. As we have 
seen, the Military Revolutionary Committee's initial efforts in the wake of 
the government's offensive against the left were aimed at alerting left forces 
and readying them for possible action, not calling the masses into the 
streets. And almost all of the Military Revolutionary Committee's subse
quent military operations on October 24 can be interpreted as reactions to 
offensive moves by the government. Thus, garrison soldiers were sent to 
reopen Rabochii put' after the government had closed it, and Military Rev
olutionary Committee forces took control of the Neva bridges when the 
government set about interrupting movement over them. Similarly, forces 
supporting the Military Revolutionary Committee occupied the Baltic Sta-
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tion following reports that troops loyal to the government from Peterhof 
and the northern front were boarding trains bound for the capital. 46 

It is altogether likely that as Kerensky's helplessness in the prevailing 
situation became more obvious and as the hour of the congress's opening 
drew near, the pace of the Military Revolutionary Committee's operations 
would have quickened, whether or not Lenin appeared on the scene. But it 
must also be borne in mind that Lenin, in contrast to almost everyone else, 
attached decisive importance to overthrowing the Provisional Government in 
advance of the congress. His arrival at Smolny inevitably intensified pres
sure on the leadership of the left to act more boldly. At any rate, for what
ever the reason, well before dawn on October 25 the actions of the Military 
Revolutionary Committee suddenly became much more aggressive. All pre
tense that the committee was simply defending the revolution and attempt
ing most of all to maintain the status quo pending the expression of the 
congress's will was abruptly dropped. Instead, an open, all-out effort was 
launched to confront congress delegates with the overthrow of the Provi
sional Government prior to the start of their deliberations. 

There is very little hard evidence regarding the circumstances of this 
decision. Latsis later wrote that "towards morning on the famous night 
when the question of a government was being decided and the Central 
Committee wavered, Illich ran to the office of the Petersburg Committee 
with the question: 'Fellows, do you have shovels? Will the workers of Piter 
go into the trenches at our call?"' Latsis recorded that the response was 
positive, adding that the decisiveness of Lenin and the Petersburg Commit
tee affected the waverers, allowing Lenin to have his way. 47 From the sub
sequent complaints of top Left SR leaders, it appears clear that the Military 
Revolutionary Committee shifted its stance without their knowledge. 48 

In any case, the moment when this fundamental tactical change occurred 
can be pinpointed fairly closely. Thus on the evening of October 24, Os
vald Dzenis, Military Revolutionary Committee commissar in the Pav
lovsky Regiment, was ordered to take control of the Troitsky Bridge, be
tween the Petersburg side and the War Memorial Field. He recalls that 
around 9:00 P.M., after taking the bridge, he detected a sharp increase in 
traffic to and from the Palace Square; on his own, he directed the erection 
of barricades, the establishment of checkpoints to and from the Winter 
Palace, and the arrest of government officials, the most important of whom 
were escorted to Smolny. A short time after initiating these measures, 
Dzenis received an urgent call from Podvoisky informing him that the ar
rested officials sent to Smolny by him were being released; that the kind of 
action he had undertaken was unauthorized and premature; and that while 
the Military Revolutionary Committee had not yet decided when more ac
tive operations would be initiated, it would not be before the next day. 
Podvoisky insisted that Dzenis stop detaining government officials and dis
mantle his checkpoints, an order which Dzenis asserts appeared so short-
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sighted that he did not implement it. A few hours later, evidently around 
2 :00 A. M., Dzenis received a new order; this time he was directed to reen
force his cordon of outposts and to strictly control all movement through 
it. 49 

About this time, that is, 2:00 A.M., October 25, the First Company of the 
Sixth Engineer Battalion occupied the Nikolaevsky Station, off Znamensky 
Square, then dominated by a massive bronze equestrian statue of Alexander 
III. One of the engineers later recalled the moment: "It was a freezing 
night. One could feel the north wind permeate the bones. On the streets 
adjacent to the Nikolaevsky Station groups of engineers huddled, shivering 
from the cold, and peered vigilantly into the shadowy night. The moonlight 
created a fantastic scene. The hulks of houses looked like medieval 
castles-giant shadows followed the engineers. At this sight, the next-to
the-last emperor appeared to rein in his horse in horror. "50 

Also around 2:00 A.M., a Military Revolutionary Committee commissar, 
Mikhail Faerman, took control of the Petrograd electric station. At his di
rection, electrical service to most government buildings was switched off. 
More or less simultaneously, insurgent soldiers occupied the main post 
office, where the Military Revolutionary Committee commissar Karl Kad
lubovsky took charge. Sometime after midnight, the crew of the Aurora had 
been authorized to "use all means at its disposal" to restore traffic along the 
Nikolaevsky Bridge. 51 Because the ship's captain at first refused to have 
anything to do with this order, the Military Revolutionary Committee 
commissar Alexander Belishev and several sailors took over operation of the 
vessel themselves. Navigating the Aurora through the shallow, twisting 
Neva was a tricky business, however, and the captain soon gave in. An
nouncing that he could not "allow the Aurora to be run aground," he agreed 
to help bring the newly renovated ship to its destination. At 3:30 A.M. the 
Aurora moved to an anchorage next to the Nikolaevsky Bridge, the one 
Neva bridge still under government control. As the Aurora's crew directed 
its searchlights on the bridge, the cadets responsible for guarding it fled into 
the night. Ship's electricians supervised the closing of the span. A short 
time later, when a thirty-two-man detachment of government shock troops 
sent to reopen the bridge arrived on the scene, they found it securely in the 
hands of some two hundred workers and sailors. 52 

A forty-man detachment of sailors occupied the State Bank at 6:00 A.M.; 

there was no resistance, as soldiers of the Semenovsky Regiment on regular 
guard there remained neutral. An hour later, a detachment of soldiers from 
the Keksgolmsky Regiment, accompanied by Lashevich and another Mili
tary Revolutionary Committee commissar, P. S. Kaliagin, occupied the 
main Petrograd telephone station, immediately shutting off most lines to 
military headquarters and the Winter Palace. Bloodshed during occupation 
of the telephone station was avoided, in part perhaps because the detach
ment of Keksgolmsky soldiers was commanded by one A. Zakharov, who, 



Garrison soldiers helping to operate the switchboard of the main Petrograd telephone station 
during the October days. 

as a military school cadet, had often served on guard duty there. Familiar 
with security procedures at the telephone station, he supervised the quick 
isolation and disarmament of the cadets on guard. 53 Thus, by early morn
ing, October 2 5, the government was for the most part without phones or 
lights. At 8:00 A.M., the last of Petrograd's three major rail terminals, the 
Warsaw Station, terminal point for rail lines connecting the capital with the 
northern front and army headquarters at Pskov, also fell to the Military 
Revolutionary Committee. 

In the Winter Palace, a closed meeting of the cabinet devoted to consid
eration of further measures to deal with the left had broken up at 1:00 A.M. 

At 3 :00 A.M. Kerensky received further alarming reports on the developing 
situation; accompanied by the deputy premier, Konovalov, he again hurried 
off to the General Staff building. 54 The reports he received there through
out the remainder of the night and early morning were uniformly bleak. 
One key point after another was passing rapidly into the Military Rev
olutionary Committee's hands. The military school cadets and soldiers of 
the Women's Battalion, the main forces in the Winter Palace, were now 
becoming understandably fidgety. Suddenly announcing their inability to 
fight soldiers of the garrison, they were temporarily calmed by what were, 
in retrospect, misleading assurances that troops from the front were ex
pected momentarily. 

At Kerensky's command, towards dawn a last desperate appeal was di-



Prime Minister Kerensky (second from right) and his aides in the Winter Palace. This is the last 
known photograph of Kerensky in Petrograd. 

rected to cossack forces in the capital: "In the name of freedom, honor, and 
the glory of our native land, the commander-in-chief has ordered the First, 
Fourth, and Fourteenth Cossack regiments to act to aid the Soviet Central 
Executive Committee, the revolutionary democracy, and the Provisional 
Government, and to save the perishing Russian state. "55 In reply cossack 
spokesmen asked whether the infantry would also be "coming out." Receiv
ing an unsatisfactory response, representatives of all but a relatively small 
number of cossacks let it be known they had no intention of "acting alone 
and serving as live targets. "56 

The text of a candid report from General B. A. Levitsky in Petrograd to 
General Mikhail Diterikhs at the front about developments in Petrograd on 
October 24 captures the prevailing situation. Levitsky brought Diterikhs 
up to date on the struggle for control of the garrison between the Military 
Revolutionary Committee and the Petrograd Military District headquarters, 
and on the former's directive, calling on garrison units not to obey the 
orders of the latter. Levitsky observed: 

This act yesterday forced the minister-president to explain clearly and 
precisely to the Council of the Republic [the Preparliament] the situation 
which had developed and to indicate the actions to be taken by the Provi
sional Government. . . . After this, units of the Petrograd garrison . . . 
went over to the side of the Bolsheviks. The bridges which had been 
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drawn open were once again closed. The entire city is covered by posts 
manned by garrison soldiers, but there has not been a mass coming out. 
The telephone station is in the garrison's hands. Those units in the Winter 
Palace are guarding it only in a strictly formal sense, since they have al
ready agreed not to actively "come out." ... It is as if the Provisional 
Government were in the capital of an enemy country. 57 

By the morning of October 25, the government's desperate situation had 
finally become obvious even to the hitherto obtusely confident commander 
of the Petrograd Military District, General Polkovnikov; he now drafted a 
report to Kerensky in which he evaluated the situation as "critical" and 
concluded that for practical purposes "the government had no troops at its 
disposal. "58 At this juncture, Kerensky's sole hope for survival appeared to 
rest with the successful mobilization of solid support from the army at the 
front. In view of this, at about 9:00 A.M. Kerensky left Konovalov in tem
porary charge of the cabinet and began to make arrangements for an im
mediate departure to Pskov. 

A few hours earlier the Bolshevik Central Committee had met at Smolny. 
It appears that no protocol of this historically important assembly was ever 
recorded-at any rate, none has been published, and the existing bits and 
pieces of information about what took place there come from a few sketchy 
memoirs. The scene of the gathering was apparently the Central 
Committee's regular meeting-place, Room 36 on the first floor. Lenin was 
there and also, among others, Trotsky, Stalin, Smilga, Miliutin, Zinoviev, 
Kamenev, and Berzin. Rakhia tucked himself into a corner to wait for 
Lenin and to watch the proceedings. From time to time someone knocked at 
the door with reports on the course of the struggle for power in the streets 
outside. Lenin expressed satisfaction at each advance, at the same time 
pressing impatiently for the seizure of the Winter Palace and the arrest of 
the Provisonal Government. During a brief break in the deliberations, one 
of the Central Committee members suggested drawing up a list of the gov
ernment to be submitted to the congress the next day. And immediately 
there arose the question of what to call the new government and its mem
bers. One memoirist recalls that to everyone the term Pmvisional Gooernment 
sounded "outmoded" and that the term ministers for members of the gov
ernment conveyed an unacceptable sense of "bureaucratic mustiness." It 
was Trotsky who quickly came forth with the idea of calling the new minis
ters "people's commissars," a suggestion which delighted all those present. 
"Yes, that's very good," Lenin interjected; "it smells of revolution. And we 
can call the government itself 'the Council of People's Commissars.' " Seizing 
pencil and paper, Miliutin prepared to accept suggestions for commissars. 
Still, the battle against the Provisional Government had not yet ended, and to 
some Central Committee members, drawing up a list of cabinet members 
seemed so premature that they treated it, at first, as a joke. 59 
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A the main bases of the Baltic fleet, activity began long before 
dawn on the morning of Wednesday, October 25. The first of three 

large echelons of armed sailors, bound for the capital at the behest of the 
Military Revolutionary Committee, departed Helsingfors by train along the 
Finnish railway at 3:00 A.M.; a second echelon got underway at 5:00 A.M., 

and a third left around midmorning. About the same time, a hastily assem
bled naval flotilla, consisting of a patrol boat-the Iastrev-and five 
destroyers-the Metki, Zabiiaka, Moshchny, Deiatelny, and Samson-started 
off at full steam for the roughly two hundred-mile trip to Petrograd, with 
the Samson in the lead flying a large banner emblazoned with the slogans 
"Down with the Coalition!" "Long Live the All-Russian Congress of 
Soviets!" and "All Power to the Soviets!" 1 

Activity of a similar kind was taking place at Kronstadt. Describing the 
night of October 24-25 in that center of revolutionary radicalism, Flerovsky 
was later to recall: 

It is doubtful whether anyone in Kronstadt closed his eyes that night. 
The Naval Club was jammed with sailors, soldiers, and workers .... 
The revolutionary staff drew up a detailed operations plan, designated par
ticipating units, made an inventory of available supplies, and issued in
structions .... When the planning was finished ... I went into the 
street. Everywhere there was heavy, but muffled traffic. Groups of sol
diers and sailors were making their way to the naval dockyard. By the light 
of the torches we could see just the first ranks of serious determined faces. 
. . . Only the rumble of the automobiles, moving supplies from the for
tress warehouses to the ships, disturbed the silence of the night. 2 

Shortly after 9:00 A.M. the sailors, clad in black pea jackets, with rifles 
slung over their shoulders and cartridge pouches on their belts, finished 
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boarding the available vessels: two mine layers, the Amur and the Khopor; 
the former yacht of the fort commandant, the Zarnitsa, fitted out as a hospi
tal ship; a training vessel, the Verny; a battleship, the Zaria svobody, so old 
that it was popularly referred to as the "flatiron" of the Baltic Fleet and had 
to be helped along by four tugs; and a host of of smaller paddle-wheel 
passenger boats and barges. As the morning wore on these vessels raised 
anchor, one after the other, and steamed off in the direction of the capital. 3 

At Smolny at this time, the leaders of the Military Revolutionary Com
mittee and commissars from key locations about the city were completing 
plans for the capture of the Winter Palace and the arrest of the government. 
Podvoisky, Antonov-Ovseenko, Konstantin Eremeev, Georgii Blagonravov, 
Chudnovsky, and Sadovsky are known to have participated in these consul
tations. According to the blueprint which they worked out, insurrectionary 
forces were to seize the Mariinsky Palace and disperse the Preparliament; 
after this the Winter Palace was to be surrounded. The government was to 
be offered the opportunity of surrendering peacefully. If it refused to do so, 
the Winter Palace was to be shelled from the Aurora and the Peter and Paul 
Fortress, after which it was to be stormed. The main forces designated to 
take part in these operations were the Pavlovsky Regiment; Red Guard de
tachments from the Vyborg, Petrograd, and Vasilevsky Island districts; the 
Keksgolmsky Regiment; the naval elements arriving from Kronstadt and 
Helsingfors; and sailors from the Petrograd-based Second Baltic Fleet De
tachment. Command posts were to be set up in the barracks of the Pav
lovsky Regiment and the Second Baltic Fleet Detachment, the former to be 
directed by Eremeev and the latter by Chudnovsky. A field headquarters 
for overall direction of the attacking military forces, to be commanded by 
Antonov-Ovseenko, was to be established in the Peter and Paul Fortress. 4 

Even as these preparations for the seizure of the last bastions of the Pro
visional Government in Petrograd were being completed, Lenin, elsewhere 
at Smolny, was nervously watching the clock, by all indications most anxi
ous to insure that the Kerensky regime would be totally eliminated before 
the start of the Congress of Soviets, now just a scant few hours away. At 
about 10:00 A.M. he drafted a manifesto "To the Citizens of Russia," pro
claiming the transfer of political power from the Kerensky government to the 
Military Revolutionary Committee: 

25 October 1917 
To the Citizens of Russia! 

The Provisional Government has been overthrown. State power has 
passed into the hands of the organ of the Petrograd Soviet of Workers' and 
Soldiers' Deputies, the Military Revolutionary Committee, which stands 
at the head of the Petrograd proletariat and garrison. 

The cause for which the people have struggled-the immediate proposal 
of a democratic peace, the elimination of landlord estates, workers' control 
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Lenin's manifesto of October 25, 1917, "To the Citizens of Russia," proclaiming the transfer of 
political power from the Kerensky government to the Military Revolutionary Committee. 

over production, the creation of a soviet government-the triumph of this 
cause has been assured. 

Long live the workers', soldiers', and peasants' revolution! 

The Military Revolutionary Committee 
of the Petrograd Soviet 
of Workers' and Soldiers' Deputies5 

The seminal importance Lenin attached to congress delegates being faced, 
from the very start, with a fait accompli as regards the creation of a soviet 
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government is clearly illustrated by the fact that this proclamation was 
printed and already going out over the wires to the entire country even 
before the Military Revolutionary Committee strategy meeting described 
above had ended. 

If October 25 began as a day of energetic activity and hope for the left, 
the same cannot be said for supporters of the old government. In the 
Winter Palace, Kerensky by now had completed arrangements to meet 
troops heading for the capital from the northern front. A striking indication 
of the isolation and helplessness of the Provisional Government at this point 
is the fact that the Military Revolutionary Committee's control of all rail 
terminals precluded travel outside of Petrograd by train, while for some 
time the General Staff was unable to provide the prime minister with even 
one automobile suitable for an extended trip. Finally, military officials 
managed to round up an open Pierce Arrow and a Renault, the latter bor
rowed from the American embassy. At 11:00 A.M., almost precisely the 
moment when Lenin's manifesto proclaiming the overthrow of the govern
ment began circulating, the Renault, flying an American flag, tailed by the 
aristocratic Pierce Arrow, roared through the main arch of the General 
Staff building, barreled past Military Revolutionary Committee pickets al
ready forming around the Winter Palace, and sped southwestward out of 
the capital. Huddled in the back seat of the Pierce Arrow were the assistant 
to the commander of the Petrograd Military District, Kuzmin; two staff 
officers; and a pale and haggard Kerensky, on his way to begin a desperate 
hunt for loyal troops from the front, a mission that was to end in abject 
failure less than a week later. 6 

As Kerensky's entourage streaked by the Mariinsky Palace, the relatively 
few deputies to the Preparliament assembled there were exchanging news of 
the latest political developments, awaiting the start of the day's session. 
Within an hour, a large contingent of armed soldiers and sailors, under 
Chudnovsky's command, began sealing off adjacent streets and posting 
guards at all palace entrances and exits. The armored car Oleg, flying a red 
flag, clattered up and took a position at the western corner of the palace. 

When these preparations were completed, an unidentified Military Rev
olutionary Committee commissar entered the palace, searched out Avksen
tiev, and handed him a directive from the Military Revolutionary Commit
tee ordering that the Mariinsky Palace be cleared without delay. Mean
while, some soldiers and sailors burst into the building, brandishing their 
rifles, and posted themselves along the palace's grand main staircase. While 
many of the frightened deputies dashed for their coats and prepared to 
brave the phalanx of armed soldiers and sailors, Avksentiev had the pres
ence of mind to collect part of the Preparliament steering committee. These 
deputies hurriedly agreed to formally protest the Military Revolutionary 
Committee's attack, but to make no attempt to resist it. They also in
structed Avksentiev to reconvene the Preparliament at the earliest practica-
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hie moment. Before they were permitted to leave the palace, the identity of 
each of the deputies was carefully checked, but no one was detained. For 
the time being, the Military Revolutionary Committee forces were appar
ently under instructions to limit arrests to members of the government. 7 

Elsewhere by this time, insurgent ranks had been bolstered by the libera
tion from the Crosses Prison of the remaining Bolsheviks imprisoned there 
since the July days. A Military Revolutionary Committee commissar sim
ply appeared at the ancient prison on the morning of October 25 with a 
small detachment of Red Guards and an order for the release of all political 
prisoners; among others, the Bolsheviks Semion Roshal, Sakharov, Tol
kachev~ and Khaustov were immediately set free. 8 At 2:00 P.M. the forces at 
the disposal of the Military Revolutionary Committee were increased still 
further by the arrival of the armada from Kronstadt. One of the more than a 
thousand sailors crammed on the deck of the Amur, I. Pavlov, subsequently 
recalled the waters outside Petrograd at midday, October 25: 

What did the Gulf of Finland around Kronstadt and Petrograd look like 
then? This is conveyed well by a song that was popular at the time [sung 
to the melody of the familiar folk tune Stenka Razin]: "lz za ostrova Kron
shtadta na prostor reki Nevy, vyplyvaiut mnogo lodok, v nikh sidiat 
bol'sheviki!" [From the island of Kronstadt toward the River Neva broad, 
there are many boats a-sailing-they have Bolsheviks on board.] If these 
words do not describe the Gulf of Finland exactly, it's only because 
"boats" are mentioned. Substitute contemporary ships and you will have a 
fully accurate picture of the Gulf of Finland a few hours before the Oc
tober battle. 9 

At the entrance to the harbor canal the Zaria svobody, pulled by the four 
tugs, dropped anchor; a detachment of sailors swarmed ashore and under
took to occupy the Baltic rail line between Ligovo and Oranienbaum. As 
the rest of the ships inched through the narrow channel, it occurred to 
Flerovsky, aboard the Amur, that if the government had had the foresight to 
lay a couple of mines and emplace even a dozen machine guns behind the 
parapet of the canal embankment, the carefully laid plans of the Kronstadt
ers would have been wrecked. He heaved a sigh of relief as the motley 
assortment of ships passed through the canal unhindered and entered the 
Neva, where they were greeted by enthusiastic cheers from crowds of 
workers gathered on the banks. Flerovsky himself was in the cabin of the 
Amur ship's committee below decks, discussing where to cast anchor, when 
a mighty, jubilant hurrah rent the air. Flerovsky ran up on deck just in time 
to see the Aurora execute a turn in the middle of the river, angling for a 
better view of the Winter Palace. 10 

As the men on the Aurora and the ships from Kronstadt spotted each 
other, cheers and shouts of greeting rang out, the round caps of the sailors 
filled the sky, and the Aurora's band broke into a triumphant march. The 
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Amur dropped anchor close by the Aurara, while some of the smaller boats 
continued on as far as the Admiralty. Moments later Antonov-Ovseenko 
went out to the Amur to give instructions to leaders of the Kronstadt de
tachment. Then, as students and professors at St. Petersburg University 
gawked from classroom windows on the embankment, the sailors, totaling 
around three thousand, disembarked, large numbers of them to join the 
forces preparing to besiege the Winter Palace. A member of this contingent 
later remembered that upon encountering garrison soldiers, some of the 
sailors berated them for their cowardliness during the July days. He re
called with satisfaction that the soldiers were now ready to repent their 
errors. 11 

Important developments were occurring in the meantime at Smolny. The 
great main hall there was packed to the rafters with Petrograd Soviet dep
uties and representatives from provincial soviets anxious for news of the 
latest events when Trotsky opened an emergency session of the Petrograd 
Soviet at 2:35 P.M. 12 The fundamental transformation in the party's tactics 
that had occurred during the night became apparent from the outset of this 
meeting, perhaps the most momentous in the history of the Petrograd 
Soviet. It will be recalled that less than twenty-four hours earlier, at 
another session of the Petrograd Soviet, Trotsky had insisted that an armed 
conflict "today or tomorrow, on the eve of the congress, is not in our 
plans." Now, stepping up to the speaker's platform, he immediately pro
nounced the Provisional Government's obituary. "On behalf of the Military 
Revolutionary Committee," he shouted, "I declare that the Provisional 
Government no longer exists!" To a storm of applause and shouts of "Long 
live the Military Revolutionary Committee!" he announced, in rapid order, 
that the Preparliament had been dispersed, that individual government 
ministers had been arrested, and that the rail stations, the post office, the 
central telegraph, the Petrograd Telegraph Agency, and the state bank had 
been occupied by forces of the Military Revolutionary Committee. "The 
Winter Palace has not been taken," he reported, "but its fate will be decided 
momentarily. . . . In the history of the revolutionary movement I know of 
no other examples in which such huge masses were involved and which 
developed so bloodlessly. The power of the Provisional Government, 
headed by Kerensky, was dead and awaited the blow of the broom of his
tory which had to sweep it away .... The population slept peacefully and 
did not know that at this time one power was replaced by another." 

In the midst of Trotsky's speech, Lenin appeared in the hall. Catching 
sight of him, the audience rose to its feet, delivering a thundering ovation. 
With the greeting, "Long live Comrade Lenin, back with us again," 
Trotsky turned the platform over to his comrade. Side by side, Lenin and 
Trotsky acknowledged the cheers of the crowd. "Comrades!" declared 
Lenin, over the din: 
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The workers' and peasants' revolution, the necessity of which has been 
talked about continuously by the Bolsheviks, has occurred. What is the 
significance of this workers' and peasants' revolution? First of all, the 
significance of this revolution is that we shall have a soviet government, 
our own organ of power without the participation of any bourgeois. The 
oppressed masses will form a government themselves. . . . This is the 
beginning of a new period in the history of Russia; and the present, third 
Russian revolution must ultimately lead to the victory of socialism. One of 
our immediate tasks is the necessity of ending the war at once. 

We shall win the confidence of the peasantry by one decree, which will 
abolish landlord estates. The peasants will understand that their only sal
vation lies in an alliance with the workers. We will institute real workers' 
control over production. 

You have now learned how to work together in harmony, as evidenced 
by the revolution that has just occurred. We now possess the strength of a 
mass organization, which will triumph over everything and which will lead 
the proletariat to world revolution. 

In Russia we must now devote ourselves to the construction of a pro
letarian socialist state. 

Long live the world socialist revolution. 

Lenin's remarks were brief; yet it is perhaps not surprising that on this 
occasion most of his listeners did not trouble themselves with the question 
of how a workers' government would survive in backward Russia and a 
hostile world. After Lenin's remarks, Trotsky proposed that special commis
sars be dispatched to the front and throughout the country at once to in
form the broad masses everywhere of the successful uprising in Petrograd. 
At this someone shouted, "You are anticipating the will of the Second Con
gress of Soviets," to which Trotsky immediately retorted: "The will of the 
Second Congress of Soviets has already been predetermined by the fact of 
the workers' and soldiers' uprising. Now we have only to develop this 
triumph." 

The relatively few Mensheviks in attendance formally absolved them
selves of responsibility for what they called "the tragic consequences of the 
conspiracy underway" and withdrew from the executive organs of the Pet
rograd Soviet. But most of the audience listened patiently to greetings by 
Lunacharsky and Zinoviev, the latter, like Lenin, making his first public 
appearance since July. The deputies shouted enthusiastic approval for a 
political statement drafted by Lenin and introduced by Volodarsky. Hail
ing the overthrow of the Provisional Government, the statement appealed 
to workers and soldiers everywhere to support the revolution; it also con
tained an expression of confidence that the Western European proletariat 
would help bring the cause of socialism to a full and stable victory. 13 The 
deputies then dispersed, either to factories and barracks to spread the glad 
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tidings, or, like Sukhanov, to grab a bite to eat before the opening session of 
the All-Russian Congress. 

Dusk was nearing, and the Winter Palace was still not in Bolshevik 
hands. As early as 1:00 P.M. a detachment of sailors commanded by Ivan 
Sladkov had occupied the Admiralty, a few steps from the Winter Palace, 
and arrested the naval high command. At the same time, elements of the 
Pavlovsky Regiment had occupied the area around the Winter Palace, 
bounded by Millionnaia, Moshkov, and Bolshaia Koniushennaia streets, 
and Nevsky Prospect from the Ekaterinsky Canal to the Moika. Pickets, 
manned with armored cars and anti-aircraft guns, were set up on bridges 
over the Ekaterinsky Canal and the Moika, and on Morskaia Street. Later in 
the afternoon, Red Guard detachments from the Petrograd District and the 
Vyborg side joined the Pavlovsky soldiers, and troops from the Keks
golmsky Regiment occupied the area north of the Moika to the Admiralty, 
closing the ring of insurrectionary forces around the Palace Square. "The 
Provisional Government," Dashkevich would subsequently recall, "was as 
good as in a mousetrap. " 14 

Noon had been the original deadline for the seizure of the Winter Palace. 
This was subsequently postponed to 3:00 and then 6:00 P.M., after which, to 
quote Podvoisky, the Military Revolutionary Committee "no longer 
bothered to set deadlines. " 15 The agreed-upon ultimatum to the govern-



Petrograd during the October days. Baltic sailors helping to unpack artillery shells. 

ment was not dispatched; instead, loyalist forces gained time to strengthen 
their defenses. Thus in the late afternoon, insurgent troops watched impa
tiently while cadets on the Palace Square erected massive barricades and 
machine gun emplacements of firewood brought from the General Staff 
building. 

By 6:00 P.M. it was dark, drizzly, and cold, and many of the soldiers 
deployed in the area around the palace hours earlier were growing hungry 
and restless. Occasionally, one of them would lose patience and open fire at 
the cadets, only to be rebuked with the stern command, "Comrades, don't 
shoot without orders." On the Petrograd side, the Bolshevik Military Or
ganization leader Tarasov-Rodionov, for one, was beside himself worrying 
about what was happening in the center of the city. "I had the urge," he 
later wrote, "to drop everything-to rush to them [the Military Revolution
ary Committee] to speed up this idiotically prolonged assault on the 
Winter Palace." During these hours, Lenin sent Podvoisky, Antonov, and 
Chudnovsky dozens of notes in which he fumed that their procrastination 
was delaying the opening of the congress and needlessly stimulating anxiety 
among congress deputies. 16 

Antonov implies in his memoirs that unexpected delays in the mobiliza
tion of insurgent soldiers, faulty organization, and other problems of a 
minor yet troublesome nature were the main reasons it took so long to 
launch the culminating offensive on the government. 17 In support of this 
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view, there are indications that, for one reason or another, last-minute 
snags developed in connection with mobilizing some elements of the Preob
razhensky and Semenovsky regiments for the attack. More important, most 
of the sailor detachments from Helsingfors that the Military Revolutionary 
Committee was counting on for its assault did not arrive until late evening 
or even the following day. (In one case, a trainload of armed sailors was 
delayed in an open field outside Vyborg for many hours after the locomo
tive had burst its pipes; the Vyborg stationmaster, sympathetic to the gov
ernment, had purposely provided the sailors with the least reliable locomo
tive available. 18) 

The Military Revolutionary Committee did indeed encounter a number 
of minor difficulties which prompted concern at the time, but which in 
retrospect appear almost comical. When Blagonravov began checking out 
the cannon at the Peter and Paul Fortress in preparation for shelling the 
Winter Palace, he found that the six-inch guns on the walls of the fortress 
facing the palace had not been used or cleaned for months. Artillery officers 
persuaded him that they were not serviceable. Blagonravov then made sol
diers in the fortress drag heavy three-inch training cannon some distance to 
where they could be brought into action, only to find that all of these 
weapons had parts missing or were genuinely defective. He also discovered 
that shells of the proper caliber were not immediately available. After the 
loss of considerable time, it was ascertained that making the six-inch guns 
work was not impossible after all. 19 Even more bizarre, by prior arrange
ment a lighted red lantern hoisted to the top of the fortress flagpole was to 
signal the start of the final push against the Winter Palace, yet when the 
moment for action arrived, no red lantern could be found. Recalls Blago
nravov, "After a long search a suitable lamp was located, but then it proved 
extremely difficult to fix it on the flagpole so it could be seen. "20 

Podvoisky, in his later writings, tended to attribute continuing delays in 
mounting an attack on the Winter Palace to the Military Revolutionary 
Committee's hope, for the most part realized, of avoiding a bloody battle. 
As Podvoisky later recalled: "Already assured of victory, we awaited the 
humiliating end of the Provisional Government. We strove to insure that it 
would surrender in the face of the revolutionary strength which we then 
enjoyed. We did not open artillery fire, giving our strongest weapon, the 
class struggle, an opportunity to operate within the walls of the palace."21 

This consideration appears to have had some validity as well. There was 
little food for the almost three thousand officers, cadets, cossacks, and 
women soldiers in the Winter Palace on October 2 5. In the early afternoon 
the ubiquitous American journalist John Reed somehow wangled his way 
into the palace, wandered through one of the rooms where these troops 
were billeted, and took note of the dismal surroundings: "On both sides of 
the parqueted floor lay rows of dirty mattresses and blankets, upon which 
occasional soldiers were stretched out; everywhere was a litter of cigarette-



Military school cadets in the Winter Palace during the October days. 

butts, bits of bread, cloth, and empty bottles with expensive French labels. 
More and more soldiers, with the red shoulder-straps of the Yunker
schools, moved about in a stale atmosphere of tobacco smoke and unwashed 
humanity .... The place was a huge barrack, and evidently had been for 
weeks, from the look of the floor and walls. "22 

As time passed and promised provisions and reinforcements from the 
front did not arrive, the government defenders became more and more de
moralized, a circumstance known to the attackers. At 6: 15 P.M. a large con
tingent of cadets from the Mikhailovsky Artillery School departed, taking 
with them four of the six heavy guns in the palace. Around 8:00 P.M. the 
two hundred cossacks on guard also returned to their barracks. 

Representatives of the Military Revolutionary Committee participated in 
at least two attempts to convince other elements defending the government 
to leave peacefully. In the early evening, a representative of the Oranien
baum cadets persuaded Chudnovsky to accompany him to the palace to 
help arrange the peaceful withdrawal of his men. The cadets guaranteed 
Chudnovsky's safe conduct and kept their word. But Petr Palchinsky, an 
engineer and deputy minister of trade and industry who was helping to 
direct the defense of the government, insisted that Chudnovsky be arrested. 
The cadets protested, however, and forced Chudnovsky's release. Dash-
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kevich had also slipped into the palace to try to win over some of the cadets; 
like Chudnovsky, he was detained and then allowed to leave. Partly as a 
result of the efforts of Chudnovsky"and Dashkevich, more than half of the 
cadets guarding the Winter Palace left there at around 10:00 P.M. 23 

Whatever obstacles confronted the Military Revolutionary Committee in 
its assault on the Winter Palace on October 25 pale by comparison with the 
difficulties facing members of the Provisional Government, gathered in the 
grand Malachite Hall on the second floor of the palace. Here Konovalov 
convened a cabinet session at noon, an hour after Kerensky's hurried depar
ture for the front. Present were all of the ministers except Kerensky and the 
minister of food supply, a distinguished economist, Sergei Prokopovich, 
who, having been temporarily detained by an insurgent patrol in the morn
ing, was unable to reach the Winter Palace before it was completely sealed 
off in the afternoon. Fortunately for the historian, several of the partici
pants in this ill-fated last meeting of Kerensky's cabinet penned detailed rec
ollections of their final hours together; these tortured accounts bear witness 
to the almost complete isolation of the Provisional Government at this time, 
and to the ministers' resulting confusion and ever-increasing paralysis of 
will. 24 

Konovalov opened the meeting with a report on the political -situation in 
the capital. He informed the ministers of the Military Revolutionary 
Committee's virtually unhampered success the previous night, of 
Polkovnikov's shattering early-morning status report, and of Kerensky's de
cision to rush to the front. For the first time, the full impact of the Petro
grad Military District command's utter helplessness in dealing with the in
surrection underway, and indeed of its inability even to furnish personal 
protection for the ministers, was felt by the cabinet as a whole. Responding 
to Konovalov's assessment, Admiral Verderevsky, the naval minister, ob
served coldly: "I don't know why this session was called .... We have no 
tangible military force and consequently are incapable of taking any action 
whatever." 25 He suggested it would have been wiser to have convened a 
joint session with the Preparliament, an idea that became moot moments 
later, when news was received of the latter's dispersal. At the start of their 
deliberations, however, most of the ministers did not fully share 
Verderevsky's pessimism. Tending, no doubt wishfully, to place most of 
the blame for the government's plight on Polkovnikov, they agreed to re
place him with a "dictator" who would be given unlimited power to restore 
order and resolved that the cabinet would remain in continuous session in 
the Winter Palace for the duration of the emergency. 

With periodic interruptions while Konovalov attempted unsuccessfully to 
bring more cossacks to the Winter Palace grounds, and while other minis
ters received disjointed reports on late-breaking developments and issued 
frantic appeals for help over the few phones still in operation to contacts 
elsewhere in the capital and over the direct wire to the front, the cabinet 
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spent the better part of the next two hours engaged in a disorganized, 
meandering discussion of possible candidates for the post of "dictator." Ul
timately, they displayed their insensitivity to the prevailing popular mood 
by settling on the minister of welfare, Kishkin. A physician by profession 
and a Muscovite, Kishkin had no prestige in Petrograd. Worst of all, he was 
a Kadet. Indeed, the selection of Kishkin was exactly the opposite of the 
more conciliatory course urged on Kerensky the preceding day by the 
Preparliament-a blatant provocation to democratic circles and an unex
pected boon to the extreme left. 

Kishkin formally assumed his new position as governor-general shortly 
after 4:00 P.M. After naming as his assistants Palchinsky and Petr Ruten
berg, an assistant to the commander of the Petrograd Military District, he 
rushed off to military headquarters to direct the struggle against the insur
rection. There Kishkin immediately sacked Polkovnikov, replacing him 
with the chief of staff, General Bagratuni. As nearly as one can tell, the 
main effect of this reshuffling of personnel was to increase significantly the 
chaos reigning at headquarters. For in protest to the treatment accorded 
Polkovnikov, all of his closest associates, including the quartermaster, Gen
eral Nikolai Paradelov, immediately resigned in a huff. Some of these indi
viduals packed off and went home. Others simply stopped work; from time 
to time, they could be seen peering out of the windows of the General Staff 
building at the clusters of insurgent soldiers, sailors, and workers advancing 
along the banks of the Moika and up Millionnaia Street. 26 

Meanwhile, in the Winter Palace, the rest of the cabinet occupied itself in 
preparing an appeal for support to be printed up for mass circulation. At 
6: 15 P. M. the ministers were informed of the departure of the cadets from 
the Mikhailovsky Artillery School; fifteen minutes later, they adjourned to 
Kerensky's third-floor private dining room, where a supper of borshch, fish, 
and artichokes-and more painful blows-awaited them. 

By now, at the Peter and Paul Fortress, Blagonravov, under continual 
prodding from Smolny, had decided that the final stage of the attack on the 
government could be delayed no longer, this despite the fact that difficulties 
with the cannon and the signal lantern had not yet been fully surmounted. 
At 6:30 P.M. he dispatched two cyclists to the General Staff building, and 
in twenty minutes they arrived there armed with the following 
ultimatum: 27 

By order of the Military Revolutionary Committee of the Petrograd 
Soviet, the Provisional Government is declared overthrown. All power is 
transferred to the Petrograd Soviet of Workers' and Soldiers' Deputies. 
The Winter Palace is surrounded by revolutionary forces. Cannon at the 
Peter and Paul Fortress and on the ships Aurora and Amur are aimed at the 
Winter Palace and the General Staff building. In the name of the Military 
Revolutionary Committee we propose that the Provisional Government 
and the troops loyal to it capitulate .... You have twenty minutes to 
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answer. Your response should be given to our messenger. This ultimatum 
expires at 7: 10, after which we will immediately open fire. . . . 

Chairman of the Military Revolutionary Committee Antonov 
Commissar of the Peter and Paul Fortress G. B. 

At the General Staff building when this message was delivered were, 
among others, Kishkin, General Bagratuni, General Paradelov, and Pal
chinsky and Rutenberg. They persuaded one of the cyclists to return to the 
fortress with a request for a ten-minute extension. Leaving Paradelov be
hind to receive the government's response by phone and pass it on to the 
remaining cyclist, Kishkin, Bagratuni, and the others rushed to the Winter 
Palace to consult with the cabinet. 28 

Along with the news of the Military Revolutionary Committee's ul
timatum, the ministers also learned that large numbers of previously waver
ing cadets from Oranienbaum and Peterhof now intended to leave the 
palace. Besides, the original deadline set by Antonov was already close to 
expiration. The ministers hurried back to the Malachite Hall at once to 
consider the question of whether or not to surrender. Looking out at the 
crowded Neva and the Peter and Paul Fortress, one member of the cabinet 
wondered aloud, "What will happen to the palace if the Aurora opens fire?" 

The cruiser Aurora on the Neva the night of October 25. 
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"It will be turned into a heap of ruins," replied Admiral Verderevsky, ad
ding sanguinely: "Her turrets are higher than the bridges. She can demolish 
the place without damaging any other building." 29 

Still, all the ministers, including Verderevsky, were agreed that surren
der in the prevailing circumstances was unthinkable. They resolved simply 
to ignore the ultimatum, and Kishkin, Gvozdev, and Konovalov im
mediately rushed off to coax the cadets to remain at their posts. In his 
diary, Minister of Justice Pavel Maliantovich attempted to explain the 
cabinet's decision. He suggested that although at this point the ministers 
had lost hope of holding out until the arrival of outside help, they believed 
strongly that legally the Provisional Government could hand over its au
thority only to the Constituent Assembly. They felt a solemn obligation to 
resist until the very last moment so that it would be clear beyond doubt 
that they had yielded only to absolutely overwhelming force. That moment 
had not yet come, Maliantovich affirmed, hence the cabinet's decision to 
give no reply to the Military Revolutionary Committee and to continue 
resistance. 30 

Ironically, at precisely the moment that the Military Revolutionary 
Committee's ultimatum was delivered to General Staff headquarters, Gen
eral Cheremisov, in Pskov, was conferring on the direct wire with General 
Bagratuni. At the start of the communication, Cheremisov had asked for a 
report on the condition of the capital. Specifically, he inquired as to the 
whereabouts of the government, the status of the Winter Palace, whether 
order was being maintained in the city, and whether or not units dis
patched from the front had reached Petrograd. Bagratuni was answering 
these questions, as best he could, when he was called away to receive the 
ultimatum. General Paradelov then got on the Petrograd end of the direct 
wire and passed on to Cheremisov his misgivings about Kishkin's appoint
ment and behavior, stating quite directly his belief that the Provisional 
Government was doomed. Cheremisov, in turn, requested Paradelov to call 
the Winter Palace to obtain more information about the situation there. 31 

Paradelov went off to do this but was interrupted by Bagratuni, just then 
leaving for the Winter Palace with the ultimatum. Paradelov was instructed 
to stand by to receive the government's telephoned response. As Paradelov 
waited for the message from the Winter Palace, insurgent soldiers and work
ers suddenly flooded the building; resistance was impossible. 32 Meanwhile, 
Cheremisov, still at the other end of the direct wire, inquired impatiently, 
"Where is Paradelov, and will he give me an answer soon?" In response, a 
military telegrapher barely managed to tap out: "We will find him .... 
The headquarters has been occupied by Military Revolutionary Committee 
forces. I am quitting work and getting out of here!"33 

Word of the capture of the General Staff building reached General Bag
ratuni and the cabinet in the second-floor office of one of Kerensky's assis
tants, facing the palace courtyard, to which they had moved from the more 
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vulnerable Malachite Hall. Bagratuni responded to the loss of his staff and 
headquarters by tendering his resignation. Soon after departing the palace, 
he was pulled from a cab and arrested by an insurgent patrol. 

For their part, the ministers now dispatched the following radio-telegram 
to the Russian people: 

To All, All, All! 
The Petrograd Soviet has declared the Provisional Government over

thrown, and demands that power be yielded to it under threat of shelling 
the Winter Palace from cannon in the Peter and Paul Fortress and aboard 
the cruiser Aurora, anchored on the Neva. The government can yield 
power only to the Constituent Assembly; because of this we have decided 
not to surrender and to put ourselves under the protection of the people 
and the army. In this regard a telegram was sent to Stavka. Stavka an
swered with word that a detachment had been dispatched. Let the country 
and the people respond to the mad attempt of the Bolsheviks to stimulate 
an uprising in the rear of the fighting army. 34 

The ministers also managed to establish telephone contact with the 
mayor of Petrograd, Shreider, in the City Duma building. They informed 
him that the Winter Palace was about to be shelled from the Aurora and the 
Peter and Paul Fortress, and appealed to him to help mobilize support for 
the government. The previous day, deeply concerned by the actions of the 
Military Revolutionary Committee, the City Duma, in which the SRs and 
Kadets still had a majority, had dispatched a fact-finding mission to Smolny; 
subsequently, in spite of fierce opposition from its Bolshevik members, the 
Duma, like the Preparliament, had initiated steps to form a Committee of 
Public Safety to help maintain order in the city and to protect the popula
tion. Now, upon receipt of the Provisional Government's appeal, Shreider 
immediately convened the City Duma in emergency session. Announcing 
at the outset that "in a few minutes the cannon will begin to thunder . . . 
[and] the Provisional Government of the Russian Republic will perish in 
the ruins of the Winter Palace," he called upon the Duma to help the gov
ernment by all means possible. Inasmuch as the deputies had no military 
forces at their disposal, they agreed to dispatch emissaries to the Aurora, to 
Smolny, and to the Winter Palace immediately in an effort to halt the siege 
of the Winter Palace and to mediate differences between the government 
and the Military Revolutionary Committee. 35 

Meanwhile, at the Peter and Paul Fortress, cannon and signal-lantern 
difficulties having been overcome at last, Blagonravov and Antonov were 
preparing to commence the shelling of the Winter Palace. One further delay 
occurred when they received what turned out to be an erroneous report, 
evidently sparked by the surrender of General Staff headquarters, that the 
Winter Palace had capitulated. Blagonravov and Antonov drove across the 
Neva to check out the rumor themselves. At 9:40 P.M. Blagonravov finally 
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returned to the fortress and signaled the Aurora to open fire. The Aurora 
responded by firing one blank round from its bow gun. The blast of a 
cannon shooting blanks is significantly greater than if it were using combat 
ammunition, and the ear-splitting reverberations of the Aurora's first shot 
were felt throughout the capital. The blast impelled gawking spectators 
lined up on the Neva embankments to flop to the ground and crawl away in 
panic, and it contributed to the further thinning out of military forces in
side the Winter Palace. (Many cadets finally abandoned their posts at this 
point and were followed shortly afterward by a number of the women sol
diers.) Contrary to legend and to Verderevsky's prediction, the Aurora's 
shot did no physical damage. 

After the Aurora's action the artillerists at the Peter and Paul Fortress 
allowed time for those forces who wished to do so to leave the palace. 
During this interim, the officer of the watch on the Amur spotted a string of 
lights at the mouth of the Neva and sounded the alarm: "Ships approach
ing!" As their silhouettes came into view, old deck hands on the Amur 
triumphantly identified the arriving vessels as the destroyers Samson and 
Zabiiaka, accompanied by some of the other ships from Helsingfors. 36 

At around 11:00 P.M. Blagonravov gave the order to commence shooting 
in earnest. Most of the shells subsequently fired exploded spectacularly but 
harmlessly over the Neva, but one shattered a cornice on the palace and 
another smashed a third-floor corner window, exploding just above the 
room in which the government was meeting. The blast unnerved the minis
ters and influenced at least a few of them to have second thoughts about the 
wisdom of further resistance. Meanwhile, from the walls of the Peter and 
Paul Fortress, Tarasov-Rodionov watched the spectacular fireworks, whose 
tremors momentarily drowned out the sound of the rifle and machine gun 
fire and the droning of lighted streetcars crawling single file across the 
Troitsky and Palace bridges, and wondered at the incredibility of it all, of 
"the workers' soviet overthrowing the bourgeois government while the 
peaceful life of the city continued uninterrupted. "37 

To City Duma deputies, it was by this time patently clear that their 
hopes of interceding between the Military Revolutionary Committee and 
the embattled ministers in the Winter Palace would not be realized. A 
Military Revolutionary Committee commissar refused to permit the rep
resentatives of the City Duma to go anywhere near the Aurora. The delega
tion sent to the Winter Palace was halted several times by the besiegers and, 
in the end, forced to scurry back to the City Duma building after being 
fired upon from upper-story windows of the Winter Palace. ("The cadets 
probably didn't see our white flag," a member of the delegation later said.) 
The City Duma emissaries who went to Smolny, Mayor Shreider among 
them, fared somewhat better. They managed to have a few minutes with 
Kamenev, who helped arrange for Molotov to accompany them to the 
Winter Palace. But this delegation, too, was unable to make it through the 
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narrow strip of no man's land which now separated the tight ring of insur
rectionary forces from the barricades set up by defenders of the 
government. 38 

About the time the City Duma was informed of these setbacks it also 
received a bitter telephone message from Semion Maslov, the minister of 
agriculture, and a right SR. The call was taken by Naum Bykhovsky, also 
an SR, who immediately relayed Maslov's words to a hushed Duma. "We 
here in the Winter Palace have been abandoned and left to ourselves," de
clared Maslov, as quoted by Bykhovsky. "The democracy sent us into the 
Provisional Government; we didn't want the appointments, but we went. 
Yet now, when tragedy has struck, when we are being shot, we are not 
supported by anyone. Of course we will die. But my final words will be: 
'Contempt and damnation to the democracy which knew how to appoint us 
but was unable to defend us!' "39 

Bykhovsky at once proposed that the entire Duma march in a body to the 
Winter Palace "to die along with our representatives." "Let our comrades 
know," he proclaimed, "that we have not abandoned them, let them know 
we will die with them." This idea struck a responsive chord with just about 
everyone, except the Bolsheviks. Reporters present noted that most dep
uties stood and cheered for several minutes. Before the proposal was actu
ally voted upon, the City Duma received a request from a representative of 
the All-Russian Executive Committee of Peasant Soviets that the leadership 
of the peasant soviets be permitted to "go out and die with the Duma." It 
also heard from the minister of food supply, Prokopovich, who tearfully 
pleaded to be allowed to join the procession to the Winter Palace, "so that 
he could at least share the fate of his comrades." Not to be outdone, Coun
tess Sofia Panina, a prominent Kadet, volunteered "to stand in front of the 
cannon," adding that "the Bolsheviks can fire at the Provisional Govern
ment over our dead bodies." The start of the march to the Winter Palace 
was delayed a bit because someone demanded a roll call vote on 
Bykhovsky's motion. During the roll call, most of the deputies insisted on 
individually declaring their readiness to "die with the government," before 
voting "Yes"-~hereupon each Bolshevik solemnly proclaimed that he 
would "go to the Soviet," before registering an emphatic "No!"40 

While all this was going on, Lenin remained at Smolny, raging at every 
delay in the seizure of the Winter Palace and still anxious that the All
Russian Congress not get underway until the members of the Provisional 
Government were securely behind bars. Andrei Bubnov later recorded that 
"the night of October 25 ... Ilich hurried with the capture of the Winter 
Palace, putting extreme pressure on everyone and everybody when there 
was no news of how the attack was going. "41 Similarly, Podvoisky later re
membered that Lenin now "paced around a small room at Smolny like a 
lion in a cage. He needed the Winter Palace at any cost: it remained the last 
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gate on the road to workers' power. V. I. scolded ... he screamed ... he 
was ready to shoot us." 42 

Still, the start of the congress had been scheduled for 2:00 P.M. By late 
evening, the delegates had been milling around for hours; it was impossible 
to hold them back much longer, regardless of Lenin's predilections. Finally, 
at 10:40 P.M., Dan rang the chairman's bell, formally calling the congress 
into session. "The Central Executive Committee considers our customary 
opening political address superfluous," he announced at the outset. "Even 
now, our comrades who are selflessly fulfilling the obligations we placed on 
them are under fire at the Winter Palace. "43 

John Reed, who had pushed his way through a clamorous mob at the 
door of the hall, subsequently described the scene in Smolny's white as
sembly hall as the congress opened: 

In the rows of seats, under the white chandeliers, packed immovably in 
the aisles and on the sides, perched on every windowsill, and even the 
edge of the platform, the representatives of the workers and soldiers of all 
Russia awaited in anxious silence or wild exultation the ringing of the 
chairman's bell. There was no heat in the hall but the stifling heat of un
washed human bodies. A foul blue cloud of cigarette smoke rose from the 
mass and hung in the thick air. Occasionally someone in authority 
mounted the tribune and asked the comrades not to smoke; then every
body, smokers and all, took up the cry "Don't smoke, comrades!" and 
went on smoking. . . . 

On the platform sat the leaders of the old Tsay-ee-kah [Central Execu
tive Committee] ... Dan was ringing the bell. Silence fell sharply in
tense, broken by the scuffling and disputing of the people at the 
door .... 44 

According to a preliminary report by the Credentials Committee, 300 of 
the 670 delegates assembled in Petrograd for the congress were Bolsheviks, 
193 were SRs (of whom more than half were Left SRs), 68 were Men
sheviks, 14 were Menshevik-lnternationalists, and the remainder either 
were affiliated with one of a number of smaller political groups or did not 
belong to any formal organization. 45 The dramatic rise in support for the 
Bolsheviks that had occurred in the previous several months was reflected 
in the fact that the party's fraction was three times greater than it had been 
at the First All-Russian Congress of Soviets in June; the Bolsheviks were 
now far and away the largest single party represented at the congress. Yet it 
is essential to bear in mind that, despite this success, at the opening of the 
congress the Bolsheviks did not have an absolute majority without 
significant help from the Left SRs. 

Because delegates, upon arrival at Smolny, were asked to fill out detailed 
personal questionnaires, we can ascertain not only the political affiliation of 
most of them, but also the character of each of the 402 local soviets rep-
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resented at the congress and its official position on the construction of a new 
national government. Tabulation of these questionnaires reveals the striking 
fact that an overwhelming number of delegates, some 505 of them, came to 
Petrograd committed in principle to supporting the transfer of "all power to 
the soviets," that is, the creation of a soviet government presumably 
reflective of the party composition of the congress. Eighty-six delegates 
were loosely bound to vote for "all power to the democracy," meaning a 
homogeneous democratic government including representatives of peasant 
soviets, trade unions, cooperatives, etc., while twenty-one delegates were 
committed to support of a coalition democratic government in which some 
propertied elements, but not the Kadets, would be represented. Only 
fifty-five delegates, that is, significantly less than 10 percent, represented 
constituencies still favoring continuation of the Soviet's former policy of 
coalition with the Kadets. 46 

As a result of the breakdown in relative voting strength, moments after 
the congress opened fourteen Bolsheviks took seats in the congress Pre
sidium alongside seven Left SRs (the Mensheviks, allotted three seats in the 
Presidium, declined to fill them; the Menshevik-lnternationalists did not fill 
the one seat allotted to them but reserved the right to do so). Dan, Lieber, 
Broido, Gots, Bogdanov, and V asilii Filipovsky, who had directed the work 
of the Soviet since March, now vacated the seats at the head of the hall 
reserved for the top Soviet leadership; amid thunderous applause their 
places were immediately occupied by Trotsky, Kollontai, Lunacharsky, 
Nogin, Zinoviev, Kamkov, Maria Spiridonova, Mstislavsky, and other 
prominent Bolsheviks and Left SRs. 47 

As if punctuating this momentous changeover, an ominous sound was 
heard in the distance-the deep, pounding boom of exploding cannon. Ris
ing to make an emergency announcement, Martov, in a shrill, trembling 
voice, demanded that, before anything else, the congress agree to seek a 
peaceful solution to the existing political crisis; in his view, the only way 
out of the emergency was first to stop the fighting and then to start negotia
tions for the creation of a united, democratic government acceptable to the 
entire democracy. With this in mind, he recommended selection of a special 
delegation to initiate discussions with other political parties and organiza
tions aimed at bringing to an immediate end the clash which had erupted in 
the streets. 

Speaking for the Left SRs, Mstislavsky immediately endorsed Martov's 
proposal; more significantly, it was also apparently well received by many 
Bolsheviks. Glancing around the hall, Sukhanov, for one, noted that 
"Martov's speech was greeted with a tumult of applause from a very large 
section of the meeting." Observed a Delo naroda reporter, "Martov' s appeal 
was showered with torrents of applause by a majority in the hall." Bearing 
in ,mind that most of the congress delegates had mandates to support the 
creation by the congress of a coalition government of parties represented in 
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the Soviet and since Martov's motion was directed toward that very end, 
there is no reason to doubt these observations. The published congress pro
ceedings indicate that, on behalf of the Bolsheviks, Lunacharsky responded 
to Martov's speech with the declaration that "the Bolshevik fraction has 
absolutely nothing against the proposal made by Martov." The congress 
documents indicate as well that Martov's proposal was quickly passed by 
unanimous vote. 48 

No sooner had the congress endorsed the creation of a democratic coali
tion government by negotiation, however, than a succession of speakers, all 
representatives of the formerly dominant moderate socialist bloc, rose to 
denounce the Bolsheviks. These speakers declared their intention of im
mediately walking out of the congress as a means of protesting and oppos
ing the actions of the Bolsheviks. The first to express himself in this vein 
was Iakov Kharash, a Menshevik army officer and delegate from the Twelfth 
Army Committee. Proclaimed Kharash: "A criminal political venture has 
been going on behind the back of the All-Russian Congress, thanks to the 
political hypocrisy of the Bolshevik Party. The Mensheviks and SRs con
sider it necessary to disassociate themselves from everything that is going 
on here and to mobilize the public for defense against attempts to seize 
power." Added Georgii Kuchin, also an officer and prominent Menshevik, 
speaking for a bloc of moderately inclined delegates from army committees 
at the front: "The congress was called primarily to discuss the question of 
forming a new government, and yet what do we see? We find that an ir
responsible seizure of power has already occurred and that the will of the 
congress has been decided beforehand .... We must save the revolu
tion from this mad venture. In the cause of rescuing the revolution we in
tend to mobilize all of the revolutionary elements in the army and the 
country .... [We] reject any responsibility for the consequences of this 
reckless venture and are withdrawing from this congress. "49 

These blunt statements triggered a storm of protest and cries of "Kornilov
ites!" and "Who in the hell do you represent?" from a large portion of the 
assembled delegates. Yet after Kamenev restored a semblance of order, Lev 
Khinchuk, from the Moscow Soviet, and Mikhail Gendelman, a lawyer 
and member of the SR Central Committee, read similarly bitter and mili
tantly hostile declarations on behalf of the Mensheviks and SRs respectively. 
"The only possible peaceful solution to the present crisis continues to lie in 
negotiations with the Provisional Government on the formation of a gov
ernment representing all elements of the democracy," Khinchuk insisted. 
At this, according to Sukhanov "a terrible din filled the hall; it was not 
only the Bolsheviks who were indignant, and for a long time the speaker 
wasn't allowed to continue." "We leave the present congress," Khinchuk 
finally shouted, "and invite all other fractions similarly unwilling to accept 
responsibility for the actions of the Bolsheviks to assemble together to dis
cuss the situation." "Deserters," came shouts from the hall. Echoed Gen-
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delman: "Anticipating that an outburst o~ popular indignation will follow 
the inevitable discovery of the bankruptcy of Bolshevik promises . . . the 
Socialist Revolutionary fraction is calling upon the revolutionary forces of 
the country to organize themselves and to stand guard over the revolution . 
. . . Taking cognizance of the seizure of power by the Bolsheviks ... , 
holding them fully responsible for the consequences of this insane and crim
inal action, and consequently finding it impossible to collaborate with them, 
the Socialist Revolutionary fraction is leaving the congress!"50 

Tempers in the hall now skyrocketed; there erupted a fierce squall of foot
stamping, whistling, and cursing. In response to the uprising now openly 
proclaimed by the Military Revolutionary Committee, the Mensheviks and 
SRs had moved rightward, and the gulf separating them from the extreme 
left had suddenly grown wider than ever. When one recalls that less than 
twenty-four hours earlier th~ Menshevik and SR congress fractions, uniting 
broad segments of both parties, appeared on the verge of at long last break
ing with the bourgeois parties and endorsing the creation of a homogeneous 
socialist government pledged to a program of peace and reform, the pro
found impact of the events of October 24-25 becomes clear. One can cer
tainly understand why the Mensheviks and SRs reacted as they did. At the 
same time, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that by totally repudiating 
the actions of the Bolsheviks and of the workers and soldiers who willingly 
followed them, and, even more, by pulling out of the congress, the moder
ate socialists undercut efforts at compromise by the Menshevik
lnternationalists, the Left SRs, and the Bolshevik moderates. In so doing, 
they played directly into Lenin's hands, abruptly paving the way for the 
creation of a government which had never been publicly broached before 
-that is, an exclusively Bolshevik regime. In his memoir-history of the 
revolution, Sukhanov acknowledged the potentially immense historical 
significance of the Menshevik-SR walkout. He wrote that in leaving the 
congress "we completely untied the Bolsheviks' hands, making them mas
ters of the entire situation and yielding to them the whole arena of the 
revolution. A struggle at the congress for a united democratic front might 
have had some success .... By quitting the congress, we ourselves gave 
the Bolsheviks a monopoly of the Soviet, of the masses, and of the revolu
tion. By our own irrational decision, we ensured the victory of Lenin's 
whole 'line'!"51 

All this is doubtless more apparent in retrospect than it was at the time. 
At any rate, following the declarations of Kharash, Kuchin, Khinchuk, and 
Gendelman, several radically inclined soldier-delegates took the floor to as
sert that the views of Kharash and Kuchin in no way represented the think
ing of the average soldier. "Let them go---the army is not with them," burst 
out a young, lean-faced soldier named Karl Peterson, representing the Lat
vian Rifle Regiment; his observation would soon be only too evident to all. 
At this the hall rocked with wild cheering. "Kuchin refers to the mobiliza-
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tion of forces," shouted Frants Gzhelshchak, a Bolshevik soldier from the 
Second Army at the front, as soon as he could make himself heard. 
"Against whom-against the workers and soldiers who have come out to 
defend the revolution?" he asked. "Whom will he organize? Clearly not the 
workers and soldiers against whom he himself is determined to wage war." 
Declared Fedor Lukianov, a soldier from the Third Army, also a Bolshevik, 
"The thinking of Kuchin is that of the top army organizations which we 
elected way back in April and which have long since failed to reflect the 
views and mood of the broad masses of the army. "52 

At this point Genrikh Erlikh, a representative of the Bund (the Jewish 
social democratic organization), interrupted to inform the congress of the 
decision of a majority of City Duma deputies, taken moments earlier, to 
march en masse to the Winter Palace. Erlikh added that the Menshevik and 
SR fractions in the Executive Committee of the All-Russian Soviet of Peas
ant Deputies had decided to join the Duma deputies in protesting the appli
cation of violence against the Provisional Government, and invited all con
gress delegates "who did not wish a bloodbath" to participate in the march. 
It was at this point that the Mensheviks, SRs, Bundists, and members of 
the "front group"--deluged by shouts of "Deserters!" "Lackeys of the 
bourgeoisie!" and "Good riddance!"-rose from their places and made their 
way out of the hall. 

Soon after the departure of the main bloc of Mensheviks and SRs, Mar
tov, still intent most of all on facilitating a peaceful compromise between 
the moderate socialists and the radical left, took the floor to present a reso
lution on behalf of the Menshevik-lnternationalists. His resolution con
demned the Bolsheviks for organizing a coup d'etat before the opening of 
the congress and called for creation of a broadly based democratic govern
ment to replace the Provisional Government. It read in part: 

Taking into consideration that this coup d'etat threatens to bring about 
bloodshed, civil war, and the triumph of a counterrevolution ... [and] 
that the only way out of this situation which could still prevent the de
velopment of a civil war might be an agreement between insurgent ele
ments and the rest of the democratic organizations on the formation of a 
democratic government which is recognized by the entire revolutionary 
democracy and to which the Provisional Government could painlessly sur
render its power, the Menshevik [Internationalist] fraction proposes that 
the congress pass a resolution on the necessity of a peaceful settlement of 
the present crisis by the formation of an all-democratic government . . . 
that the congress appoint a delegation for the purpose of entering into 
negotiations with other democratic organs and all the socialist parties . . . 
[and] that it discontinue its work pending the disclosure of the results of 
this delegation's efforts. 53 

It is easy to see that from Lenin's point of view, passage of Martov's 
resolution would have been a disaster; on the other hand, the departure of 
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the moderates offered an opportunity which could now be exploited to con
solidate the break with them. Not long after Martov resumed his seat, con
gress delegates rose and cheered the surprise appearance of the Bolshevik 
City Duma fraction, members of which, pushing their way into the 
crowded hall, announced that they had come "to triumph or die with the 
All-Russian Congress!" Then Trotsky, universally recognized as the Bol
sheviks' most forceful orator, took the platform to declare: 

A rising of the masses of the people requires no justification. What has 
happened is an insurrection, and not a conspiracy. We hardened the rev
olutionary energy of the Petersburg workers and soldiers. We openly 
forged the will of the masses for an insurrection, and not a conspiracy. 
The masses of the people followed our banner and our insurrection was 
victorious. And now we are told: Renounce your victory, make conces
sions, compromise. With whom? I ask: With whom ought we to com
promise? With those wretched groups who have left us or who are making 
this proposal? But after all we've had a full view of them. No one in Russia 
is with them any longer. A compromise is supposed to be made, as be
tween two equal sides, by the millions of workers and peasants represented 
in this congress, whom they are ready, not for the first time or the last, to 

barter away as the bourgeoisie sees fit. No, here no compromise is possi
ble. To those who have left and to those who tell us to do this we must 
say: You are miserable bankrupts, your role is played out; go where you 
ought to go: into the dustbin of history! 

Amid stormy applause, Martov shouted in warning, "Then we'll leave!" 
And Trotsky, without a pause, read a resolution condemning the departure 
of Menshevik and SR delegates from the congress as "a weak and treacher
ous attempt to break up the legally constituted all-Russian representative 
assembly of the worker and soldier masses at precisely the moment when 
their avant-garde, with arms in hand, is defending the congress and the 
revolution from the onslaught of the counterrevolution." The resolution en
dorsed the insurrection against the Provisional Government and concluded: 
"The departure of the compromisers does not weaken the soviets. Inasmuch 
as it purges the worker and peasant revolution of counterrevolutionary 
influences, it strengthens them. Having listened to the declarations of the 
SRs and Mensheviks, the Second All-Russian Congress continues its work, 
the tasks of which have been predetermined by the will of the laboring 
people and their insurrection of October 24 and 25. Down with the com
promisers! Down with the servants of the bourgeoisie! Long live the trium
phant uprising of soldiers, workers, and peasants!"54 

This bitter denunciation of the Mensheviks and SRs and blanket en
dorsement of the armed insurrection in Petrograd was, of course, as difficult 
for the Left SRs, left Mensheviks, and Bolshevik moderates to swallow as 
Martov's resolution was for the Leninists. Kamkov, in a report to the First 
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Left SR Congress in November, when these events were still very fresh in 
mind, attempted to explain the thinking of the Left SRs at this moment, 
when the gulf dividing Russian socialists widened, when in spite of Left SR 
efforts the Military Revolutionary Committee had been transformed into an 
insurrectionary organ and had overthrown the Provisional Government, 
and when the moderate socialists had repudiated and moved to combat this 
development: 

As political leaders ·in a moment of decisive historical significance for the 
fate of not only the Russian but also the world revolution, we, least of all, 
could occupy ourselves with moralizing. As people concerned with the 
defense of the revolution we had first of all to ask ourselves what we 
should do today, when the uprising was a reality ... and for us it was 
clear that for a revolutionary party in that phase of the Russian revolution 
that had developed ... our place was with the revolution .... We 
decided not only to stay at Smolny but to play the most energetic role 
possible .... We believed we should direct all of our energies toward the 
creation of a new government, one which would be supported, if not by 
the entire revolutionary democracy, then at least by a majority of it. 
Despite the hostility engendered by the insurrection in Petrograd . . . 
knowing that included within the right was a large mass of honest rev
olutionaries who simply misunderstood the Russian revolution, we be
lieved our task to be that of not contributing to exacerbating relations 
within the democracy .... We saw our task, the task of the Left SRs, as 
that of mending the broken links uniting the two fronts of the Russian 
democracy .... We were convinced that they [the moderates] would with 
some delay accept that platform which is not the platform of any one frac
tion or party, but the program of history, and that they would ultimately 
take part in the creation of a new government. 55 

At the Second Congress of Soviets session the night of October 25-26, 
loud cheers erupted when Kamkov, following Trotsky to the platform, made 
the ringing declaration: "The right SRs left the congress but we, the Left 
SRs, have stayed." After the applause subsided, however, tactfully but 
forcefully, Kamkov spoke out against Trotsky's course, arguing that the 
step Trotsky proposed was untimely "because counterrevolutionary efforts 
are continuing." He added that the Bolsheviks did not have the support of 
the peasantry, "the infantry of the revolution without which the revolution 
would be destroyed. "56 With this in mind, he insisted that "the left ought 
not isolate itself from moderate democratic elements, but, to the contrary, 
should seek agreement with them." 

It is perhaps not without significance that the more temperate 
Lunacharsky, rather than Trotsky, rose to answer Kamkov: 

Heavy tasks have fallen on us, of that there is no doubt. For the effective 
fulfillment of these tasks the unity of all the various genuinely revolutionary 
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elements of the democracy is necessary. Kamkov's criticism of us is un
founded. If starting this session we had initiated any steps whatever to 
reject or remove other elements, then Kamkov would be right. But all of 
us unanimously accepted Martov's proposal to discuss peaceful ways of 
solving the crisis. And we were deluged by a hail of declarations. A sys
tematic attack was conducted against us. . . . Without hearing us out, not 
even bothering to discuss their own proposal, they [the Mensheviks and 
SRs] immediately sought to fence themselves off from us .... In our 
resolution we simply wanted to say, precisely, honestly, and openly, that 
despite their treachery we will continue our efforts, we will lead the pro
letariat and the army to struggle and victory. 57 

The quarrel over the fundamentally differing views of Martov and 
Trotsky dragged on into the night. Finally, a representative of the Left SRs 
demanded a break for fractional discussions, threatening an immediate Left 
SR walkout if a recess were not called. The question was put to a vote and 
passed at 2:40 A.M., Kamenev warning that the congress would resume its 
deliberations in half an hour. 58 

By this time, the march of City Duma deputies to the Winter Palace had 
ended in a soggy fiasco. At around midnight Duma deputies, members of 
the Executive Committee of the Peasants' Soviets, and deputies from the 
congress who had just walked out of Smolny (together numbering close to 
three hundred people), assembled outside the Duma building, on Nevsky 
Prospect, where a cold rain had now begun to fall. Led by Shreider and 
Prokopovich (the latter carrying an umbrella in one hand and a lantern in 
the other), marching four abreast and singing the "Marseillaise," armed 
only with packages of bread and sausages "for the ministers," the motley 
procession set out in the direction of the Admiralty. At the Kazan Square, 
less than a block away, the delegation was halted by a detachment of sailors 
and dissuaded from attempting to proceed further. John Reed, who was 
standing by, described the scene: 

... Just at the corner of the Ekaterina Canal, under an arc-light, a 
cordon of armed sailors was drawn across the Nevsky, blocking the way to 
a crowd of people in column of fours. There were about three or four 
hundred of them, men in frock coats, well-dressed women, officers . . . 
and at the head white-bearded old Shreider, mayor of Petrograd, and Pro
kopovich, minister of supplies in the Provisional Government, arrested 
that morning and released. I caught sight of Malkin, reporter for the Rus
sian Daily News. "Going to die in the Winter Palace," he shouted cheer
fully. The procession stood still, but from the front of it came loud argu
ment. Shreider and Prokopovich were bellowing at the big sailor who 
seemed in command. "We demand to pass!" ... "We can't let you pass" 
[the sailor responded]. . . . Another sailor came up, very much irritated. 
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"We will spank you!" he cried, energetically. "And if necessary we will 
shoot you too. Go home now, and leave us in peace!" 

At this there was a great clamor of anger and resentment, Prokopovich 
had mounted some sort of box, and, waving his umbrella, he made a 
speech: 

"Comrades and citizens!" he said. "Force is being used against us! We 
cannot have our innocent blood upon the hands of these ignorant men! 
. . . Let us return to the Duma and discuss the best means of saving the 
country and the Revolution!" 

Whereupon, in dignified silence the procession marched around and 
back up the Nevsky, always in column of fours. 59 

It was now well after midnight, and the situation of the cabinet in the 
Winter Palace was growing more desperate by the minute. The steady 
dwindling of loyalist forces had by this time left portions of the east wing 
almost completely unprotected. Through windows in this section of the 
building, insurgents, in increasing numbers, were able to infiltrate the 
palace. In their second-floor meeting-room, many of the ministers now 
slouched spiritlessly in easy chairs or, like Maliantovich, stretched out on 
divans, awaiting the end. Konovalov, smoking one cigarette after another, 
nervously paced the room, disappearing next door from time to time to use 
the one phone still in service. The ministers could hear shouts, muffled ex
plosions, and rifle and machine gun fire as the officers and cadets who had 
remained loyal to them fought futilely to fend off revolutionary forces. 
Their moments of greatest apprehension occurred when the artillery shell 
from the Peter and Paul Fortress burst in the room above and, somewhat 
later, when two grenades thrown by infiltrating sailors from an upper 
gallery exploded in a downstairs hall. Two cadets injured in the latter inci
dent were carried to Kishkin for first aid. 

Every so often Palchinsky popped in to try to calm the ministers, each 
time assuring them that the insurgents worming their way into the palace 
were being apprehended, and that the situation was still under control. 
Maliantovich recorded one of these moments: "Around one o'clock at night, 
or perhaps it was later, we learned that the procession from the Duma had 
set out. We let the guard know .... Again noise .... By this time we 
were accustomed to it. Most probably the Bolsheviks had broken into the 
palace once more, and, of course, had again been disarmed .... Pal
chinsky walked in. Of course, this was the case. Again they had let 
themselves be disarmed without resistance. Again, there were many of 
them. . . . How many of them are in the palace? Who is actually holding 
the palace now: we or the Bolsheviks?"60 

Contrary to most accounts written in the Soviet Union, the Winter 
Palace was not captured by storm. Antonov himself subsequently re
counted that by late evening "the attack on the palace had a completely 
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disorganized character .... Finally, when we were able to ascertain that 
not many cadets remained, Chudnovsky and I led the attackers into the 
palace. By the time we entered, the cadets were offering no resistance. "61 

This must have occurred at close to 2:00 A.M., for at that time Konovalov 
phoned Mayor Shreider to report: "The Military Revolutionary Committee 
has burst in. . . . All we have is a small force of cadets. . . . Our arrest is 
imminent." Moments later, when Shreider called the Winter Palace back, a 
gruff voice replied: "What do you want? From where are you calling?"-to 
which Shreider responded, "I am calling from the city administration; what 
is going on there?" "I am the sentry," answered the unfamiliar voice at the 
other end of the phone. "There is nothing going on here. "62 

In the intervening moments, the sounds outside the room occupied by 
the Provisional Government had suddenly become more ominous. "A noise 
flared up and began to rise, spread, and draw nearer," recalled Malian
tovich. "Its varying sounds merged into one wave and at once something 
unusual, unlike the previous noises, resounded, something final. It was 
clear instantly that this was the end .... Those sitting or lying down 
jumped up and grabbed their overcoats. The tumult rose swiftly and its 
wave rolled up to us. . . . All this happened within a few minutes. From 
the entrance to the room of our guard came the shrill, excited shouts of a 
mass of voices, some single shots, the trampling of feet, thuds, shuffling, 
merging into one chaos of sounds and ever-mounting alarm. "63 

Maliantovich adds that even then the small group of cadets outside the 
room where the ministers sat seemed ready to continue resistance; however, 
it was now apparent to everyone that "defense was useless and sacrifices 
aimless"-that the moment for surrender had finally arrived. Kishkin or
dered the commander of the guard to announce the government's readiness 
to yield. Then the ministers sat down around the table and watched numbly 
as the door was flung open and, as Maliantovich described it, "a little man 
flew into the room, like a chip tossed by a wave, under the pressure of the 
mob which poured in and spread at once, like water, filling all corners of 
the room." The little man was Antonov. "The Provisional Government is 
here-what do you want?" Konovalov asked. "You are all under arrest," 
Antonov replied, as Chudnovsky began taking down the names of the 
officials present and preparing a formal protocol. The realization that 
Kerensky, the prize they sought most of all, was not in the room, drove 
many of the attackers into a frenzy. "Bayonet all the sons of bitches on the 
spot!" someone yelled. Maliantovich records that it was Antonov who 
somehow managed to prevent the cabinet from being lynched, insisting 
firmly that "the members of the Provisional Government are under arrest. 
They will be confined to the Peter and Paul Fortress. I will not allow any 
violence against them. "64 

The ministers were accompanied from the Winter Palace and through the 
Palace Square by a selected convoy of armed sailors and Red Guards and a 
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swearing, mocking, fist-shaking mob. Because no cars were available, they 
were forced to travel to their place of detention on foot. As the procession 
neared the Troitsky Bridge, the crowd surrounding the ministers once 
again became ugly, demanding that they be beheaded and thrown into the 
Neva. This time, the members of the government were saved by the appar
ently random firing of a machine gun from an approaching car. At the 
sounds of the shots, machine gunners at the Peter and Paul Fortress, believ
ing themselves under attack, also opened fire. Ministers, escorts, and on
lookers scattered for cover. In the ensuing confusion, the prisoners were 
rushed across the bridge to the safety of the fortress. 65 

The ministers were led into a small garrison dub-room, lighted only by a 
smoky kerosene lamp. At the front of the room they found Antonov, seated 
at a small table, completing the protocol which Chudnovsky had begun 
preparing at the Winter Palace. Antonov read the document aloud, calling 
the roll of arrested officials and inviting each to sign it. Thereupon, the 
ministers were led to dank cells in the ancient Trubetskoi Bastion not far 
from where former tsarist officials had been incarcerated since February. 
Along the way Konovalov suddenly realized he was without cigarettes. 
Gingerly, he asked the sailor accompanying him for one and was relieved 
when the sailor not only offered him shag and paper but, seeing his confu
sion about what to do with them, rolled him a smoke. 66 Just before the door 
of his cell banged shut, Nikitin found in his pocket a half-forgotten tele
gram from the Ukrainian Rada to the Ministry of Interior. Handing it to 
Antonov, he observed matter of factly: "I received this yesterday-now it's 
your problem."67 

At Smolny, meanwhile, the Congress of Soviets session had by now re
sumed. Ironically, it fell to Kamenev, who had fought tooth and nail 
against an insurrection for a month and a half, to announce the Provisional 
Government's demise. "The leaders of the counterrevolution ensconced in 
the Winter Palace have been seized by the revolutionary garrison," he 
barely managed to declare before complete pandemonium broke out in the 
hall. Kamenev went on to read the roll of former officials now 
incarcerated-at the mention of Tereshchenko, a name synonymous with 
the continuation of the hated war, the delegates erupted in wild shouts and 
applause once more. 

As if to assure the congress that there was no immediate threat to the 
revolution, Kamenev also announced that the Third Cycle Battalion, called 
to Petrograd from the front by Kerensky, had come over to the side of the 
revolution. Shortly after this encouraging news, the Military Revolutionary 
Committee's commissar from the garrison at Tsarskoe Selo rushed forward 
to declare that troops located there had pledged to protect the approaches to 
Petrograd. "Learning of the approach of the cyclists from the front," he 
reported, "we prepared to rebuff them, but our concern proved unfounded 



302 · THE BOLSHEVIKS COME TO POWER 

since it turned out that among the comrade cyclists there were no enemies 
of the All-Russian Congress [the protocols record that this comment trig
gered another extended burst of enthusiastic applause]. When we sent our 
commissars to them it became clear that they also wanted the transfer of all 
power to the soviets, the immediate transfer of land to the peasants, and the 
institution of workers' control over industry. "68 

No sooner had the commissars from the Tsarskoe Selo garrison finished 
speaking than a representative of the Third Cycle Battalion itself demanded 
to be heard. He explained the attitude of his unit in these terms: 

Until just recently, we served on the southwestern front. But a few days 
ago, upon receipt of orders by telephonogram, we were moved northward. 
In the telephonogram it was indicated that we were being moved to defend 
Petrograd, but from whom-this was not known to us. We were marching 
on the people blindfolded; we didn't know where we were being sent but 
we generally guessed what was up. Along the way we were bothered by 
the questions: Where? Why? At the station of Peredolsk we held a short 
meeting in association with the Fifth Cycle Battalion in order to clarify the 
situation. At this meeting it turned out that among all of the cyclists there 
could not be found one person who would agree to act against brothers and 
spill their blood. And we decided that we would not obey the Provisional 
Government. They, we said, are people who do not want to defend our 
interests but send us against our brothers. I declare to you concretely: No, 
we will not give power to a government at the head of which stand 
bourgeois and landowners! 

A bit later, the unwillingness of front soldiers to defend the Provisional 
Government was further confirmed by Krylenko, who informed the con
gress of late reports from the northern front. A Military Revolutionary 
Committee had been formed there to counter attempts to send military 
forces supporting the old government to the capital. Krylenko also an
nounced that General Cheremisov had already recognized the authority of 
this committee; that Kerensky's commissar on the northern front, 
Woytinsky, had resigned; and that, one after the other, delegations from 
those units already in transit to the capital were reporting to the Military 
Revolutionary Committee to announce their solidarity with the Petrograd 
garrison. 69 

Apparently at this point at least a portion of the Menshevik
Internationalist fraction reentered the hall, and its spokesman, Kapelinsky, 
tried to turn the delegates' attention to Martov's idea of recessing the con
gress while a delegation was sent to sound out all socialist organizations 
about the creation of a representative democratic government. Before long, 
many of the delegates who now either ignored or booed Kapelinsky would 
regain interest in seeking an accommodation with moderate groups. But for 
the moment, in their initial ecstasy over the apparently painless triumph 
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over the Kerensky regime, they were in no mood to do so. For the Bol
sheviks, Kamenev summarily dismissed Kapelinsky's plea with the claim 
that the moderate socialists had only themselves to blame for the fact that 
Martov's proposal to search for peaceful ways of dealing with the crisis had 
not been implemented. At the same time, he proposed that Trotsky's reso
lution condemning the Mensheviks and SRs be tabled, thus leaving the door 
partly open for the resumption of relations with them. 

As the Menshevik-lnternationalists again walked out of the hall, 
Lunacharsky rose to present, for the congress' immediate adoption, a man
ifesto written by Lenin "To All Workers, Soldiers, and Peasants," endors
ing the Petrograd uprising; decreeing the transfer of supreme political au
thority into the hands of the congress and of local soviets everywhere in 
Russia; and, in the most general terms, outlining the immediate plan of the 
new soviet regime. This historic proclamation, ultimately the source of 
Soviet political authority, read: 

To All Workers, Soldiers, and Peasants: 
The Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets of Workers' and Soldiers' 

Deputies has opened. It represents the great majority of the soviets, in
cluding a number of deputies of peasant soviets. The prerogatives of the 
Central Executive Committee of the compromisers are ended. 

Supported by an overwhelming majority of the workers, soldiers, and 
peasants, and basing itself on the victorious insurrection of the workers 
and the garrison of Petrograd, the congress hereby resolves to take gov
ernmental power into its own hands. 

The Provisional Government is deposed and most of its members are 
under arrest. ' 

The Soviet authority will at once propose a democratic peace to all 
nations and an immediate armistice on all fronts. It will safeguard the 
transfer without compensation of all land-landlord, imperial, and 
monastery-to the peasant committees; it will defend the soldiers' rights, 
introducing a complete democratization of the army; it will establish work
ers' control over industry; it will insure the convocation of the Constituent 
Assembly on the date set; it will supply the cities with bread and the 
villages with articles of first necessity; and it will secure to all nationalities 
inhabiting Russia the right of self-determination. 

The congress resolves that all local authority shall be transferred to the 
soviets of workers', soldiers', and peasants' deputies, which are charged 
with the task of enforcing revolutionary order. 

The congress calls upon the soldiers in the trenches to be watchful and 
steadfast. The Congress of Soviets is confident that the revolutionary army 
will know how to defend the revolution against all imperialistic attempts 
until the new government has concluded a democratic peace which it is 
proposing directly to all nations. 

The new government will take every measure to provide the revolution
ary army with all necessities, by means of a determined policy of requisi-
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tion from and taxation of the propertied classes. Care will be taken to 
improve the position of the soldiers' families. 

The Kornilovites-Kerensky, Kaledin, and others-are endeavoring to 
lead troops against Petrograd. Several regiments, deceived by Kerensky, 
have already joined the insurgents. 

Soldiers! Resist Kerensky, who is a Kornilovite! Be on guard! 
Railwaymen! Stop all echelons sent by Kerensky against Petrograd! 
Soldiers, Workers, Employees! The fate of the revolution and demo-

cratic peace is in your hands! 
Long live the Revolution! 

The All-Russian Congress of Soviets 
of Workers' and Soldiers' Deputies 
Delegates from the Peasants' Soviets 70 

The reading of this historic manifesto was interrupted again and again by 
thundering waves of delirious cheers. After Lunacharsky had finished and a 
semblance of order was restored, Kamkov announced that, with a minor 
change, the Left SRs would support its adoption. The change was im
mediately accepted. A spokesman for the tiny Menshevik-United Inter
nationalist fraction declared that if the proclamation would be amended to 
provide for the immediate organization of a government based on the 
broadest possible elements of the population, he would vote for it as well; 
however, when this suggestion was ignored, he announced that his follow
ers would abstain. Finally, at 5:00 A.M., October 26, the manifesto 
legitimizing the creation of a revolutionary government was voted on and 
passed by an overwhelming margin, only two deputies voting against and 
twelve abstaining. A misty gray dawn, typical of Petrograd in late fall, was 
breaking as congress delegates drifted slowly out of Smolny. Upstairs, ex
hausted Military Revolutionary Committee leaders stretched out on the 
floor of their crowded command post to catch some sleep, many of them for 
the first time in several days. Lenin had gone off to the nearby apartment of 
Bonch-Bruevich to rest and draft a decree on land reform for adoption at 
the next session of the congress. The Bolsheviks had come to power in 
Petrograd, and a new era in the history of Russia and of the world had 
begun. 



·16· 
EPILOGUE 

Ahout 9:00 P.M., October 25, a few hours before the capture of the 
~Winter Palace by the Military Revolutionary Committee, Kerensky 
reached northern front headquarters in Pskov, 17 5 miles southwest of Pet
rograd. Earlier, the Pskov Soviet had passed a resolution forbidding the 
dispatch of front detachments to Petrograd to defend the Provisional Gov
ernment; as Krylenko soon reported to jubilant deputies at the Second Con
gress of Soviets, a military revolutionary committee formed by the Pskov 
Soviet assumed control of local communications and transportation facilities 
and began monitoring the actions of the military high command. General 
Cheremisov, commander of the northern front, recognizing the futility of 
opposing the troops in the prevailing circumstances and cognizant of the 
Provisional Government's hopeless position, now revoked earlier directives 
authorizing the shipment of reinforcements from the front to Petrograd. He 
further ordered that troops already en route to the capital be halted. When 
Kerensky arrived, Cheremisov warned that he could not guarantee the 
prime minister's personal safety and urged him to leave Pskov at once. 1 

Later that night, Kerensky, still in Pskov, met with General Petr Kras
nov, the late General Krymov's replacement as commander of the Third 
Corps, the sizable military force that had been moved toward Petrograd and 
slated for occupation duty there by General Kornilov in late August. Kras
nov, an archreactionary in politics, disapproved of Cheremisov's decision to 
halt the transfer of front soldiers to Petrograd and was receptive to an at
tempt to mobilize his own cossacks for the pacification of the capital. At 
this time, however, Third Corps personnel were scattered over hundreds of 
miles and, by and large, were no more prone to support the Provisional 
Government than were most other troops on the northern front. Hence the 
force that Krasnov was able to muster on Kerensky's behalf was meager, 
consisting of twelve and a half seventy-man cossack squadrons, some light 
artillery, an armored train, and one armored car. On the morning of Oc
tober 27 these units occupied Gatchina, where Kerensky established a 
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headquarters; the troops then paused briefly in the vain hope of acquiring 
reinforcements and began preparations to launch an early assault on the 
capital. 2 

In Petrograd, meanwhile, the Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets 
had approved Lenin's decrees on peace and land. The peace decree prom
ised an end to secret diplomacy and proposed immediate negotiations to 
secure a democratic peace "without annexations and without indemnities." 
The land decree, borrowed in its essentials from the popular agrarian pro
gram of the Left SRs, abolished private property in land and provided for 
the transfer of all private and church lands to land committees and soviets of 
peasants' deputies for distribution to the peasantry according to need. Prior 
to dispersing on the early morning of October 27, the deputies had also 
elected a new Central Executive Committee, to be chaired by Kamenev and 
consisting of sixty-two Bolsheviks, twenty-nine Left SRs, six Menshevik
lnternationalists, and four representatives of minor leftist groups. The con
gress also endorsed the appointment of a provisional revolutionary govern
ment. Members of this new, at first exclusively Bolshevik, administration, 3 

formally named the Council (Soviet) of People's Commissars, were Lenin, 
chairman; Trotsky, foreign affairs; Rykov, internal affairs; Miliutin, ag
riculture; Shliapnikov, labor; Nogin, industry and commerce; Lunacharsky, 
education; Antonov-Ovseenko, Krylenko, and Dybenko, army and navy; 
Lomov, justice; Ivan Skvortsov, finance; Ivan Teodorovich, food supply; 
Nikolai Avilov, post and telegraph; and Stalin, nationalities. Among the 
new commissars' first acts was an announcement that elections to the Con
stituent Assembly would be held on schedule on November 12. 4 

Initially fierce resistance to the Bolshevik regime coalesced around the 
so-called All-Russian Committee for the Salvation of the Country and the 
Revolution organized on October 26, primarily by Mensheviks and SRs in 
the Petrograd City Duma. This committee included representatives of the 
City Duma, the Presidium of the Preparliament, the old Central Executive 
Committee, the All-Russian Executive Committee of Peasant Soviets, the 
Menshevik and SR delegations that had left the Second Congress of Soviets; 
the railroad and postal and telegraph workers' unions, Tsentroflot, and the 
Menshevik and SR Central Committees. In the first days after the Bol
sheviks came to power, the Committee for Salvation called on government 
employees and citizens generally to refrain from recognizing or obeying the 
Council of People's Commissars, claiming for itself the right to reconstitute 
a Provisional Government. 

Leaders of the Committee for Salvation also drew up plans to coordinate 
an uprising in Petrograd with the entry into the capital of Krasnov's cos
sacks, expected momentarily. But their intentions became known to the 
Military Revolutionary Committee on the night of October 28, before 
Krasnov was ready to attack. Consequently, the Committee for Salvation 
was forced to initiate open military action against the Bolsheviks the next 
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morning. Cadets from military schools in the capital seized the Petrograd 
telephone station, the Hotel Astoria, and the state bank. They then pre
pared to oust the Bolsheviks from Smolny. Among military personnel in 
Petrograd, however, only cadets joined the insurrection, and they were no 
match for the forces quickly mustered by the Military Revolutionary 
Committee. The points captured early on October 29 by the cadets were 
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easily regained. The military schools involved in the insurrection were 
quickly isolated, blockaded, and, in one case, bombarded with artillery fire. 
Before nightfall, all the military schools had capitulated and the premature 
revolt had been effectively suppressed. 5 

Also actively opposed to retention of the exclusively Bolshevik govern
ment formed on the night of October 26-27 was the moderate-socialist
dominated All-Russian Executive Committee of the Union of Railway 
Workers (Vikzhel). Vikzhel now sought to act as an intermediary between 
the Military Revolutionary Committee and the Committee for Salvation, 
and to further the creation of a homogeneous socialist government includ
ing representatives of all socialist groups, from the People's Socialists 
on the right to the Bolsheviks on the extreme left. In pursuit of this ob
jective, Vikzhel called a conference of socialist parties for October 29, 
threatening a nationwide rail walkout at midnight on October 29 if its ef
forts to obtain a ceasefire between the warring sides and to initiate negotia
tions regarding formation of a broader government were unsuccessful. 6 

The threat of a railway strike was ominous; by interrupting communica
tions between Petrograd and the rest of the country and by withhold
ing food from the capital, Vikzhel could create an untenable situation 
for the new government. Partly for this reason, the Bolsheviks agreed to 
participate in the Vikzhel-sponsored conference, which began on schedule 
the evening of October 29. 7 

While successful in stimulating high-level political talks, Vikzhel was un
able to bring about a ceasefire. The key battle between Krasnov's roughly 
one-thousand-man cossack force and a motley army approximately ten 
times larger, made up of workers' detachments, soldiers of the Petrograd 
garrison, and Baltic sailors, took place October 30 on the Pulkovo Heights 
north of Tsarskoe Selo, twelve miles from Petrograd. This struggle, aptly 
termed "the Valmy of the Russian revolution,"8 was confused, disor
ganized, and bloody, with both sides suffering severe casualties. By late 
afternoon, the offensive of Krasnov's demoralized forces had been halted. 
The cossacks, running low on ammunition, were in danger of being 
outflanked and cut off from the rear. Forced to fall back on Gatchina, the 
cossacks agreed two days later to end their resistance and to turn over 
Kerensky for arrest and public trial on the condition that they be given 
amnesty and safe conduct home. Forewarned of the cossacks' capitulation, 
Kerensky, disguised in a sailor's uniform and automobile goggles, narrowly 
evaded capture and went into hiding. 9 

Under continued pressure from Vikzhel, whose appeals for compromise 
and an end to civil war were echoed by the Left SRs and Menshevik
lnternationalists and by such mass organizations in the capital as the Pet
rograd Trade Union Soviet, the Central Soviet of Factory-Shop Commit
tees, and several district soviets, discussions regarding the formation of a 
broad socialist government dragged on for several days. At the start of these 
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talks, representatives of the Menshevik and SR central committees had been 
more concerned with mobilizing military support to defeat the Bolsheviks 
than with reaching an accommodation with them. 10 As initial confidence 
that the Bolsheviks would be overthrown with ease proved unfounded, 
moderate socialist leaders became somewhat more amenable to serving in a 
coalition cabinet with the Bolsheviks. They remained adamantly opposed, 
nonetheless, to participation in a government that included either Lenin or 
Trotsky. Additionally, the moderate socialists insisted on a variety of 
safeguards aimed at insuring that any future government would not be 
Bolshevik-dominated. 11 

Between October 29 and 31, when it seemed that Krasnov's forces might 
take the capital, and at a time when the new regime was encountering great 
difficulty in consolidating its authority in Moscow, the Bolshevik leadership 
appeared ready to make significant concessions on these fundamental 
issues. 12 During this period, Lenin and Trotsky, preoccupied with pressing 
logistical and military matters, did not attend either the party meetings at 
which the Bolshevik stand on the government issue was formulated or the 
sessions of the Central Executive Committee and the Vikzhel conference at 
which the character and program of a new government were discussed. In 
their absence, the views of Kamenev, Zinoviev, Rykov, Miliutin, and other 
Bolshevik moderates carried particular weight. Kamenev and his associates 
were firmly convinced that the only hope of defending and preserving the 
gains of the revolution and of achieving an early convocation of the Con
stituent Assembly and the conclusion of peace lay in the creation of a broad 
socialist coalition government, which had been their position all along. 
Hence, they insisted mainly that any new cabinet not include representa
tives of the propertied classes and that it be pledged to pursue the general 
political and social program endorsed by the Second Congress of Soviets. 

It is ironic that at the time the Bolshevik Party leadership was inclined 
toward compromise, the Mensheviks and SRs displayed little interest in 
coming to terms with the Bolshevik regime. After Krasnov's defeat, when 
moderate socialists became more amenable to agreement with the Bol
sheviks, the Bolshevik Central Committee repudiated the position of its 
more moderate members and adopted a significantly harder line in the Vik
zhel negotiations. This was in part because the immediate danger to the 
survival of the new regime in Petrograd had passed and partly because 
Lenin and Trotsky now returned to the party's inner councils, where their 
outlook prevailed. Party representatives were instructed to participate in the 
Vikzhel talks solely to expose the impracticability of coalition with moder
ate socialist groups and to bring the talks quickly to an end. 13 

In public institutions such as the Central Executive Committee, Bol
shevik moderates continued to press for the formation of a government in 
which all socialist parties would be represented, even after the moderate 
position had been voted down in the Central Committee. Indeed, on 
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November 3 Kamenev and Zinoviev secured the Central Executive Com
mittee's endorsement of continued efforts to form such a government. 14 

For Lenin, who a week and a half earlier had urged that Kamenev and 
Zinoviev be ousted from the party for their public opposition to an insur
rection, the moderates' readiness to sabotage the party's work and once 
again to jeopardize the revolution was maddening. On November 3 Lenin 
drafted an ultimatum which was subsequently signed by nine other mem
bers of the Central Committee: either the "opposition" would observe 
party discipline and support the policies agreed upon by a majority, or 
steps would be taken to expel its members from the party. 15 

Lenin's ultimatum was presented formally on November 4, after which 
Kamenev, Zinoviev, Rykov, Nogin, and Miliutin resigned from the Cen
tral Committee in protest. Rykov, Nogin, and Miliutin, along with 
Teodorovich, also withdrew from the government. A few weeks later, the 
Vikzhel discussions having foundered, the Left SRs agreed to enter the 
Council of People's Commissars and several Left SRs subsequently ac
cepted government portfolios. 16 Not long after the formation of the 
Bolshevik-Left SR coalition government, Kamenev and his associates ended 
their open opposition to the Bolshevik leadership. In time all reassumed 
positions of authority within the party and the government. The participa
tion of the Left SRs in the Council of People's Commissars proved to be 
short-lived. In mid-March 1918 they resigned in protest against the signing 
of the onerous Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which ended Russia's involvement 
in World War I. 

Ahead for the Soviet regime lay a two-and-a-half-year civil war against 
anti-Bolshevik armies, domestic and foreign. This unprecedentedly bitter 
and devastating life-and-death struggle was followed by an economic and 
social crisis the dimensions of which far exceeded what Russia had gone 
through in 1917. During these tortured years, the democratic character of 
the Bolshevik Party was lost; the independence of the soviets was de
stroyed; an oppressive, centralized bureaucracy was reimposed throughout 
the country; and Russian political and economic life became harnessed to 
the dictates of the Bolshevik leadership. 17 These events, however, belong to 
another chapter in modern Russian history, no less portentous than the 
preceding one. 

The central question of why the Bolsheviks won the struggle for power 
in Petrograd in 1917 permits no simple answer. To be sure, from the per
spective of more than half a century, it is clear that the fundamental weak
ness of the Kadets and moderate socialists during the revolutionary period 
and the concomitant vitality and influence of the radical left at that time can 
be traced to the peculiarities of Russia's political, social, and economic de
velopment during the nineteenth century and earlier. The world war also 
inevitably had a good deal to do with the way the 1917 revolution in Pet-
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rograd turned out. Had it not been for the Provisional Government's com
mitment to pursue the war to victory, a policy which in 1917 enjoyed no 
broad support, it surely would have been better able to cope with the 
myriad problems that inevitably attended the collapse of the old order and, 
in particular, to satisfy popular demands for immediate fundamental re
form. 

As it was, a major source of the Bolsheviks' growing strength and author
ity in 1917 was the magnetic attraction of the party's platform as embodied 
in the slogans "Peace, Land, and Bread" and "All Power to the Soviets." 
The Bolsheviks conducted an extraordinarily energetic and resourceful 
campaign for the support of Petrograd factory workers and soldiers and 
Kronstadt sailors. Among these groups, the slogan "All Power to the 
Soviets" signified the creation of a democratic, exclusively socialist govern
ment, representing all parties and groups in the Soviet and committed to a 
program of immediate peace, meaningful internal reform, and the early 
convocation of a Constituent Assembly. In the late spring and summer of 
1917, a number of factors served to increase support for the professed goals 
of the Bolsheviks, especially for transfer of power to the soviets. Economic 
conditions steadily worsened. Garrison soldiers became directly threatened 
by shipment to the front. Popular expectations of early peace and reform 
under the Provisional Government dwindled. Concomitantly, all other 
major political groups lost credibility because of their association with the 
government and their insistence on patience and sacrifice in the interest of 
the war effort. In the wake of the Kornilov affair, among the lower strata of 
the Petrograd population the desire for an end to coalition government with 
the Kadets became very nearly universal. 

That in the space of eight months the Bolsheviks reached a position from 
which they were able to assume power was due as well to the special effort 
which the party devoted to winning the support of military troops in the 
rear and at the front; only the Bolsheviks seem to have perceived the neces
sarily crucial significance of the armed forces in the struggle for power. 
Perhaps even more fundamentally, the phenomenal Bolshevik success can 
be attributed in no small measure to the nature of the party in 1917. Here I 
have in mind neither Lenin's bold and determined leadership, the immense 
historical significance of which cannot be denied, nor the Bolsheviks' prover
bial, though vastly exaggerated, organizational unity and discipline. Rather, 
I would emphasize the party's internally relatively democratic, tolerant, and 
decentralized structure and method of operation, as well as its essentially 
open and mass character-in striking contrast to the traditional Leninist 
model. 

As we have seen, within the Bolshevik Petrograd organization at all levels 
in 1917 there was continuing free and lively discussion and debate over the 
most basic theoretical and tactical issues. Leaders who differed with the 
majority were at liberty to fight for their views, and not infrequently Lenin 
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was the loser in these struggles. To gauge the importance of this tolerance 
of differences of opinion and ongoing give-and-take, it is enough to recall 
that throughout 1917 many of the Bolsheviks' most important resolutions 
and public statements were influenced as much by the outlook of right 
Bolsheviks as by that of Lenin. In addition, moderate Bolsheviks like 
Kamenev, Zinoviev, Lunacharsky, and Riazanov were among the party's 
most articulate and respected spokesmen in key public institutions such as 
the soviets and the trade unions. 

In 1917 subordinate party bodies like the Petersburg Committee and the 
Military Organization were permitted considerable independence and initia
tive, and their views and criticism were taken into account in the formation 
of policy at the highest levels. Most important, these lower bodies were able 
to tailor their tactics and appeals to suit their own particular constituencies 
amid rapidly changing conditions. Vast numbers of new members were 
recruited into the party, and they too played a significant role in shaping 
the Bolsheviks' behavior. Among these newcomers were many of the lead
ing figures in the October revolution, among them Trotsky, Antonov
Ovseenko, Lunacharsky, and Chudnovsky. The newcomers included tens 
of thousands of workers and soldiers from among the most impatient and 
dissatisfied elements in the factories and garrison who knew little, if any
thing, about Marxism and cared nothing about party discipline. This 
caused extreme difficulties in July when leaders of the Military Organiza
tion and the Petersburg Committee, responsive to their militant constituen
cies, encouraged an insurrection, against the wishes of the Central Commit
tee. But during the period of reaction that followed the July uprising, in the 
course of the fight against Kornilov, and again during the October revolu
tion, the Bolsheviks' extensive, carefully cultivated connections in factories, 
local workers' organizations, and units of the Petrograd garrison and the 
Baltic Fleet were to be a significant source of the party's durability and 
strength. 

The importance to the Bolshevik success of the dynamic relationship that 
existed in 1917 within the top Bolshevik hierarchy, as well as between it, 
the ostensibly subordinate elements of the party, and the masses, was illus
trated immediately after the July uprising. At the time, Lenin believed that 
the Provisional Government was effectively controlled by counterrevolution
ary elements; overestimating the government's capacity to damage the left, 
he was convinced, moreover, that under the influence of the Mensheviks 
and SRs the existing soviets had been rendered powerless. Hence he de
manded that the party abandon its orientation toward a possible peaceful 
transfer of power to the soviets and shift its attention toward preparations 
for an armed uprising at the earliest opportunity. Other leaders, many of 
whom had particularly close ties with workers and soldiers and were also 
active in the Central Executive Committee and the Petrograd Soviet, re
fused to discount completely the Mensheviks and SRs as potential allies and 
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the soviets as legitimate revolutionary institutions. While the slogan "All 
Power to the Soviets" was officially withdrawn by the Sixth Congress in 
late July, this change did not take hold at the local level. Moreover, the 
congress did not deemphasize efforts to win the soviets, and they continued 
to be a major focus of party activity throughout the month of August. 

As it turned out, the impact of the post-July days reaction against the left 
was not nearly as serious as originally feared. To the contrary, the repres
sive measures adopted by the government, as well as the indiscriminate 
persecution of leftist leaders and the apparently increasing danger of coun
terrevolution, served simply to increase resentment toward the Kerensky 
regime among the masses and stimulated them to unite more closely around 
the soviets in defense of the revolution. The Bolsheviks, working in cooper
ation with Mensheviks and SRs primarily through revolutionary commit
tees created by the soviets, played a leading role in the quick defeat of 
Kornilov. In the capital, the Petrograd Soviet, distinctly more radical in 
composition and outlook, emerged from the Kornilov experience with its 
power and authority greatly enhanced. In response, the Bolsheviks in early 
September formally resurrected their main pre-July slogan, "All Power to 
the Soviets." 

Probably the clearest example of the importance and value of the party's 
relatively free and flexible structure, and the responsiveness of its tactics to 
the prevailing mass mood, came during the second half of September, when 
party leaders in Petrograd turned a deaf ear to the ill-timed appeals of 
Lenin, then still in hiding in Finland, for an immediate insurrection. To be 
sure, on October 10 the Bolshevik Central Committee, with Lenin in atten
dance, made the organization of an armed insurrection and the seizure of 
power "the order of the day." Yet in the ensuing days there was mounting 
evidence that an uprising launched independently of the soviets and in ad
vance of the Second Congress of Soviets would not be supported by the 
Petrograd masses; that the seizure of power by the Bolsheviks alone would 
be opposed by all other major political parties, by peasants in the provinces 
and soldiers at the front, and possibly even by such mass democratic in
stitutions as the soviets and trade unions; and that in any case the party was 
technically unprepared for an offensive against the government. In these 
circumstances tactically cautious party leaders in Petrograd, headed by 
Trotsky, devised the strategy of employing the organs of the Petrograd 
Soviet for the seizure of power; of masking an attack on the government as a 
defensive operation on behalf of the Soviet; and, if possible, of linking the 
formal overthrow of the government with the work of the Second Congress 
of Soviets. 

On October 21-23, using as an excuse the government's announced in
tention of transferring the bulk of the garrison to the front and cloaking 
every move as a defensive measure against the counterrevolution, the Mili
tary Revolutionary Committee of the Petrograd Soviet took control of most 
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Petrograd-based military units, in effect disarming the Provisional Gov
ernment without a shot. In response, early on the morning of October 24, 
Kerensky initiated steps to suppress the left. Only at this point, just hours 
before the scheduled opening of the Congress of Soviets and in part under 
continuous prodding by Lenin, did the armed uprising that Lenin had been 
advocating for well over a month actually begin. 

The argument has been made that the belated uprising of October 24--25 
was of crucial historical importance because, by impelling the main body of 
Mensheviks and SRs to withdraw from the Second Congress of Soviets, it 
prevented the creation by the congress of a socialist coalition government in 
which the moderate socialists might have had a strong voice. In so doing, it 
paved the way for the formation of a soviet government completely con
trolled and dominated by the Bolsheviks. The evidence indicates that this 
was indeed the case. A more crucial point, however, is that only in the wake 
of the government's direct attack on the left was an armed uprising of the 
kind envisioned by Lenin feasible. For it bears repeating that the Petrograd 
masses, to the extent that they supported the Bolsheviks in the overthrow of 
the Provisional Government, did so not out of any sympathy for strictly 
Bolshevik rule but because they believed the revolution and the congress to 
be in imminent danger. Only the creation of a broadly representative, exclu
sively socialist government by the Congress of Soviets, which is what they 
believed the Bolsheviks stood for, appeared to offer the hope of insuring 
that there would not be a return to the hated ways of the old regime, of 
avoiding death at the front and achieving a better life, and of putting a 
quick end to Russia's participation in the war. 
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122, 124 
Molotov, Viacheslav, 326n 

in Lenin's campaign for insurrection, 200 
and Lenin's July theses, 60 
and reaction to July days, 67-69 
in seizure of power, 289 

Moscow Bolsheviks, 60, 88, 89, 111, 133-34, 
181, 203-4 

Moscow Regional Bureau, see Bolshevik Mos
cow Regional Bureau 

Moscow State Conference (Aug. 12-14), 
110--17, 133-35, 175, 344n 

Moskvin, Ivan, 200 
Mstislavsky, Sergei, 213, 292, 352n 
Muralov, Nikolai, 111 
Muranov, M. K., 325n-26n 



Index · 389 

Putilov,Aleksei,96, 114, 115, 146 
Putilov factory, 64, 83, 154 

Rahochaia gazeta (newspaper), 93, 105 
Rahochii (newspaper), 129, 169, 318n, 337n 
Rahochii put' (newspaper), 318n 

and garrison crisis, 228-29, 234, 248, 249 
and Lenin's call for uprising, 172, 182 
and Lenin's campaign for insurrection, 

190--92 
and preparation for insurrection, 209, 210, 

213, 222 
and seizure of power, 250, 252, 254, 256, 267 

Rahochii i soldat (newspaper), 72-74, 91, 
252-53, 318n 

Rahotnitsa (newspaper), xxviii, 3 I 8n 
Radkey, Oliver H., xvi, 166 
Rakhia, Eino, 35, 266, 272, 345n, 346n 
Rakhia, lukka, 197, 199, 200, 218, 272, 346n 
Rappaport, Viktor, 81 
Raskolnikov, Fedor, 330n, 347n 

charges against, 55-56 
in garrison crisis, 242 
and reaction to July days, 30-32, 47-49 

Rasputin, Grigorii, 45 
Ravich, Savva, 218 
Rech' (newspaper), 3, 19, 42, 93, 243 
Red Guards, 211, 219; see also Workers 
Reed, John, 266, 282-83, 291, 298-99 
Reiman, Michael, 242 
Remnev, Afanasii, 30, 48 
Republican Center, 96, 117 
Riabushinsky, P. P., 106 
Riazanov, David, 36, 312 

and Democratic State Conference, 188 
in garrison crisis, 247 
and Lenin's campaign for insurrection, 196 
and new Provisional Government (Aug.), 

163, 164 
in preparation for insurrection, 215, 223 

Riga, 83, 94, 119, 225 
Rikhter, V. N., 130 
Rodichev, Fedor, 40, 113-14 
Rodzia~ko, Mikhail, 44, 150, 226 
Romanovsky, Gen. I. P., 335n 
Rosenberg, William G., xvi 
Roshal, Semion, 30, 48, 49, 55-56, 277 
Rozmirovich, E. F., 327n 
"Rumors of a Conspiracy" (Lenin), 133, 134, 

135 
Russian army 

disintegration of, 98-100 
German offensive against, 22-23, 334n 

halting political activity in (Sept.), 116 
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First Don Cossack, 116, 120, 127, 148, 149 
Fifth Cossack, 117 
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35, 36 
Stalin's view of (July), 67 
uprising against (Oct.), 249--72 
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and defeat of Kornilov, 139, 143, 144, 146, 

34In 
district soviets and, 78-82 
and February revolution, xxvi 
in garrison crisis, 225-48 
ineffectiveness of repression on, 52-53, 

70-71 
in July uprising, 1-3, 5-7, 9-11, 13-14, 16 
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and reaction to July days, 28--30, 47 
and rise of Kornilov, !05 
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Veinberg, Gavril, 67, 68 
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leftists defended by, 90 
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in preparation for insurrection, 221 
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Volodin (chairman of sailors' committee), 228 
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Wilhelm II (Kaiser of Germany), 27, 201, 256 
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