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Russia’s drives to the sea and to the
west, drives which have been con-
tinued by Tsar and Commissar,
drives which are a powerful factor
in the Russian bid for world domi-
nation today. Ever since Peter
enunciated that policy Russia has
been a country with a mission, a
mission which today finds the gospel
of Communism a strong and willing
instrument of its fulfilment.

As soon as the crown was on his
head Peter settled the age old com-
petition for power by liquidating all
rivals and claimants. He crushed
opposition to his reforms with equal
ruthlessness. He slaughtered the
traditional palace guards, executed
or dismissed the old incompetent
generals, and proceeded to re-
organize his army on western lines.
To assist him in this task he engaged
capable European officers, soldiers
of fortune temporarily unemployed.
He introduced European craftsmen
to teach his people various manu-
facturing processes, with particular
emphasis on munitions making and
shipbuilding. He set a personal
example by taking off his crown and
his coat and working sixteen hours a
day in the new factories and ship-
yards.

After thirteen years of preparation
Peter felt strong enough to make his
first attempt to reach water free
from ice throughout the year. To
this end he provoked a quarrel with
Turkey who then controlled all the
lands around the Black Sea. The
attempt was partly successful and
Russia obtained a foothold on the
Sea of Azov. Europe began to take
notice.

Peter now turned to the north and
began a campaign which had as its
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avowed object the conquest of all
the land lying along the southern
and eastern coasts of the Gulf of Fin-
land. This move brought about a
collision with Sweden whose in-
terests were already  strongly
entrenched in that area.

Charles XII of Sweden.

Like Peter of Russia, Charles XII
of Sweden came to the throne at an
early age. But unlike Peter, he in-
herited a magnificent army with a
tradition of almost unbroken suc-
ceesses. He also inherited an empty
treasury, a difficult political situa-
tion, and a ring of jealous states
waiting for a chance to break his
country’s hold on the Baltic.

It is difficult to access the charac-
ter of this extraordinary man. Of
unbounded ambition, he dreamed of
extending Sweden eastward to
the Urals and southward to the
Mediterranean, a dream that might
have had some chance of at least
partial realization had he given some
attention to the difficulties of the
undertaking. Obstacles are not over-
come by simply ignoring them.

In military affairs Charles was
more interested in the mechanics of
soldiering than in the art of general-
ship. He had an exalted opinion of
the prowess of the Swedish soldier
and apparently considered that a
Swedish army was invincible just
because it was Swedish. He was per-
sonally brave and his soldiers held
him in high esteem.

In 1699 Denmark and Saxony felt
that the presence of an inexperien-
ced youth on the Swedish throne
offered the opportunity for a cheap
extension of their power. The
Saxons besieged Riga while the
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Danes moved against Swedish pos-
sessions in the west. Charles reacted
with speed and energy, making Den-
mark his first object. He landed on
Danish soil in the early summer of
1700, and within a few months had
compelled his enemy to sue for
peace.

Turning eastwards Charles found
more formidable adversaries. Frede-
rick Augustus, king of Saxony and
Poland, was besieging Riga while
Peter of Russia, with about 40,000
men under German officers, was
trying to capture Narva.

Charles decided to eliminate the
Russians first. Moving rapidly, he
reached Narva late in November,
1700. Although outnumbered more
than five to one he immediately
attacked under cover of a snow
storm. As usual, superior leadership
and training prevailed over mere
numbers, the Russian army was cut
to pieces. Thus the military history
of modern Russia began with a
crushing defeat.

Charles followed up his success by
driving the Saxons from Riga and
occupying Courland. He then turned
to Poland with the object of forcing
Frederick Augustus to relinquish the
crown of that country. To this end
he nominated a puppet of his own
and then wasted seven years trying
to establish his authority. He
marched hither and thither, dipped
ihs fingers into numerous quarrels,
kept Marlborough and Louis XIV
guessing, and generally accomplished
little of value.

Russian Recovery.

Charles’s long stay in Poland gave
Peter plemty of time to re-organize
his forces. In the Baltic he was still

kept at bay by mere handfuls of
Swedish troops, but the absence of
a Swedish field army enabled him
to conquer Livonia, Esthonia, Kare-
lia and Ingria. He took the island of
Kronstadt, and made a beginning of
the great city on the Neva to be
known to posterity as St. Petersburg
and later as Leningrad. By the end
of 1704 Peter had conquered all the
territory necessary for access to the
Baltic and had fully achieved all that
he had set out to gain. The task had
been easy because, after Narva,
Charles held the Russians in such
contempt that he felt he could easily
deal with them whenever he chose.
At length the Swede tired of western
European politics and resolved to
smash Russia once and for all. To
crush Russia, not merely to retrieve
the Baltiec situation, fired his
imagination and his ambition. With
scant attention to the formidable
nature of the undertaking he re-
solved to march on Moscow and
dictate peace in the Kremlin, per-
haps to make himself Tsar of Russia.

The Campaign of Pultava.

In the autumn of 1707, when
Charles began his eastern campaign,
the Swedish forces, including Gene-
ral Levenkaupt’s army in Riga, num-
bered not more than 46,000 troops.
Peter had at least 70,000 trained men
as well as enormous reserves. But
the lesson of Narva had not been
lost upon him and he did not trust
in numbers alone. This time he
would fight only on his own terms
and on his own selected ground.

By the middle of December, 1707,
Charles had crossed the Vistula, and
in January, 1708, after taking
Grodno, he caught up with the
elusive Tsar at Wilna. But Peter’s
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policy was to avoid pitched battles
and lure his enemy further and fur-
ther from his base.

In June Charles crossed the Bere-
sina and in July he defeated a Rus-
sian force in the cavalry battle at
Kolowezyn, a victory which enabled
him to reach the Dneiper. Late in
the autumn he arrived at Tatarsk,
on the frontier between seventeenth-
century Poland and Russia.

At this point the Swedish troops
began to feel the hardships of their
arduous campaign. They were sub-
jected to constant raids from Cossack
horsemen, supplies were going short,
and most of the gunpowder was wet.
Moreover, disease and sickness were
playing havoc with troops lacking in
everything but courage and devotion
to their king.

At Tatarsk Charles surprised his
generals by asking their advice.
Characteristically he refused to
accept their counsel to go into winter
quarters and await the arrival of
Levenkaupt who was marching from
Riga with 12,000 troops. He obsti-
nately declined to accept any course
that might be interpreted as a
retreat.

At this point Charles received a
promise of 50,000 reinforcements
from Mazeppa, a Cossack leader in
the Southern Ukraine who proposed
to raise a rebellion against Peter.
Charles saw in this unreliable pro-
mise a sound reason for rejecting the
advice of his generals. He hoped,
too, that the ambassadors he had
sent to Turkey would be able to
persuade that country to invade Rus-
sia from the south. Although the
Turks promised nothing and
Mazeppa’s rebellion had not yet
materialized, Charles turned south

to meet them. At the same time he
ordered Levenkaupt to accelerate his
march, and for the Swedish garrisons
in Poland to concentrate and join
him in the Ukraine.

The Swedish troops, destitute of
suitable clothing and equipment, suf-
fered dreadful hardships in the
Ukraine winter. Their clothes were
in rags, for boots they had to use
the skins of animals, food was often
short and fuel was scarce. Large
numbers perished from exhaustion
and exposure.

Meanwhile Peter with 50,000 men
had fallen upon Levenkaupt. In a
long, running fight Levenkaupt suc-
ceeded in cutting his way through,
but he lost 8,000 men and all his
guns, transport and supplies. He
joined Charles on the Desna with
about 4,000 exhausted men.

Mazeppa's rebellion was not a
great success. The Cossacks refused
to join him and Peter, learning of
the proposed treachery in time, was
able to take effective counter-
measures. When Mazeppa joined the
Swedes he brought with him only
about 3,000 men.

Still Charles persisted. The march
south and east was continued with-
out intermission throughout the win-
ter. The Russians offered no direct
opposition, but they denuded the
country of supplies, harassed the
flanks and rear, cut out stragglers
and drove in foraging parties. By
the spring of 1709, when Pultava
was in sight, Charles’s total force
was less than 22,000 men of whom
5,000 were sick or disabled. He had
lost more than half the army he
started with and accomplished no-
thing.




The fortress of Pultava was an
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Few details of the battle are now
available. The Swedes attacked

important Russian supply centre
containing magazines stocked with
weapons, clothing and food. Posses-
sion of the fortress was vital to
Charles since it offered the only
means of supplying his army. He
had now got himself into a position
where he had to capture supplies
from the enemy or perish.

But Pultava was strongly gar-
risoned and could not be taken on
the run. The siege began in May,
1709. During the siege the Swedes
suffered as much from heat as they
had previously suffered from cold,
while their ranks were thinned by
gangrene as previously they had
been by frost bite.

Meanwhile Peter had moved to the
relief of Pultava with 80,000 men.
By rapid movement and skilful
manoeuvre he placed himself in a
strong position close to the fortress,
and created a situation in which
Charles would either have to give up
the siege or attack him. Charles, in
fact, had no option. It was now a
matter of fight or starve.

The odds against the Swedes were
tremendous. Peter had 80,000 well-
equipped men, plentifully supplied
with  artillery, and occupying
strongly fortified lines. Charles had
only four guns and about 20,000
troops, many of whom were un-
reliable allies.

On the eve of the battle Charles
was wounded in the foot and had to
be carried about on a litter. He en-
trusted the conduct of the battle to
General Rehnskjold. This would
have been an advantage had Charles
not interfered with his general be-
fore and during the action.

again and again with their usual
courage, but they were mown down
by the Russian artillery and they
could make no impression on the
strong redoubts. As they recoiled
from the last assault Rehnskjold and
Charles gave contradictory orders.
Confusion and panic followed. Peter
launched a general counter-attack
and cut the remnants of the Swedish
army to pieces.

Nearly all the Swedish senior
officers were killed or captured.
Against his will Charles was hurried
away by his litter bearers and,
through the devotion and sacrifice
of a small band of survivors, he
made his escape and eventually
reached Turkey.

Comments on the Operations.

Although Charles seldom confided
in anyone all available evidence
suggests that he started his campaign
without any clear plan at all. Appa-
rently he made it up as he went
along. To succeed on those lines
requires a lot of luck. And history
contains few, if any, examples of
luck favouring a commander who
conducted his operations on that
basis. In war luck rarely favours the
fool.

Apparently intending to live on
on the country, Charles made no
arrangements for supplies from
home. At Tatarsk, when he realized
that he needed supplies and re-
inforcements from his bases in
Poland, he was still in a position to
secure the communications along
which they would have to come. He
could have waited for them, there
was no hurry. Or he could have kept
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straight on towards Moscow and
thus kept his L of C covered. Or he
could, most sensible of all, have
withdrawn. Instead he chose a
course which would have been
fraught with grave risk against any
enemy. Against the Russians in that
terrain and climate, it was sheer
madness. In turning south to the
Ukraine he left his L. of C wide open
and parallel to the Russian front for
hundreds of miles. It did not need a
Peter the Great to take advantage of
an opportunity like that.

When he left Tatarsk Charles
plunged, literally, into the unknown.
He knew very little about the coun-
try, the people or the climate of the
area into which he was about to
move. This elementary neglect of
intelligence inflicted dreadful hard-
ships on his troops, wasted his army,
and finally led him to a position from
which he could neither advance nor
retreat.

Finally, his crowning error was
the persistent obstinacy with which
he refused to listen to the advice
and the pleas of his experienced
generals, and simply refused to face
up to the realities of his situation.

On the ether hand, Peter extracted
the utmost value from the charac-
teristics of his troops, the country,
the climate and the people. He
avoided a pitched battle until the
time was really ripe. Meanwhile he
weakened his opponent by constant
attacks on his flanks and rear and
he allowed the Russian climate to do
its deadly work on an army totally
unprepared for its severities.

Peter’s conduct of the operations
set the pattern for Russian strategy
on the two subsequent occasions

when European armies attempted to
capture Moscow. If the general
European ignorance of Russian con-
ditions can be advanced as some
excuse for Charles, the same reason
cannot be held to justify Napoleon
or Hitler. The first had one example
before him, the latter had two and,
in addition, much better informa-
tion.

There is, indeed, a striking simi-
larity between Charles and Hitler in
the conduct of their Russian cam-
paigns. There is the same blind
obstinacy, the same blank refusal to
accept advice, the same persistence
in a line of action that had long
since lost all strategic meaning.

Results of the Campaign.

The eampaign of Pultava reduced
Sweden from a first class to a third
class military power. All her pos-
sessions in the eastern Baltic were
lost to Russia. Only her great name
and the exertions of her people
enabled her to retaim, temporarily,
her hold on a few points on the
southern Baltic coast.

From the standpoint of subsequent
history the disaster at Pultava re-
duced to a negligible factor the only
power that flanked, and could have
for mrany years opposed the western
advance of Russia in northern and
central Europe. Had Charles been
less ambitious, less incredibly reck-
less, the map of eastern Europe
might have been very different to-
day.

On the bloody field of Pultava
Peter the Great enunciated a policy
of Russian expansion and aggran-
disement in Europe and Asia from
which his successors in the Kremlin
have never departed. From that day
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until now the long line of Russian
dictators, whether they wore an
ermine mantle or a peasant’s blouse,
have faithfully followed the policy
laid down by the great Tsar, both
in its aims and the methods of their
fulfilment.

In 1851 the historian Sir Edward
Creasy wrote—

“And though the Tsar failed in
his first attempts against Turkey, the
successors of Peter have, one and
all, carried on a uniformly aggressive
and uniformly successful policy
against every state, Asiatic as well
as European, which has had the mis-
fortune of having Russia for a
neighbour.

“Historians who have discussed the
progress of Russia have often alluded
to the similitude between the
modern extension of the Muscovite
empire and the extension of the
Roman dominions in ancient times.
But attention has scarcely been
drawn to the closeness of the parallel
between conquering Russia and con-
quering Rome, not only in the extent
of conquests, but in the means of
effecting conquest.

“The history of Rome during the
century and a half which followed
the close of the second Punic War,
and during which her largest acqui-
sitions of territory were made, should
be compared with the history of Rus-
sia for the last one hundred and
fifty years. The classical scholar will
remember the statecraft of the

Roman Senate, which took care in
every foreign war to appear in the
character of a Protector. Thus Rome
protected the Aetolians and the
Greek cities against Macedon; she
protected Bithynia and other smaller
Asiatic states against the Syrian
kings; she protected Numidia against
Carthage; and in numerous other
instances assumed the same specious
character. But every state which
Rome protected was ultimately sub-
jugated and absorbed by her.

“And Russia has been the protec-
tor of Poland, the protector of the
Crimea, the protector of Courland,
the protector of Georgia, Immerita,
Mingrelia, the Tcherkessian and
Caucasian tribes. She has first pro-
tected, and then appropriated them
all.”

That was written a hundred years
ago. With a little transposition of
place names the words would be
equally true of what has happened
in Europe and Asia in the last six
years, of what is happening now.
The only difference is that the pace
has been accelerated and that the
successor of Peter the Great has
added the Communist fifth column
to the older instruments of Russian
imperialism.

[This is the twelfth article in the
series “Decisive Battles of the
World.” Next month we shall con-
sider the battle of Saratoga in 1777.
—Editor.]






