
The Latvians should not let this critical [gustigen] historical moment pass; they must defend with 
their weapons in hand Soviet power in Russia, in order to secure the end result of a free Latvia.  
This issue brings both non-party and Latvian Bolsheviks together on the same path.   
 
--I. I. Vatsietis1 

Introduction 

 The saga of the Latvian Rifle regiments could be seen as a tragic metaphor for the 

experience of all the frustrated, marginalized ethnicities during the Great War who readily 

agreed, at least at first, to serve in national military units in the hopes of earning national 

autonomy or independence.  Colonial units composed of troops from French North Africa and 

the British Dominions took their place in the trenches of the Western Front, while a myriad of 

subject peoples of the Austro-Hungarian, German, Russian, and Ottoman empires likewise 

fought in the hopes of advancing the cause of national liberty.  This was nothing new in the 

annals of warfare.  One has but to recall the fate of thousands of Poles inspired with enthusiasm 

for Napoleon after his creation of the “Grand Duchy of Warsaw,” who died on behalf of causes 

not their own on the battlefields of Europe and the Caribbean only to face eventual re-

subjugation to the “Prison of Nations,” the  Russian Empire.   

 Still, the experience of the Latvian Rifles stands apart, both for the complexity of 

their motivation, and the significance of their contribution to the success—and indeed, very 

survival—of the Bolshevik Revolution.  Yet to date there exists no substantive history of these 

famous regiments in English, and precious few in any other.  As far as this researcher has been 

able to determine, there are in fact only three monograph length treatments of the subject: one 

each in German, Russian, and Latvian.2  No doubt a major obstacle to research is the scarcity of 

scholars who have the requisite language skills, the necessary historical background, and the 

interest to go through the primary and secondary sources that do exist.3  I certainly do not 
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pretend to meet all of these qualifications (I do not read Latvian for one thing), and what I have 

prepared for today is—with a few exceptions—essentially a synthesis of the secondary literature  

The “road map” is as follows:  

First, we will search the socio-political context of pre-war Latvia for clues about the 

complexity of these men’s motivation, and their military prowess.   

Second, we will trace the formation and pre-Revolutionary wartime experience of the 

Rifles.   

Third, we will examine the role the Rifles played in the success of the Bolshevik coup, 

and the subsequent triumph of the new Soviet state over counter-revolution, conspiracy, and civil 

war. 

Finally, we will consider the eventual fate of the Riflemen, as their usefulness faded and 

they emerged as a political liability to the new regime.   

 

Fertile Ground: Latvia in 1900 

 One could hardly conceive of an environment more likely to foster nationalist and 

revolutionary sentiment than that which existed in the Baltic provinces of the Russian Empire at 

the turn of the 20th century.  This was particularly true in Latvia, where rapid industrialization, 

accompanied by the emergence of political nationalism, took place in the last third of the 

nineteenth century.  Both developments were facilitated by the growing importance of the city of 

Riga, which acted as a catalyst and focus for revolutionary activity.  By the end of the century 

Riga had become one of the most industrially advanced and economically prosperous cities in 

the entire Empire, and of the 800,000 industrial workers in the Baltic provinces, over half 

worked there.4    
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 Although one might assume that, as in Poland, the chief target of nationalist resentment 

would be the tsarist autocracy, in fact in Latvia long standing and fervent hatred for the German 

landowning aristocracy (the so-called “black barons”) led most Baltic nationalists, especially 

Latvians, to look to Russia and Russians for salvation, despite the increasing severity of the 

policy of Russification begun during the reign of Alexander III.5  This fundamental orientation 

never changed until the Revolution, and for some Latvians, as we shall see, not even then.  To be 

sure, as history would demonstrate, Latvian nationalists had little reason to expect better from the 

Germans, who tended to view the Baltic—like Ukraine—as land reserved by destiny for their 

colonization.6         

 By 1904, radical Latvian socialism was well organized as the Latvian Social Democratic 

Workers' Party (LSDRP), later known as the Latvian SD.  The Latvian SD swiftly came under 

Russian Bolshevik influence, and eventually Lenin’s direct control, who sought this influence 

largely because for some time the Latvian party was considerably larger in membership than his. 

 Among the revolutionary socialist community, the Latvian comrades were always more 

associated with action than theory, as they soon demonstrated in the course of the Revolution of 

1905 and the events which followed.7   

The brutality of the punitive expeditions in the wake of this uprising fanned the flames of 

revolution and national resistance.  Groups of armed youth with names like "Flail" and “Forest 

Bothers,” many affiliated with the Latvian SD, organized in forests and countryside, ambushing 

isolated Tsarist forces for the next several years in a small scale but vicious guerilla war that 

lasted almost until the outbreak of the Great War in 1914.8  This gave many young Latvian men 

an exposure to combat, hardship, and danger which undoubtedly was reflected in the fighting 

qualities of the Latvian Rifles during the war.  An excellent example is the experience of Peter 
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Kyuzis, later know as Yan Karlovich Berzin, who as a teenager fought in a Latvian SD guerilla 

organization during this time, and later served  in the Latvian Rifles and the Red Army, before 

becoming chief of Red Army Intelligence in the mid-1920s. 

The Latvian Rifles at War  

Upon the outbreak of the Great War in August 1914, Latvia immediately became 

involved.  The entire Baltic, still reeling from the punitive expeditions of only a few years 

before, was now subject to the heavy hand of the imperial recruiters.  In the  course of  

“mobilization,” men throughout the empire were caught up in recruiting sweeps which 

frequently sparked spontaneous massed opposition, and more than a few riots.9  Tens of 

thousands of Latvians were quickly deployed in the two Russian armies advancing into East 

Prussia in August.  In one corps, the XXth, eighty percent of the men were Latvian. Many 

became casualties in the disastrous  defeat at the Masurian Lakes.  During the course of the 

subsequent retreat, XX Corps was surrounded by advancing German units in the Augustov 

forests and all but destroyed in February 1915.  Some 20,000 Latvians were killed, wounded or 

captured.10   

 By May, the Germans reached Latvia, and by the end of September 1915, all of Latvia 

west of Riga was under German occupation.  Perhaps half of the Latvian population fled from 

the German advance.  The Russians also evacuated 85,000 Latvian workers from Riga to the east 

many of whom ended up in Petrograd's Vyborg District.11  In terms of sheer social disruption, 

this calamity surpassed even that of the 1905 Revolution, and substantially contributed to the 

growing revolutionary situation in Petrograd.  Meanwhile, the Bolsheviks and the Latvian SD 

disseminated propaganda tracts and pamphlets. There was more than sufficient reason for the 

Latvian troops to be susceptible to such agitation.  Throughout 1915 and into 1916, more and 

more of them in front-line units became radicalized. 12   

 When the Germans resumed their advance in April 1915, some prominent Latvians in the 

Duma, led by Janis Goldmanis, called upon the Tsar to authorize raising all-Latvian battalions.13 
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 They argued that such national units, commanded and composed of people who despised the 

Germans and were willing to fight to the death to defend their homeland, would prove to be a 

valuable military asset.  At about the same time, two Latvian Home Guard battalions put up an 

impressive fight at Jelgava, defeating the vanguard of the German advance.14  Faced with 

imminent German occupation of much of the Baltic provinces—and a consequent threat to 

Petrograd—the Russian General Staff (Stavka) finally recommended that Latvian rifle battalions 

be formed. The tsar approved on 19 July 1915.15   

 The first battalions were raised in August, and sent straight into the fighting on the Riga 

front.  The officers as well as the enlisted men were Latvian.  They quickly and predictably 

became the focus of Latvian nationalist aspirations.  The Rifles, or Strelniki, as they were called, 

soon earned a justified reputation for tenacity in combat.  The first Latvian units were composed 

entirely of volunteers.  But high casualties and an excellent fighting reputation, especially 

compared with the lackluster performance of many of the Russian units, led to the raising of 

more Latvian battalions in the following months, and manpower began to come from a variety of 

sources.  Some Latvians transferred from the Russian units in which they had been previously 

serving; still others were émigrés who had fled following the 1905 Revolution and returned now to 

fight in what they regarded as a proto-Latvian army.16  The increase in Latvian Rifle battalions 

eventually required conscription in order to fill the ranks. Altogether, including replacements, 

probably between 60-70,000 Latvians ultimately served in the Latvian Rifles.  Still, this was a much 

smaller number than continued to serve in Russian units--approximately 150-160,000.17    

 By November 1915, the Latvians were organized into eight combat battalions and one 

reserve battalion.  A year later, the battalions were formed into regiments, each named for a 

region in Latvia.  Lt. Col. Jukums Vacietis, a graduate of the St. Petersburg Military Academy,  

commander of the 5th Latvian Rifles Regiment, and future C-in-C of the Red Army, proposed in 

1916 that an entire Latvian Army Corps be formed.18  The course of events, however, intervened 

before this could be organized.   
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 Meanwhile, the Latvian SD confronted a dilemma.  On the one hand, the formation of 

Latvian battalions as an autonomous military force seemed to be an important step towards 

Latvian independence.  Additionally, many of their fellow Latvians were eager to revenge 

themselves on the Germans.  On the other hand, the success of the Latvian units in combat could 

serve to improve the military situation for the Russian empire, and the Tsar, thus delaying the 

military collapse which would surely precipitate the revolution.  The Latvian Socialists 

ultimately decided to denounce the formation of the Latvian Rifles as a "slavish groveling before 

the Tsar," and the main target for Latvian SD agitation now became these Latvian units. 19   

Their efforts were aided by the growing perception among the Strelniki that they were 

being used as cannon fodder, or, perhaps even more sinisterly, in an effort to bleed Latvia of her 

military strength to undermine any move towards independence.  They believed a pattern had 

clearly emerged.  Chosen to lead one attack after another, beginning with the March 1916 

offensive launched by the Northern Front, the Rifles, subordinate to the 12th Army and usually in 

the vanguard of any offensive, repeatedly achieved a breakthrough at great cost, only to have 

flanking Russian units fail to advance, and supporting Russians (often, in fact, Siberians) fail to 

relieve them.20  This may have been more of a reflection of the demoralization of the Russian 

units and the general incompetence of the Russian command system (no doubt further 

aggravated by language barriers among the various ethnicities), however, than any deliberate 

intrigue.     

 Nevertheless, examples abounded, including a diversionary attack near Riga prior to the 

general Russian offensive against the Austrians in July 1916, and the Battle of the "Island of Death" 

throughout the summer and early fall of 1916. The worst example was the ill-fated Battle of 

Machine Gun Hill which opened on 23 December 1916 and lasted for twenty-five days.  In the 

course of this engagement, also known as the Christmas Offensive, the two Latvian brigades 

leading the offensive sustained 8,000 casualties, in spite of the fact that at the end of the battle 

the front was more or less where it had been before.  The casualties came so fast and heavy that 



 

 

 
 

7 

the Latvians called it the "Blizzard of Souls."21  Once more, many Latvians suspected treachery. 

 Behind the front, Strelniki who had “voluntary demobilized” (i.e., deserted), together 

with other Latvian deserters, displaced workers from Riga, and refugees, played an increasingly 

central role in the growing radicalization of the Vyborg District of Petrograd by late 1916.  The 

Vyborg section of the Bolshevik Party, composed largely of Latvians, soon became recognized 

as the "most militant" in the entire organization.  During the disturbances of 25 February 1917, 

the entire Vyborg District of the city was the first to fall "wholly in the hands of the 

insurrection."22   

  

Revolution 

 After the fall of the Romanovs and the emergence of the “Dyarchy” of the Provisional 

Government and the Petrograd Soviet, the Bolsheviks, who had largely been taken by surprise by 

the spontaneous February Revolution, now sought to expand their influence at the front, while 

consolidating their organization and gains in Petrograd.  Bolshevik military power during the 

February Revolution, such as it was, had been limited to a handful of Party cells in the Petrograd 

garrison, Baltic fleet, and front line units.  However, a new potentially useful form of 

revolutionary military power emerged after the fall of the autocracy.  Small organizations of 

factory workers and soldiers began on their own to form local militias, calling themselves "Red 

Guards."23  A priority for Lenin became the control of as many Red Guards units as possible.   

 Prominent among this new force were the Latvian Red Guards.  These units were mainly 

made up of deserters from Latvian Rifles regiments and Latvian factory workers, many of whom 

were from the Vyborg District.  Eventually, by the time of the October Revolution, whole 

Latvian Rifles units, including entire regiments, were reconstituted as Red Guards by the simple 

expedient of changing the names of their units.24  Latvian troops had a fearsome reputation at the 

front—even something of a mystique—and as noted above, the Latvian Bolsheviks in Vyborg 

were known for their militancy.  It therefore seems logical that Lenin would look to these men as 
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the potential military vanguard of a Bolshevik revolution.  Indeed, the importance of the Latvian 

militia, and later the Latvian Red Guards, as a reliable Bolshevik armed force grew rapidly after 

February.   

 Ironically, those Strelniki who supported the Bolsheviks seem to have done so for the 

most part out of national patriotism, rather than Socialist conviction.  In March and April 1917, 

the first meetings of the Latvian Rifles Soviet, the Iskolastrel, all overwhelmingly endorsed a 

program calling for the liberation of Latvia through victory over Germany, much to the disgust 

of Lenin's internationalists.  By May, however, the pro-Leninist Latvian SD managed to seize 

control of the Iskolastrel. 25  They won over many Strelniki with Lenin's promise that a socialist 

Russia would support a free and independent Latvia, and contrasted this with the Provisional 

Government, which was liberally populated with "Russian chauvinists" who insisted that Russia 

needed to remain united to defeat Germany, and even refused to organize Latvian units above the 

brigade level for fear (so it was said) of encouraging Latvian separatism.  Also, the Latvians 

understood quite rightly that there was no possibility of nationalist accommodation with the 

Germans.  That left only the Bolsheviks. 

 On 16 June 1917, the Russian army began the so-called “Kerensky Offensive.”  There 

had been serious disciplinary problems in the army even before the February Revolution.  Since 

then, these were exacerbated by the Bolshevik-inspired General Order No. 1, and in the weeks 

leading up to the offensive they got much worse.  The contribution of Latvian riflemen to the 

imminent disintegration of the Russian army was predictably most significant in the 12th Army.  

The Bolshevized elements of this army had in fact already set up a "soviet," Iskosol (not to be 

confused with the Rifles’ Soviet, Iskolatrel).26  In late August, the 12th Army broke.  On 3 

September 1917 the Germans finally occupied Riga.  

 Back in Petrograd, the combination of bad war news from the front and rumors of another 

food shortage resulted in spontaneous demonstrations and strikes on 3 July, encouraged by 

Bolshevik and SR agitators.  In the course of these demonstrations, Latvian Red Guards clashed 
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with troops loyal to the Provisional Government but were eventually dispersed by machine gun 

fire.27    

 The July crisis demonstrated, at least to Lenin, that the Provisional Government's support 

rested on a very tenuous foundation. 28  It also led some in the Russian high command to 

conclude that the time had come restore order, precipitating the so-called "Kornilov Affair."  

This prospective "counter-revolution" foundered badly, however, due to poor organization, 

irresolute leadership, the fragile morale of his men, and a timely strike by the railway workers 

union.29  The Red Guards, and especially the Latvian Red Guards, chose to back Kerensky 

against a military coup, and proved to be the only real military force immediately available until 

troops loyal to the Provisional Government could be found and deployed. 

Following the July Days crisis, the Petrograd Soviet was housed in the Smolney Institute, 

located fortuitously just south of the Neva River opposite the Vyborg District.  A Latvian Red 

Guards unit, destined to play an important role in subsequent events, was assigned to protect the 

building.  It was created earlier that month, probably by amalgamating several other ad hoc Latvian 

Red Guards units.  Sometime referred to “the Smolney Guards,” it was later re-named the 1st 

Latvian Communist Detachment.  It subsequently became the bodyguard for Lenin and the 

Bolshevik leadership, and saw extensive service during the Civil War, when some called it Lenin’s 

Praetorian Guard.30  

 Meanwhile, events at the front provoked further disaffection among the Strelniki.  Since 

spring 1917, the Latvian Rifles had been consolidated into a division attached to the VI Siberian 

Corps of the 12th Army.31  When the Germans renewed their advance on Riga in the summer, 

Russian resistance collapsed—except for the Strelniki, who were now fighting for their 

homeland.  In an irony that did not escape their notice, the Latvians fought and died to buy time 

for the rest of the Russian army to extricate itself—and plunder Riga and other Latvian towns 

and villages along their line of retreat.  By this time, most of the original Strelniki were gone, and 

fresh levies were much younger, had far less military experience, and were far more radical.  The 
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summer and fall of 1917 was a crucial time in the emergence of Bolshevik sympathies in Latvian 

regiments.  Kerensky's proposal in the fall to finally authorize the creation of a Latvian army 

corps was too little, too late.        

 The Latvian Red Guards, many of whom as we have seen were former Strelniki, played a 

central role in the Bolshevik Coup in October 1917.  One historian notes that they were 

"unbeatable at the crucial early moments of the birth of the Soviet Union.  The force was small, 

but even a small force can prevail in a power vacuum."  During the coup itself, Latvian Rifles 

and Red Guards units were instrumental in securing strategic points within Petrograd, and 

isolating the city by occupying local rail junctions. The only significant military force near 

Petrograd potentially available to Kerensky was the 12th Army.  Latvian Strelniki quickly 

achieved control over its soldiers' organizations, and through a combination of propaganda and 

intimidation effectively managed to neutralize the entire army. 32 Thereafter, over the next few 

months, the Latvians provided much of the muscle for the Bolshevik’s consolidation of power.  

 In early December Lenin's revolutionary government created the "All-Russian 

Extraordinary Commission for Combating Counter-Revolution and Sabotage," the Vecheka 

(more commonly known as the Cheka).  Its basic task was to destroy internal threats to the 

revolution.  Among its original college of directors were several Latvians and Poles.  For larger 

scale operations, it also had a force known as the Military Corps.  By April 1918 several Latvian 

Riflemen were assigned specifically to this unit.  Some of these troops came from Lenin's 

Latvian bodyguards.33   

 

Counter-Revolution and Civil War 
 By the summer of 1918, the Bolsheviks had essentially created a one-party dictatorship.  

All other political parties, save the Left SRs, were outlawed.  Tensions between the Left SR 

leadership and the Bolsheviks grew rapidly as forces hostile to the Revolution, energized by the 

capitulation of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, began to coalesce and go on the offensive.  The Left 
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SRs, who had since March grown rapidly in strength compared to the Bolsheviks, were 

concerned both about the growing exclusion of other political parties and the consequences of 

the treaty.34   

 In July 1918 they decided to act.  On 6 July 1918 two Left SRs, members of the Moscow 

Cheka, assassinated the German envoy.  Other SR detachments in Moscow seized control of the 

Cheka headquarters and the main telegraph office, from where they began sending cables all 

over Russia explaining and justifying their actions.  Most of the Moscow Red Guards and other 

paramilitary units remained neutral, an ominous sign for the Bolsheviks, and no doubt a factor in 

the severity of the Bolshevik "Red Terror" which followed.  It was the Latvian Rifles who saved 

the day.  Led by Vacietis, they deployed against SR strongholds on the morning of 7 July and 

succeeded in crushing the uprising by early afternoon.35 

 Although the Left SR "uprising" was quickly suppressed, the lukewarm support 

expressed for the Bolsheviks during the brief crisis served as a catalyst for forces mobilizing 

against the new regime.  Civil war broke out, and for most of the next two and half years the 

Bolsheviks were in a struggle for survival against a wide variety of forces, including the Whites 

Guards, Allied expeditionary troops, Cossacks, and even a stranded corps of Czechs.  

Throughout much of this period, the Latvian Strelniki, now re-named the Red Latvian Rifles, 

continued to remain the only truly reliable troops available to the Bolsheviks, and eventually 

became the original nucleus of Trotsky's RKKA, the Workers and Peasants Red Army.  They 

were deployed wherever Soviet power was challenged, eventually further and further away from 

their beloved Baltic homeland.   

 In August 1918, Lenin’s Latvian Rifles bodyguard, commanded by Eduard Berzin, 

became involved in one of the most notorious episodes of the revolution: the so-called “Lockhart 
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Plot.” According to most authoritative sources, this was a carefully planned deception operation 

by the Cheka to expose foreign intrigue, gain access to Western hard currency, or both.  On 14 

August, two veterans of the Latvian bodyguard, Berzin and Ian Sprogis, after being vetted by the 

British naval attaché, met with British diplomatic representative Robert Bruce Lockhart to 

discuss the possibility of Latvian defection to the British forces deployed at Archangel.  Lockhart 

in turn passed them on to SIS agent Sidney Reilly, who agreed to provide the Latvians over one 

million rubles for their defection—apparently to be provided by the British, French, and 

American governments.  Some have even suggested that Reilly had delusions of grandeur, 

intending for the Latvians to carry through a counter revolution which would leave him in charge 

of a new Russian government.   

The scheme seemed to be unfolding as planned until untimely real assassination attempts 

by Left SRs on 30 August left one senior Bolshevik dead and Lenin seriously wounded.  The 

Cheka and the Latvian Bodyguard promptly swept up all known or suspected opposition, 

including the foreign representatives implicated in the Lockhart Plot.  Lockhart and  the others 

(the representatives from France and the United States) spent some time in Soviet custody, 

guarded by Strelniki, but were eventually released.  The Bolshevik press announced triumphantly 

that yet another plot by the interventionists had been foiled.  Reilly apparently later insisted that 

the Latvians were genuine in their desire to defect, but we may never now.  As for Reilly, 

although he escaped the clutches of the Cheka on this occasion, he was later lured back into 

Soviet Russia by a brilliant Cheka operation called the “Trust,” where the best guess is that he 

spent years in prison before finally being finally executed or dying in a labor camp.36     

Away from all the intrigue in the capital, one of the first engagements of the Red Latvian 

Rifles was at the Volga town of Yaroslavl, about 150 miles northeast of Moscow.  The town had 
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been captured in July by the forces of Boris Savinkov, the principle White commander in the 

region.37  In addition to a handful of Cheka troops, the Bolsheviks dispatched the 6th and 8th 

Red Latvian Rifle Regiments to retake the town, which they did by 22 July.  What happened next 

sullied the reputation of the Latvian troops and other Latvian units through guilt by association 

for years to come.  By late July 1918, Lenin and Dzerzhinskiy had decided to resort to deliberate 

"Red Terror" in an attempt to cow possible White supporters and intimidate the rest of the 

population into obedience.38  Over 400 people were summarily executed after a brief pro forma 

process; following this, the fiction of legal procedure was dropped, and the Cheka began carrying 

out numerous summary executions.39  The full extent of Latvian involvement in these 

atrocities—which clearly were orchestrated by the Cheka—remains unclear, though protestations 

that they had nothing to do with them at all ring false.    

Latvian Strelniki also played the decisive role in the Red victory over the Whites at 

Kazan in August 1918.  This Volga city was seized by the Czech Legion on 6 August.  A few 

weeks earlier, on 12 July Vacietis had been appointed commander of the 5th Red Army (largely 

composed of Latvian units), which he now led against the Czechs.40  The Battle for Kazan lasted 

until 10 September, when, supported by a Volga gunboat flotilla, Vacietis directed the final 

successful assault.  Trotsky himself arrived to bring iron discipline to the Red Army’s rear area.  

Following his victory at Kazan, characterized by W. Bruce Lincoln as the "Valmy of the Russian 

Revolution,"41 Commissar for War Trotsky made Vacietis the first commander in chief of the 

Red Army.   

Sensing that the final collapse of the capitalist order was at hand, at least in Europe, as 

early as March 1918 the Soviet leadership began to look west to the weak Baltic and Ukrainian 

states as the bridge to an anticipated German Socialist republic.  Much of subsequent Bolshevik 
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policy, through the war with Poland, reflected this hope.  The revolution was to be spread by the 

bayonet, as the Red Army advanced westward, and by mass action, as the allied (and 

subordinate) Communist parties behind capitalist lines organized insurrection.  In late November 

1918, to support the claim that the Red Army was "liberating" the workers and peasants, Lenin 

encouraged the creation of Communist "provisional governments" for all of the states along the 

projected line of march.42     

In late November 1918, in his capacity as Commander in Chief, Vacietis moved some 

Red Latvian Rifles to the vicinity of Pskov in preparation for an offensive into the Baltic.  

Southern Estonia and northern Latvia were occupied by the Red Army that same month.43 The 

Reds at first encountered virtually no resistance; German forces were in a temporary state of 

chaos following the Armistice on the the Western Front.  On 4 December, a Provisional Latvian 

Soviet government was created, headed by Peter Stucka, and on 3 January the Red Army entered 

Riga.44  Stucka had earlier suggested that Vacietis's appointment as commander of the advancing 

army, together with the heavy representation of Latvian Rifles units in it, would give credibility 

to the Provisional Latvian Soviet government, and further support the argument that the Red 

Army were liberators.45  Events proved this to be a forlorn hope.   The main priority for the new 

Latvian Socialist regime was to raise troops and money to defend against the inevitable 

imperialist counterattack.  However, the by now standard Bolshevik policies of forced 

mobilization and wholesale confiscation of private property, from the great estates owned by the 

German barons to small Latvian homesteads, combined with the Party’s militant atheism, 

provoked widespread resistance.46   

In response, the new worker’s state predictably applied Red Terror.  Few details of the 

short-lived Latvian Bolshevik regime appear in the literature; it has been all but ignored by 
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Western writers, and Latvian ones, who focus instead on the White and Latvian Nationalist 

efforts to defeat the Bolsheviks.47  The Soviet literature likewise only discusses the destruction of 

the Red regime in the context of imperialist counterrevolution.  Consequently, we can only 

speculate about the form the Red Terror took in Latvia, or the role, if any, played in it by the Red 

Strelniki.  What  is known is that in Latvia the Red Army, notoriously ravaged by wholesale 

desertion in the best of times, now experienced truly disastrous levels of desertion, clearly 

reflecting the fact that over half of the Bolshevik army in the Baltic was composed of Latvians.  

This no doubt influenced Lenin’s subsequent decisions about where to employ the increasingly 

suspect Latvian troops.   

Most of the original Latvian Rifles who had joined the Bolsheviks were dead by now; 

many of those who remained had been forcibly recruited, and deserted when the Red Army 

approached their homes.  The efforts of the Red Army, the Cheka, and the Latvian Soviet 

government managed to increase the number of Latvians in all units of the RKKA from 12,000 

in February to 27,000 by May 1919; however, most of these men were unreliable.  Many simply 

ran off the first time they were shot at, and when the Latvian divisions were transferred south to 

fight Deniken following the retreat from Riga (see below), most deserted.  In fact, one source 

puts the total number of Latvians "recruited" by the Red Army in Latvia at 110,000, of which 

100,000 deserted.48   

When German forces and a Latvian national army began to drive against the Latvian 

Bolsheviks in the Spring of 1919, the Red Army found itself outnumbered and outfought.  

Adding to the level of violence and confusion was the fact that German freikorps and the "Baltic 

German" Landeswehr, the members of which were usually extreme Germanic chauvinists, in 

clear violation of directives from the Allied control commission in Paris attacked both 
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Bolsheviks and the Latvian nationalist army.  By late May, the Germans were besieging Riga 

again; the Red Army and the Latvian Bolshevik government fled on the 23rd.  Pskov and 

Iamburg were lost, as well.  Perhaps 11,000 Latvians and Russians fell victim to "White Terror,” 

a series of random atrocities perpetrated by the German troops.49  Taking advantage of the 

Bolsheviks' flight, Latvian and Estonian troops began to press to the south and east.  Soon the 

Red Army was in a full-scale retreat from the central Baltic region.50 

In the summer of 1919 the Red Army seemed to be in the midst of the worst crisis it had 

yet faced.  To the west, the Ukraine was in open revolt against Soviet authority.  In the north, the 

recently organized Northwestern White Army, commanded by Nikolai Yudenich, prepared to 

press towards Petrograd.51  And in the south, Anton Deniken’s army captured Tsaritsyn (later 

known as Stalingrad and then Volgograd), the Donets Basin, and Kharkov by June, and next 

planned to strike towards the new Bolshevik capital at Moscow (moved there after the German  

conquest of Riga).   

In response, Lenin ordered the Red Latvian Rifles to redeploy from their Baltic homeland 

south to the Tsaritsyn Front, where, as noted above, most soon deserted.  This decision was 

opposed by Trotsky, and prompted the resignation of Vacietis as C-in-C in July.  The remaining 

elements of the Red Latdivision, as the combined Latvian Rifles units were now known, 

nevertheless still fought effectively, leading the pursuit of Denikin’s army, commanded next by 

Peter Wrangel, down into the Crimea.  There the Strelniki were further diminished by heavy 

combat losses and typhus.  This time the all to familiar failure of other units to support their 

attacks seemed to indicate that it was now the Bolsheviks, instead of the Tsar, who wanted to see 

them destroyed.  A counterattack by Wrangle in June 1920 shattered the remnants of the 9th 

Latvian regiment, and decimated three other Red Latvian regiments as well.52   
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This almost proved to be the last straw.  When the 6th Red Latvian Rifles regiment was 

ordered to make an attack in early July, it refused, and instead demanded repatriation to Latvia.  

Desertions skyrocketed.  Military tribunals failed to restore discipline, although there seems to be 

no evidence that there were reprisals at the time in the form of executions.  Surprisingly, the 

remaining men in the Latdivision continued to fight effectively against Wrangle, destroying his 

last defensive position in November 1920, thereby precipitating the evacuation of the last 

organized White forces from the Crimea.  One can only speculate about the motivation of the 

Strelniki by this point.  Undoubtedly a large portion of it was the soldier’s universal sense of duty 

to his comrades, combined perhaps with a sense of fatalism, in that the journey home to Latvia 

was long and perilous.  It seems doubtful that many still clung to any delusions about the nature 

of Soviet power or Lenin’s real position on Latvian national aspirations.53      

The Fate of the Latvian Strelniki 

 By late 1920 Lenin’s government now had the luxury of going onto the offensive, in 

aneffort to rebuild, at least in part, the Imperial “prison of nations.”  With respect to the Red 

Latvian Rifles, their usefulness to the Revolution had clearly come to an end.  With the 

establishment of an independent Latvian state in spite of Bolshevik efforts, not because of them, 

most Latvians had little reason to continue in Red service.  The desertions speak for themselves.  

They also suggest, once again, the true motivation of Latvian troops.  Vacietis’ resignation 

merely underscored the point.  The gradual emergence of a reasonably effective Red Army also 

meant that the dangerous example of a strongly nationalistic military organization no longer had 

to be tolerated.  The Latdivision consequently was officially disbanded on 29 November 1920, 

although many of its remaining number went on to serve in the Red Army, notably the Fifteenth 

Army, which played a central role in the Soviet-Polish war of 1920 under a new commander, 

Mikhail Tukhachevskiy.   
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Many Latvians continued to serve in high positions in the Soviet government, including 

military command, the diplomatic service, secret police, and military intelligence.  As Stalin 

consolidated his power, however, more and more “foreigners” were purged, including many 

Poles, Finns, Jews, and Latvians.  The fate of Jukums Vacietis, the first C-in-C of the Workers’ 

and Peasants’ Red Army, serves, like the experience of the Latvian Rifles, as something of a 

metaphor for what happened to thousands of foreign “specialists” under Stalin.  Rejected by his 

homeland for his pro-Bolshevik service, he remained in the Red Army, eventually becoming a 

lecturer at the Voroshilov Military Academy.  He was arrested in the middle of a lecture during 

Stalin’s purge of the Army, and shot without ceremony in 1938.54      
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