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For HM



In the beginning, all the arrangements for building 

the Tower of Babel were in fairly good order.

—Franz Kafka, “The City Coat of Arms”–
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PREFACE

When I was a boy I would play at collecting countries in my family’s atlas with 
the span of my hands, marveling at their curious shapes as I tallied up and 
compared their respective sizes. Like all school kids, I knew, of course, that 
the USSR was the biggest of them all, but the fact seemed all the more remark-
able somehow because I could never get my fi ngers across it. No matter where 
I started, Leningrad or Kamchatka, the lumpy oblong of the country stretched 
farther still. There was always more to go.

It was about halfway through my work on this book when I realized that 
it, too, is an attempt to come to terms with the vastness of Russia. When I 
began my research, my plan was to write about Baron von Ungern-Sternberg 
much as others had, telling his evocative story for its own sake. But as I read 
more deeply, I began to see how widely he had lived and traveled, and the 
sources I was fi nding seemed to reveal at least as much about the Russian 
Empire as they did about him, if not more, while the fate of the country was 
certainly no less gripping or meaningful. Why then not enlist him as a guide, 
using his life to open up the empire’s sprawling patchwork of regions and 
peoples, and especially the connections between them in a momentous time? 
And so, this is the turn that led me here, to this book rather than to another.

Of course, an approach like this seems all but fated to fall short. How 
couldn’t it? The scales are too incongruous; a single life on the one hand, a 
vast empire on the other. Yet at the same time, one of the great pleasures of 
being a historian is to take up precisely this kind of problem. It’s the chance to 
tinker with perspectives, to seek the particular in the general and vice versa, 
and to adjust and readjust the fi ttings between them in the search for meaning. 
In truth, working on a small scale is no less daunting than working on a larger 
one—both demand a reckoning with incompleteness. The tiny details of an 
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hour can be as fraught to re-create as a year, the fullness of a garden plot as 
unsurveyable as a continent. Considered in this light, perhaps using a life to 
take the measure of an empire is not such a faulty notion, or at least no more 
faulty than any other method one might pursue. One still ends up taking in a 
great span, even if, inevitably, something remains out of reach.



UNGERN’S LIFE:
A TIMELINE

1886 Born in Graz, Austria, then part of the Habsburg Empire.

1888–1890  Family moves to Tifl is (now Tbilisi), then the capital of 
the Russian imperial region of the Caucasus (Kavkaz), 
where Ungern’s father has a position in the regional ad-
ministration.

1890–1902  Spends his boyhood years in Estland, now Estonia, then 
a province of the Russian Empire. Ungern’s parents di-
vorce. His mother soon remarries and Ungern moves to his 
stepfather’s estate at Jerwakant in the countryside near the 
port of Reval (now Tallinn), the capital of the province. 
In 1900, he leaves the estate for boarding school in Reval.

1903–1905  Military school in St. Petersburg. Withdraws from school 
because of poor performance.

1905–1906  Volunteers for service as a private in the Russo-Japanese 
War. Spends several months in Manchuria in northern 
China, though by the time he arrives the fi ghting is effec-
tively over.

1906–1908  Returns to military school in St. Petersburg. Graduates in 
1908.

1908–1910  Assumes his fi rst army post as a lieutenant in the Trans-
Baikal Cossack Host, serving on the Sino-Russian border.

1910–1913  Transfers to new post with the Amur Cossacks located 
some 500 miles east on the Amur River. Stories tell that he 
had to leave his original post because of a duel.
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1913  Resigns from the army and travels to the region of Kob-
do in far western Mongolia hoping to serve as a volunteer 
among the Mongol forces that are fi ghting the Chinese after 
the Mongol declaration of independence. The local Rus-
sian authorities in Kobdo reject the plan.

1914–1917   Re-enlists with army shortly after the Great War begins. 
Fights in East Prussia, Poland, the Carpathians, and north-
ern Persia. Earns numerous commendations for bravery. 
Also court-martialed for “conduct unbecoming an offi cer” 
and sentenced to three months in the stockade. Appears to 
be serving in northern Persia at the time of the February 
Revolution.

1917–1920   Commits to fi ghting the Bolsheviks after their takeover in 
October 1917. Serves in the Trans-Baikal and along the 
Chinese Eastern Railway (CER) in northern Manchuria as 
a commander in the forces of his friend and fellow Trans-
Baikal Cossack, the warlord Ataman Grigorii Semenov.

Sept./Oct. 1920  The Mongolian campaign begins. Ungern moves the Asi-
atic Division into Mongolia after the Red Army advances 
on the Trans-Baikal.

Feb. 1921  His force takes the Mongolian capital of Urga.

May 1921  Launches attack on the Reds in Siberia near the border 
town of Kiakhta.

Aug. 1921  Captured by Reds in north-central Mongolia.

Sept. 1921  Tried and executed in Novonikolaevsk, now Novosibirsk. 
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THE BARON’S CLOAK





INTRODUCTION

No ideas but in things!

—William Carlos Williams, “A Sort of a Song”

On either September 15 or 16, 1921, Ungern took off his cloak. Or perhaps 
someone took it from him. Shortly after that he was shot.

The cloak, technically speaking, is a deel, the traditional dress of Mongolian 
nomads. With a wide base and narrow collar, it runs about four feet from top 
to bottom, with two broad sleeves almost as long as the garment itself hang-
ing from the sides. We can tell that this particular deel belonged to someone 
important because of the color, a rich shade of orangey-gold usually reserved 
for nobles, and the fact that it is made of silk rather than more ordinary wool 
or cotton. The embroidered roundels running across the front and back also 
suggest a certain refi nement. Yet for all this, only one thing about the cloak is 
truly unusual. Sewn to the shoulders are two faded gray-green European-style 
army epaulettes. They seem out of place, as if stitched on after the fact. Each 
bears the mark of two small stars and the initials “A. S.” in Cyrillic lettering.1

To see the deel today we have to go to the Central Museum of the Armed 
Forces in Moscow. Over the years it has hung in the museum’s public galler-
ies, though on the day I visited, I found it in the offi ce of Tatiana Sergeevna 
Leonova, the friendly director of the material objects collections, who was 
keeping it in her closet while the exhibit halls were being renovated. Tatiana 
Sergeevna also showed me a yellowed inventory card from 1939 when the mu-
seum fi rst acquired the deel as a “trophy of the Red Army from the period of 
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the civil war.” According to the card, the garment was in poor condition, and 
spreading it out on a small table, the signs of wear and repair became obvious. 
“They say he wore it all the time in Mongolia, you know,” Tatiana Sergeevna 
said to me as we leaned in a little to take a closer look.

* * *

We have only a handful of photographs of Ungern wearing his deel, though 
two in particular offer a good place to begin his story. In the fi rst, he appears 
seated, deel-clad, in a wallpapered room. From the documents, we know that 
his full name is Baron Roman Feodorovich von Ungern-Sternberg and that he 
is a tsarist military offi cer and member of the Baltic German aristocracy, one 
of the favored elites of the old Russian Empire. We know, too, that he is thirty-
fi ve years old and a war hero, a fact advertised by the medal on his chest, the 
St. George’s Cross, the imperial army’s highest medal for valor. Finally, his 
moustache also tells us something: bushy and caterpillar-thick, it’s the kind 
favored by the men of the Cossack regiments, the special frontier forces he 
has served with for years on the eastern borders of the empire. Posing here, he 
seems healthy and relaxed, despite the circumstances. The date of the photo 
is September 1 or 2, 1921, the location, Irkutsk, a city near Lake Baikal in 
Eastern Siberia. He had been captured a little over a week earlier in northern 
Mongolia by a unit of Red Army partisans. Though he was interrogated right 
away, he has been brought to Irkutsk now for further questioning.

At the time of his capture, Ungern was one of the last White commanders 
still fi ghting the Bolsheviks, also known as the communists or the Reds, in the 
brutal civil war that began raging in Russia shortly after the Bolsheviks seized 
power in October 1917. For most of the war his base was the Trans-Baikal re-
gion, some 500 miles to the east of Irkutsk, but when the Red Army began 
closing in on the area in the fall of 1920, he moved south into neighboring 
Mongolia, where he fl ushed out the Chinese republicans who were occupying 
the country at the time and quickly established himself as a kind of imported 
warlord, his power resting on his so-called Asiatic Division—a multinational 
cavalry force made up of Russians, Buryats, Ukrainians, Tatars, Bashkirs, 
Mongols, Chinese, and Japanese, among others. It was around this time that 
he began wearing his brightly colored deel. The idea, he says, was to make 
himself more visible to his troops in the fi eld.

The interrogators already know this and much of the rest of what Ungern is 
telling them, in part because they have been following events in Mongolia closely 
over the preceding months but also because Red Army troops have captured 
copies of letters and other papers from his time in power in Urga (now Ulaan-
baatar), the Mongolian capital, including his so-called Order No. 15, a curious 
document amounting to a cross between a combat order and a spiritual-political 
manifesto that he distributed to his troops a little earlier that spring.
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During the interrogations, Ungern admits that he had had ambitious plans 
in Mongolia. In taking over the country, his hope had been to launch a sweep-
ing series of restorations, beginning with the restoration of the Mongolian ruler, 
the Bogda, who had just recently been deposed by the republican Chinese. 
(Ungern, in fact, formally reinstalled him shortly after taking Urga.) With this 
accomplished, he then imagined resurrecting the fallen dynasty of the Qing 
in China and the Romanovs in Russia, while also creating a vast new domain 
at the center of the continent—what he described as a “central Mongolian 
empire” (sredinnoe mongolskoe tsarstvo)—that would unite the Mongols and 

I.1. Ungern in captivity in Irkutsk, September 1 or 2, 1921. Courtesy 
State Central Museum of Contemporary History, Moscow.
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other nomads of the steppe under the Bogda, who would then dutifully pledge 
his own allegiance to the great “Manchu khan” in Beijing. The empires of old 
had come apart, but he, Ungern, would cobble them back together again.

He relates all of this matter-of-factly, but it’s clear there is something mysti-
cal about him, as if he senses a deeper spiritual purpose at work in the events 
of the time. Indeed, as he sees it, the world is in the grips of a great existential 
crisis, a fi nal reckoning being battled out between the white and yellow races 
on the one hand, and revolution and tradition on the other. For the moment, 
the revolutionaries have the upper hand. The twin “infections” of godlessness 
and socialism, both relayed from Europe, have destroyed Russia and are cor-
rupting Asia as well—the best proof of it being the Chinese republicans who 
toppled the Qing in 1911 and, in his view, are no better than the Bolsheviks. 
Yet he is convinced that a turning point is just ahead. Soon the madness will 
ebb and the peoples of Asia, having returned to their senses, will rise up to de-
stroy the revolution. Thus rather than any sort of “peril,” the “yellows” repre-
sent the salvation everyone is waiting for, mankind’s last hope for deliverance.

Of course, despite these portentous visions for humanity at large, things for 
Ungern himself have not worked out so well, and as the interrogators quiz him 
about the unraveling of his campaign, he is as candid about this as he is about 
everything else. He explains that, though he managed to take Urga, his posi-
tion in the town was always vulnerable and, as a result, he could do little more 
than initiate his plans. He was also restless, impatient to get back to fi ghting the 
Reds. So, in late May, with most of his great restorationist project in Mongolia 
and China still hanging in the air, he decided to leave Urga and plunge into 
a new attack against Siberia, leading his division up to the border at Kiakhta 
under a brilliant yellow banner emblazoned with the monogram of Michael II, 
the brother of the former tsar Nicholas II, whom Ungern saw as the country’s 
rightful ruler.

Almost immediately, however, the new campaign turned into a fateful mis-
take. The assault at Kiakhta was thrown back by the Red Army, forcing Ungern 
to continue his fi ght in the steppes and hills of the border zone without a strong 
base behind him. Then two months later came a fi nal turn for the worse as a 
group of his offi cers mutinied and tried to kill him. He survived the coup but 
was caught by a Red patrol shortly thereafter.

In fact, it’s because of this betrayal, he says, that he is willing to talk so 
openly. His own men having turned against him, there seems little point in 
hiding anything. Thus when the interrogators confront him with the multi-
ple executions and other abuses carried out by the division as well as his own 
standing orders “to eliminate Jews and communists together with their fami-
lies,” he readily acknowledges the charges. As he sees it, the Jews caused the 
revolution, so they deserve whatever they get, and it’s clear to him that Reds 
and Jews are essentially interchangeable, two sides of the same dirty coin. The 
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interrogators also press him about the harsh punishments he meted out to his 
own men during the campaign, offi cers included. He admits to this as well.

The second photo continues the story. It is now some two weeks later, 
September 15, and we have moved a thousand miles west to the hardscrab-
ble railway town of Novonikolaevsk (today, Novosibirsk), where Ungern has 
been brought for his trial, a show trial to be exact, since the event has been 
planned as an act of political theater and the outcome is not in doubt. In fact, 
Novonikolaevsk, far removed from where he fought in the war, has been selected 
for the occasion because it is the newly proclaimed “capital of Red Siberia” and 
the Communist government knows that a trial here will draw more attention. 
This photo shows him standing upright, fl anked by two Red Army guards, a 
commissar behind him. We see now that he has the typical build of a cavalry 
offi cer: tall and lanky. Though he still wears his St. George’s Cross, the thick 
cloth belt that would have run around his waist has been removed as a precau-
tion against a suicide attempt. Without it, the garment seems to pour down 
from him like an ill-fi tting drape.

The fi rst photograph is our earliest physical proof of Ungern wearing his 
improvised uniform; the second, the last. Not long after the latter photo was 
taken, the court in Novonikolaevsk delivered its verdict, and either later that 
day or the next he was shot.

Everyday objects have a way of speaking to us, of revealing their owners in 
ways we—and they—might not expect. This is the case here as well. Though 
fi tted with his epaulettes and cut to his height and frame, Ungern’s deel was 
more than his alone—it also belonged to the multicultural world of the Rus-
sian Empire, and if he came to wear it, it is because he, too, was shaped by the 
myriad cross-cultural combinations and contradictions of his diverse imperial 
home. In fact, once we go looking for the empire in Ungern’s story, we fi nd it 
everywhere, at every stage and locale. Even the people who took the cloak from 
him that day in Novonikolaevsk were working within its shadow in their own 
complicated way.

* * *

This book is a study of the Russian Empire told through Ungern’s life. One 
might choose other lives to do this, but Ungern’s is more useful than most be-
cause he leads us into places and questions we rarely consider together.

Most studies of the empire focus on a region or a problem, or some com-
bination of the two. The advantage of this approach is that it helps expose the 
many complexities of imperial life that tend to fall away when we make broad 
generalizations, while at the same time underscoring a basic truth: the empire 
was always defi ned by difference. No two imperial regions were the same, nor 
were they treated the same way. Even policies intended to have a more universal 
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application rarely played out that way in practice. The traditional imperial or-
der was a puzzle of accommodations made between the tsars and the different 
peoples of the realm, refl ecting the alternating stages of the empire’s history 
and its varied physical and cultural environments. The norm in this sense was 
no norm. Every part of the empire was an empire of its own.

Yet for all the importance of this basic observation, whenever we empha-
size too much the singularity of the empire’s individual pieces, we lose sight 
of the fact that the various parts did, in fact, fi t together. Though stunningly 
diverse, the far-fl ung worlds of the empire were never truly separate. Instead 
ideas, goods, and people moved between them, tying them together into an 
incongruous whole. Many imperial subjects spent their lives in just one part 
of the state, enmeshed in the bonds of their local worlds. But numerous others 

I.2. At the trial in Novonikolaevsk, now Novosibirsk. Courtesy State Archive of Novosibirsk Oblast.
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knew the country on much broader terms, and the number of these people only 
increased as time went on.

Ungern was one of those people, and using his life to study the empire is, in 
effect, a way to capture this reality: to take in a picture of the country as a great 
sprawling piece, its disparate classes, peoples, and regions stitched together 
unevenly, even awkwardly, but nonetheless together. At the same time, his life 
coincided with the unraveling of the empire, and his experience opens up this 
reality for us as well. His moment of power in Mongolia was a direct conse-
quence of imperial collapse, and his life before then unfolded in the midst of the 
many contradictions and fi ssures that made up the empire’s awkward together-
ness. He thus offers us a way to consider two of the most fundamental ques-
tions one could ask of any of the world’s “vanished kingdoms,” tsarist Russia 
included: what special bonds allowed these states to hold together, and why 
and how, at certain critical moments, did these bonds weaken and fall apart?2

The answers to these questions in Russia’s case are more complicated than 
any single life could explain. But the basic premise of this book is that the per-
sonal experience of empire nonetheless has much to tell us about the bigger 
picture. Surveying empires from the great vantage of policies, structures, or 
ideologies, as historians usually do, we perceive one set of truths, but stepping 
into the shoes of imperial people, we see another.3

* * *

Ungern was an imperial person in the most basic of respects. Born in the 
sleepy provincial town of Graz in the Habsburg Empire and shot thirty-fi ve 
years later in Western Siberia, his life in between was one of repeated movement 
across imperial spaces: fi rst to the Caucasus and Estland (now Estonia), where 
he grew up; then St. Petersburg, where he completed offi cer training school; 
Manchuria, where he served as a private-volunteer in the Russo-Japanese War; 
and after his graduation, various points in the Trans-Baikal, the Amur, and the 
newly independent, formerly Chinese-ruled region of Outer Mongolia, where 
he served as an offi cer in the army’s Cossack regiments. As World War I began, 
he returned to the European side of the country and fought on all the Russian 
fronts of the war, from East Prussia to northern Persia. Then during the revolu-
tionary year of 1917, he moved back again to the Trans-Baikal, where became a 
commander under the warlord Ataman Semenov (the “A. S.” of his epaulettes).

As Ungern moved within the circuits that bound up Russia’s Eurasian 
world, he took on the habits of his various environments. He knew at least fi ve 
languages: German, French, and Russian perfectly, as well as some Mongolian 
and Chinese. He was raised as a Lutheran but gravitated over time to a mix of 
mystical Christianity and Buddhism, while at the same time consulting with 
soothsayers and, as best we can tell, feeling comfortable enough with Russian 
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Orthodoxy to be married (to a Chinese Christian convert) in a Russian church 
in Harbin. Born into the ruling class as a Baltic baron, he spent most of his 
adult years among the Trans-Baikal Cossacks, who represented another sort of 
imperial order, much more plebeian than the barons but just as multicultural 
in their way. He absorbed imperial ideologies, including anti-Semitism and a 
fascination for Asia. Last but not least, he was very much a denizen of borders, 
living around the edges of the country and moving into neighboring empires 
easily and frequently. In that sense, he was not merely an imperial person but a 
transimperial one as well.

Yet what makes Ungern useful as a guide to the empire is not his highly 
imperial personal profi le alone, but also his timing. His life coincided with the 
most decisive era of the empire’s modern history. Born in the mid-1880s, he 
grew up in the midst of what turned out to be the tsars’ last great push to mod-
ernize and tighten up their country. His was the age of Russifi cation and the 
Trans-Siberian, of imperialist excitement then disappointment in East Asia, 
and also of nationalism and recurring questions about how and whether the 
different peoples of the empire should live together. The Revolution of 1905, 
which he experienced as a young cadet in St. Petersburg, was the fi rst clear 
indication of how explosive these questions could become, and how hard they 
would be to resolve. Then came the terrifi c violence and dislocation of the 
Great War and the February Revolution, which overwhelmed the monarchy 
and opened the door to the unraveling of the empire, and fi nally the October 
Revolution and the civil war that confi rmed the empire’s end.

Thus within the span of his lifetime, just thirty-some years, the tsarist world 
passed from possibility to extinction. Ungern himself seems to have been un-
moored by this great transformation, to the point, apparently, of wanting to 
turn back the clock entirely. Ironically, however, despite his intense devotion to 
the empire, what he represented most by the time of the Mongolian campaign 
was not the resurrection of the old imperial order but rather the chaotic rise of 
the nonstate frontier that fi lled the vacuum left by the empire’s collapse, and if 
he failed in his ambitious plans, it was at least in part because he was unable to 
convert the frontier’s volatile form of power into something more permanent. 
Instead, again ironically, it was his enemies, the Bolsheviks, who ultimately 
managed to do this. Though they despised the empire in every way and were 
committed to destroying it, they nonetheless did the most to bring it back by 
erecting their new imperial order—the USSR—on the smoking remains of 
the old.

* * *

Though my book traces the path of Ungern’s life, it is meant as a micro-
history rather than a biography. In a biography, the objective is to tell a life 
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story, and, because of this, even when biographers take a broad approach to 
their subjects, as the good ones usually do, they nonetheless make the life the 
priority. In the end, it’s the unique qualities and special value or signifi cance 
of the individual person that they are seeking to explain. In a microhistory, 
by contrast, the method often involves the telling of a life, but the life itself is 
mostly a tool. The goal is to use it to explain something else, something larger.4

Though an obscure fi gure in the grand sweep of the Russian Revolution, 
Ungern has received a fair amount of attention from historians and other writ-
ers because of the extremism and exoticism of the Mongolian campaign: the 
killings, the mysticism, the imperial dreams, the deel. Even before his death he 
had begun to be described as the “mad baron of Mongolia” and by other vari-
ants on the madness theme, and this way of seeing him has persisted over the 
years, creating a small international library of mostly sensational Ungerniana.5 
Despite these various studies, we still know little about him if only because 
there is, in fact, very little to know. With the exception of the letters and orders 
of the Mongolian period, he left virtually nothing in his own hand, making 
it almost impossible “to climb into his head” in search of the interior world 
biographers usually hope to fi nd.6 His talkative interrogation transcripts are 
an exception. Indeed, for most of his life he barely appears in the sources at 
all, just the faintest traces in now long-forgotten schoolbooks and military fi les.

As I reconstruct his life in the chapters that follow, I try to bring the limited 
sources we have about him into the story so that you, the reader, can judge how 
I have reached my conclusions. I explore the anecdotes that are often repeated 
about him, trying to see how well they match up with the fi rmer things we know. 
My research took me to many of the sites of his life, so I bring my sense of these 
places into the text as well, using my impressions of what they look like today to 
help imagine how they might have been in his time. Finally, because it is so hard 
to resist, on those occasions when the sources run out and all one can do is to 
guess at what Ungern might have been thinking, I, too, take the plunge and make 
a few speculations of my own (judiciously, of course).

At the same time, my focus is less on Ungern than on the empire around 
him, and approached this way, the fact that we rarely get a good look at him is 
not necessarily a problem. We might wish that he would tell us more about what 
he was thinking or doing at different moments, yet we don’t really need him to. 
We just need him to lead us into his surroundings, and we can make him do 
this relatively easily. With a simple turn of our camera, we can transform him 
from a poor biographical subject into a revealing microhistorical one.7

This is what I have tried to do here, to reposition the way we look at Ungern 
so that he can help us make sense of the complicated experience of the empire 
in a remarkable time. His usefulness for this approach is tied in part to the fact 
that he lived in so many places. To capture this breadth of experience, each of 
the chapters of the book is centered on a key site or region of his life, starting 
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with Graz and ending with Novonikolaevsk, allowing us to transit between 
them as he did, in succession, one after the other.

By providing this geographical frame, I hope to impart a sense of the great 
horizontal connectedness of the empire, revealing both the varying ties that 
bound it to its neighbors, such as the empires of Europe and China, as well 
as its internal linkages. Indeed, a key argument of the book is that these knots 
of connection, both internal and external, help to explain how the empire 
“worked” as well as how it fell apart, and what then allowed the Bolsheviks to 
reassemble it, albeit partially and under different terms, after the revolution.

Ungern’s greatest value for a microhistory of the empire, however, is that he 
takes us into the complicated questions of his time. In each of the locations of 
his life we see a snapshot of the imperial machinery: the government’s policies, 
the dynamics of local society, the intertwining of cultures, all of which gives 
us a feel for the empire’s paradoxical combination of strength and weakness. 
Russia’s rulers in the late imperial era were conservative modernizers whose 
basic goal was to strengthen the state by making it more coherent and, where 
necessary, more national—that is, more Russian—seeking, in effect, to fi nally 
create the single imperial space that had never truly existed before. This diffi -
cult undertaking, however, only added contradictions and tensions to a society 
that was already brimming with them. As a member of the nobility and the of-
fi cer corps, two of the most important pillars of the old regime, Ungern lived at 
the heart of this complexity. That he was a Russianized Baltic German whose 
life unfolded largely on the edges of the empire rather than at the center only 
reinforced this, for it was precisely in the borderlands and in their complicated 
pathways of cross-cultural contact that the country’s challenges as a multina-
tional home were posed most sharply.

In fact, the recurring features of Ungern’s life turn out to have been the great 
questions of the last stage of the empire’s history: the problem of borders, how 
they should be drawn, and who should live within them. Ungern moved eas-
ily within and between empires. In that sense, he reminds us of the striking 
liquidity of his age of transcontinental railroads, mass migrations, and glob-
al capital fl ows. At the same time, everywhere he moved he encountered the 
uncertainties produced by mobility, questions about who belonged and who 
didn’t within a given community, as well as the changing relationships between 
centers and peripheries, nations and empires, “East” and “West.” In fact, over 
the course of his life the borders he lived around so repeatedly were themselves 
in movement, waxing and waning in importance, disappearing and then reap-
pearing in new places. These borders became sites of enormous bloodshed as 
well as great creativity, places for killing and for imagining. Getting down to 
the personal level we see how these paradoxical mixtures came about and their 
equally paradoxical consequences.
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Ungern’s passage through the complexities of his time is ultimately a dis-
turbing story. It is hard to know exactly when his inclination toward violence 
and extremism began, though the Great War must have played a formative part. 
Certainly by the end of his life these habits had become second nature, as he 
ordered executions easily and was confi dent in his hatreds. The only excuse 
we can make for him is that this was also true of many others around him, 
including the Bolsheviks, who were just as dedicated in their extremism as he 
was, only in a different key. He doesn’t stand for the old empire any more than 
they do or than any single person could, but all the actors of the revolution were 
shaped by the same imperial milieu and, in particular, by the way it came apart, 
so in that sense if we study the questions and relationships of the empire we are 
sure to see something of how this came to be.

* * *

Here again the deel serves as a kind of touchstone. As we move with Ungern 
from one place to the next, his experiences adding up around us, we come to 
understand why his cross-cultural uniform might have spoken to him. Even 
before he knew anything about Mongolia, he was already familiar with the 
complicated politics of transiting between cultures and frontiers. The cloak 
also refl ected the stark choices one had to make during the revolution. In 1917, 
embittered soldiers furiously tore the epaulettes from their offi cers’ shoulders, 
seeing them as hated symbols of the old order. Horrifi ed by the unraveling of 
the army symbolized by this kind of fury, White offi cers like Ungern made a 
point of putting their epaulettes back on. The Red Army, by contrast, did not.

In fact, it must have been at least in part to highlight this difference, and 
even to mock him for it, that the authorities in Novonikolaevsk kept him in his 
deel for the trial. There he was, on stage for the whole world to see, pathetic 
shoulder boards and all: the wretched, eccentric representative of an outmoded 
world, about to get the revolutionary comeuppance he so richly deserved.

Once the verdict came in, did his executioners think much about the cloak 
as they took it from him? Did he?



CHAPTER 1

GRAZ

Yes! I know from where I have sprung!

—Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science

The Mansion District

Leechgasse begins just beyond the limits of the Inner Town (Innere Stadt), the 
early core of Graz once bounded by the city wall. From there, the street runs 
east, away from the old town, cutting a swath for about a mile through the com-
fortable residential area of Geidorf. Baron Nikolai Roman Max von Ungern-
Sternberg was born on this street, in house Number 5, on January 10, 1886.1

The details of the day are unknown, but we know at least that he entered the 
world among his own kind. Of the twenty-six houses that stood on the street 
that year, nine were owned by nobles of one rank or another—barons, counts, 
hereditary knights (Rittern), or simply “vons.” Josephine von Degrazia lived 
at Number 24, Count Bardeau lived at Number 1, Ritter Wilhelm von Artens 
and his wife Elise von Edle resided at Number 7.2 Other well-born folk clus-
tered along nearby streets, including elegant Elisabethstrasse, a newly laid out 
boulevard of stately apartment houses and walled gardens.3

Graz began in the late medieval period as the outpost of colonists who 
drifted down to the Southern Alps from what is today southern Germany. The 
region then, like all of Austria, was a marchland (Mark), an uncertain frontier 
where the new German arrivals mixed with Slavs and Magyars. (Slovenia to-
day is just a short train ride away.) The region around Graz, Styria (Steiermark 
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in German), still refl ects the history of the frontier in its name, as does the 
town: “Graz” comes from an old Slavonic word for small castle or fortifi cation 
(gradets).

Today most of the Slavic infl uences are gone, but there is still a castle. It 
looms over the city on the top of a 1,200-foot hill, the Schlossberg (literally: 
the Castle Mount).4 Looking down from the high ramparts, you see the Mur 
River running slightly to the west. Ungern’s old neighborhood extends to the 
east. And just below, pinched between the Mur and the foot of the hill, lies 
the old town, a dense warren of red-roofed storybook-style stone houses and 
churches, punctuated in places by the small openings of market squares. From 
high up, the old heart of the city is a picturesque jumble. The lines of Geidorf, 
by comparison, are more even. In Ungern’s time, the contrast would have been 
all the more striking. At once superbly modern and comfortably conservative, 
it was the suburb of the upper class, a quiet mansion district (Villenviertel) 
where people of means could seek their refuge from both the old and the new.

In Graz, as in much of Europe in the nineteenth century, the new began 
with the railroad, which arrived in 1844. Right behind the train came other 
heralds of modern times: a police force, a trolley system (fi rst horse-drawn, 
then electric), inspectors, tax collectors, clerks, and growing numbers of stu-
dents, decked out in their frock coats and short caps, who crowded into the 
town’s new commercial and technical schools as well as the old sixteenth-
century university. Factories and workers appeared, along with the so-called 
Grossbürgertum—wealthy merchants, lawyers, doctors, entrepreneurs—who 
installed themselves as city fathers and busily remade Graz into their vision of 
a modern city. 

New districts spread out across the Mur. The old city walls were cleared. 
The population climbed. By 1883, the town had become the fourth largest city 
in Austria, home to close to a hundred thousand people, more than twice the 
number that had lived there just forty years earlier.5 The only thing that did not 
change much was the town’s ethnic and religious profi le. Much as it had been 
since the time of the Counter-Reformation, Graz remained overwhelmingly 
German and Catholic. Jews and Protestants were small minorities. Slovenes, 
the largest non-German group in the city, made up less than 10 percent of the 
population.6

What would the noble types of Leechgasse have thought of the changing 
city around them? We can guess that they would have been impressed but also 
perhaps a little wary. Like their peers elsewhere in the Habsburg Empire and 
across the continent, the bluebloods of Graz were specialists of stability rather 
than transformation. For centuries, they had admired the view from the peak 
of Europe’s pyramid, enjoying the gifts of a social system that codifi ed what 
seemed to be a God-given link between birth on the one hand and authority 
and wealth on the other. According to this system, nobles were nobles because 
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their fathers and forefathers had been nobles before them, and because they 
were nobles, they owned land and dictated terms to every one else. They con-
trolled the very top of the pyramid, which meant that they dominated the base 
as well. Practically speaking, not even kings or queens stood above the nobles 
since monarchs, too, depended on the highest nobles for their power.7 The pre-
sumption of noble control was remarkably enduring, standing largely unchal-
lenged for centuries. Whenever Europeans lower in the pyramid grew tired of 
bearing the weight of the people above them, rebellions fl ared. But the upheav-
als almost never challenged the nobles’ right to rule. Instead, the rebels made 
a point of brutally killing the nobles they detested for ruling badly. The rebels 
were then themselves invariably brutally crushed, or they agreed to concede, 
and the system reverted to form. It wasn’t until the 1700s when the philosophes 
and revolutionaries of the Enlightenment began to denounce what they called 
the conjoined evils of “slavery, feudalism, and heredity” that the structure of 
noble privilege showed the fi rst signs of cracking.8

1.1. Graz’s main square in the 1880s. The Schlossberg and its distinctive clock tower (the Uhrturm) 
loom in the background. Reproduced from P. K. Rosseger et al., Wanderungen durch 

Steiermark und Kärnten (Stuttgard, n.d.), 93.
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Yet once the cracks appeared, the structure weakened quickly. A number of 
nobles lost their heads (literally) in the French Revolution. Many more  survived 
but saw their political and economic infl uence diminished by the great chang-
es that swept through the continent in the 1800s. Industrialization created 
new wealth outside the noble class. Slow but noticeable democratization—the 
opening of parliaments, the expansion of suffrage—diluted the nobles’ politi-
cal clout. The pyramid that the wellborn of Europe had dominated for so long 
suddenly seemed to be fl attening out. “Aristocracies,” wrote the British critic 
Matthew Arnold in 1869, “are for epochs of concentration.” “In epochs of ex-
pansion, such as our own...[they] appear bewildered and helpless.”9 By the 
end of the century, with the growth of working-class and middle-class  politics, 
the nobility’s most ardent critics were confi dent that their bell had begun to 
toll. The lords and ladies, it seemed, were fi nished.

Reports of the death of the nobility, however, turned out to be premature. 
For even as the world changes, much stays the same, and so it was with the 
nobles. The old social pyramid of Europe had indeed begun to fl atten out, 
but the traditional hierarchy did not collapse in one go, and many nobles used 
their privilege to adjust to the developments around them. As a result, even at 
the end of the nineteenth century, all across Europe titled men from the old-
est families continued to rule governments and armies. They remained the 
largest landowners. The most adaptive and enterprising nobles became suc-
cessful industrialists and bankers. Others made careers in the new business 
of (limited) electoral politics. Most important, the nobility as a group held 
onto a powerful sense of corporate identity.10 Though divided by wealth and 
rank and increasingly infl uenced by the new industrial bourgeoisie gaining 
power around them, most nobles thought of themselves as members of a sepa-
rate  society—the denizens of a special universe with its own expectations, 
habits, and moral sensibilities.

This was especially true of the aristocracy, the richest and oldest of the 
noble families. The highest born of Europe married each other, attended each 
other’s clubs, balls, and funerals, looked after their friends and relatives in 
business and government, and shared a common attachment to the manor (or 
castle) lifestyle.11 They patrolled their lineages by keeping their own scrupu-
lously maintained genealogies and tracked each other’s comings and goings in 
the society pages. This rarifi ed aristocratic world lasted largely intact up to the 
Great War and even beyond.12

In the Habsburg Empire in the 1880s, the unrivaled focus of noble life was 
Vienna. All the highest families had residences there, most of them nestled 
in the old center of the city, close to the emperor’s palace, the baroque-styled 
Hofburg, encircled by winding cobblestone streets and the gently greening 
bronzes of glorious monarchs. In the elegant mansions and boardrooms of the 
great city, the Hoffähig (literally: “those presentable at court”) made the quiet 
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arrangements that had worked for centuries to keep them in charge, while turn-
ing the city at the same time into their playground—a “never-ending vortex” of 
“festivities, balls and concerts, riding exhibitions and parades, gala theatrical 
performances, and garden parties,” as one nostalgic princess remembered.13

Compared with Vienna, the noble globe of Graz turned far more slowly. 
Most of the town’s titled families were locals with estates in the nearby coun -
tryside. Others were tourists from around Europe who moved to the town for 
the summer or winter seasons, where they rented apartments or took suites 
at the Erzherzog Johann on the Hauptplatz, Graz’s most genteel hotel. Still oth-
ers were retirees—privileged pensioners from the Habsburg civil service and 
offi cer corps who came to the banks of the Mur “to seek the gentle comfort 
of their repose.” Travel writers and guide books of the late nineteenth cen-
tury proudly described the town as “Pensionopolis” and remarked on the high 
density of retired generals.14

By the 1880s, the nobles’ infl uence over politics in Graz had been largely 
replaced by the new power of the Grossbürgertum. But the counts, barons, 
and vons still lent a certain tone. They patronized theaters and horse races, 
attended lectures at the university and local scholarly societies, endowed the 
town’s churches and charities. On spring afternoons, noble families enjoyed 
coffee and ice cream at the Café Wirth in the city park near the base of the 
Schlossberg. During the New Year’s holidays and the carnival season that fol-
lowed (Fasching), they danced and drank at hotel ballrooms or one another’s 
mansions.15 Around the time of Ungern’s birth, during the snowy days of early 
January 1886, local papers reported a rash of traffi c accidents as horse-drawn 
sleighs and cabs ferried the town’s fi ner residents from one New Year’s event 
to the next.16

The Transnationals

Though we move through numerous worlds in life, we begin with one. The 
noble world of Graz was Ungern’s fi rst society. His family left the city when he 
was just three years old, well before Graz could have had a meaningful impact. 
Yet even in these earliest years, it mattered where he lived. Ungern seems to 
have maintained a connection to Austria over the rest of his life. He returned to 
visit Graz as a boy. His maternal grandmother lived there permanently in her 
last decades (she died in 1925). His younger brother Constantin made his life 
in Shanghai after the Russian Revolution but returned to Austria in the 1930s, 
dying in Vienna at the end of World War II. And as the anti-Bolshevik front in 
Eastern Siberia eroded around him in 1920, Ungern himself appears to have 
considered returning to his “homeland,” but the Austrians refused him a visa.17

Leechgasse 5 no longer exists. The house, renumbered later as 21, was torn 
down in the 1960s to make way for a squat beige offi ce building. In photographs 
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taken just before the demolition, we see a weathered but imposing two-story 
stone home with wrought-iron balconies and the traces of elegant carvings along 
the windows and soffi ts. The other late Habsburg-era homes that still stand on 
the street have a similar look—handsome two- and three-story urban mansions 
with high portals and terraces, some of them still presiding over leafy lots that 
once contained landscaped paths, small fountains, and gazebos.18 These were 
comfortable residences for large families and squads of “staff.” The Ungern-
Sternbergs’ villa would have been home to at least eleven people: fi ve servants 
(possibly more)—a cook, maid, caretaker, nanny, and coachman—and six lords 
and ladies: baby Ungern, his older sister Constance (aged two), his parents, 
his maternal grandmother Amélie, and his mother’s younger brother, also his 
godfather, Baron Max von Wimpffen.

Through his parents, Ungern was tied to the Germanic nobilities of 
Europe. Ungern’s mother, Sophie Charlotte von Wimpffen (1861–1907), came 
from an old noble family with roots in Wimpffen am Neckar, a small  medieval-
era spa town in the wine country of Baden-Württemberg in southern Germany.19 
Beginning in the late eighteenth century, members of the Wimpffen clan ac-
quired lands in the Habsburg Empire, and Sophie Charlotte’s branch of the 
family appears to have had relatives in Austria by the mid-1800s. In a registry 
of Styrian landowners from 1873, her father and a maternal uncle are listed as 
the owners of a small estate of mostly “mountain pasture” (Alpen) not far from 
Graz.20 

It’s not clear if Ungern’s mother grew up on the Austrian estate, but her ties 
to Styria must explain why the family was living in Graz at the time of Ungern’s 
birth. At least three Wimpffen lines were established in Austria then. The most 
prominent were counts (Grafen), members of the empire’s high nobility (Hoch-
adel) and part of so-called court society, the highest tier of some four hundred 
noble families with access to the imperial court in Vienna.21 These Wimpffens 
were true magnates, with large estates in Styria as well as other regions of Aus-
tria and the empire. Ungern’s mother’s family were barons (Freiherrn), one 
rank below the counts. They owned far less land and, in keeping with the snob-
by bias of court society, had noticeably lower status.22 Ungern’s grandmother 
was a widow by the time of his birth. The family appears to have been renting 
the house on Leechgasse. They then moved and rented another house just one 
street over when Ungern’s younger brother was born two years later.

Ungern’s father was from a more prominent family. Theodor IV Leonhard 
Rudolf von Ungern-Sternberg (1857–1918/23) was a descendant of one of 
the most recognized aristocratic clans of the Russian Baltic whose ancestry 
stretched to the thirteenth century, when the fi rst Sternberg came to medieval 
Livonia as a knight in the service of the northern crusades.23 Over time, the 
family expanded, both in number and in wealth, and by the mid-1800s seven 
branches of Ungern-Sternbergs stretched out across the eastern Baltic region 
from Kurland in the south, north around the Gulf of Riga, to the provinces 
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of Livland and Estland. Theodor’s family came from the northern tip of this 
band of aristocratic settlement, with roots on the small island of Dagö (now 
Hiiumaa) in Estland province.

The Ungern-Sternbergs of Estland were members of the so-called original 
nobility (Uradel) made up of the seventy-fi ve oldest families in the  province. 

Map 2. Central Europe, late nineteenth century. Though Ungern’s mother came from southern 
Germany and his father from the Russian imperial province of Estland, the family was living in 

Austria-Hungary when he was born.  How they met is unclear, but their transimperial life was not 
unusual for aristocrats of the time.  
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Their name was listed on the First Register (Matrikel) of the provincial 
nobility along with other storied families: the Rosens, Stackelbergs, Meyen-
dorffs, Pahlens, Taubes, Wrangels, Uexkulls;24 and their crest hung in the 
nave of the main Protestant cathedral in Reval (now Tallinn), the head city of 
the province. Ungern’s father’s family was neither the wealthiest of the Estland 
nobles nor even the wealthiest of the Ungern-Sternbergs, but they certainly 
benefi ted from the general halo of their name. The clan’s ancestors had worked 
in  Russian service since the tsars annexed the Baltic lands in the early 1700s. 
(An Ungern-Sternberg had handed over the keys of Reval to Peter the Great.) 
Even within the much larger Russian nobility, the Ungern-Sternbergs were 
known as one of the most esteemed houses of the state.

We do not know how or where Ungern’s parents met, though their Baltic 
German/Austrian German union was not unusual. The most important con-
cerns of the marriage market of the Germanic aristocracy in the late nineteenth 
century were rank and wealth. Religion mattered, but one could always convert 
or make other accommodations, as many spouses did. In the case of Ungern’s 
parents, both families were Protestant. They were also old (in the sense of hav-
ing long genealogies), landed, and baronial—“nobility of birth” (Geburtsadel) 
rather than “nobility of money” (Geldadel).

The only thing less than completely ordinary about the union between 
Theodor and Sophie was that elite Baltic German nobles rarely married out-
side their own narrow range of Baltic German families, a practice that allowed 
them to concentrate their wealth and political patronage all the more tightly 
within a small and powerful circle.25 (This also led to accusations of exces-
sive inbreeding.) But Theodor was the fourth son in his family, so his parents 
would probably have been less concerned about this issue in his case. As for 
Sophie Charlotte’s parents, given their family’s relatively lesser standing within 
the Austrian nobility, a groom from the venerable Ungern-Sternbergs would 
likely have seemed a promising match. In any case, for both families the fact 
that their children had found partners from another empire would have seemed 
entirely unremarkable.

This was because by the late nineteenth century the aristocratic world of 
Europe was fundamentally multinational—an “antipasto” of peoples jumbled 
together.26 Leafi ng through the bulging volumes of the Almanach de Gotha, 
the preeminent registry of the old aristocracy, one fi nds page after page of 
 international partnerships—marriages between families from Austria and 
Italy, Italy and France, Britain and Germany, Germany and Sweden. Even the 
large majority of aristocratic families that married within their own national set 
were devoted cosmopolitans whose lifestyles tended to combine “the French 
language, the English hunt, and the Prussian monocle.”27

Cultural borrowing of this sort was in fact so much a norm that it also be-
came a value. The primary allegiance of the well-bred male aristocrat was to 
the family name and honor. The second was to the monarch, who, as Aristocrat 
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Number One, was regarded as the essential guardian of the class. Beyond that, 
however, the most meaningful loyalty was to a general sense of nobleness, a 
noble way of life that was based on knowing foreign languages (English and 
French, fi rst and foremost), traveling to the cultured spots of the continent, 
and sharing the habits and tastes of transnational society. The class ideal thus 
favored a kind of rooted (rather than rootless) cosmopolitanism. The model 
aristocrat was supposed to be from the manor but of the world.28

Among these worldly aristocrats, the Germans were arguably the most trans-
national of all. That is, more than many of their continental peers, their lives 
tended to “transcend [the borders] of any one nation-state, empire, or politi-
cally defi ned territory.”29 In the late nineteenth century, German speakers were 
divided between four countries—Germany, Switzerland, the Habsburg Empire, 
and Russia—but ties between the Germanic nobilities of these states were close 
and often personal. Ungern grew up within the folds of these connections.

His father and all his paternal uncles attended German universities before 
returning home to pursue business or service paths in the Russian Empire. His 
mother’s relatives had branches in both Germany and Austria. And his mater-
nal grandmother was of Swiss-Italian origin, though she was born in Munich. 
All of them crossed borders easily and frequently. If the various members of the 
two sides of Ungern’s family had ever gathered for a Sunday picnic, their ac-
cents would have stood out, but they would have understood each other’s High 
German (Hochdeutsch) perfectly—or they might have switched to French. 
(Ungern later claimed in Mongolia that French was his best language.) And as 
they prattled away over the clinking of the china that their servants pulled from 
the picnic baskets, they would have shared a common digest of European news, 
high culture, and aristocratic gossip.

Coming up with a precise term to describe how aristocrats like the Ungern-
Sternbergs and Wimpffens saw themselves is diffi cult. They were obviously 
Europeans in the sense of belonging to “the vicinage of Europe”—a continental 
neighborhood that by their time had long possessed a clear cultural identity.30 
They were subjects of the Habsburg and Russian empires, with state passports 
in their travel bags. And they were also people with deep attachments to their 
respective “subnational places”—Styria and Estland.31 In the heavy, leather-
bound book that records Ungern’s baptism in the Protestant Church of the 
Savior in Graz in April 1886, his mother and father are defi ned by their titles, 
religion, and the specifi c location of their birth rather than by categories of 
nationality.32 And yet, along with these identities, both Sophie and Theodor 
would certainly have seen themselves as Germans—not in the sense of being 
nationals of a German state but rather as members of a broader German world 
(Deutschtum), defi ned by German “speech culture” (Sprachkultur) and Kul-
tur more generally. Baron Otto von Taube, born just a few years before Ungern 
and a neighbor of the family’s in Estland, described his fellow Baltic aristocrats 
as people “rooted in their local place (Heimat)—in the estate, in the soil...and 
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in a German essence or spirit (Geist)...which is the product of the German 
language.”33

Even in the late nineteenth century, this transnational lifestyle still seemed 
natural enough. One might live outside of “Germany proper” (variously de-
fi ned) yet still defi ne oneself as German. One could fl oat within a fl uid uni-
verse of cosmopolitan aristocrats and still have one’s feet fi rmly planted in the 
ancestral manor. Yet at the same time, things were changing. National ideas 
were starting to pressure aristocrats to make hard choices. Europe in the 
1880s was a continent of “nationalizing states.” Some of these states were new 
creations—Italy, Germany, Bulgaria, for example. Others like Great Britain, 
France, Spain, and the Habsburg and Romanov empires were much older. But 
all of them were affected by the “rapidly rising prestige...of the national 
idea.” And so too were communities within these countries—the Poles and the 
Irish, for example—who aspired to create (or re-create) states of their own.34 
In 1774, Johann Gottfried Herder, an early prophet of the cultural nation, had 
declared that “every nation contains its center of happiness within itself.”35 A 
century later this sort of thinking had become old hat. Almost every one as-
sumed that being happy did indeed mean being national (and vice versa), and 
earnest work was well underway to make the nation as happy as possible.

As it turned out, however, the road to national contentment was far from 
easy. Across Europe, various nations claimed the same territory; others had 
no territory at all; almost every national group, according to at least one of its 
neighbors, appeared to have its history wrong; and no single nation or state was 
as homogenous or cohesive as its leaders wanted it to be. Because of their dif-
fusion across the broad center of the continent, German speakers found them-
selves caught in all of these complications—from all sides. As a result, wherever 
they lived, they quickly became the focus of “German questions.”

In the new Prussian-centered German Empire (Kaiserreich) created in 
1871, the “German question” seemed simple enough. The national territory 
had been cobbled together out of a patchwork of duchies and principalities. 
Now the territory’s population had to be forged into a single “German people” 
(Deutsches Volk). Part of this work would require getting the “new” Germans 
to think about themselves differently. They would need updated versions of 
history, new monuments, new institutions to strengthen their bonds. But part 
of the work would also mean assimilating (or expelling) inhabitants who were 
not German enough, in particular, the country’s various minorities of Alsa-
tians, Danes, and Poles. Some infl uential nationalists went further still: They 
dreamed of building a “Greater Germany” with borders that would encompass 
not only the Germans of the Reich but also all the German speakers of the con-
tinent, from the southern Alps to the eastern Baltic. This vision was inherently 
dangerous since it essentially meant going to war to claim Germans who were 
currently the subjects of other empires, but to these patriots at least, even war 
was a small price to pay for national fulfi llment.36
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In the land of Ungern’s birth, however, the “German question” looked quite 
different. Like the Prussians, the Austrian rulers of the Habsburg Empire were 
Germans in a cultural sense, but they were very much runners up in the Ger-
man world. The Habsburgs had lost a costly war with the Prussians in 1866, 
and though they had managed to keep their state from being cobbled into the 
new German Reich they had obvious reasons for not being ardent supporters 
of a broader German cause on the international stage.

On the domestic front, they were just as hesitant. Unlike the new Germany, 
the Habsburg Empire was not even remotely a German-dominated state. 
Germans made up the largest share of the civil service and offi cer corps, and 
 German was the language of high culture and administration. But the state’s 
formal title after 1867 was the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary, refl ecting 
the country’s division into two parts, with two separate parliaments and ad-
ministrations linked by a limited common government and a monarch who was 
at once emperor of Austria and king of Hungary (among other titles). Within 
the “motley mixture of peoples” that made up the two sides of the empire, Ger-
mans amounted to less than a quarter of the population. Even in the “Aus-
trian” part of the state (Cisleithania), which included regions such as Bohemia, 
Slovenia, Galicia, and the Tyrol, German speakers did not exceed 40 percent.37

Given the diversity of the realm, promoting German nationalism—or any 
nationalism—was risky business. But more to the point, the Habsburgs were 
not inclined to promote nationalism because they were not nationalists. Em-
peror Franz Joseph (r. 1848–1916) saw himself as the “father” of all eleven 
of the offi cially recognized national groups in his state and, like a good, old-
fashioned dynast, he was quite happy to have his subjects sing the state anthem 
in all eleven languages.38 “The emperor’s dream,” as the historian Timothy 
Snyder has put it, “was of an empire of peoples devoted to their ruler, despite 
nationalism. Nationalism was inevitable, national unifi cation was inevitable, 
but it need not weaken the Habsburgs.”39

In fact, the Habsburg order in the 1880s was itself so nonnationalist (even 
unnationalist) in its orientation that it showed little interest in the practice 
(much beloved by nation-states) of telling people what nation they belong to. A 
Supreme Court decision from 1881 made a point of stressing that the central 
government should not be permitted to decide matters of “national status”: “To 
the single person, adherence to a...national group is essentially a matter of 
feeling,” the court concluded. “Therefore [an individual] shall be considered 
a member of that national group to which he says he belongs according to his 
own declaration.”40 In other words, as far as the highest Habsburg court was 
concerned, nationality was personal rather than political. One was German (or 
Hungarian or Serbian) only if one wanted to be.

Not surprisingly, this sort of national agnosticism did not sit well with Aus-
trian German nationalists. As they saw it, the Germans were the ruling people 
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of the Habsburg state—the Herrenvolk—and their culture needed to be pro-
moted, especially in places like Bohemia where Germans were “drowning in a 
Slavic sea.”41 The government also had to do more to check the Magyarization 
being pursued by the Hungarians in their half of the country. Indeed, there was 
a gathering sense not only among self-appointed “guardians of the nation” but 
also among educated Austrians and Europeans more generally that the coun-
try’s “German element” was losing ground. In 1880, a census of language use 
in the empire revealed that far fewer people spoke German than most German 
speakers had assumed, and the upsetting fi ndings of the census coincided with 
the election of a “pro-Slavic” parliament.42

Austrian Germans in the 1880s were anxious, and national slights—or at 
least perceived national slights—were common. One British writer tells the 
story of a Count von Falkenstein from the mixed German-Italian region of Ty-
rol who tried to buy a train ticket from Roveredo to Botzen. The count asked 
for his fare at the station in German as he had always done, only to fi nd himself 
rebuffed by the stiff wind of national prickliness. “‘Botzen?,’ the Italian clerk 
responded. ‘Don’t know the place....I presume you mean ‘Bolzano.’”43

Austria’s earliest German national program was drafted by a small circle 
of intellectuals in Linz in 1882. But by the 1890s, Graz had overtaken Linz 
as the country’s “semi-offi cial [headquarters] for the exponents of German-
ism.”44 Nationalist writers found it easy to publish in the city, using the plat-
form offered by sympathetic local newspapers. Student groups and charities 
began adding the adjectives “German” (deutsch) or “national” (völkisch) to 
their names. Ethnographers fanned out from the university to document the 
“warm-hearted (gemütlich) German inhabitants of Styria.” And local authori-
ties projected an image of Graz as an appealingly national antidote to overly 
multinational Vienna—a modern Austrian German city with its own Ring-
straße, opera house, and grand city hall but without the capital’s (in their view) 
off-putting “goulash” of Jews, Slavs, and foreigners.45 “We hope,” wrote Graz’s 
main völkisch daily in 1884, “that our city shall never cease to call itself—and 
will forever remain—purely German.”46

Sleepy, provincial Graz can thus be seen as one of the unlikely pressure 
points of European modernity. By the late 1880s the town stood like a series of 
open questions posed to the future: Was it right for states to be multinational in 
an age of nationalism? What was the proper relationship between unity and di-
versity? What kind of unity should one strive for? Should one even strive for it at 
all? Aristocratic families like the Ungern-Sternbergs and the Wimpffens found 
themselves in the middle of these conundrums. For centuries their variety of 
highborn cosmopolitanism had been so natural as to be uncontroversial. But 
even as Ungern burbled in his baby clothes, the landscape was changing. What 
seemed natural now—increasingly—was to be national, and anything else was 
potentially suspect. To the nationalists, German or otherwise, the countless 
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counts, earls, and barons of Europe who remained supra- or multinational in 
their habits were not just laughable anachronisms—they were “amphibians,” 
untrustworthy types who were neither one thing nor the other.47 “Cosmopol-
itanism is a crime,” intoned the Russian nationalist Vasilii Rozanov, speak-
ing for xenophobes across the continent. “It’s a mutt that will eat anything” 
(nichem ne brezguet).48

The transnational, cosmopolitan Ungern-Sternbergs left Graz for Russia 
sometime in early 1889. Grandmother Amélie went with them, as did the new 
family member, Constantin, who was born in Graz in October 1888.49 In de-
parting Austria for Russia, the family stepped out of one thicket of imperial 
dilemmas and into another.



CHAPTER 2

ESTLAND

“All this detail—these memories of our country world of childhood . . . of 
wood and meadow, pond and hill.”

—Thomas Mann, Dr. Faustus

The Subcontractors

Hiiumaa Island lies twelve miles off the western coast of Estonia in the Baltic 
Sea. In the late nineteenth century, this small outcrop of windswept rock was 
one of the westernmost fringes of the Russian Empire, closer to Stockholm and 
Gotland than St. Petersburg. Today the ferry crossing from the Estonian main-
land takes just an hour and a half, but the island still feels like an isolated place.

Thick birch and pine forests cover much of the land. One sees few cars or 
people. Here and there the pointy steeples of Lutheran churches poke up amid 
the treetops. The Ungern-Sternberg clan used to own properties throughout 
Hiiumaa, including a sizeable two-story house in the small port of Kärdla, the 
largest town on the island. The plain white house (current address: Number 8, 
Factory Square [Vabrikuväljak]) is long and broad, topped with a high red-
tiled roof. Behind the rear veranda runs a wide area of trees and lawn known 
as Parunipark—the Baron’s Park. Today the building is home to the Hiiumaa 
history museum.1

Ungern’s father grew up in the house at Kärdla, though he and his fam-
ily would have known it by the German name of Kertel. The Germans also 
called the island Dagö rather than Hiiumaa. The double names refl ect the fact 
that the island then was divided between two disproportionate communities. 
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A small number of German nobles owned most of the land, while Estonian 
commoners made up most of the inhabitants. In practice, this meant that the 
Estonians worked for the Germans. Ungern’s grandfather, Robert Eginhard 
von Ungern-Sternberg, rented out farmland to Estonian peasants. Estonian 
servants tended his house and grounds, and several hundred more “peasant 
proletarians” worked in the textile factory that he owned near Kertel harbor. 
By the time of his death in 1898, the factory was a prosperous complex that 
included a Lutheran chapel, a clinic, a volunteer fi re department, a post and 
telegraph offi ce, a credit union, a choral society, neatly laid out worker hous-
es, “one school for [the children of] the German factory managers, [and] two 
schools for the Estonian population.”2 

The division on the island refl ected the norm on the mainland. The Rus-
sian Baltic consisted of three provinces—Estland, Livland, and Curland—
whose collective borders roughly coincide with the modern states of Estonia 
and Latvia. Estland, the smallest and most northerly of the group, like the oth-
ers (and like faraway Styria), was a frontier of German conquest and settle-
ment in the late Middle Ages. German bishops and knights came to wage holy 
war against the “heathen” Estonians, receiving land and indulgences from the 
Church in return. German merchants followed, making their profi ts on trade 
with the crusader castle towns whose rounded turrets and pitched roofs still 
dot the coasts and inland waterways.3

As centuries passed, the region changed hands repeatedly. Denmark ruled 
part of the area for a period, then the Livonian Order, Poland, Sweden, and 
fi nally the Russian Empire, which annexed all of Estland and the eastern Baltic 
from the Swedes in the early eighteenth century. In every case, however, re-
gardless of which higher power claimed the area, deals were struck, and it was 
the German speakers—German merchants in the towns and German knights 
overall—who remained in charge. They were the rulers. The Estonians, by 
contrast, were the exploited. Categorized by the German lords and burghers 
as socially inferior “non-Germans” (Undeutsche), they were barred from the 
guilds and noble associations and turned into a rural underclass. Until 1816–
1819, they were enserfed.4

Such was the curious world of the Russian Empire in the middle decades 
of the nineteenth century. Estland at the time had been a part of the empire 
for approximately one hundred and fi fty years, but little about it was “Rus-
sian” in a meaningful sense. Germans made up the ruling class, the popula-
tion was overwhelmingly Estonian, and with the exception of a few Russian 
offi cials and military men in the provincial capital of Reval (Estonian: Tallinn; 
Russian: Revel), signs of Russian power were few and far between. Yet what 
seems odd to us now—a Russian imperial province ruled by Germans—was 
a commonplace then. The Russians, like many empire-builders before them, 
took advantage of the services of local elites to reinforce their power as they ex-
panded their state into non-Russian areas. At the heart of the relationship was 
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a simple quid pro quo. The native nobles were allowed to keep their lands and 
privileges. They were incorporated on an equal footing within the ranks of the 
Russian nobility. They were, in effect, bought off. And in return, they pledged 
their loyalty to the tsar.

In the process, the non-Russian nobles became de facto subcontractors for 
the empire. They continued to run their affairs under Russian power much 
as they had done before—only now their domains belonged to the empire and 
they ran them in the name of the tsar. In Estland and the other provinces of the 
Russian Baltic, the subcontractors who did the bidding of the Russian emperor 
were the German barons, the descendents of the knights.

For centuries, the cultural foreignness of these particular subcontractors 
hadn’t been much of a problem. The barons had been largely left to their own 
devices in looking after the Baltic, and the Russian imperial establishment 
had been largely happy with their services. The abiding rule of imperial life 
was economic and cultural autonomy offered in return for political obedience. 
But in the 1880s, for a variety of reasons, the terms of the contract began to 
change. The barons found themselves faced with new expectations, and the 
consequences for Ungern’s life—and for the history of the empire—would be 
enormous.

“May the Stones Speak to You”

Ungern would spend most of his childhood in Estland, but as the family left 
Graz, they moved fi rst to the Caucasus.

Baltic noblemen in the nineteenth century were expected to have an “occu-
pation” (Besitz), a career that kept them busy and productive and did honor to 
the family name. For most barons, this meant devoting themselves to running 
their estates or serving in their local government and estate associations. A 
notable minority entered Russian state service or the military, where they often 
rose to the highest ranks. By the end of the nineteenth century, law, medicine, 
even business had become acceptable pursuits. Ungern’s grandfather, the suc-
cessful entrepreneur, had an “occupation” and would have expected the same 
of his four male children. His oldest son entered the Russian Foreign Ministry. 
The second became a naval offi cer. The third followed the patriarch and took 
over the family factory and estates. And Ungern’s father, Theodor, became a 
scholar, which by his time had also become a respectable vocation.5

Theodor’s specialty was geology—rocks and soils. After earning his 
doctorate at the University of Leipzig in 1881, he spent the next years on ex-
peditions and intermittent government assignments. In the spring of 1887, 
leaving the family behind in Graz, he traveled to the Crimea to survey wine 
production for the Russian Ministry of State Domains.6 Two years later a post 
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opened in the Russian Caucasus and the family moved with him, making their 
home in Tifl is (Tbilisi), now the capital of Georgia but then the headquarters 
of what the Russians call the Trans-Caucasus (Zakavkaz′e), including most of
modern-day Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan. Theodor worked in the 
administration of the Russian viceroy and had the formal title of special 
assignments offi cial (chinovnik osobykh poruchenii), though it’s not clear what 
he did in his post. All we fi nd in the genealogy books are the barest outlines of 
his life in the region. We know that he “scaled Mount Elbrus twice” and “went 
on numerous scientifi c travels to Transcaucasia, Persia, and Asiatic Turkey.”7 
The private world of the family, however, is all but locked away.

Reading between the lines, though, it’s easy enough to imagine the young 
Ungern-Sternbergs as typical aristocratic colonials—the naturalist of means 
and his family, enjoying the exotic Orient while serving the empire. Theodor 
knew Russian. Sophie Charlotte did not, though she would have found plenty 
of Russians in her set to speak with in French. There were also other Baltic 
Germans serving with Theodor in the Russian administration, either as civil-
ian offi cials or in the military. They would have mixed together in a small colo-
nial community. There is a photograph of Ungern from those years. In it we see 
a boy with long bangs, about age four, dressed in the cloak of a local Cossack 
(cherkeska), a common tourist get-up of the period. 

The family spent two years in Tifl is. During that time, Ungern’s older sister 
Constance died. She was not quite six years old.8 We know nothing about how 
she died, or how her death affected Ungern’s parents. They had lost another 
daughter, Florence, their fi rst child, at the age of two even before Ungern was 
born, and the death of young children was a fact of life then, even in the wealth-
iest families. But we can imagine that the sadness of her death might have made 
other troubles worse.

The Ungern-Sternbergs were not a happy couple. They carried the high 
debt that was a common strain for late nineteenth-century Baltic nobles.9 
Ungern’s father was also frequently absent. Baron Otto von Taube, who lived 
near the family in Estland in the 1880s and 1890s, recalls in his memoirs that 
Sophie Charlotte was “lively” and “utterly gracious,” “with the most beautiful 
brown eyes in the world.” Theodor, by contrast, was “short . . . ugly, and mean-
spirited.” (Taube admits that Ungern’s mother was his fi rst boyhood crush, 
which may explain why he didn’t much care for her husband.) In Taube’s opin-
ion, Theodor’s extended travels damaged the relationship.10 Another friend re-
called that Sophie Charlotte “suffered greatly” in her marriage.11 All we know 
for certain is that young Constance died in October 1889, and the couple di-
vorced almost exactly two years later.

The fi le on the divorce is located in the Estonian Historical Archives in 
Tartu. It’s a slim folder of brown and yellowed pages, many of them covered 
over with offi cial stamps and the almost indecipherable scrawls of lawyers and 
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clerks running like plumes along the margins. In keeping with the traditional 
subcontracting norms of the empire, divorces were handled by the immedi-
ate religious authority in question—in this case, the Estland Consistory of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church—which then made its decision and passed its
ruling up the imperial line of command to the Ministry of the Interior in 
St. Petersburg. Most of the documents are in German: neatly penned letters 
between the spouses and their counselors, or petitions submitted in the name 
of the tsar, the standard protocol of the time.12

2.1. Ungern as a boy in a cherkeska, early 1890s. Reproduced from Witold 
St. Michałowski, Testament Barona (Warsaw, 1972), opposite p. 32.
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In the late nineteenth century, the grounds allowed for separation by the 
Lutheran Church were extensive, ranging from insanity to incompatibility. As 
a result, divorce among Baltic Germans, in particular Baltic German nobles, 
was unusual but not unheard of.13 In the case of the Ungern-Sternbergs, the 
only hint at a cause for the dissolution is a cryptic reference Theodor makes 
to the couple’s enduring unhappiness: “wounds that cannot heal.”14 Sophie 
Charlotte for her part explained to the consistory that she tried to visit The-
odor but that “he refused to receive [her],” implying that it was the husband 
who took the initiative to end the marriage, though this may have been simply 
a legal pretext for initiating the divorce proceedings.15 Nothing in the fi le indi-
cates any rancor or contentiousness.

The authorities awarded custody of the children to Sophie Charlotte, 
which was unusual for the time, though this decision, too, is not explained in 
the documents.16 In fact, perhaps the only thing clear about the divorce is that 
it set Ungern’s parents onto opposite paths. At fi rst, Theodor returned to the 
Caucasus and continued his scientifi c travels, but within a few years he fell into 
legal and fi nancial trouble in Europe and by 1899 was diagnosed as “mentally 
unsound” (umalishennyi) and confi ned to a sanatorium on the Estland coast. 
This could have been a case of what we would describe today as depression, or 
it could have been something even more serious. The paperwork on Theodor’s 
confi nement does not describe his symptoms in any detail. Ever the transna-
tional, before falling ill he married an Englishwoman in London and together 
they had a daughter in Montreux. It is not clear how much contact he had with 
his sons in their boyhood. His ultimate end is also a mystery. The genealogies 
offer no information on where or how he died or even a clear date for his death, 
just a span of years: 1918/1923.17

Sophie Charlotte, by contrast, stayed in place. After the divorce, she rent-
ed a manor in central Estland with her mother and the two boys. During this 
time, she was courted by a neighbor, a widower, Baron Oskar von Hoyningen-
Huene. In 1894 they married, and the family moved to Hoyningen-Huene’s 
estate at Jerwakant (Estonian: Järvakandi) in the woodsy countryside about 
forty miles south of Reval. Sophie Charlotte had three children with her new 
husband, and appears to have become a traditional Estland baroness. She died 
in Reval in 1907 at the age of forty-six.18

Ungern grew up at Jerwakant, and we can assume that it was the place that 
most infl uenced him as a boy. During his childhood, the Baltic barons were 
a social class suspended between two ages. Many of them had one foot in the 
modernity of the late nineteenth century, the world of industrial technology, 
capitalist business, nationalist politics, and increasingly “democratic” social 
relations. The Russian Empire, like the other states of Europe, was changing 
rapidly at the time, and the barons, for better and for worse, signed on for this 
transformation.
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Yet they were also as a whole profoundly conservative—traditionalists in 
the literal sense of the world. So they kept their other foot in their ancestral 
estates—the Rittergut or more simply the Gut—where the order of things 
was much more predictable. Here they lived in great manor houses and culti-
vated what one contemporary called their “sense [of themselves] as masters” 
(Herrenbewuβtsein).19 Life on the Gut was not immune from the world out-
side. German nobles in the Baltic like nobles elsewhere had to contend with the 
economic change that was reaching the countryside—rising costs of labor and 
land, rising indebtedness, market pressures on their crops and manufactures, 
state regulations. But the rural estate was nonetheless a kind of refuge—the 
nobleman’s idyll, a seat in the world but also above it.

Serfdom was abolished in Estonian areas during the 1820s, but the Esto-
nian serfs were freed without land, which kept them closely tied to their former 
owners. Even in the time of Ungern’s boyhood, almost 70 percent of land in the 
province still remained in the hands of a tiny number of German lords, and social 
distinctions remained stark.20 There was a quasi-feudal feel to the world of the 
countryside, accentuated by the divide of ethnicity. The peasants, all Estonian, 
worked in the fi elds. The landlords, all German, supervised and collected rents. 
The barons saw themselves quite literally as knights, rewarded by God (and the 
tsar) with power over the peasants by virtue of their bloodline. The peasants spoke 
Estonian. The lords spoke German. The peasants paid rent to their ex-masters 
sometimes with cash but often in kind, echoing the old ways of the feudal econ-
omy. As late as the turn of the 1900s, the barons continued to enjoy feudal-era 
privileges—the exclusive right to make and sell liquor, for example.21 By Ungern’s 
time, almost everyone in both communities was Lutheran, but even their common 
faith was marked by a social divide. In the Ungern-Sternbergs’ church at Pühalepa 
on Hiiumaa Island, for example, the German barons sat up front in special pews, 
while the Estonian peasants prayed behind them.

This was the slowly modernizing yet still deeply traditional world of Jer-
wakant in Ungern’s youth. Today the old manor house is a ruin—a shell of 
crumbling walls with trees growing up where the fl oors would have been. Like 
many Estland manors, the building was burned to the ground during the Revo-
lution of 1905 and never rebuilt. But photographs prior to the destruction show 
a grand neoclassical stone palace looming at the end of a long lane bordered 
by trees and gardens. Beyond the manor house were acres of woods, fi elds, 
and pastureland, dotted here and there with outbuildings, including high stone 
windmills, one of which still towers today over the nearby road to Tallinn. 
Baron Hoyningen-Huene, Ungern’s stepfather, operated a dairy, distillery, and 
glass works on the estate.22 By the early 1910s, over two hundred people lived 
on the manor lands, most of them Estonian peasant workers and servants along 
with a few German overseers.23
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Ungern left no recollections of his boyhood at Jerwakant, but we can 
glimpse something of the life of the home through the memoirs of Baron Otto 
von Taube, whose family sold the estate to Hoyningen-Huene. (This is the 
same Taube who had a crush on Ungern’s mother.) Taube describes a broad 
ceremonial stairway soaring up from the grand entrance of the home; a great 
hall (known simply as der Saal) for dances and banquets; suites of family rooms 
covered, according to the fashion of the late nineteenth century, with oriental 
carpets; display cases full of old weapons and family artifacts; walls adorned 
with ancestral portraits and family crests.24

In the Taube’s home as well as those of most baronial families, the mother 
was the much-beloved “soul of the house,” doting on her children. She ran 
the business of the household, overseeing a platoon of servants. Fathers were 
more distant, both physically and emotionally. Often busy on or away from 
the estate, children saw them less, and they tended to be treated with respect, 
even awe, rather than love. Lutheran values of order, discipline, and duty were 
the norm.25

Households are not straightforward ideological statements. It is a mistake to 
assume that certain kinds of families inevitably produce a certain type of iden-
tity or set of convictions. Yet in every household we fi nd an ideology of sorts, 
some refl ection of an idealized world of social relations, some sense of right 
and wrong, a way of marking and reinforcing the differences between “us” and 
“them,” whoever the “them” might be. To appreciate the world of Ungern’s 
boyhood we have to imagine the ideology of his home as he would have known 
it—not as a formal set of rules but as a tone, a guiding sense. The home of a 
baronial family in his time, to one degree or another, was a special preserve. 
The barons saw themselves as a people apart. They were above the Estonians, 
yet separate from the Russians. And their homes were the capsules that con-
tained the rare substance of this specialness, their supposedly unique devotion 
to tradition, culture, honor, taste, and history. 

At Jerwakant, this sense of exclusivity was stamped on the building itself. 
The founder of the estate in the early nineteenth century had had his workmen 
etch a quotation from the Aeneid in Latin in giant letters across the manor’s 
façade—Saxa te loquuntur, “May the Stones Speak to You”—that still appeared 
on the house in Ungern’s time.26 We have no idea what he thought of this lofty 
exhortation, or if he thought about it at all. It may have simply blended in, as 
unremarkable as anything else about the manor in his boyish eyes. But even in 
this ordinariness we can feel something of the barons’ view of the world, and 
some of this must have stuck with him. He would have known from this early 
point in his life that his people were the ones who lived in homes inscribed like 
monuments, that they were the special kind who honored tradition and gave 
commands.
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Growing up in what the Germans called the Landsche—the countryside—
there was never any confusion about where one fi t. One paid calls on other 
Germans, either on nearby estates or in town, the closest being the provincial 
capital of  Reval, only a short ride away by rail. (Every noble family of  any sta-
tion kept a city house in addition to their country manor.) Education in the 
home was likewise thoroughly German, with an emphasis on the rigorous expo-
sure to Kultur—the high realm of “intellectual, artistic, and religious facts.”27

The Estonians, though close, were always separate. Baron Taube recalled 
having an Estonian nanny and learning Estonian fairy tales from his German 
mother. He played with Estonian village boys as a child but grew distant from 
them as he entered adolescence. There was certainly no hint of equality with 
the Estonians as seen from the barons’ side. As for Russians, there weren’t 
many in the vicinity, yet Taube studied Russian with a tutor at home because, 
as subjects of the Russian Empire, his father insisted that his children learn the 
state language. Plus, Taube’s extended family included Russian relatives and 
connections.28

In fact, many Baltic nobles had ties to Russia, Estland nobles especially. 
Though the typical Estland baron and baroness spent much of their lives in the 
virtually Russianless world of the Baltic countryside, a large share had Rus-
sian relations or spouses and regularly sojourned in Russia proper. A small 
but consistent minority of barons attended elite schools in St. Petersburg (as 
Ungern would) and went on to careers that took them across the empire before 
they returned to the manor to retire. By 1914, 74 of Estland’s 104 noble families 
were Russifi ed to the point of having identifi able Russian branches.29

2.2. Jerwakant manor house, ca. 1900. Ungern spent much of his boyhood in this grand home in the
Estland countryside not far from Reval. Barely visible here, the lofty inscription from Virgil 
runs across the main portal. Reproduced from Eesti mõisad: 250 fotot aastaist 1860–1939 

(Ants Hein, comp.) (Tallinn, 2004), 176.
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Even families that rarely intermarried with Russian clans still pointed them-
selves toward Russia in small but meaningful ways, such as by taking Russian 
names. The Ungern-Sternbergs tended to marry other Baltic German nobles—
Rennenkampfs, Hoyningen-Huenes, Stackelbergs, Rosens, Manteuffels. Most 
of their children became Roberts, Rolfs, Julies, and Maries. But some Russian 
names appear in the lists—Olga, Tatiana, Mikhail. Ungern’s paternal grand-
mother was Natalia von Rennenkampf. The mixed Russo-German style of Un-
gern’s birth name—Nikolai Roman Max—was also not uncommon.

For the Estland barons, the connection to Russia was central to their ethos 
as subcontractors. The degree of actual attachment varied, however. Some 
lords developed intimate ties to Russia and identifi ed with it completely. Many 
others saw it as a backward and alien country that should consider itself lucky 
to have the more cultured Germans as its subjects.30 But closeness in the sense 
of cultural belonging or even sympathy was not required from the barons in 
any case. For the better part of two hundred years, the overriding concern be-
tween the Russians and the barons was devotion to the tsar, and the fundamen-
tal presumption of the contract on both sides was that the nationality of the 
devotee was secondary to the devotion itself. This began to change in the last 
decades of the nineteenth century in part because nationality changed but even 
more because notions of devotion did as well.

Russifi cation

Like most boys of his class, Ungern received his early schooling at home. Then 
in the spring of 1900 at the age of fourteen he was sent off the estate and into the 
world to attend Russian-language high school in Reval.

Had he been born even ten years earlier, he would almost surely have fol-
lowed a different path. His schooling on the estate would have lasted until 
about age twelve, and after that he would likely have spent his entire middle 
and high-school career not in Russian schools but in German ones, either in 
Reval, Riga, or other Baltic towns. This was the route taken by Ungern’s father, 
uncles, grandfather, and stepfather, as well as most Estland noble boys up to 
the 1880s.31 But Ungern came of age in a different era. By his teenage years, 
German-language middle and high schools in the Baltic had been closed, and 
the choice facing baronial parents was clear. They could keep tutoring their 
children on the estate, send them to school in Germany, enroll them (at high 
cost) in one of the few German-language schools that remained open in 
St. Petersburg, or send them into the Russian system.

The closing of German schools was only one of the imperial initiatives that 
changed life for the Baltic barons beginning in the 1880s. Over the course of 
the decade, Russian became the language of business in all draft offi ces in the 
region, most courts, and most municipal offi ces. In 1889, the old German-run 
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judicial system in the region was overhauled to conform to Russian standards, 
and in 1892 the Baltic provinces ceased to be considered “specially governed” 
regions and were placed instead under the “general laws of the empire.” Russian 
police and newly appointed Estonian offi cials entered the countryside, replac-
ing the local power of the German lords and pastors. Increased funding went 
to support Orthodox congregations and schools, and Orthodox proselytizers 
fanned out to claim wavering Lutherans. In the early 1890s, Dorpat University, 
the only non-Russian university in the empire and the unrivaled “higher school 
of life” for the baronial class, received a Russian name and curriculum, and 
German fraternity brothers were instructed to wear Russian student uniforms. 
Of the key public institutions of Baltic noble life, only the nobles’ corporate 
assemblies—the Ritterschaften—remained relatively unchanged.32

The new approach to the Baltic Germans, and to Baltic nobles in partic-
ular, was part of the Russian Empire’s response to its own version of the “German 
question.” In addition to the Baltic Germans, other Germans lived in the Volga 
region and southern Russia as well as in the capitals of St. Petersburg and Mos-
cow. Historically all of these communities, though distinct from one another, 
had been equally favored by the Russian system. But by the 1870s, wary of 
the “Germanizing tendencies” of the new Germany and inspired by their own 
rising nationalism, infl uential Russians began to rethink their position. Rus-
sian publicists questioned why Germans seemed to be better off than ordinary 
Russian folk—was it due to German exploitation? Russian clerics fumed about 
what they saw as the undeserved privileges of German churches in an Ortho-
dox empire. And Russian offi cials wondered how much the hearts of Russia’s 
Germans were stirred by connections to their German brothers across the bor-
der, refl ecting the government’s growing concern with imperial communities 
(Poles, Jews, Muslim Tatars) that might be drawn to “alternative centers of 
 attraction” in foreign states.33 By the 1880s, the tsar on the throne was a Ger-
manophobe (Alexander III, r. 1881–1894), and the course toward Russifi ca-
tion was set.

But Russifi cation in the Baltic, as in other parts of the empire, was in fact a 
number of Russifi cations at once. On the one hand, it was an openly punitive 
policy motivated by Russian national resentment. As one Russian offi cial 
huffed in 1898, German nobles in Livland “looked down on Russians” and 
dismissed the country as “a land of barbarians.”34 Russifi cation was thus a tool 
of vindication—a means of showing the barons who was truly boss. Yet it was 
also a tool for supporting (within limits) the Estonians and Latvians and for 
standardizing administration and procedure to make the state work more ef-
fectively (from the center’s point of view).35

Russian policies were thus ideological as well as practical, and, while they 
were discriminatory, they were not only discriminatory. The watchword of the 
day was state unity. As one Russian offi cial intoned in 1891,
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The Baltic provinces today are living through a remarkable moment. Though 
incorporated as a part of [Russia] since 1710, never once in all this time has 
the region truly belonged. Now at last, these lands are joining the fold of our 
common fatherland, and a new era is dawning. From this time forward, the his-
tory of the Baltic shall be bound to the common history of the entire expansive 
Russian state!36

In pursuing state unity, the tsarist government never realistically intended to 
turn the many diverse peoples of the empire into Russians in a cultural sense, 
though some Russian nationalists certainly dreamed of this in the long term. 
Instead, the objective was to make diversity more workable. Russifi cation in 
this sense was the late imperial state’s awkward, overbearing solution to the 
dilemma of being multinational in a national age. Though seen by almost all 
of its detractors and some of its promoters as a nationalist policy, Russifi cation 
was in fact an imperial one. Its ultimate purpose was to repair and improve the 
country as an empire rather than reengineer it into a Russian nation-state.

Not surprisingly, however, these subtleties did not matter much to the Bal-
tic barons. As they saw it, they were the victims of “an unadulterated policy 
of assimilation,” and they complained bitterly about what they took as an as-
sault on “our independent authority, our historical distinctiveness (Eigenart), 
[and] our German essence.”37 There were passionate cries of “better dead than 
Slav!,” as well as heated accusations that “the Slavic-Asiatic racial instinct” had 
diminished the citadels of Kultur and that “the Great Russian idea” was be-
ing imposed through an unhealthy combination of “Orthodoxy, nihilism, red 
tape, paper rubles, liquor, and dynamite.”38 “It is tragic,” wrote Count Alexan-
der von Keyserling, a neighbor of the Hoyningen-Huenes, in 1890, capturing 
the mood of the times, “but all that remains is exodus or death.”39

In fact, some Baltic barons did emigrate—mostly to Germany. A few re-
sisted by organizing underground German-language schools, or by refusing 
to submit offi cial paperwork in Russian. Others retreated into the private and 
still intensely German worlds of home and family.40 But most nobles, like most 
burghers, adjusted to the changes. The German lords, unlike Polish nobles in 
the western provinces, for example, where Russifi cation laws were far stricter, 
were allowed to retain their land, and, precisely because they remained noble 
landowners, they continued to be seen—and to see themselves—as the useful 
partners of a conservative government. Indeed, in keeping with the imperial 
logic of Russifi cation, it was still acceptable for the barons to be German—they 
just had to be more Russian about doing so.

The adaptive nobles sent their children to Russian schools. Ungern’s road 
to Russia began at the Nicholas the First Gymnasium, which was located in 
Reval’s Lower Town (Unterstadt), not far from the port and right up against the 
base of the steep hill that contains the Upper Town (Oberstadt), the medieval 
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core of the city. In Ungern’s time (much as today), the Upper Town was known 
as the Cathedral Mount (Domberg or simply the Dom; Estonian: Toompea; 
Russian: Vyshgorod) after the original German church built on the hill in the 
crusader era. This was traditionally the noble district, and until the 1880s it 
was an exclusive German power zone. Many blueblood families had residences 
on the hill, including a number of Ungern-Sternbergs and Hoyningen-Huenes, 
and the hilltop was also home to the assembly hall of the Estland Ritterschaft, 
the provincial governor’s palace, and the great protestant cathedral church 
(Domkirche), the unrivaled headquarters of Estland Lutheranism, with its tow-
ering baroque steeple.41

In the 1880s Russian offi cials started moving into addresses on the Dom, 
and in 1894 a massive, onion-domed neo-Muscovite Orthodox cathedral be-
gan going up not far from the Domkirche. To make their point all the clearer, 
the Russians named their new church in honor of Prince Aleksandr Nevsky, 
“heroic defender of the frontier” whose victories over the “the godless Ger-
mans” in the thirteenth century made him the ultimate Russifi cation saint.42 
Today the heights of Tallinn’s old town remain dominated by this German-
Russian contest of onion domes and spires.

The Lower Town was more diverse. Reval grew quickly in the late nine-
teenth century as factories and port traffi c expanded, turning the city into a vi-
brant economic center and “a pearl in the crown of our expansive fatherland.”43 
The population (roughly sixty thousand in 1897), historically dominated by 
German burghers, became a more complicated mix of German, Russian, and 
Estonian merchants, professionals, craftsmen, soldiers, offi cials, servants, and 
factory workers, most of whom lived either in the neighborhoods clustered be-
low the Dom or farther out in newer industrial suburbs.44

The Nicholas Gymnasium was the oldest existing high school in Reval at 
the time. Traditionally it had groomed the sons of the city’s German middle 
classes, but in the era of Russifi cation the school’s population changed.45 
Ungern attended the gymnasium from 1900 to 1902, and of the fi fty or 
so boys in his class, 54 percent were Germans, 24 percent were Estonian, 
12 percent were Russian, and 4 percent were of “Jewish nationality,” while 
38 percent were nobles, 48 percent came from “the urban estates,” 6 percent 
were from clerical families, and about 5 percent were peasants. Almost 
80 percent of his classmates were Lutheran.46 The teachers included Germans 
and a few Estonians, but most, in complete contrast with the students, were 
Russians, including the principal, Grigorii Ianchevetskii, a noted conser-
vative pedagogue and enthusiastic champion of the local “Russian cause” 
(russkoe delo)47

Ianchevetskii ran his domain according to the strict norms of the times. 
Detailed regulations laid out when pupils could go to bed, when they had to 
rise, when and with whom they could go to the theater, and the length of their 
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haircuts. (Some students lived directly under the principal’s supervision in the 
school’s small boardinghouse, though most lived with parents or relatives or, 
like Ungern, rented private rooms.)

The curriculum was classical—Ungern attended Latin class fi ve out of six 
days a week—with a heavy emphasis on the humanities and “the interior devel-
opment of personality” that the “humanistic ideal” implied. In fact, much as the 
Prussian prototype on which the Russian version was based, the curriculum at 
schools like the Nicholas Gymnasium was supposed to be “as non-utilitarian 
as possible” because the goal was to produce elite “men of strong character” 
rather than (as critics saw it) “real people” with practical skills. Exams were 
frequent. Punishments were swift and public.48

Of all the work done at the school, however, the most important arguably 
was the cultivation of patriotism. Like Jean-Jacques Rousseau a century ear-
lier, Russia’s educational leaders in the fi n de siècle were convinced that one 
of the essential tasks of education was to turn children into patriots “by in-
clination, by passion, [and] by necessity.”49 Consequently, schools like the 
Nicholas Gymnasium became laboratories for designing the Russia-centered 
patriotic community envisioned by the Russifi cation regime. Students of 
 “different nationalities” took their classes together in Russian. They sang 
“God Save the Tsar” in Russian at morning assembly. Yet at the same time, 
in accordance with imperial practicality (if not toleration), all the boys  during 
Ungern’s years at the school also studied German as a standard element in the 
curriculum, and Estonian boys were permitted two special classes of Esto-
nian per week (for an extra fee). Each of the three Christian communities at 
the school—Orthodox, Protestant, and Catholic—received religious instruc-
tion (zakon bozhii) in their own faith. (No such course was offered to Jews, 
however.)50 

The spirit of the school was intensely Russian, but one wonders how much 
of the spirit Ungern and his classmates actually understood. “Most pupils not 
only do not think in Russian,” lamented the principal in his annual report for 
1902, “but, regrettably, they also do not even speak [the language]. And this is 
despite [our] best efforts . . . to ensure that students speak nothing but Russian 
at school and as much as possible outside of it as well.”51

The administration’s frustration with this situation refl ects the fact that 
Russifi cation, like many Russian bureaucratic initiatives of the tsarist era (and 
later), was shaped by a worldview of paper-based social engineering that took 
the plan rather than reality as the starting point. As Prince Sergei Shakhovs-
koi, the Russifying governor of Estland, noted in 1885, “When it comes to the 
Germans, I believe it’s best to act with great, stunning blows and not get lost 
in the details,” such as the detail, for example, that almost no one in Estland—
Germans or Estonians—knew Russian when the Russian schooling laws went 
into effect.52



2.3. Doctor’s note, Reval, 1901. This note from the fi les of the Nicholas the First Gymnasium
 indicates that Ungern missed fi ve months of school in 1901 due to complications from 

a bout with pneumonia. He apparently spent the time in “the south” (most likely
 the Black Sea coast) where he was sent for the milder climate.

 Courtesy Estonian Historical Archives, Tartu.
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Ungern was undoubtedly in this group. His grade sheets show that he re-
ceived failing marks in Russian language (ones and twos on a fi ve-point scale) 
and was a poor student overall: During the 1901–1902 academic year, his av-
erages placed him in the bottom 5 percent of the fi fty boys in his section, and 
in the third quarter of the year he earned the dubious distinction of being the 
absolute worst student in his group.

Besides the poor grades, the school records from Reval reveal the fi rst 
glimpse we have of Ungern’s personality. As a fi fteen-year-old boy, he was con-
stantly getting in trouble. His grade sheets are full of entries for “reprimands” 
(vzyskaniia) for “laziness and lack of application” as well as “prankstering” 
inside and outside of class.53 Was Ungern acting up because he couldn’t un-
derstand much of what was going on? Was he bored? We know that the mix of 
his personality contained streaks of impetuousness and willful disobedience. 
He could be dismissively presumptuous as well as moody and withdrawn. We 
see these qualities more clearly close to the end of his life. To say that we fi nd 
the fi rst signs of them in his grade book from Reval is tempting, though it is 
only a guess.

Yet for all of his misbehavior and wretched grades, Ungern was clearly a 
bright boy. According to the recollections of relatives, though “the terror of his 
teachers,” he was also curious. At some point in his teenage years, he became 
“passionately interested in philosophy,” to the point of ripping out the chapters 
of philosophy books so that he could carry them in his pockets “for easier read-
ing.”54 One family friend remembered that he admired Dostoevsky. “Tolstoy,” 
by contrast, “seemed far too tame.”55

Regardless of his reading habits, by the time he reached adolescence 
Ungern was very much a product of the competing infl uences and diverse com-
binations of his transnational imperial world. He was the son of Baltic German/
Austrian German parents but was given a Russo-German name. He grew up 
on a German manor in a Russian-ruled state but lived surrounded by Esto-
nians. He spoke German as his native language but Russian (as best he could) 
in public. He was Lutheran yet attended school with Catholics, Orthodox, and 
Jews. In addition, he was a European cosmopolitan—or at least he was pro-
foundly shaped by European culture, both through the infl uence of his parents 
and maternal grandmother and through his travels to visit relatives in Europe 
and his classical European education.

If Ungern identifi ed with Russia at this point in his life, it was probably 
only superfi cially. His school was Russian, and his teachers did their best to 
impart Russian state patriotism to their mostly non-Russian pupils. The tsar 
he was taught to revere was Russian, as were the new monolingual street signs 
that began going up in Reval when he was there. (The earlier signs had been in 
German and Russian; now they were in Russian alone.) Baltic German teen-
agers in his time also enjoyed the chic of sprinkling their baltisch speech with 
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Russian words.56 But for all this, it is hard to see how Russia could have shaped 
him much by his teenage years.

Ungern was a Russian subject, but the terms of his connection to the em-
pire were still those of a Baltic German subcontractor. Russifi cation was sup-
posed to create another order of belonging. As the Russian minister of justice 
declared to a multinational audience of dignitaries in Reval in 1895, “The 
Russian cause . . . requires people who are more than Russian in name only, 
or merely because they are [Russian] subjects. It requires people who are 
Russian in their actions and convictions.”57 Put another way, what the em-
pire now sought from its non-Russian subcontractors was the special devo-
tion of state love, which was at once something more and something different 
from the dutiful service and polite allegiance most of them had previously 
provided.

As a member of the fi rst generation of Russifi cation, Ungern would indeed 
become one of those non-Russians who developed a closer attachment to Rus-
sia, though it is too simple to conclude that he did so by government design. We 
are shaped into who we become by the mysterious interplay between what is 
possible and what we hope for. In Ungern’s case, it is impossible to know what 
he wished for at the age of fi fteen, though his dismal grades and dedication 
to misbehavior had the inevitable effect of making some outcomes more likely 
than others.

More specifi cally, it made it highly unlikely that he could stay in school. 
And so it came to pass that in April 1902, at the start of Easter recess, before he 
had the chance to fi nish the year at the bottom of the class (or to be expelled), 
and probably with the hope of straightening out his behavior, Ungern’s mother 
withdrew him from the Nicholas Gymnasium and sent him to military school 
in St. Petersburg.58



CHAPTER 3

ST. PETERSBURG, 
MANCHURIA, ST. 
PETERSBURG

“The errors of young men are the ruin of business”

—Francis Bacon, “Of Youth and Beauty”

Into the Cosmopolis

During the age of Peter the Great, the Russians began to call their country an 
empire (imperiia). The new name was part of a great change. Inspired by the 
mercantile powers of England, Holland, and Sweden, the tsar and his lieuten-
ants forced the Muscovite boyars to turn toward northern Europe, and a series 
of adjustments quickly followed. Pantaloons replaced kaftans. Beards were 
shaved. Wives and daughters were instructed to enter “society.” Weapons, 
taxes, maps, and government offi ces were transformed or copied to match the 
European style. And all of this lodged itself in the new state name. Imperiia was 
a Latinate borrowing—a touchstone to the glory, breadth, and martial achieve-
ment of ancient Rome, the Rome of the original Caesars. Prior to the eighteenth 
century, the Rome that had most weighed on the mind of the Russians was 
the “second Rome” of Constantinople. To plot his path toward Europe, Peter 
inverted the Roman precedence. The West began to take over the East.

St. Petersburg, the new capital that Peter ordered into being on the Baltic 
Sea, was the epitome of the new Western-leaning imperiia. It was a Russian 
city built in the European style yet, like every great imperial center, ancient 
Rome most of all, it was also a purposefully diverse place—a cosmopolis de-
fi ned by the mixings of multiple cultures.1 By 1903, the year of Ungern’s arrival, 
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roughly one-fi fth of the city’s 1.4 million residents were non-Russians, some of 
them new migrants, others with deep roots going back to the time of the city’s 
founding.2 Foreign shop signs dotted the façades of Nevskii Prospekt, the city’s 
greatest avenue. Houses of imperial fi nance loomed over the Fontanka. The 
city was home to Polish charities, French bookstores, German, Estonian, and 
Finnish language schools, Jewish workers’ clubs, Georgian cafés, a Turkish 
bath, and a range of Christian churches. A Moorish-style synagogue opened in 
the early 1890s. By the 1910s, the city added a mosque and a Buddhist temple.3

The cosmopolitan landscape meant that Ungern was not out of place. 
Germans—from the Baltic and elsewhere—were the largest non-Russian 
community in the city, and the road he took to the capital had been traveled 
by many Estland boys before him. But the sight of the city must have been 
remarkable all the same—the great palaces lining the Neva and the canals, the 
forest of smokestacks towering over the workers’ suburbs, the electric trams—
introduced in 1907—clanging their way past the crowds on Nevskii.

St. Petersburg was ten times the size of Reval, at once more Russian, more 
diverse, and more vibrant. It was the essential gear of the imperial clockwork 
and ground zero for the country’s lurching transformation into a modern 
society. Perhaps it is not surprising then that it was here that Ungern began 
the conversion that would turn him into a more culturally Russianized and 
devoted sort of imperial subject—the kind of subject who lived for the empire 
rather than simply lived within it. At the same time, even in the great imperial 
melting pot, this new orientation was not a foregone conclusion. The move to-
ward Russianness, like any process of cultural change, might occur in degrees 
or not at all, and it was invariably ambiguous, a question of mixing and nesting 
identities rather than mechanically throwing out an old worldview and replac-
ing it with a new one.

The dynamics producing this sort of change were also complicated. Heavy-
handed Russifi cation was only one way to turn non-Russians into Russians, 
and it was rarely effective—not only because coercion often produced alien-
ation and resistance but also because the imposition itself was never absolute. 
The late tsarist government aimed to Russify, but the way it went about it was 
clumsy and uneven. Policies directed toward Poles and Finns, for example, 
were different from those targeting Volga Tatars or native peoples in Siberia. 
Even in a single Russifi ed setting, such as Ungern’s school in Reval, no single 
rule applied to all. And as a state program, Russifi cation was a boom lowered 
on groups. By contrast, the act of becoming Russian—Russianization—was 
unavoidably personal.

Ungern never recorded what happened in his case, but it’s easy to imag-
ine that his pro-Russian turn was as much voluntary as required. On the one 
hand, it made sense for him to begin to identify more strongly with Russia in St. 
Petersburg, and he undoubtedly experienced the adjustment as a natural process. 
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On the other, by going to military school, he found himself in precisely the 
kind of institution that never doubted for a moment that he would identify with 
Russia. All the boys did. No other option was allowed.

“I Don’t Have to Stand in One Place”

Ungern’s introduction to the military began at the College of Naval Cadets 
(Morskoi Kadetskii Korpus). His parents probably chose to send him there be-
cause of family ties. One of his uncles on his father’s side was a naval offi cer, 
and at least eleven Ungern-Sternbergs had attended the school over its long 
history, including an ensign stationed at the nearby naval base of Kronstadt.4 
(Some Hoyningen-Huenes were also alumni.) But even without the family con-
nections, the school was the right place to go. Only “hereditary nobles” and/
or “sons of offi cers of the fl eet” could attend, making it a good address for a 
baron. It was also well-known as a no-nonsense establishment, which surely 
made it appealing to the weary parents of an unruly schoolboy.5 Between the 
summer of 1902 and the following spring, Ungern took special courses at a pri-
vate tutoring school in Reval. He then passed his entrance exams and enrolled 
in the Naval College on May 5, 1903.6 He was seventeen years old.

Ungern’s fellow cadets were seven hundred boys aged thirteen through 
nineteen, all of whom lived and studied, along with the staff, in the college’s 
hulking neoclassical complex on Vasilevskii Island in the heart of St. Peters-
burg, a short distance across the Neva from the Winter Palace.7 The building 
still stands today—long, austere, imposing, the look one expects of a military 
school.8 The mission of the college was to produce the cream of the imperial 
navy, so the curriculum was both technical and social. Cadets studied French, 
Russian history, religion, trigonometry, astronomy, naval architecture, and 
theoretical mechanics. When they weren’t in class, they drilled, fenced, and 
practiced calisthenics. In the summer, they trained on cruises in the Baltic. 
As winter approached, they prepared for the annual college ball by taking 
required dancing lessons.9

The school had close connections to the court. Senior cadets (michmany), 
like their peers at the city’s other military schools, performed guard duty at the 
Winter Palace, and Tsar Nicholas and members of the royal family routinely 
visited the college and its training ships as they cruised the Baltic. Everywhere 
you turned, the college clicked with devotion to “Tsar, Faith, and Fatherland.” 
As one of Ungern’s classmates recalled, “If the sovereign had commanded us to 
hurl ourselves out the window, we surely would have done so.”10

The cultivation of this sort of devotion was a fundamental goal of the tsar-
ist military establishment. The Russian high command, following the Ger-
man lead, had recognized the need to train a new sort of offi cer—“the new 
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man, the military technician”—since at least 1870, but preparation of this sort 
in the Russian military was uneven at best, and in the cadet schools—as 
opposed to the higher institutes and academies—it was virtually nonexistent.11 In-
stead, even in Ungern’s time, the focus of cadet education was on discipline and 
rote learning. Offi cers were not taught to think as much as to answer correctly 
and obey. As the superintendent Vice-Admiral Grigorii Chukhnin reminded 
his pupils (including Ungern) at an assembly in May 1904, “Remember dear 
cadets . . . without laws or rules, there can be no society and no protections for the 
individual. . . . Therefore, make this a truth to live by: learn to obey [your supe-
riors] and to master yourself.”12 Chukhnin had a reputation as a martinet—his 
nickname in the fl eet was “Little Greg the Enforcer” (Grishka-katorzhnyi).13 
By all accounts, during his tenure at the school he enforced all he could. 

In matters of nationality, however, no real enforcement was required. Most 
of the cadets were Russian. The curriculum was taught in Russian, just as it 
was at all the empire’s offi cers’ schools, and Orthodox ritual and rhetoric were 
pervasive features of everyday life. The Russian world of the school was fully 
in keeping with the government’s view that the Russians as the “predominant 
people of the empire” should naturally predominate in running and shaping 
the military.14

Beginning in 1888, quotas were introduced to restrict the overall share 
of non-Russians in the offi cer corps. Yet at the same time, they were never 
excluded. At any one time up to 20 percent of offi cers tended to be of non-
Russian origin, with Poles and Germans—especially Baltic German noblemen—

3.1. Naval cadets during a riding lesson in St. Petersburg, early 1900s. Reproduced from Voennaia stolitsa 
rossiiskoi imperii: v fotografi iakh kontsa xix—nachala xx vekov (St. Petersburg, 2004), 110–11, pl. 117.
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making up the largest share of non-Russians at most ranks.15 This meant that 
military educators like Chukhnin found themselves charged with a potentially 
contradictory mission. They ran what were essentially Russian schools, but 
their students included a good number of non-Russians—even non-Orthodox 
non-Russians—and the pedagogical goal was not to create Russian nationalists 
but rather patriots of the tsar. Even in an age of seemingly overbearing Russifi -
cation, the ideal cadet was Russian in form, tsarist in content.

Of the 148 boys in Ungern’s college regiment (rota) in 1903, about 80 per -
cent had Russian surnames, with some Ukrainians and Belorussians among 
them. (Both these groups were considered “Russian” by the government.) 
The rest were German (including two other barons and two untitled “vons”) 
and were likely Baltic German Protestants.16 Only two nationalities were ef-
fectively barred from the school: Polish Catholics and Jews. Anti-Polish re-
strictions went into effect after the Polish Revolt of 1863, and though Poles 
were never formally excluded from cadet schools, they faced barriers that made 
their admission virtually impossible.17 Jews, by contrast, were simply banned 
outright. Jewish conscripts and volunteers served in the ranks—in fact, they 
were required by law to submit to the draft. But in keeping with the anti-
Semitic prejudices of the high command, the only way a Jew could enter offi cer 
school was by converting to Orthodoxy.18

For all of these reasons, the Russifi cation regime of the Naval College—and 
the capital military establishment in general—differed sharply from what Un-
gern had known in Reval. The college’s overwhelmingly Russian environment 
made it only natural to expect that non-Russian cadets would quickly acquire a 
Russian cultural orientation. Admiral Chukhnin noted the challenge of teach-
ing boys “of diverse views and backgrounds who come [to the school] from 
the far-fl ung corners of our expansive fatherland.” And at least one incident 
occurred during Ungern’s time at the school in which a German student was 
punished for making “a highly blasphemous statement, injurious to Russian 
Orthodox sentiment” during religion class—presumably Lutheran religion 
class since this would have been offered (in Russian) to Lutheran cadets.19 But 
otherwise, no expressions of concern about language, religion, or national poli-
tics appear in the school records from the years of Ungern’s attendance. The 
issue was apparently moot.

Becoming more Russian must have been an issue for Ungern personally 
since it involved so much schoolwork in the Russian language. But it is hard to 
imagine that he would have seen any point in resisting the process. Becoming 
more Russian did not require becoming less German. There were other Ger-
mans around him at the school, and the school’s main concern was not rooting 
out German culture as much as instilling imperial devotion.

Rather than any questions about nationality, by far the greater challenge 
for Ungern—and for most of his peers—must have been simply adapting to 
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the rigorous routine of the college itself. Students ate together at regular hours 
from the same revolving menu. Their dorms were Spartan. They drilled inces-
santly. Their teachers were dull, the courses duller. Any cadet who veered even 
slightly from the rule faced “confi nement” (arest) of one duration and severity 
or another. The superintendent concluded that most of the boys “absolutely 
loathed” the college leadership. The staff ’s opinion of their students seems to 
have been equally dim.20

At fi rst, Ungern did well enough in his classes, but by his third semester 
he had grown either bored or angry (or both) and, in a repeat of the situation 
in Reval, his grades began to slump. By the fall of 1904, he had sunk close to 
the bottom of the 168 students in his class.21 His marks in “conduct” were es-
pecially terrible. In just a year and a half, he managed to be cited for forty-two 
violations, including oversleeping, missing class, fi ghting, smoking, returning 
late from leave, failing to keep his hair at “regulation length,” and losing his 
documents.22 (This is not the whole list.) He was also fl ip to his superiors. 
Once while on watch during a training cruise, he wandered away from his post. 
When the duty offi cer caught him and demanded an explanation, he apparently 
replied: “I’m not some sort of manservant. I don’t have to stand in one place.”23

By early 1905, the college had clearly had enough. The family was cabled to 
withdraw their miserable teenager immediately or face the certainty of expul-
sion. The withdrawal request arrived from Jerwakant a few days later, and on 
February 18, 1905, Ungern left the school.24

The Railroad and the War

As Ungern slid toward his second consecutive academic disaster, great events 
were unfolding just outside the window. Five weeks before he left the school, 
troops fi red into a crowd of workers that had gathered in the large square in 
front of the Winter Palace. The workers carried icons and portraits of the 
tsar as well as a petition begging Nicholas to review their grievances: “We, 
the workers of St. Petersburg, our wives, our children, and our aged, helpless 
parents, come to Thee, O Sire, to seek justice and protection.” The massacre—
Bloody Sunday—shocked the country and turned into the fi rst eruption of 
what became the 1905 Revolution.25

The revolution was the furious expression of all the uneven consequences 
of the empire’s modernization over the preceding decades. All the resentments 
of Russian society exploded—of poor against rich, soldiers against offi cers, 
national groups against one another, liberals against conservatives, radicals 
against every one, and almost every one against the government. The tsarist 
regime managed to survive, but not before promising a parliament (the national 
Duma) and other concessions and enduring nearly two years of more or less 



50  Chapter 3

continuous upheaval. During the chaotic days of mid-January, Ungern was 
surrounded by the fi rst clashes of this great confl agration. He must have seen 
the soldiers and workers milling in the streets near the college. The school itself 
went into lockdown. Senior students collected rifl es from the armory and took 
up posts on the rooftops.26

The fi erce anger of the revolution was also fueled by the government’s fail-
ures in an unpopular war with Japan that had begun a year earlier when the 
Japanese made a surprise attack on a Russian fl eet resting in the Manchurian 
naval base of Port Arthur. The war’s cause was imperialism. Japan was a new 
imperial power, Russia a much older one. But both were intent on expanding 
their infl uence in East Asia. The great prize was China—or rather parts of the 
Chinese periphery, its ports and northern borderlands—that the weak Qing 
Dynasty in Beijing (Peking) no longer seemed able to control.

Japan defeated the Qing in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–1895 and became 
the dominant power in Korea. Russia established its infl uence in the northern 
Chinese region of Manchuria. But both countries envied each other’s claims, 
which made confl ict of some kind all but inevitable. When the war began in 
early 1904, the presumption on the part of the tsarist court and most every one 
else was that Russia—the power with the larger army, the larger navy, the Eu-
ropean power—would win handily. Instead, the confl ict dragged on for almost 
two years and Russia lost every major engagement and ultimately the war itself.

Two months after leaving the Naval College, against the backdrop of the 
revolution and the war, Ungern made a fateful decision: he volunteered for 
the army. While his exact motivations are unclear, with a war on, he must have 
signed up in the hopes of seeing action. The “great contest” with Japan was a 
fi xture of daily life at the college during his last year—the tsar visited the school 
shortly after the declaration of war in order to commission the graduating class 
and prayers for victory were read at morning assembly. In the early going when 
enthusiasm ran high, Ungern, like all the cadets, would have seen columns of 
volunteers fi ling through the city streets on their way to the troop trains.27 At 
the same time, it is also likely that he signed up at least in part for personal 
reasons: he may have been bored. According to a laconic entry in his college 
conduct book, relations with his stepfather were “diffi cult.”28 One assumes his 
latest scholastic debacle only made things worse.

Indeed, perhaps the young Ungern was looking for a measure of redemp-
tion. Perhaps going away to war was a chance for him to prove himself in a 
way that he hadn’t been able to in school. (He also had a role model to follow 
since his father had done much the same thing in 1877 when he interrupted his 
studies to sign up to fi ght the Turks.) What seems likely in any case is that he 
was motivated both by duty and patriotism and by a drive for adventure and 
war—an urge to be in the action. These two vines of his character would grow 
together, curlicue-like, for the rest of his life, pulling him into the tsarist system 
and ultimately, by 1921, into imperial plans of his own.
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Two weeks after his enlistment, Ungern found himself on his way to Man-
churia, traveling in a troop train pounding along the Trans-Siberian. Though 
the full length of the great 5,000-mile railway would not be completed until 
1916, the Trans-Siberian was still the most obvious material cause of the war. 
Even before construction began, the Japanese recognized the threat it posed to 
their interests. As Chancellor Yamagata Aritomo put it in 1888, “The day that 
a Trans-Siberian railway is completed will be the day crisis comes to Korea, 
and when crisis comes to Korea, the entire Orient will face upheaval.”29

Japanese concerns grew when the Russians obtained permission from the 
Chinese to build a spur that would split off from the main Trans-Siberian and 
run on a giant 1,000-mile slant through Manchuria. By cutting across Chinese 
territory, the Chinese Eastern Railway (CER; Chinese: Zhong Dong Tie Lu), 
as this line came to be called, shortened Russia’s road to the Pacifi c by close to 
350 miles, allowing trains to reach the sea far faster (and more cheaply) than if 
they stayed solely on Russian territory.30 (The Russians would eventually com-
plete the longer track on their side of the border—the so-called Amur Railway. 
They simply saw the advantage of the shortcut through Manchuria and thus 
completed the CER fi rst.) Naturally, the Japanese also saw the clear advantage 
that the CER gave to the Russians, and not long after it became operational, 
they attacked.

The Trans-Siberian, including the CER, ultimately fell far short of being 
the magical “road to power” that its enthusiastic supporters had hoped it would 
be.31 The line had just one track, which limited the traffi c it could carry, and 
speeds had to be kept low for long distances (often no more than 10 to 15 miles 
per hour) because of shoddy construction or diffi cult terrain, or both. Until late 
1904, trains had to be unloaded and ferried across Lake Baikal by steamer (or 
on rails laid over the ice) before starting again on the other side. The railway 
was also hugely expensive and once the war began became even less effi cient. 
As the Russian commander General Aleksei Kuropatkin reported to the tsar in 
the fall of 1904, “Our reinforcements arrive in driblets. Supplies dispatched in 
the spring are still on the line.”32 The train’s infl uence on the battle fronts was 
profound—without it, the Russians could not even have fi elded a credible army 
in the Far East. But its contribution to the outcome of the confl ict, for obvious 
reasons, was much less glorious than expected. 

The impact on the empire more generally, however, was unmistakable. As 
construction unfolded over the mid-1890s and early 1900s, millions of peas-
ant settlers squeezed onto the railway to relocate to Siberia, or what was often 
simply called “Russia beyond the Urals” (Rossiia za Uralom) or “Asian Rus-
sia” (Aziatskaia Rossiia). Telegraph lines running along the track fl ashed news 
from one end of the country to the other. And the train bred a sense of optimism 
about the country—a rush of technological enthusiasm that echoed the heady 
mood that had buoyed the Americans and Canadians as they built their trans-
continental lines a generation earlier.33 The Trans-Siberian, it seemed, was 



52  Chapter 3

Russia’s trampoline, bouncing it into the forefront of the world. The line was 
pulling Siberia into the “general cultural and economic orbit of the empire,”34 
Russifying the “alien East” by carting in wagonloads of Russian settlers, and 
creating a true “all-Russian economy” by transforming the Far East into a 
“vast new market for Russian industry.”35 To metric enthusiasts, the great vec-
tor even promised to deliver the country from its archaic habit of measuring 
everything according to its own scale of poods, versts, fathoms, and buckets. 
It was only a matter of time before the train delivered “the Kilogram . . . to the 
Pacifi c Ocean.”36

Much of this excitement was overheated. The practical unifying effects of 
the Trans-Siberian were still years away. But the mental shift it produced began 
to shape people right away. Before the railway, travel between the western and 
eastern poles of the empire took weeks or months, either by horse and barge 
across the continent or by oceangoing steamship from the Black Sea through 
Suez and around India and China. Yet with the train, the fastest trip—the 
Moscow-Dalnii express—took just nine days.

Maps of the railway from the early 1900s made the immense distance 
between Moscow and Manchuria look like it barely mattered at all.37 The 
train’s impact in this sense was Einsteinian: it redrew the accepted parameters 
of reality and produced a true “transformation of the dimensions of life and 
thought.”38 The faraway drew closer. The exotic came more into view. Steamy 

3.2. Map of the far-eastern express trains, 1903. Maps like this helped to elide the enormous 
distance between Moscow and China, bringing the Far East ever closer in 

the Russian imagination. Courtesy www.transsib.ru.

http://www.transsib.ru
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geopolitical dreams—and fears—fi lled the air as Russians pondered the impli-
cations of being much closer to East Asia than they had ever seemed before.

Ungern’s generation, the fi rst generation of Russifi cation, was also the fi rst 
to live within this new East Asian orientation, which in turn was reinforcing the 
overall interconnectedness of the empire. For men and women of his time, the 
fate of Far Eastern cities like Harbin and Vladivostok seemed palpably linked 
to the futures of old western capitals like Helsingfors (Helsinki) and Warsaw, if 
only because one could now move between them relatively easily. Stories about 
them lay side-by-side in every newspaper. Though the Russo-Japanese War 
ended up being a disaster for the Russians, ironically it only confi rmed and 
reinforced this new reality. Thanks to the Trans-Siberian, the empire began a 
rapid Asian turn that made the East more relevant to the West, and vice versa.

“The Manchurian Side”

Ungern enlisted as a “private-volunteer” with the 91st Dvinsk Infantry Regi-
ment in Reval on May 10, 1905. The 91st did not deploy to the front but instead 
put new conscripts and reservists through crash-course training before ship-
ping them out east to join other regiments. In Ungern’s case, this meant leaving 
for Manchuria on May 21—just eleven days after his enlistment.39 His group 
of about sixty men traveled east by train, most likely fi rst to St. Petersburg, 
then Moscow, then to the Volga crossing at Syzran and onward on the Trans-
Siberian across the Urals into Western Siberia. From there, they proceeded 
over the Yenisei River into Eastern Siberia, then around Lake Baikal on the 
newly completed Circum-Baikal Line, before fi nally turning south after Chita 
onto the Trans-Baikal Line that cut down through the Trans-Baikal Region 
(Zabaikalskaia oblast) toward the CER. After passing into Chinese territory 
at Manchuria Station (Russian: Manchzhuria; Chinese: Manzhouli), they then 
crossed the fi nal 600 miles to Harbin, the capital of Russian Manchuria. The 
trip, given the traffi c clogging the line, took about three weeks. By war’s end, 
over a million soldiers moved to the front along this route.40 According to his 
personnel fi le, sometime after reaching Irkutsk on the western side of Lake 
Baikal, Ungern was formally handed off to his new regiment: the 12th Velikie 
Luki. 

By early June when Ungern reached the regiment’s positions in the low hills 
of central Manchuria just north of Mukden (today: Shenyang), the war was 
effectively over.41 The Japanese had destroyed the Russian fl eet in mid-May 
and, with both sides worn down, peace talks had begun. The ceasefi re meant 
that the soldiers on both sides had little more to do than hold their ground. 
Ungern earned a medal for his service in the campaign. Many writers later 
assumed that this meant he saw combat. In fact, there was no fi ghting by the 
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time he arrived. Instead the men spent their time repairing fortifi cations and 
bridges, posting guard, and drilling. Or they simply waited. During the sum-
mer monsoons, the cascading rains turned everything into mud and made it 
hard to do much of anything.

According to the offi cial history of the Velikie Luki, the soldiers were dis-
appointed. They “longed” for the war to continue so that they could “pay the 
enemy back for Mukden and Tsushima.”42 One often reads this kind of thing in 
offi cial histories of lost wars—the men wanted to keep fi ghting, the politicians 
forced them to stop. Perhaps this was the case in this instance, but if it was, it 
was surely only partially so. Yet in Ungern’s case, he undoubtedly did want 
the war to go on. We can imagine his frustration—he had crossed the country 
to join the “great contest,” but the contest, cruelly for him, had stopped just 
before he arrived. He then had to endure being stuck in Manchuria for half a 
year after the signing of the peace. Because of delays in withdrawing the army 
and revolutionary “disturbances” on the railway, the regiment didn’t get back 
to European Russia until February 1906.43

The eight months that Ungern spent on “the Manchurian side” 
(Manchzhurshchina), as the soldiers called it, introduced him to a new world. 
Based on the terms of their agreement with the Chinese, the Russians (in their 
view) had “absolute and exclusive rights of administration” over a narrow 

3.3. Russian troops leaving Reval for the Russo-Japanese War in 1904. Ungern volunteered for military 
service in Reval a year or so after this photo and may well have marched in a formation like this on 

his way to the troop train. The Domberg appears in the background. Reproduced from Vana 
Tallinn: Ehitised Ja Inimesed (Toomas Karjahärm, comp.) (Tallinn, 2007), 124.
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strip of territory surrounding the CER—the so-called alienated corridor (po-
losa otchuzhdeniia).44 Beyond the strip were the vast spaces of Manchuria, 
mostly barren steppes in the north and more thickly settled farmlands in the 
south.45 Inside it, by contrast, was a de facto Russian colony, a “state within a 
state . . . with its own territory, authorities, and head of government”—that is, 
the director of the CER.46

Most Russian settlements within the corridor were small railway towns like 
Manchuria Station with perhaps a few thousand people, often next to or sur-
rounded by Chinese villages. But in the middle was the colonial boomtown 
of Harbin, a bustling commercial and administrative center that straddled the 
intersection of the main CER and a trunk line that ran south to the Liaodong 
Peninsula and the strategic ports of Dalnii (literally: Faraway; Chinese: 
Dalian) and Port Arthur (now: Lüshun). The Sungari River (Chinese: Songhua) 
also connected the city to the Amur lands in the north. Like Shanghai and other 
foreign “treaty ports,” Harbin was a “dual city,” at once Russian and Chinese, 
with a European-style Russian quarter of broad avenues and squares laid out 
next to a densely packed Chinese district, each with its separate jurisdictions.47

Ungern may never have gotten a good look at a Japanese soldier. His regi-
ment faced the enemy lines, but the more ordinary interactions by the time he 
arrived would have been with Chinese peasants whose settlements surrounded 
the Russian positions. Ungern would have marched through local villages, 
with their pent-roofed, dun-colored houses, temples, and ancestor shrines. By 
the summer, he would have seen mule-drawn Manchurian “great carts” (Chi-
nese: da che) hauling the soybean crop, and shallow-draft junks poling their 
way along the muddy Liao and Sungari rivers. The roads at the time would also 
have been clogged with refugees taking advantage of the ceasefi re to return to 
their homes. 

A tiny minority of the rural folk around where he was stationed in central 
Manchuria were Sinicized native peoples such as Manchus and Daurs, but the 
overwhelming majority were ethnic Chinese (Han). At the time of the Russo-
Japanese War, Manchuria, which the Qing referred to as the Three Northeast-
ern Provinces or simply, the Northeast (Dongbei san sheng, Dongbei), was in 
the midst of a long (and ambiguous) historical transformation from a Manchu 
borderland to a Chinese region,48 and just two years after the war ended, the 
administration of the entire area was reorganized and ceased to be treated as a 
borderland at all.49

It is impossible to know what Ungern thought of the new peoples and cul-
tures he was seeing. He was nineteen when he arrived in Manchuria. This was 
his fi rst exposure to Asia, his fi rst encounter with his country’s far-reaching 
claims and infl uences over the lands of the Far East. Russian views of the peo-
ples of East Asia were diverse, as were the East Asians themselves. But if there 
was a single overriding view it was that “Orientals” were inferior. Though the 
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Russians’ identifi cation with Europe in Europe was complicated, when it came to 
Asia, they tended to view themselves in European terms. They were the 
moderns, the bearers of civilization, representatives of the world of industry, 
enterprise, science, Christianity, law. Asian peoples, by contrast, were at best 
backward and oppressed, at worst cunning, dirty, and godless. Even com-
paratively positive stereotypes of “Asiatics” as spiritual or wise rested on the 
assumption that these traits, while admirable, mattered less than others in the 
modern world.50

Much of the Russian understanding of East Asia at the time was molded by 
race. The tsarist colony in Manchuria never became an “overtly racial regime” 
on the order of the Cape Colony or the Jim Crow South, for example.51 But 
like their European and American counterparts, educated Russians saw the 
world through a lens of race that presumed white superiority. To numerous 

3.4. Russian soldiers passing through Mukden (now Shenyang) in central Manchuria. Ungern was 
deployed not far from this city and would surely have seen scenes like this during his time

 in the war. Reproduced from the Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-103623.
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writers, the Chinese were a massive “yellow torrent” waiting to crash over 
Siberia, while Tsar Nicholas described the Japanese as “monkeys” and “yel-
low-faced dwarves,” and almost everyone acknowledged a supposedly obvious 
“yellow peril” (zheltaia opasnost), all close enough to the way that Westerners 
talked about these things for Russian and Western views to appear largely 
interchangeable.52 These attitudes were obvious in the lead-up to the Russo-
Japanese War, though they persisted afterward as well since, if anything, the 
Japanese victory only increased the level of anxiety. Anti-“yellow” prejudice 
would surround Ungern again when he served in the Amur region in the 1910s.

Not all Russians saw “the East” so dimly, however. In fact, some took the 
polar opposite view, including a small but highly placed group of intellectu-
als and enthusiasts known as the Asianists (Vostochniki), who interpreted their 
country’s long-running relationship with Asia as unique and inspiring. As they 
saw it, Russia was itself an Asian country with roots going back to “ancient 
Scythia,” and the Russian people were, if not Asians themselves, then at least 
far closer to them than other Europeans because of their long history of racial 
intermixing. The country thus needed to celebrate its common bonds with the 
“yellows” rather than rejecting their cultures as supposedly inferior.53

Of course, even this more “positive” view was still condescending. Indeed, 
the Asianists were just as imperialist as the broader culture around them, only 
in a slightly different vein. As they saw it, the Russians’ longstanding bond 
with Asia meant that they were also the bearers of a special colonizing mission. 
Unlike Westerners who disdained and exploited Asian peoples, the Russians 
were benevolent elder brothers who intuitively understood and respected their 
values (such as monarchism and traditionalism). They knew the Asians better, 
and, as a result, they would help them better. As the mystical, Buddhist-loving 
Prince Esper Ukhtomskii put it in 1900, “There is nothing easier for Russians 
than getting along with Asiatics.”54

By the time of the Mongolian campaign in 1920–1921, Ungern may well 
have borrowed something from this line of thinking. His Bolshevik interroga-
tors describe him as being drawn to “Eastern culture” in every way, “including 
the food,” and his writings from the time refl ect the curious mixture of paternal-
ism and cross-cultural redemption that we fi nd in Ukhtomskii and other Asian-
ists.55 In a sense, he even outdid the Asianists in Orientophilia. While clearly 
fascinated with the East, they nonetheless identifi ed with Russia and what they 
saw as its special Asian destiny, whereas Ungern ultimately came to reject Rus-
sia as completely degraded by the revolutionary corruptions of the West.

In this respect, he had more in common by the end of his life with post–
World War I fi gures like the writer-philosopher Oswald Spengler, whose 
famous Decline of the West described Europe at the time as nothing more than 
“an empty sound,” or the American émigré Ezra Pound, who dismissed it as 
“an old bitch gone in the teeth,” “a botched civilization.”56 For Ungern, then, 
it wasn’t just that he felt drawn to Asia; he was also completely repelled by 
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Europe, and by revolutionary Russia as a part of it. The “white race,” in his 
view, was fi nished. It wasn’t going to do anything for the “yellows.” Instead it 
was the “yellows” who would save the whites.

But how much of this could have been in his thoughts in Manchuria in 1905? 
Some inkling of it perhaps, but with no record of his thoughts at the time, all 
we can say with relative certainty is that the Asia that surrounded him at that 
moment would surely have seemed at least as mundane and ordinary as it did 
evocative and inspiring. We know for one that the policies of the Russian army 
in Manchuria were much more practical than sentimental. The troops had or-
ders to treat the Chinese fairly, which only made sense given how much the army 
depended on them for food, shelter, and labor. At the same time, however, it’s 
clear that the high command never stopped seeing them as potentially suspect. 
The country folk might look like simple farmers, but couldn’t they also be spies 
or bandits? Though the Qing remained formally neutral during the war, tsarist 
commanders simply assumed that, as “Asiatics,” they naturally favored the Jap-
anese. When Chinese villagers fl ed or were forced to evacuate, Russian troops 
often looted their homes, “looking for food, clothing, and women.”57

For the rank-and-fi le soldiers marching around Ungern, the “yellows” 
they met in Manchuria must have appeared starkly different from themselves. 
Peasant settlers and Cossacks routinely looked down on the Chinese as “idol 
worshippers” (idolopoklonniki) and “unchristians” (nekhristy).58 Similar 
prejudices fl ourished elsewhere, including Harbin, where a local expression 
seemed to say it all: “100 rubles is not money, 50 miles is no distance, and a 
Chinaman is not a person.”59

“The Highest Tier according to Conduct”

What did Ungern make of all this? All that we can be sure of is that something 
happened in the Far East that changed his life. We know this because of what 
he did when the war ended. Though he returned to St. Petersburg to continue 
training to be an offi cer, in every other particular he broke with the past. He 
switched from the navy to the army. His grades and conduct improved. Most 
important, he fi gured out a way to stay in school and graduate in the normal 
two-year term. On June 15, 1908, with the tsar presiding over the ceremony, 
Ungern was handed his epaulettes as an offi cer in the Russian imperial army.60 
For his fi rst post, he then proceeded to choose a Cossack regiment on the Chi-
nese border.

When Ungern resumed his studies in St. Petersburg in the spring of 1906, 
the country was still rumbling with the effects of the revolution. The empire’s 
fi rst parliament—the Duma—was convening in keeping with the promise made 
by the tsar a few months earlier in October after the country had been brought 
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to a virtual standstill by a great statewide strike. Newspapers roiled with politi-
cal discussion. Workers still protested periodically. Peasants from the Ukraine 
to the Volga had begun a turn toward open rebellion, torching the houses of 
landlords, seizing noble land. The violence of the revolution in the countryside 
would continue in fi ts and starts for another year.

Just two months before Ungern’s return from Manchuria, the violence had 
also reached his family. In December 1905 Jerwakant was looted and burned, 
sacked by a crowd of peasants along with workers from Reval, one of close to 
two hundred manors destroyed in the Baltic during what the barons called “the 
Time of the Fires.” (The Hoyningen-Huenes were able to fl ee the house short-
ly before the mob arrived, but they had to leave everything behind, including 
Sophie Charlotte’s “beautiful silver.”) The army together with German “self-
defense” units followed up by organizing sweeps known as “punitive expedi-
tions” to round up “criminal elements”—in fact any persons who seemed like 
they might have had a hand in the mayhem or were unlucky enough to be in the 
wrong place at the wrong time. Field courts delivered swift sentences. Roughly 
nine hundred people were executed in the Baltic before the unrest was put 
down, with many more exiled to Siberia.61

The uncertainty of the times also affected the military. The shock of Rus-
sia’s defeat in the war with Japan and the rash of mutinies that swept through 
the army during the confl ict produced a bitter critique of military leadership, 
both within educated society and the military itself. Offi cers in particular 
wrote openly about their poor training and the need to improve military edu-
cation. The cadet schools were derided for being either too harsh or too soft 
on their “white-gloved” charges, and the military institutes (voennye uchilish-
cha)—the more advanced offi cer training schools that represented the next 
rung up in the system—seemed just as defi cient, offering an education that 
seemed at once superfi cial and out-of-date, narrowly technical and overly friv-
olous. (The 1905 Revolution marked a low point of enthusiasm for mandatory 
dancing lessons.)62

Worst of all, the institutes were accused of doing their students, known as 
“yunkers” (iunkera), a disservice by instilling them with an overweening sense 
of entitlement and reinforcing the idea that they were somehow separate from 
the rest of society. As one offi cer wrote,

Everywhere else in the world, people see an army offi cer as a professional, as 
some one whose training gives him the skills necessary for his particular line 
of work. They expect him to know how to do his job, much as they would any 
engineer, doctor, lawyer, or professor. It’s only in our country that people seem 
to think their military men need to be a separate breed of people (osobaia po-
roda liudei) with their own unique cultivation and their own ethics and sense 
of duty.63
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To reform-minded offi cers and even some conservatives, what postrevolution-
ary Russia needed instead was a professional, fi t, sensible “modern offi cer” 
more in step with the country’s changing society.64

As far as the high command was concerned, the offi cer of the future also 
needed to be more reliably Russian. The Revolution of 1905 ended up rag-
ing as much in the borderlands of the empire as in the center. The burning 
of Jerwakant, in this sense, was symbolic of a range of ethnic tensions, all of 
which convinced a number of generals that the army needed to consider mak-
ing a great transition. Rather than continuing to be a multiethnic imperial 
force, it needed to transform itself into something closer to a national army, a 
true “nation at arms” to be led by Russian offi cers who knew “how to fi ght for 
all that is Russian” (za vse russkoe).65

In keeping with this idea, the high command established a commission 
that looked into the question and proposed expanding the range of restrictions 
affecting non-Russian offi cers, including, for the fi rst time, introducing limits 
on the number of Lutherans in the corps, which de facto meant introducing 
limits on the number of Russian Germans. According to the proposed plan, all 
the national groups in the empire would be ranked according to their perceived 
degree of loyalty to the government. Non-Russian offi cers would be banned 
from serving in their home regions in order to guard against the possibility 
of their joining up with their fellow nationals against the Russians. Even Rus-
sian offi cers with spouses from suspect groups—Armenians, Poles, and Jews, 
in particular—would face restrictions.66

In the end, however, despite such proposals, the offi cer corps did not 
change much. The share of non-Russians remained largely the same through to 
the end of the old regime. Indeed, many of the high commission’s suggestions 
were purposefully shelved, in part because the General Staff realized they 
would be too messy to introduce, but also because they concluded that non-
Russian nationality was, in fact, not really a problem. Scores of colonels and 
generals might have German or Georgian surnames, but this was just the 
surface. They were otherwise completely Russifi ed—or at least this is how it 
seemed to the high command.

Indeed, one of the abiding articles of faith of the tsarist military elite in 
its last decade was the sense that merely serving in the army was enough to 
produce Russifi cation, and it was this perception, paradoxically, that helped 
keep the institution diverse. The specifi cs of nationality, according to au-
thorities like General Anton Denikin, “had no effect on the friendly course of 
regimental life.” Army life made “ethnic differences” irrelevant—they simply 
“faded away.”67 There was thus no need to legislate against diversity because 
diversity—at least in a meaningful sense—was going to disappear in any case.

All this is to say that there is no indication in the fi les that Ungern had any 
trouble returning to offi cer school as a Baltic German Lutheran. Thanks to his 
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voluntary enlistment during the war, his prior academic record was overlooked, 
and in October 1906 he was admitted to the Paul the First Military Institute 
(Pavlovskoe voennoe uchilishche) located on Great Savior Street (Bolshaia 
Spasskaia ul.) on the Petersburg Side in central St. Petersburg, not far from the 
Peter and Paul Fortress and less than a mile from the Naval College.68

Like the Naval College, Ungern’s new school was an elite establishment 
whose students were overwhelmingly either hereditary nobles or the sons of 
offi cers (or both);69 and the surroundings were the same: the same grand neo-
classical complex, the same long hallways with squeaky parquet fl oors and walls 
larded with the portraits of tsars and generals, the same vast courtyard where 
the yunkers marched and drilled incessantly.70 Like the college, the mood 
of the school was also austere. A cadet just a few years senior to Ungern recalled 
that there was “no such thing as fun at the institute.”71 With the exception of 
leave, the only break from the numbing routine of class and drill was summer 
training at the nearby suburban military camp of Krasnoe Selo (Beautiful Vil-
lage), where at least the young men were allowed to scream and charge.72

Ungern earned the equivalent of a “C” average in his classes, which for him 
was a breakthrough.73 He also completely reformed his behavior. While a num-
ber of his classmates were cited for failing to properly salute their superiors or 
returning from leave “in a drunken state with an unbuttoned overcoat,” Un-
gern managed to maintain a spotless record and ultimately graduated in the 
“highest tier according to conduct.”74

We can also assume that he continued his Russian turn. According to 
school records, 90 percent of his fellow yunkers were Russian Orthodox, as 
were all of the offi cer-instructors.75 In that sense, Ungern would have stood out 
as a German island in a Russian sea. But by the same token, one wonders how 
German he would have seemed by at this time in any case. Though he had a 
double-barreled German surname and took Lutheran rather than Orthodox 
religion class, he would have appeared Russian enough in most other ways. 
After four years of military school and almost a year in army service, his spoken 
Russian must have been completely fl uent.

Indeed, to the high command a non-Russian cadet like Ungern would prob-
ably have seemed a fi ne example of the army’s supposedly special Russianizing 
power. At the same time, it is unlikely that his Germanness would have been 
wiped away during his time at the institute. Instead, it’s more probable that 
rather than losing or rejecting his former identity, he simply continued adopt-
ing another, becoming, in effect, a cross-cultural hybrid with attachments to 
both cultures.

This sort of cultural in-betweenness was a common condition of imperial 
life, though the particulars necessarily varied enormously from person to per-
son. In part, this was due to the enormous diversity of the empire. Every social 
environment within the country allowed for potentially different combinations 
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of language, faith, and social practices. But it also refl ects the fact that the late 
tsarist state never proposed a single way for its subjects to be multicultural—or 
even unicultural, for that matter. Unlike the Bolsheviks, who invented the ideal 
of a new Soviet man, the old regime—precisely because it was an old regime—
never developed an equivalent tsarist imperial man as an ideal type. Imperial 
subjecthood remained relatively fl exible during the Duma years that followed 
1905, even with all the offi cial prejudice of the Russifi cation laws and the clam-
or against “borderland types” (okraintsy) on the part of Russian nationalists.76 
The formula for imperial belonging would tighten with the coming of the Great 
War, but that was still in the future.

Yunkers chose their postgraduation postings based on class rank. Students 
at the top of the class were allowed to pick fi rst and usually opted to continue 
their education at one of the elite military academies or to join a prestigious 
guards’ regiment. (The valedictorian of Ungern’s class, for example, chose a 
post with the Finnish Life Guards.)77 Given that Ungern found himself over a 
hundred spots farther down the list, however, his options were less lofty. The 
average students around him tended to choose infantry regiments in Europe-
an Russia, where most of the army was stationed, with posts near big cities 
like Warsaw, Odessa, Riga, and Moscow going fi rst. A smaller share selected 
destinations in the Caucasus, Central Asia, and Siberia. According to family 
lore, Ungern loved to ride and wanted to serve in the cavalry—his superiors 
would later describe him as a talented horseman—so he chose a posting with 
a Cossack Host: the Trans-Baikal Cossacks, whose regiments faced the bor-
der with the Qing Empire in the regions of Outer Mongolia and northeastern 
Manchuria.78

Things might have been different. His initial preference seems to have been 
for a posting with the Siberian Cossack Host near the town of Chimkent, in 
what is today southeastern Kazakhstan. Just a few days later, however, this 
assignment was changed. Scrolling down the typed list of yunkers’ postings, 
we see the original entry crossed out and the new one scratched in by hand 
above it.79

It’s unclear why Ungern made the switch, or even whether it was his own 
decision.80 Was the opening in Central Asia withdrawn? Did he reconsider and 
opt for something closer to Manchuria because of his service there during the 
war? All we know for sure is that with the stroke of a pen, his life shifted onto a 
different path. By moving from Turkestan to Eastern Siberia, the army’s newest 
offi cer was heading farther east, like the empire itself.

Like his fellow classmates assigned to the Asian half of the empire, Ungern 
received an extra month’s leave following graduation. After that, he had fi fteen 
days to report to his post.81



CHAPTER 4

BEYOND THE BAIKAL

“Why is your Siberia so cold?”

“Such is God’s will!” answers the coachman.

—Anton Chekhov, From Siberia

Toward Asia

Russians in Ungern’s time were used to thinking of their country as divided 
into two uneven parts: European Russia (Evropeiskaia Rossiia) on the western 
side of the Ural Mountains, home to the historical core of the state and its great 
cities, and Asian Russia (Aziatskaia Rossiia) stretching out to the east, more 
than twice as vast as the western side but far less developed.

The famous chemist Dmitri Mendeleev explained the contrast between the 
two halves as a tale of two centers: the center of the empire’s population, which 
he situated in a corner of Tambov province not far from Moscow, and the center 
of the country’s “inhabitable area”—that is, the center of all the territory out-
side of the far north of the state—which he pinpointed some 1,300 miles to the 
east near the town of Omsk in Western Siberia.1 Connecting the two points, as 
he saw it, was a simple reality. The Russians lived overwhelmingly in the west-
ern end of their homeland, but the territory available to them lay overwhelm-
ingly in the east, which meant, necessarily, that over time they would be drawn 
to the east as well. In fact, Mendeleev argued that this eastward shift was a 
“law” of history that had already been unfolding incrementally for centuries. 
Tambov was thus destined to meet up with Omsk. If anything, the rendezvous 
would simply come all the faster now that the country had fi nally begun to race 
ahead at the speed of the locomotive and the steamboat.
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It’s easier to see what Mendeleev had in mind when we imagine the kind of 
map he might have used for his projections.2 On the western side, we fi nd the 
well-blackened circles of St. Petersburg and Moscow and the myriad points 
of lesser cities, towns, and villages—a world of dots of all sizes. Turning east, 
however, the dots mostly disappear. A few black circles nestle in the oasis 
heartland of Central Asia. Vladivostok stands guard in the Far East. Besides 
this, though, what stands out most is a thin strip of points running unevenly 
across the far southern portion of the region. This is the human shadow of the 
Trans-Siberian, the narrow trace, in effect, of the momentous colonizing move-
ment Mendeleev was talking about. As he and other supporters of the railway 
had predicted, the great line was indeed pulling Tambov to Omsk, but it was 
doing so by the slenderest of threads. The Siberia that most Russians knew, 
if they knew it at all, was the train. Beyond it lay a sprawling, largely vacant 
wilderness.

Ungern was twenty-two years old when he set out for the far side of the 
Urals. In a photo taken shortly before his deployment, he appears tall and 
lanky, fair-haired, with a young man’s wispy moustache. Staring confi dently 
into the camera and dressed smartly in his new Trans-Baikaler uniform, he 
has the look of youthful possibility and composed military manliness that one 
fi nds in countless offi cer graduation portraits of the time.3 Having crossed 
the country a few years earlier to join the Russo-Japanese War, he would have 
known that he was about to leave the well-dotted side of the map for the almost 
un-dotted one. All of Siberia was sparsely populated then, but the more rugged 
and distant part of the region between the Yenisei River and the Amur—what 
the Russians refer to as Eastern Siberia—had fewer people than the western 
half, and Ungern’s destination within Eastern Siberia—the region east of Lake 
Baikal—had fewer still.

The Russian conquest of Siberia began in the 1580s under Ivan the Ter-
rible. The Cossack Ermak Timofeevich, leading an army of mercenaries in 
the pay of a mining magnate, toppled the Khan of Kuchum and claimed (at 
least temporarily) his khanate for the tsar. But this was only the western part of 
Western Siberia. It took the Muscovites another generation to cross the vast 
and diffi cult distances to Lake Baikal, subjugating new peoples as they went. 
When they reached the Baikal in the early seventeenth century, they found one 
of Earth’s natural wonders, the world’s deepest lake, teeming, as the explor-
ers put it, with “fi sh of all sorts and beasts of the sea.”4 Nearby the newcomers 
also found local peoples—semi-nomadic Buryats and Tungus (Evenks). Over 
the following hundred years, they alternatively parlayed and bludgeoned these 
groups into submission, gradually bringing the entire region “under the tsar’s 
high hand.”5

As the Russians built up their presence on the Baikal, they settled most 
thickly on the western side. Irkutsk, the largest city in Eastern Siberia by 
Ungern’s time, was founded just west of the lake, having begun as a Muscovite 



Beyond the Baikal  65

fort on the Angara River in the midst of the wooded-steppes of the Western 
Buryats. By comparison, the region across the lake to the southeast, what the 
Russians called at fi rst Dauria (“the land of the Daurs”) and later Zabaikale 
(literally: “the land beyond the Baikal”) was always less inhabited.6 Buryats 
and Tungus lived here as well, though because of the broader prairie land in 
this part of the Baikal zone, they were more thoroughly nomadic than their 
cousins in the west. (The early Russian documents refer to them as “horse 
people.”) The Russians in the region were also far fewer—for centuries little 
more than a dusting of peasants, townsmen, Cossacks, and convicts. Around 
the time of Ungern’s arrival, even with a rising tide of settlers carried in by 
the railroad, the entire Trans-Baikal region (Zabaikalskaia oblast), a territory 
bigger than Germany and just a little smaller than the Hapsburg Empire, had a 
population less than half the size of St. Petersburg.7

4.1. Ungern, around the time of his graduation from the Paul the First Military School.
 This photo shows the young graduate in his new Trans-Baikal Host uniform.

 Having just received his offi cer’s epaulettes, he is about to head east.
 Reproduced from Nikolai von Essen (comp.), Nachrichten über

 das Geschlecht Ungern-Sternberg, Vol.4, Urkunden–
Stammtafeln–Ahnentafeln–Porträts

 (Tartu, 1939), pl. 14.



66  Chapter 4

What would have drawn Ungern to this distant frontier? Most of his con-
temporaries never visited the Trans-Baikal. Even today the region seems remote 
to people from the European side of the country. Yet Ungern’s coming of age 
coincided with rising interest in Siberia and the empire’s far eastern peripher-
ies. The war with Japan was a part of this eastern turn—even a product of it in a 
very basic sense—but the turn involved more than geopolitics alone. Poets and 
artists like the Orientophiles (Vostokofi ly) took up Asian themes. Spiritualists 
evoked the “mysteries” of Asian religion. Scholars of different sorts fanned out 
toward the Pacifi c with their instruments and notebooks. And the public fol-
lowed the progress of eastern colonization in the newspapers.8 For centuries, 
Siberia had seemed little more than a distant icebox. Now, thanks in part to 
the magic fi lament of the railway, it was becoming a source of fascination and 
anticipation, the empire’s “house of riches,” its latest “land of the future.”9

Ungern must have been affected by this broad Asian turn, though the deci-
sion to start his career in the Trans-Baikal was probably infl uenced at least as 
much by his service in Manchuria during the war and by the role models right 
around him, including numerous Baltic Germans who viewed the country’s 
eastern frontier as a “spacious fi eld” for proving themselves and “acquiring 
position and character.”10 Though “going east” never became the near obliga-
tory rite for them that the “grand continental tour” had been for English lords 
in the eighteenth century, it was common enough. The empire was home to 
multiple societies in miniature moving in predictable cycles: long-distance 
merchants and brokers, Orthodox and Muslim pilgrims, radicals sent in and 
out of exile, civilian offi cials, military men. A subset of Baltic Germans, most of 
them from the army or civil service, made up another of these mobile imperial 
communities. They grew up and received their educations in the western half 
of the country and then went east before (usually) coming back again.

We fi nd this pattern in the Ungern-Sternberg clan, where a number of Un-
gern’s close and distant relations traveled in or wrote about “the East.” (Some 
relations on his mother’s side, the Wimpffens, did as well, including his uncle 
and godfather, Max, who published a study of Buddhism.) Neighbors like the von 
Keyserlings, who lived just down the road from Jerwakant, in particular, the 
venerable naturalist Count Alexander von Keyserling and his grandson, Her-
mann, a boyhood friend of Ungern’s who later became a philosopher-mystic in 
Germany, took long Asian travels. Ungern even had a direct tie to Asian service 
in the person of his great uncle, General Paul von Rennenkampf, a hero of the 
war with Japan who began his career with the Trans-Baikal Host and would 
later command the fi rst army corps Ungern served in during World War I.11

Given these circumstances, perhaps it’s not surprising that a young 
baron would have sought to start his career on a remote frontier like the 
Trans-Baikal. It was the sort of usefully faraway place where one could gain 
experience and stand out. People back home would talk about you. And who 
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better to serve with at the edge of the empire than the Cossacks, the empire’s 
ultimate frontiersmen?

“The Most Special Sort of Russians”

The origins of the Cossacks go back to the fourteenth century when bands of 
roamers and runaways began establishing isolated enclaves in different parts 
of the great unclaimed grasslands south of Muscovy. (The term “Cossack” 
derives from a Turkic word for “freebooter” or “outlaw.”) For centuries, these 
slowly forming communities lived by their own codes and developed a fi ercely 
independent culture, sometimes allying themselves with Moscow and the 
other powerful states around them, sometimes fl aunting their disobedience.

By Ungern’s time, however, the so-called age of Cossack freedom (volia) 
had long since passed. The Russian empire defeated its rivals for the steppe 
by the end of the eighteenth century and over the years that followed it gradu-
ally but relentlessly transformed the Cossack world, eliminating the groups it 
didn’t like (such as the Zaporozhians of central Ukraine, for example) and re-
organizing the rest as frontier cavalry forces known as Hosts (voisko; plural: 
voiska). In the process, Cossack men became a species of farmer-soldier, their 
lives divided between working their homesteads and patrolling the frontier, 
while Cossacks overall became a social estate (soslovie) alongside others within 
the Russian system.12

In 1908, the year that Ungern entered the Cossack domain, eleven Hosts 
with a combined population of some eight million people stood guard along 
stretches of the empire’s roughly 4,500-mile border between the Black Sea 
and the Pacifi c.13 Some of the Hosts—like those centered around the Don and 
Terek rivers in southern Russia—were heirs to the old independent Cossacks 
of Muscovite times. But most, including the fi ve centered in the Asian half of 
the country, were more recent creations. As the empire pushed into Siberia and 
beyond, the tsars enlisted Cossacks to defend the country’s expanding fron-
tiers, and when no Cossacks were on hand in the vicinity, they simply created 
new ones by decree.

To start a new Host, families from existing ones usually found them-
selves forcibly relocated to the new frontier, with local peasant colonists and, 
depending on the region, native peoples drummed in on site to join them. 
The new Host would then be granted land by the state, while individual Cos-
sacks grabbed whatever additional land they could for themselves by “right of 
occupation” (po zakhvatu). The approach worked well enough, and Cossacks 
seemed useful enough, that the process was repeated several times over.

The history of the Trans-Baikal Host followed this general pattern.14 The 
fi rst Cossacks came to the region from other parts of Siberia in the mid-1600s 
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at the head of expeditions dispatched by the court to explore the territory 
and claim whatever local peoples they found as new subjects. Typically this 
involved the Cossacks offering the Siberian natives what they described as 
“presents” (metal cups and knives, glass beads, cloth) so that the locals would 
in turn give them furs, which the Cossacks then conveniently interpreted as 
“tribute” (yasak).15 Not surprisingly, to the natives, this looked more like trade 
than political subjugation, which led to a certain amount of confusion.

Raids and killings fl ashed between the various sides when the trade-like 
tribute broke down. There were also confrontations with the Qing in nearby 
Mongolia and Manchuria, who resented the Russian encroachments. In the 
process, Cossack blockhouses were besieged and torched, and early Russian 
claims to the region of the Amur River, whose headwaters began just to the 
east, were rebuffed. But the Muscovite grip on the Trans-Baikal nonetheless 
tightened over time, and the number of Cossacks in the region slowly grew 
as new “service people” signed on along with willing (or forcibly recruited) 
Buryats and Tungus.

The various Russian and native Cossack groups created through this 
incremental process of incorporation established themselves in a winding 
string of small fortifi ed outposts (ostrogi) on the “Dauria side” south and east 
of the Baikal, between the Selenga and Argun rivers, facing the agreed-upon 
border with the Qing Empire.16 Then, in 1851, after not doing much at all with 
these communities for the better part of two hundred years, the government 
dramatically increased their numbers by forcing local peasants to enroll and 
placed all of them—the old and the more recent—under the authority of a new, 
overarching Trans-Baikal Host.

The creation of the new Host was motivated by the purest sort of geo-
politics. Just a decade after it was founded, using well-timed saber rattling, 
the tsarist government pressured the Qing into giving up the northern banks 
of the Amur and Ussuri rivers, bringing what is now the entire Russian Far 
East into Russian hands and making good on the expansion that they had 
failed to achieve two centuries earlier. The grand designer of this revanchism 
was Lieutenant General Nikolai Muravev, governor-general of Eastern Si-
beria at the time and an outspoken proponent of Russia’s “Pacifi c destiny.” 
Not uncoincidentally, Muravev was also the driving force behind the cre-
ation of the Host, and the close relationship between Russian imperialism 
and the Host that began in his time continued until the end of the empire. In 
1900, Trans-Baikal regiments moved into Manchuria to help put down the 
Boxer Rebellion, staying on afterward to guard the Chinese Eastern Railway. 
(Ungern’s great uncle Paul von Rennenkampf was there at the time as well.) 
In the war with Japan, the Trans-Baikalers fought in Manchuria and Korea, 
and after the peace, they fi gured prominently in the General Staff ’s various 
scenarios for what might come next.17
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The campaigns took a heavy toll on the Host’s economy. Every Cossack 
deployed faraway meant one less worker on the farm, and given that Cossack 
families were expected to provide horses and supplies for their fi ghting men, 
the material costs of service quickly added up. As one Cossack lament from 
1907 put it, “Oh, how bitter our sadness/ No more tears have we to shed/ This 
treacherous twentieth century/ Such misery it has bred.”18 Trans-Baikal com-
manders also worried about the cost of a more general sort of decline. Drink 
and permissiveness had set in in the settlements. Schools were failing. “Our 
young children can’t recite even the most basic prayers or the titles of the tsar 
or the name of their settlement commander (stanichnyi ataman), while the 
older ones seem to know nothing of the land of their birth (rodina) or of our 
Cossack history.”19

In addition to these woes, there were doubts about the Cossacks’ worthi-
ness as a fi ghting force. By the early twentieth century, it was clear to the War 
Ministry that Hosts everywhere were in trouble. Though designed as would-
be “self-fi nancing institutions,” they seemed to have little hope of making the 
revenue needed to outfi t their men for war in an industrial age, and so a slow if 
inconsistent move began to try to solve the problem by folding the Hosts more 
completely into the regular structures of the army.20

Yet the Cossacks continued to have admirers, not least because of the place 
they’d come to occupy in the Russian historical imagination. By Ungern’s time, 
the unruly Cossacks of yesteryear had been cleaned up and repackaged as 
romantic heroes thanks to the writings of Pushkin, Gogol, and Tolstoy, all of 
whom had become required reading in every high school curriculum. Their 
manly panache leapt off of the canvases of artists like Ilya Repin and Vasilii 
Surikov. Cossack daring even starred in the fi rst successful Russian fi lm, Sten-
ka Razin, which (in eight dramatic minutes) told the doomed love story of a 
seventeenth-century Cossack rebel.21 Ungern must have been exposed to this 
Cossack lore and, like many adventurous young men of his time, could well 
have dreamed of joining imaginary horsemen on their fi erce rides through the 
frontier.

The army, meanwhile, had its own Cossack myth. Though the high com-
mand was well aware of the fi nancial and logistical problems facing the Hosts, 
they had little interest in getting rid of them (this would happen later with great 
brutality under the Bolsheviks). Instead, they wanted to reform them to make 
them more effective. In fact, to the Hosts’ most committed supporters, the Cos-
sacks did not need much reform at all, only a redoubling of their traditional 
“warrior spirit” and dedication to the crown. Nicholas II, for one, idolized his 
Cossack regiments, trusting them as his most loyal soldiers, the unbending 
wall that had protected the monarchy from the tide of revolution that almost 
destroyed it in 1905. (In fact, this argument became perhaps the most impor-
tant one for maintaining the Cossacks as a special force.) Cossacks themselves 
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took pride in what they called the “Cossack way”—a euphemism for everything 
that seemed to make them “the most special sort of Russians, sharply different 
from the rest of the empire’s estates.”22

And indeed, much about the Cossacks was different, down to the small 
details. Cossack ranks and designations were tinged with the exotic patina of 
the past—ataman for Cossack leader, khorunzhi for junior lieutenant, stanitsa 
for Cossack settlement. Even the term “Host” was archaic and peculiar, used 
only in regard to Cossack forces rather than other divisions of the military. 
Cossacks were allowed to grow their hair longer than their counterparts in the 
regular army. They had their own headgear—the papakha, a tall cylindrical 
hat made of black-dyed sheep’s wool—as well as a special sword, the razor-
sharp, slightly curved Cossack saber (shashka), which they carried, when rid-
ing, slung across their backs on a hanger.23 They had their own courts and 
customs, their own credo of service.

By the time Ungern joined them, regardless of their problems, it’s fair to say 
that the Trans-Baikal Cossacks were just as impressed with their distinctiveness—
and jealous of their prerogatives—as any of the other Hosts of the empire. As the 
authors of a cheap pocketbook of Host tales and songs reminded their readers: 
“Be proud, Zabaikaltsy, for, thanks to the tsar’s boundless grace, you belong to 
the great Cossack family.”24

With the Aliens on a Sea of Grass

Ungern stepped off the Trans-Siberian to report for duty at Host headquarters 
in Chita, the largest city in the Trans-Baikal, on July 27, 1908.25 From there 
he proceeded to his post with the 2nd Company of the 1st Argun Regiment in 
Military Sector 2, with quarters in the small outpost of Ust-Narynsk. The Host 
then was divided into four sectors, each responsible for a parcel of the Chinese 
border. Sector 2 faced the border on the Argun River, and Ust-Narynsk was 
located on the river itself, not far from the modern town of Zabaikalsk, roughly 
300 miles southeast of Chita.

The outpost was formally administered by the larger settlement of Tsagan-
Oluevskaya (today: Tsagan-Oluy), the site of the closest regiment offi ce and 
located farther in behind the border. (Tsagan-Oluevskaya was also quite close 
to Dauria, were Ungern would later serve during the civil war.) In 1908, this 
larger settlement had a population of just over forty-fi ve hundred people, 
including fi ve hundred active-duty Cossacks. Ust-Narynsk would have been 
much smaller—perhaps just a hundred residents, probably less.26 This tiny 
place, not even a dot on the map of the empire, would be Ungern’s home for the 
next year and a half.27

The land all around was steppe—rolling grassy prairie. Ungern would have 
fi rst seen the area in high summer, dried brown by the sun. The contrast with 
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the northern part of the Trans-Baikal would have been striking. Chita, then as 
now the major transit hub of the region, lies in the midst of high hills covered in 
evergreens and deciduous larch and birch, a continuation of the hilly, forested 
landscape that makes up most of Eastern Siberia. Even in summer, with all the 
dirt and dust of a rumbling industrial center, there is a greenness to the city. But 
leaving Chita by train toward the Chinese border, you watch the heights of the 
hills gradually diminish, as if a great hand were slowly pressing down the eleva-
tions. By the time you arrive in the zone of the old Cossack settlements, the hills 
have become low-rolling grassy knobs, and the woods have disappeared. The 
steppe is at its gentlest in the spring when the swelling rises become covered in 
a lush carpet of tufted grasses and blossoming forbs and wild fl owers—“a sea 
of green without end.”28 Winters and summers, by contrast, are harsh, either 
impossibly cold or achingly hot. 

In 1908 the Trans-Baikal Cossacks had a population of just under 240,000 
people, about one-third of the population of the Trans-Baikal oblast as a 
whole. Roughly a tenth of the Host was made up of males of service age (from 
nineteen to thirty-seven years old) who rotated through phases of duty along 
and behind the border.29 The steppes were too dry for much farming, so the 
base of the economy was in livestock: sheep, cattle, goats, horses. Each Cos-
sack was expected to provide his own fully outfi tted mount, which meant that 
the horses were especially prized, both on the Cossack homesteads and in the 

4.2. Chinese Junction (Kitaiskii razezd; now: Tarskaia), about seventy miles east of Chita. 
The Trans-Baikal spur splits off here from the main Trans-Siberian line to make its way

 down to the Chinese border and the CER. Ungern would have passed through
 this junction countless times. Courtesy www.ruscarts.ru.

http://www.ruscarts.ru
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Host’s large reserve herds.30 Most of the animals were of the short, hardy Mon-
golian type, though the breed was known by the Cossacks as their own “Trans-
Baikal horse.” The markings and names of the animals are scrupulously noted 
in the Host’s papers: “Mamai,” “Mars,” “Athos,” “Friend,” “Turtunai,” “Ker-
mek,” “Janissary,” “Jaguar,” “Spider,” “Serb.”31 If the family stories are true 
and Ungern had indeed wanted to ride, he had come to the right place. He had 
arrived in the land of the horse.

He had also joined a very different sort of imperial environment. The 
Trans-Baikalers were engineered by the state to serve the cause of Russian 
imperialism, but they were just as much the products of a less directed sort 
of imperial history. Cossacks lived among Buryats and Tungus, whose cul-
tures had adapted to the grasslands as nomadic pastoralists. The Buryats are 
a Mongol people. The Tungus, in linguistic terms, are most closely related to 
Manchus. When the Russians fi rst reached the Trans-Baikal, both groups were 
shamanists, but beginning in the late 1600s the Buryats, following the Mon-
gols, converted to Lamaist Buddhism, and most of the Tungus of the steppe 
converted thereafter to either Orthodoxy or Buddhism, though shamanist 
beliefs never entirely disappeared. Of the two communities, the Buryats were 
by far the more numerous. By Ungern’s time, they outnumbered the so-called 
“Horse Tungus” by a little more than three to one and over the centuries had 
strongly “Buryatized” their culture.32 

The Trans-Baikalers were deeply infl uenced by both groups. Roughly 12 per-
cent of the Cossacks were Tungus and Buryats, making the Host a fundamen-
tally multiethnic and multiconfessional society.33 Thirty-three Lamaist  temples 
(Buriat: datsan) operated on Host lands together with ninety churches. Rela-
tively few non-Russian Cossacks lived in Ungern’s sector, but Buryat ulus (no-
madic encampments) dotted the Aga steppe that rolled just behind the sector 
settlements, and Tungus occupied two areas to the north and east.

Russian and native worlds were thickly interwoven. Russian was the 
offi cial language of the Host, but the Cossacks’ everyday speech was laced with 
words drawn from Tungus and Buryat, and it was common for native Russian 
speakers to know the other languages. Buddhists and Orthodox revered the 
same local shrines and saints (St. Nicholas to Lamaist Buryats was Khutuktu 
Mikola—Nicholas the Reincarnated Lama), and paid their priests the same 
way—with money, sheep, furs, bread. Everyone (Russians included) turned to 
shamans whenever it seemed useful, such as when plagues struck their fl ocks. 
In Cossack towns like Aksha, Buryats and Russians went together to the local 
music hall.34

Intermarriages were common—of Buryats and Tungus with one another, 
and of Russians with both groups—which then had the natural effect of pro-
ducing mixed-race children. According to one observer, there were three dom-
inant “types” in the Trans-Baikal: Slavs, Buryats, and “mestizos” (metisy).35 Not 



4.3. Trans-Baikal Cossack, probably a Buryat or Tungus, late 1890s. Note the curved saber 
and the tall cylindrical hat known as a papakha. Reproduced from Chasovye otechestva:
 iz istorii rossiiskogo kazachestva; katalog vystavki (St. Petersburg, 2006), 90, no. 100.
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surprisingly, the long history of getting along in this particular way affected 
physical appearances. As a government report put it in 1899, “The Russians 
[here] possess unique physical characteristics that [make them] quite differ-
ent from the Russian national type that predominates in European Russia.” In 
fact, in the authors’ view, there was a distinct “Trans-Baikal type” created from 
the “well-established fusion” of Russian and native “elements.”36 Ordinary 
Russians in the region referred to the process more directly as “going Bury-
at” (bratskovat—from the old Russian term for Buryats—bratskie, or bratskie 
liudi) and called Russian-native mixed-race people karymy, from the Buryat/
Mongol word kharym, meaning “foreign” or “of another birth.”37

The same sort of mixing took place between the Cossacks and the Mon-
gols and Chinese across the Qing border—or more precisely, across one of the 
borders. For there were, in fact, two borders where Ungern was serving, one 
relatively new and the harbinger of things to come, the other much older and 
seemingly destined to fade out. The most obvious signs of the modern border 
were in Manchuria Station, the nearby railway town located just inside Qing 
territory and the fi rst station on the CER that one reached from the  Russian 
side. (Ungern had passed through here earlier on his way to and from the 
Russo-Japanese War, and the town would loom large in his life in the civil war 
to come.) Russian guards and customs inspectors worked here as well as vet-
erinary offi cials and doctors who checked Russia-bound travelers and livestock 
for plague and other diseases.38 Qing offi cials also had their offi ces in the town. 
Manchuria Station was home, in effect, to much of the bureaucratic machinery 
of an international border that we now see as ordinary and familiar.

In the early twentieth century, however, this sort of border was still rela-
tively new, a product of the intertwined and growing dynamics of national-
ism and state power. As European societies became more integrated over the 
course of the 1800s, they defi ned themselves all the more against foreign soci-
eties, and their governments stepped all the deeper into the role of gatekeep-
ers. Borders—and the laws and procedures reinforcing them—became the real 
and metaphorical ramparts of the country. They had to be well-guarded, the 
nation behind them well-protected. In keeping with this logic, states increas-
ingly monopolized the powers of admission and exclusion. Understandings of 
citizenship and subjecthood grew more tightly defi ned. Passports and other 
identity documents proliferated. Migration quotas, sanitary inspections, and 
customs declarations followed. By the end of the century, this new complex of 
institutions and practices, having begun in Europe, multiplied into an interna-
tional norm. “Watchtowers, passport stamps, and serious men” began lining 
up along borders wherever governments were able.39

But the arrival of this new sort of border did not erase what had been 
there before, at least not in the Trans-Baikal. On the platform at Manchuria 
Station, watching fi rst the Russian offi cials then the Chinese make their 
checks (or vice versa), one could feel the separation—or at least the intention 
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of separation—that modern border crossings are supposed to convey. But just 
a few miles away, at Ungern’s outpost on the river, the separation was much 
harder to see. There, in keeping with longstanding traditions, Cossacks and 
other locals would travel regularly back and forth across the Argun. The head-
men of settlements like Ust-Narynsk brokered agreements with Mongols and 
their Manchu commanders to cut hay, chop wood, and graze their fl ocks on the 
Qing side. They crossed over to fi sh for sturgeon and carp from the Chinese 
bank. They traded knives, salt, livestock. And they visited the camps of their 
Mongolian counterparts on special feast days, which is when the economic 
arrangements were typically struck. (“Renting abroad” tended to be cheaper 
than renting on the Russian side, which helps to explain the popularity of the 
practice.) Chinese military agricultural settlements ( jun tun) were also appear-
ing in the Argun area at the time, bringing in Han soldier-farmers. The Cos-
sacks would have had contacts with them as well.40

In addition to these ordinary cross-border ties, Trans-Baikal Cossacks 
provided escorts for the mails to and from Chinese territory, and guarded 
Russian government offi ces in Manchuria Station as well as the state’s con-
sulates in Outer Mongolia and the country’s principal diplomatic mission in 
Beijing (Peking). Visitors to the Trans-Baikal around the turn of the century 
found it strange that so many Russian Cossacks could speak perfect Buryat 
and Mongolian without knowing how to either read or write in their own lan-
guage, though given the Cossacks’ intense connections with the Mongolian 
world, it would have been even more surprising if things had been the other 
way around.

Of course, what surprised Russian observers most was not that cross-
cultural mixing would occur. The surprise had to do with the outcome of 
the mixing. As people of a supposedly higher culture, it was simply assumed 
that the Russians would be the ones doing the infl uencing. The reverse sort 
of cultural fl ow, however, was more problematic. Cossacks were Russians—
indeed, they were supposed to be quite special Russians, bearers of the 
national spirit. Buryats and Tungus, meanwhile, were seen as “aliens” (inorodtsy; 
literally: “people of a different birth”)—members of a huge and ill-defi ned 
category of non-Russians that educated society considered fundamentally dif-
ferent from their own nationality.

By Ungern’s time, the term inorodtsy was increasingly used as a catchall 
to describe all of the empire’s national minorities. To certain Russian national-
ists, Ungern himself would have been considered an alien. But the original 
and still more common usage applied more narrowly to the empire’s diverse 
array of “eastern peoples” whose overriding common trait was their supposed 
backwardness in comparison with the Russians.41 The aliens, in effect, were the 
equivalent of the “colonials” of Europe’s overseas empires—groups that appeared 
to fall short by praying to the wrong god, living in tents rather than houses, hav-
ing “primitive” habits, or, increasingly, simply having the wrong skin color.
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Ordinary Russians, including Cossacks, were lauded by Russian patriots 
for their “remarkable knack in getting along” with these backward peoples—
Russian settlers, the Russians liked to remind themselves, were not arrogant 
racists like British colonists, for example. But then again, most educated Rus-
sians were clearly dismayed when they saw good Russian folk fall too much 
under the sway of what they considered to be “lesser tribes.” Russians who 
“went native” raised doubts about the integrity and strength of Russian 
national identity and led to questions about who was really in charge.42

This ambivalence about the virtues of diversity was also deeply imprint-
ed in offi cial policy. The late tsarist state was an imperial order torn in two 
directions. On the one hand, the government embraced and even celebrated 
the diversity of the empire. The greatest proof was the imperial showcase of 
St. Petersburg with its mosque, synagogue, Buddhist temple, and diverse array 
of Christian churches. Yet on the other hand, as a regime intent on charting an 
imperial course through a national age, it had obvious reasons for viewing cer-
tain types of diversity as a problem. The fundamental tension of this situation 
created the complicated logic of Russifi cation, which was the state’s attempt to 
build a more obviously Russian-oriented—and therefore, by extension—more 
manageable sort of imperial diversity.

The place of the eastern aliens in the new empire of Russifi cation depended 
on who one was talking about (some groups appeared more problematic than 
others—Muslims, for example). In the Trans-Baikal during Ungern’s service, 
the local “alien question” was not as fraught as elsewhere in Asian Russia and 
certainly much less than in the western part of the country. Buryats and Tun-
gus were not seen as threats like the Poles, most of whom seemed congenitally 
disloyal, or the Baltic Germans, whose loyalty was at least potentially suspect. 
Nor were they feared like Chinese migrants in the Russian Far East, who were 
taken as the cusp of a great “yellow wave” about to crash down on the empire. 
And they were certainly not regarded as cunning and dangerous like the Jews, 
who, even in an empire “where every one except the tsar . . . belonged to a group 
that was, one way or another, discriminated against,” were arguably the most 
discriminated of all.43 Instead, the “aliens” of the Baikal region seemed docile 
“children of nature”—the kind of backward, largely harmless primitives who 
deserved Russifi cation as a gift rather than a punishment.

In his new home on the Argun, Ungern thus found himself in a differ-
ent environment of Russifi cation than those that he had known in Estland or 
St. Petersburg, refl ecting the fact that every region of the empire—even every 
local or institutional setting—was defi ned by its own mix of ethnicity, history, 
and geography, which in turn affected the way in which Russian authorities in-
terpreted their interest. The state’s policies were not necessarily any gentler in 
the Trans-Baikal than elsewhere. And by and large they conformed to the same 
general objective—that is, the goal was “the systematic unifi cation in material, 
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spiritual, and intellectual terms . . . of the aliens with the Russian element.”44 
But the empire’s offi cials pursued their work among the Buryats and Tungus 
with a presumption of benevolence. The prevailing view, in effect, was that the 
government was doing these backward peoples a favor. The national resent-
ment and anxiety that helped to drive anti-German measures in the Baltic, for 
example, was virtually absent in the Trans-Baikal. Here the mood was less one 
of angst than of dutiful imperialist paternalism.

In 1904, in keeping with this ethos, the government replaced the Eastern 
Buryats’ autonomous steppe councils (stepnye dumy) with a Russian-style coun-
ty administration headed by a special “alien agent” (inorodcheskii upravnik). 
Offi cials began surveying and reapportioning Buryat pastures, turning over 
whatever “excess” land they found to incoming Russian settlers. (Nomads in 
the Trans-Baikal, much as elsewhere, were invariably seen to have more land 
than they needed.) Russian-language schools multiplied. Orthodox mission-
ary work expanded.45

Not surprisingly, these initiatives were not well received by the native peo-
ples they were supposed to improve. According to the Buryat scholar Tsyben 
Zhamtsarano, who traveled throughout the Baikal region in the early years of 
the century, ordinary Buryats were convinced that their “Russian masters” 
were bent on milking them “like dairy cows.” Buryat students resented the 
Russifi cation measures and organized reading circles and protests in 1905, 
rallying behind slogans like “Everyone for our people! Everyone for the Buryats!” 
(In keeping with the complexity of the situation, however, the students expressed 
their grievances in Russian rather than their own language.)46

There were also critiques of the government for not doing enough. Self-
appointed Russian advocates for the aliens, agreeing that modernization 
overall was a good thing, complained that native peoples were given too few 
doctors and schools. Russian priests pointed out that the Orthodox mission 
in the Trans-Baikal was starved for funds, whereas “the lamas” somehow 
managed to come up with enough money to build “stunning temples.” And 
Cossacks from Ungern’s sector grumbled that Buryat nomads got away with 
grazing their fl ocks on Host land because, unlike the Russians “who have 
family names, . . . many aliens still use only given names,” and, as a result, 
were almost impossible to track down.47 The effects of Russifi cation on the 
ground, in other words, were inconsistent, even haphazard. Some aspects of 
life changed. Much else stayed the same.

By far the greatest long-term change in the Trans-Baikal was the rise in 
Russian colonization. In the thirty years before 1917, the age of the so-called 
Great Siberian Migration, some fi ve million peasants resettled to the region 
from the European side of the country, with roughly half the total arriving be-
tween just 1907 and 1914.48 During this period, Siberia became the fastest-
growing region in the country, at once a bustling and chaotic frontier of new 
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 settlement as well as the government’s premier proving ground for the new 
empire it imagined for itself.49 State investments in Asian colonization, feeble at 
fi rst, rose steadily after the turn of the century and especially after 1907 when 
Petr Stolypin, an ardent champion of colonization—in particular, colonization 
by ethnic Russians—became prime minister.

By the time Ungern arrived on the Argun, the Resettlement Administration, 
the state’s newly established colonization agency, oversaw a vast colonization 
enterprise throughout Asian Russia. Administration offi cials surveyed lands 
and doled out village plots, issued cheap guidebooks for peasant land scouts, 
and operated “settler relay camps.” Stolypin toured the colonization kingdom 
himself in the late summer and fall of 1910, writing back to the tsar with ec-
static impressions: “Your Majesty . . . Siberia is developing marvelously (rastet 
skazochno). . . . And the settlers overall are a wonderful, strong colonizing ele-
ment . . . very inclined to the monarchy, with a true, deeply Russian outlook.”50

The greatest share of the new settlement was taking place in Western Sibe-
ria and what is now northern Kazakhstan, in a band running roughly 50 miles 
to either side of the Trans-Siberian. (These were mostly the areas Stolypin 
visited.) By comparison, the new dots appearing on the map “beyond the 
Baikal” were far fewer, but the effects were clear nonetheless. Chita became a 
boomtown. Prices shot up. The offi cial gazette of the region carried announce-
ments of newly opened settlement plots and posted the visiting hours of local 
resettlement offi ces. On maps of the border zone, new markings appeared—the 
color-coded squares and rectangles of so-called resettlement sections (pere-
selencheskie uchastki) measured in the thousands of acres, carved out of what 
had once been Cossack and native lands.51

Beyond the expectation that settlement would be good for overall devel-
opment and push nomads like the Eastern Buryats toward sedentarization, 
hopes also ran high that a new tide of Russians would reduce “the undesirable 
consequences, from the state’s point of view, of Russian mixing with the alien 
element.”52 Even at the very dawn of the Great Siberian Migration, well before 
it swelled into the huge tide it would become, one of Siberia’s most prolifi c 
publicists looked forward to the coming of new settlers, hailing them as culture 
bearers who would “reinforce the Russian element,” building up its “steadfast-
ness and endurance.” “Where aliens have predominated, Russians have grown 
weak and begun to disappear.” The injection of new “Russian life” would turn 
this around.53 Colonization in the Trans-Baikal would thus Russify the natives, 
while Russifying the Russians as well.

“The Most Disastrous Sort of Historical Error”

Such was the empire that surrounded Ungern in the Trans-Baikal—old yet 
new, traditional yet changing. Almost nothing about the social world he found 
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on the Argun would have been familiar to him. There were no Germans to 
speak of, no Lutherans, no aristocrats, none of the pomp and circumstance 
he had regularly seen in the capital, not even much of a money economy. Very 
few of his fellow offi cers were noble graduates of elite military institutes. In-
stead, most were themselves Cossacks who had attended more modest training 
schools (iunkerskie uchilishcha) in provincial cities like Irkutsk or Orenburg 
and then returned to the Host for their service.54 In fact, Cossack-born offi cers 
tended to criticize “non-native” ones (neprirodnye) like Ungern for showing 
up without knowing the Cossacks “any better than they know the Red Indians 
of Mayne Reid or [James Fennimore] Cooper.”55 Offi cers from elite schools, 
for their part, tended to look down on their provincial counterparts.56 One 
wonders how well Ungern was accepted by his peers, at least initially. He was 
a true outsider.

Yet he must have wanted to fi t in. Something must have fi red his imagination 
in the Trans-Baikal since the region went on to play such an oversized role in 
his life. He would return here during the civil war, and it’s hard not to believe 
that it was now, during the period of his fi rst encounter, that he began the move 
toward Mongolia that would culminate in the Mongolian campaign. Living in 
his outpost on the Argun as a young offi cer, like every one else, he would have 
gone back and forth across the river. He would have spun his fi rst Buddhist 
prayer wheel and seen his fi rst shaman’s lodge, small shacks draped with the 
skins of fox and bear. He would have learned the art of sitting in Buryat or Mon-
golian tents for hours sipping tea steeped with salt, fried butter, and sheep’s 
fat.57 He must have learned some Mongolian or Buryat and perhaps some Chi-
nese (Mandarin) and Manchu, enough at least to do his work on the border.

Ungern may have refl ected on the curiousness of the situation he found 
himself in—a Baltic German transnational cosmopolitan aristocrat serving in 
the Russian army with a corps of semi-Russian, semi-Buryatized cavalrymen on a 
section of the Chinese border that was, in fact, only a border for certain people 
and not really much of one for others. Though, then again, if he never refl ected 
on such things, this, too, would not have been surprising. The curious path-
ways of the Russian Empire seem odd to us now because we are so far removed 
from them. But Ungern lived in a time when the unusual was normal.

We have almost no information on his duties during his time on the Argun. 
Based on Host fi les, we know that his company had clashes with khunkhuzy 
(from the Chinese hong huzi, meaning “red beards”), gangs of outlaws working 
in the Argun region who sometimes carried off stock or horses from the Cos-
sack settlements. (Similar outlaw groups worked the Amur as well.) His record 
also indicates that his detachment “provided assistance to local civilian author-
ities” on at least one occasion, though the incident in question is unclear.58 Our 
only offi cial view of him in this period of his life is as a name on lists—rosters 
of the men who made up his company and of the offi cers who borrowed money 
against the Host’s “capital reserves,” their debts neatly recorded down to the 
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fraction of a kopeck. (By the end of his service on the Argun, Ungern appears 
to have owed 85 rubles.)59 His interior world—the world of his thoughts—is 
completely invisible.

Given his philosophical bent and interest in Dostoyevsky, did he while 
away any hours on the Argun reading The Brothers Karamazov or Crime and 
Punishment? Did he take along any Nietzsche? Dostoyevsky served as a gate-
way to Nietzsche for numerous readers of Ungern’s generation, and Nietzsche’s 
infl uence was arguably at its peak at the very time that Ungern was moving to 
the Trans-Baikal. Though we have no record of his ever reading the “philoso-
pher with a hammer,” it is easy to imagine him being drawn to Nietzsche’s view 
of the world, especially his rejection of conventional authority and rationalism 
and his admiration for “powerful souls.”60 In a survey of cadet reading habits 
from Ungern’s time in school, a few students identifi ed Nietzsche as their favor-
ite writer.61

The idea that Ungern might have read Dostoyevsky or Nietzsche on the 
Argun is pure guesswork, of course, but there is at least circumstantial evi-
dence to suggest he read another book while he was there. In the spring of 
1908, a few months before his arrival, the military district HQ in Irkutsk in-
structed the Trans-Baikal ataman to help his offi cers obtain a book called The 
Psychology of Socialism by the French scholar Gustave Le Bon.62 A sharp cri-
tique of socialism that had just appeared in Russian translation, the work of-
fered what the high command described as the “correct perspective” on the 
socialist movement, and the goal of assigning it, naturally, was to reinforce 
this perspective among the offi cers and, with their help, to then drum it into 
the men.63

The order about the book makes no mention of 1905, but the high com-
mand must have had the revolution on their mind when they assigned it. The 
upheaval in the Trans-Baikal had been as violent and divisive as anywhere in 
the empire. Even before the Host’s forces had completed their withdrawal from 
the war theater in Manchuria, a number of regiments were rushed home to 
put down “disturbances” along the Trans-Siberian, including an armed up-
rising in Chita that led (briefl y) to revolutionaries taking over the town cen-
ter and proclaiming the creation of a “Chita Republic.” (In one of the curious 
twists of Ungern’s story, his great-uncle Paul von Rennenkampf was the offi -
cer assigned to suppress the uprising.) Hundreds of deaths, deportations, and 
executions ensued. While Cossacks helped stamp out the revolt, many of them 
sympathized with the other side, and in 1907 the Host elected a pro-socialist 
as their deputy to the Third Duma.64

It must have seemed, then, like an opportune time to assign a book like 
The Psychology of Socialism. By the time it appeared, Le Bon was already well-
known for his trenchant criticisms of the dark sides of modernity, which, as he 
saw it, were too often drowned out in the noisy enthusiasm for progress and 
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civilization that also defi ned the times. In his fi rst best-seller, The Crowd, he 
had argued, in fact, that the changes of modern life were dragging the world 
toward degeneration rather than progress, Exhibit A being the rise of “the 
crowd”—that is, of mass politics and all the irrationality and hysteria that 
seemed to accompany it. “Merely by joining an organized crowd,” he wrote at 
the time, “a man slips several rungs down the ladder of civilization. As an indi-
vidual, he might be quite cultivated; in a crowd . . . he becomes a barbarian.”65

The new book essentially reprised this argument by making the case against 
socialism as the worst of the mass movements of the age, a “false religion” ped-
dled by cynical “high priests”—that is, the socialist intellectuals—who harped 
on about equality but whose true goal was to gin up the crowd to gain support 
and take power. Indeed, given the irrational tenor of the times, he fully ex-
pected them to succeed in taking over somewhere. The only hope for avoiding 
this, in fact, was to lock them up right away, while at the same time borrowing 
from their approach. The socialists might be disgusting opportunists, but they 
were at least savvy: they knew that politics in the modern age had become an art 
of mass manipulation. What was the point any more of appealing to reason? All 
the crowd really wanted was magic and spectacle. Levelheaded people had to 
come to their senses and realize this as well.66

Reading Le Bon’s book today, over a hundred years later, parts of it seem 
remarkably prescient—the manipulation of mass sentiment through propaganda 
indeed became one of the disturbing hallmarks of twentieth-century politics. 
Yet the army’s decision to assign the book in Ungern’s time is still curious if 
only because it offers almost no way out of the problem. As Le Bon sees it, the 
fi ght is already all but over. Drunk on the absurd mythologies of the socialists, 
“the masses” are more than ready to follow them over the cliff into “the most 
disastrous sort of . . . historical error,” the naive assumption that history and 
tradition are so meaningless that one can simply do away with them whenever 
one pleases.67 The seed of socialism’s victory thus starts in human weakness. 
Man will be duped because, in fact, he wants to be duped. His irrationalism 
will be his destruction.

Did Ungern read Le Bon’s book? This is one of those diffi cult moments 
that come up when writing a history. It is tempting to believe that he did. The 
message meshes so perfectly with what we see of his thinking by the time of the 
Mongolian campaign that it would be cruelly ironic if he had not. Knowing that 
his superiors wanted him to read the book makes the idea all the more tantaliz-
ing. Yet we have no proof, so the most we can do is imagine.

One thing seems likely, however: if Ungern did read it, it almost cer-
tainly would have spoken to him. After all, he, too, had felt the mayhem of 
revol ution—the chaos of Bloody Sunday in St. Petersburg, his family’s stories of 
the burning of Jerwakant, perhaps even his great-uncle’s tales of putting down 
the revolt in Chita. Turning Le Bon’s pages—if he turned them—Ungern might 
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have experienced that sense of recognition that sometimes comes over us when 
we read a book, the feeling that what the author is saying must be true because it 
matches our own experience, it’s our life, it’s what we already know.

The fate of the fi rst people to witness the triumph of socialism can be summed 
up in a few lines. Everything will begin, of course, with the pillaging and then 
shooting of thousands of employers, businessmen, and capitalists—in short, 
anyone considered an exploiter. Intelligence and ability will be replaced by the 
rule of mediocrity. Equality of servitude will be established everywhere. The 
dream of socialism thus achieved, heaven will descend and eternal bliss shall 
reign on earth.

Oh but no! . . . It will be a hell. A terrible hell shall be our fate.68



The Offi  cer’s Way

Ungern left the Trans-Baikal Cossacks in early 1910. The exact circumstances 
are unclear, but the explanation we usually hear is that he was forced out be-
cause of a duel. According to one writer, it was a drunken sword fi ght rather 
than a formal standoff, and at least one author places the event a few years later 
in the Amur region rather than in the Trans-Baikal. The single most important 
point that seems to carry over from one version to the next is that Ungern was 
wounded in the head during the contest and that the injury went on to give him 
migraines for the rest of his life. His interrogators in 1921 described him as 
having a scar on his forehead, adding in their notes that it came from “a duel in 
the East,” presumably because Ungern told them so.1

His new post was with the next Host over—the Amur Cossacks whose head-
quarters were located in the town of Blagoveshchensk on the Amur River some 
400 miles east of his home on the Argun. According to another story from 
the period, Ungern apparently dared his regiment mates that he would make the 
journey to Blagoveshchensk by horse, crossing into Chinese territory and then 
cutting through the mountains of the Greater Khingan range that separates 
Mongolia from northwestern Manchuria. The ride would be a test of man 
against nature—all Ungern would take with him was a hunting dog and a rifl e. 

CHAPTER 5

THE BLACK 
DRAGON RIVER

Our hair is without fragrance, We wear a sword on our hips: 
Sound the sword on the shield!

—Richard Schaukal, Das Buch der Tage und Träume
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(In some versions of the story, he also brings a falcon.)2 The more common way 
to reach Blagoveshchensk—more comfortable but far less direct—was to stay 
on the Russian side, traveling fi rst by train north to the main Trans-Siberian 
line then across to Sretensk on the Shilka River and then farther east from there 
by steamboat, following the Shilka as it fl ows down to the Amur. (The Amur 
Railway, the easternmost section of the Trans-Siberian, was still under con-
struction at the time, so taking the train the whole way was not yet possible.)

What are we to make of these stories? We fi rst hear them in the memoirs 
of men who met or served with Ungern at the earliest a few years later. One 
assumes they heard them from him fi rsthand, but we can’t be sure, and none 
of them knew him in 1910.3 Meanwhile, all the army records show us are two 
dates: his withdrawal from the Trans-Baikal Host in February 1910 and his 
enlistment on the Amur some two months later.4With nothing to confi rm what 
he was doing in between, all we can say for certain about the duel and the trek is 
that they might have happened. At the same time, the stories seem to ring true, 
both because they fi t with what we know so far of his temperament, which has 
been proof enough for most writers, but also because they seem in sync with 
the culture that surrounded him, the values and presumptions of the tsarist 
offi cer corps, which was now his element and would remain his spiritual home 
for the rest of his life.

At the time Ungern left the Trans-Baikal, the Russian army was the largest 
military force in the world, with an active duty roster of close to 1.2 million 
men. Of this total, about forty-fi ve thousand—just under 4 percent—were 
offi cers. Traditionally the corps had been a preserve of the noble class, but in 
Ungern’s time, a slow yet profound change was underway. Princes, counts, and 
barons continued to dominate the highest ranks, but more and more junior 
offi cers and “noncoms” (unter-ofi tsery) were of nonnoble origin, refl ecting two 
developments—one, the army was allowing more commoners to get offi cer’s 
training because it needed more offi cers than the nobility could provide, and 
two, more nobles were choosing careers other than the army. In the two years 
between 1911 and 1912, the proportion of offi cers “of noble birth” slipped by 
3 percent. By 1912, they accounted for less than half the corps.5

In social terms, young offi cers like Ungern operated within a paradoxical 
world. On the one hand, there was the mundane reality of their posts. Most 
found themselves assigned to humdrum garrison towns where they lived and ate 
together in common offi cer quarters. (Offi cers were banned from marrying be-
fore the age of twenty-eight, so the only ones with families around were usually 
considerably older.) Pay was low, the work often tedious—a succession of drills 
and recordkeeping. With little to do, “entertainment” tended to come down 
to a few familiar pastimes: syphoning off money from the regiment, gambling, 
visiting prostitutes, and, last but not least, drinking, usually heavily, in keeping 
with what one offi cer described as “our Slavic expansiveness.”6 



5.1. Offi cer Life, 1908. Military journals like this could be found in regimental libraries 
around the empire. The cover here shows a Cossack bivouac in Manchuria during 

the war with Japan. Courtesy Russian National Library, St. Petersburg.
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Yet on the other hand, the ideal that young offi cers were taught to venerate 
was lofty in the extreme. The man of the corps was supposed to be a paragon 
of virtue, a modern knight in khaki—gracious to women, smart in appearance, 
crisply dutiful, and guided by an unfailing sense of honor, all traits associated 
with older self-conceptions of the European gentleman. In keeping with this 
inspiring image, Russian offi cers were told (and told themselves), even as they 
were downing vodka and playing cards, that they represented the empire’s fi nest 
breed, a cut above not only the soldiers beneath them but also broader civilian 
society. (As we saw earlier, Russian military reformers hotly criticized this sort 
of thinking in the era after the war with Japan, but the prejudices nonetheless 
persisted in the corps through to the fall the old regime and the civil war as well.)

Duels were a part of the offi cer’s ambivalent circumstances. In Ungern’s 
time, they were a legal occurrence, sanctioned by a change in the military code 
from the early 1890s. Prior to that, they had been banned for decades, but the 
practice had remained common enough that the high command decided to le-
galize it in order to bring it into the open and regulate it. The symbolism was 
also important. Dueling was an aristocratic ritual associated with the ethos of 
the honorable nobleman-warrior. By reviving the practice in the 1890s, the 
army was, in effect, taking a small step to try to hold on to the past, retrofi tting 
a noble tradition to an offi cer corps that was no longer as noble as before.7

The Military Dueling Code (duel′nyi kodeks) classifi ed insults according to a 
scale ranging from upsetting but harmless expressions of “impoliteness” to full-
fl edged “acts of aggression.” When an offi cer felt he had been offended seriously 
enough to warrant a duel, he was required to take his request to his commanding 
offi cer who would then refer it to a special Court of Honor (sud chesti) made up of 
fellow offi cers in the regiment whose role was to interpret the case in light of the 
code and determine whether a duel could indeed proceed. In theory, the courts 
had the power to rule against a duel, and this did indeed occur, but more often 
than not they approved the requests they received because duels were seen as a 
positive refl ection on the level of honor in the regiment.8

In fact, the pressure to encourage dueling tended to be so great that when 
the courts showed any sort of leniency, it was taken as an embarrassment. In 
the Amur Military District in 1914, for example, a Court of Honor initially 
approved a duel but later allowed the offi cer who had committed the insult 
to leave the regiment before the duel took place, which then led to a howl of 
complaint from the district’s commander: “Upon review of this matter, I have 
come to the upsetting conclusion that the court has failed to uphold the neces-
sary high principles. Decency and morality appear to be declining among our 
offi cers. More and more we see philistine, petty bourgeois attitudes creeping 
into the corps.”9

Offi cers in Cossack regiments differed in certain ways from the general 
offi cer population. By Ungern’s time, for one, many offi cers in the Hosts were 
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themselves Cossacks, like the men they commanded, so the social divide be-
tween offi cers and soldiers was somewhat less pronounced in Cossack regi-
ments than in the broader army. Cossack offi cers also tended to spend their 
careers in their home Hosts in contrast to regular infantry or cavalry offi cers 
who might shuffl e for years between posts in different regiments, sometimes 
from one end of the country to the other. The relative stability of Cossack ser-
vice had the effect of reinforcing the view among Cossack offi cers that their 
fi rst allegiance was to their ancestral Hosts and their fellow Cossacks rather 
than to the army as a whole.

Yet otherwise, Cossack offi cers were wholly in step with the ethos of 
social distinction and manly honor that suffused the broader corps, the only 
difference being the tendency to embroider these general values with their 
own Cossack touch. As they saw it, the Cossacks were the only true “war-
rior estate,” the only group in the empire raised from boyhood to serve in 
arms. Unlike ordinary army regiments that might be stationed deep inside the 
country, Cossacks were always on the frontier, just across from “their future 
opponents,” a mere gunshot away from battle.10 And rather than fancy cav-
alry guards, as one Cossack writer put it, they were hardy horsemen, “men of 
simple habits, with little need for comfort, less fussy, physically tougher and 
more resilient . . . than regular offi cers.”11

In other words, if Ungern did indeed fi ght a duel, even an “unoffi cial” one, 
and then leave the regiment by setting out alone through the wilderness, we can 
see, to a degree, how this could have made sense according to the values of his 
world. Both the duel and the trek were outlandish in one regard, yet conform-
ist in another, because each of them refl ected norms of masculine behavior up-
held within the offi cer class. We can even see Ungern’s actions—if indeed they 
occurred—as the distillation of a romanticized Cossack ideal. Ungern was the 
man of honor standing up for his integrity, the resilient frontiersman surviving 
by his wits in the wilderness, the knight-errant seeking feats to prove his charac-
ter. Each of these registers of manly conduct was a curious throwback to earlier 
times, the echo of old ideals. They were strangely out of step with a modernizing 
empire of technocrats, transcontinental railways, and colonization plans, yet at 
the same time they suited the nostalgia of the aristocratic and military elite. They 
also evoked some of the conservative bravado of the tsarist system itself.

By the time Ungern took up his new post, it seems fair to assume that 
he had melded with the norms of the offi cer’s society that surrounded him. 
We hear something of this in the performance review he received from 
his company commander in 1912, his second full year after arriving on 
the Amur:

Rank, First Name, Surname: . . . Junior Lieutenant (khorunzhii) Baron Roman 
Ungern-Sternberg. . . . Extensive experience in the ranks. Rides well and with 
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fl air (likho), inclined toward cavalry work. Enjoys service in the fi eld. Strong 
intellect. Reads not only military but also general literature, in which he is well 
served by his knowledge of several languages. Morally beyond reproach. Well-
loved by his comrades. Possesses a gentle character and a kind heart.12

“Third Company Is Coming Along Nicely”

The Amur River, the ninth longest in the world, is the creation of two major 
tributaries—the Argun and the Shilka. The rivers meet near the village of 
Pokrovka at the eastern edge of the Trans-Baikal, and the Amur fl ows from 
there some 1,700 miles to the Pacifi c, eventually spilling into the ocean across 
from the great island of Sakhalin. Over its long and bending course, the river 
runs unevenly, widening, then narrowing, then widening again, and passing 
through a collage of landscapes—forest, steppe, marshland, mountains. Much 
of the Amur, which the Chinese call the Black Dragon River (Heilongjiang), 
ices over in the winter months, the thaw coming in some places as late as 
early May.13

In Ungern’s time, when the river was open, steam-powered paddleboats, 
barges, timber rafts, and square-rigged Chinese junks would have plied be-
tween the banks.14 The traffi c was thickest near the towns, though settlements 
overall were rare, especially on the Russian side. In 1910 Blagoveshchensk, 
the capital of the Amur region (Amurskaia oblast′), which was located on the 
so-called Middle Amur, the central section of the river, had a population of 
about 70,000 people, whereas the population of the region numbered just 
140,000, giving the territory as a whole a density of well under one person 
per square mile.15 Beyond a narrow strip close to the river, much of the terri-
tory of the region was, in effect, a wilderness—desolate in winter, teeming with 
midges and mosquitoes in the summer. As late as the 1890s, Siberian tigers 
still prowled on the outskirts of towns. “What a country for sportsmen!” was 
the famous explorer Fridtjof Nansen’s fi rst impression when he visited the up-
per reaches of the river in the fall of 1913.16

Yet the wilderness was changing. In the early twentieth century, the Amur 
region was a colonization zone, an old frontier in the process of becoming new 
again. Much like the Trans-Baikal, the fi rst Russians to reach the Amur were 
Cossack explorers who arrived in the region in the mid- seventeenth century with 
instructions from the tsar to locate precious minerals, furs, and tribute-paying 
peoples along the valley of a great river that they still knew only as the Shilka (or 
Shikar/Shilkara). (Early reports painted the whole area of the Amur as an El 
Dorado of sturgeon and grain—a region “beautiful and abundant.”)17 But these 
fi rst Russian pioneers found themselves forced out within just a few decades by 
the nomadic Manchus (Jurchens), who at the very time the Muscovites were 
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arriving on the Amur were themselves invading and taking over northern and 
central China on their way to establishing a new imperial order—the Qing dy-
nasty (Da Qing: literally, the dynasty of the great clearness)—that would rule 
the Chinese Empire for the next 250 years.18

At the heart of the contest between the Muscovites and the Qing were the 
scattered Tungusic and Mongol peoples of the broader Amur region—Barga 
Mongols, Daurs, Oroqen (Orochon), and Solon in the Upper and Middle 
Amur; Hehe/Nanai (Golds) and Gilyak (Nivkh) near the lower courses of the 
river and along the Ussuri, the greatest of the rivers that fl ow into the Amur as 
it bends toward the Pacifi c.19 The Russians aimed to make these varied tribal 
groups into Russian subjects, but the Qing already claimed them as their own 
and consequently dismissed the newly arrived “hairy barbarians” as little more 
than poachers. As Emperor Kangxi informed his emissaries as they left for 
talks with the Muscovites in 1688,

The Lo-ch’a [general term for “demons” or foreigners] have invaded our 
frontier territory. . . . They have occupied . . . the lands of our subjects. . . . [Of 
these] the territory of the Black Dragon River is the most important, [for by 
descending] the Black Dragon River . . . to its mouth, the Lo-ch’a can reach the 
sea. . . . Therefore . . . it is our opinion that [neither the Black Dragon River nor any 
of its tributaries] can be abandoned to the Lo-ch’a. . . . If the Lo-ch’a agree to all 
our demands, we shall return their fugitives as well as the prisoners captured 
by our grand army. . . . We shall join with [the Lo-ch’a] to draw the limits of the 
boundaries, and we shall grant them trade. But if they do not agree, we shall not 
talk peace with them.20

The new Manchu rulers of China were far more powerful on the Amur than 
the Muscovites, so the Lo-ch’a did indeed submit. In 1689, they agreed to 
abandon their claims to the northern (left) bank of the Amur, destroyed their 
forts, and retreated to the Trans-Baikal.21

By the mid-1800s, however, the situation had changed completely. The Qing 
were now the weaker party. In 1842, they were defeated in the First Opium 
War and found themselves forced to accept the humiliating Treaty of Nanking 
(Nanjing), conceding trading terms, reparations, and territory (Hong Kong 
Island) to the British. Then on the heels of this embarrassment came the erup-
tion of a massive peasant uprising—the Taiping Rebellion—that consumed the 
center and south of the country and threatened to topple the dynasty. Know-
ing the Qing were vulnerable and distracted, the Russians took advantage to 
reassert their claims. Ships dispatched by the tsar sailed up the Amur from the 
Pacifi c. Poets and capitalists sang of a future “Siberian Mississippi.” Cossacks 
were mustered. Flags were planted.22

Faced with few good options, the Qing gave in to Russian demands to 
redraw the border, and the result, codifi ed in a series of treaties, was the largest 
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territorial concession of the Qing period. Between 1858 and 1860, the Chinese 
signed away all the lands north of the Amur and east of the Ussuri to the tsarist 
state—an immense area of some 360,000 square miles, a vastness that made 
Hong Kong look like “a pinprick.”23 The lands in question were home to a thin 
dusting of indigenous peoples and only barely known in the capital. The Qing 
therefore reasonably concluded that they could surrender the territory tempo-
rarily “to pacify the bestial heart of the barbarians” and then reacquire it later, 
but this was not to be. The dynasty was overthrown in the 1911 Revolution, 
and the Amur and Ussuri regions ended up passing to Russia for good.24

The leader of the charge to acquire what would become known as the Rus-
sian Far East was Governor-General of Eastern Siberia Nikolai Muravev. This 
was the same Muravev who had created the Trans-Baikal Host just a few years 
earlier and who would soon become better known as Count Muravev-Amurskii, 
and immortalized as the “conqueror of the Amur” in monuments up and down 
the Russian side of the river.25 Given the remoteness of the Amur region and 
what seemed to be the obvious lesson of the Chinese experience, Muravev was 
convinced that the fi rst thing the Russians had to do with their new territory 
was to “occupy it as quickly as possible.”26 To do this, the easiest course was to 
simply repeat what had worked so well before. He thus urged the tsar to create 
a new Cossack force to settle the area. The tsar agreed, and the result was the 
founding of the Amur Cossack Host.27

For the bodies to staff his new creation, Muravev turned to the Trans-
Baikal. This made sense—the Zabaikal′tsy, already under his command, were 
the closest Cossacks on hand. To make the relocation seem attractive, the gov-
ernment promised inducements, but the families that moved to the Amur in the 
late 1850s (roughly fourteen thousand individuals in all) still had to be chosen 
by lot and, when this failed, by force. They then received minimal supplies 
(plus tax exemptions) and found themselves dropped off in small parties on the 
desolate riverbank, evenly spaced out at intervals of roughly 20 miles along the 
huge watery course of the new border.

Muravev was bullish, though cautious, about the undertaking. “Do what 
you can to make the whole Amur ours,” he reportedly told a party of Cossack 
settlers on the upper reaches of the river in 1858. “Just don’t do anything on the 
right bank for now. In time, we’ll take that side of the river as well, but for now 
settle on the left.”28 Something of the hopefulness and Christian enthusiasm of 
the moment was captured in the name of what would become the capital of the 
region: Blagoveshchensk in Russian means “good news.”29 

Not surprisingly, despite the offi cial optimism, many of the early pio-
neers died, unable to survive the harsh winters or provide for themselves 
until the annual visit of the supply barge in the spring. Others “went wild” 
or “degenerated . . . overcome by the implacable enemy of nature,” according to 
one description from the time.30 During the next fi fty years, the state bolstered 
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these meager beginnings with additional resettlements, though the Cossack 
presence in the region always remained much fainter than in the Trans-Baikal 
and infi nitesimal compared with the more populous Hosts of European Rus-
sia. In 1889, the Cossacks on the Ussuri were hived off to form a Host of their 
own, and at the time of Ungern’s service, the Amur and the Ussuri Hosts were 
by far the two smallest in the empire—just thirty-four thousand and twenty-fi ve 
thousand people, respectively.31 The lands set aside for these Hosts hugged 
the rivers for huge stretches, but their populations were tiny.

One of these small settlements was Ungern’s new home—Ekaterino-Nikolsk, 
located directly on the Amur in the middle course of the river, about 330 miles 
south of Blagoveshchensk. The stanitsa was established in 1858 by Cossacks 
dropped off the river barge in the initial wave of Cossack colonization. (The set-
tlement was named in honor of Muravev’s wife, the Countess Ekaterina Niko-
laevna Muraveva.) By the time Ungern arrived, Ekaterino-Nikolsk, known as 
the “Fair Lady of the Amur” (Krasavitsa Amura) for its picturesque location on 
a bluff overlooking the river, had grown into a district center—the largest settle-
ment in its immediate vicinity, with a population of about fourteen hundred 
people.32

Thanks to a detailed survey from 1912, we know that the residents of 
Ekaterino-Nikolsk were all Orthodox. Roughly 50 percent of the men and 14 per-
cent of the women were literate. A third of the houses had iron roofs, the rest 
were thatch. The settlement had a church and a two-year primary school. Most 
families planted between 13 and 25 acres of grain, devoting the rest of their 
lands to pasture and hayfi elds. They kept cows, pigs, and close to one thou-
sand horses. For cash, most supplemented their farming by selling fi rewood, 
which they cut in the thickly forested hills of the Bureya range that loomed 
nearby and then sold to the hungry steamboats that worked the river.33

On a Russian map of the area from the same period, we see Ekaterino-
Nikolsk sitting in the midst of a small cluster of Cossack settlements and farms 
(khutora). Immediately to the east lies the “old settler” village of Blagosloven-
noe (Blessed). (“Old settler” was a term Russians used to describe peasant 
colonists who were already established on the land for several generations.) 
Slightly farther east down the river, we see the villages of more recent peasant 
migrants, known as “new settlers” (novosely). Behind Ekaterino-Nikolsk, in 
the hills that roll away from the river, appear the mining camps of the Amur 
Mining District and dirt roads leading up toward the Amur Railway, about 
60 miles away, running roughly parallel to the water.34

The active-duty Cossacks stationed at Ekaterino-Nikolsk belonged to the 
Third Company of the First Count Muravev-Amurskii Regiment. Quartered 
in barracks near the settlement, the men of Third Company spent most of their 
days on patrol, checking papers and searching boats on the river. Through the 
year, they also participated in exercises and training camps where they drilled 
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and conducted war games.35 During the roughly two and a half years that Un-
gern served on the river, he was assigned to provide defense training for settler 
parties and took part in at least four “punitive expeditions,” which may refer 
to suppressing miners’ strikes in the area or organizing searches for runaway 
convicts. (One “expedition” was to nearby Yakutsk oblast, also a region with 
numerous mines and convict stations.) In 1912, he was promoted to the rank of 
senior lieutenant (sotnik).36 In December of that same year, the regiment com-
mander inspected Ekaterino-Nikolsk and later wrote to thank Ungern and the 
other offi cers for their efforts. “The work of Third Company is coming along 
nicely. . . . The Cossacks appear healthy and fi t. The horses are nicely fattened 
for the winter.”37

Right across the Amur from Ekaterino-Nikolsk was the Qing Empire, or more 
specifi cally the Chinese province of Heilongjiang in northern Manchuria. In prac-
tical terms, the dynamic of the border here was similar to what Ungern had known 
on the Argun. Cossack posts stood on one bank, Qing military and customs posts 
faced them from the other. The same ordinary traffi c of people and goods shuttled 
across the water (or the ice). Chinese migrant workers heading for mines on the 
Russian side got their passes stamped at the crossing at Ekaterino-Nikolsk. Chi-
nese smugglers brought over cheap Chinese vodka, which obliging Cossacks then 
surreptitiously delivered to purchasers on the Russian bank. (In some cases, Cos-
sacks served as armed escorts for the smugglers.)38

Because of the lack of roads, the principal line of communication was the 
river, which meant that settlements on either side of the Amur tended to be 
more connected to each other than they were to the villages of their own coun-
trymen located away from the water. Chinese and Russians hopped rides on 
the same boats. Chinese villagers fl ed to the Russian bank when local hong huzi 
raided their homes because it was easier to cross the river than to make it to 
safety anywhere else on the Qing side.39 When the hong huzi attacked the Rus-
sian bank, as they sometimes did, Cossacks had standing permission to cross 
over and give pursuit on Qing territory. According to a report by the Amur 
Region Border Commissar in 1913, stanitsa commanders generally enjoyed 
“good neighborly relations” with their Chinese counterparts, whom they saw 
frequently. Everyone knew the local Russo-Chinese pidgin. Much as on the 
Argun, Russians living on the Amur brokered arrangements to cut hay and 
timber across the water on the Qing side.40

Yet the Amur border, like every border area, was also shaped by its own 
dynamic, refl ecting the specifi c history and geography of the region, and in 
this sense, the world that surrounded Ekaterino-Nikolsk was indeed differ-
ent from the one Ungern had known in the Trans-Baikal. The Qing territories 
that fronted the Argun—the Hulunbuir area of Heilongjiang province, also 
known as Barga—were very sparsely populated. With the exception of CER 
station towns like Manchuria Station and Hailar, which had Chinese residents, 
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the Chinese colonization overall was light and the few inhabitants beyond the 
towns were nomads—Barga (Bargut) Mongols, in particular. (The region to-
day forms part of China’s Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region.)41

On the Amur, by contrast, the concentration of population was much thick-
er, and the residents were overwhelmingly ethnic Chinese (Han)—for the most 
part, Chinese peasants actively courted to settle the open spaces of Manchuria 
by the Qing government. For centuries, the Qing had forbidden Chinese ag-
ricultural settlement in what they called the Northeast (Dongbei), but by the 
latter part of the nineteenth century, they reversed course and opened coloniza-
tion offi ces in order “to move people to strengthen the border.” Between 1820 
and 1910, settlement in Heilongjiang skyrocketed by over 1,100 percent. By 
1912, the year that the Qing dynasty fi nally collapsed, the population of Man-
churia as a whole, which included Heilongjiang and two other provinces, had 
climbed to eighteen million people.42

Though the relative growth was much smaller, the Russian side of the 
river, of course, was changing too. Blagoveshchensk’s population more 
than doubled in the first decade of the twentieth century. Every spring tens 
of thousands of workers poured into the region from Siberia and Euro-
pean Russia to labor in the gold mines and on the Amur Railway. (These 
seasonal visitors became some of the Chinese bootleggers’ most dedicated 
customers.) “New settler” villages multiplied rapidly. And the local civil 
service also grew as “scores of specialists” under contract with the gov-
ernment’s newly established Amur Expedition—a kind of regional devel-
opment taskforce—arrived on the river to measure “colonizing capacity” 
and fit out the “economic corridor” of the railroad.43 Things were good 
enough that local peasants started wearing felt hats “like town folk” and 
bought up newfangled American farm machines.44 “All along the Amur, 
and in Blagoveshchensk in particular, business is hopping,” wrote one local 
correspondent in 1910.45

Yet for all the dynamism, it was hard by this time to fi nd unabashed op-
timists about Russia’s overall position in the Far East. The same writer who 
applauded the roaring tempo of change on the river lamented that the coun-
try’s efforts at development seemed constantly undercut by “our usual lack 
of organization” (bezsistemnost′).”46 Indeed, for most Russians, the disaster 
of the Russo-Japanese War still fresh in their minds, the view from the Amur 
appeared at best ambiguous. On the one hand, much as before, few of them 
doubted that their country deserved to rule over Asia. Educated Russians, by 
and large, were easily as presumptuous as any of the imperialists of the age, 
including the Americans, who, though relative newcomers, were actively ex-
panding their infl uence in China and had taken over the Philippines after the 
Spanish-American War.47 Yet on the other hand, the Russians felt vulnerable 
in a way that Westerners did not because their country’s geography placed 
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them directly in the region. They were there, exposed to all the dangers and 
uncertainties—the possibility of a new contest with Japan, or the fear of what 
might come from the “huge ocean wave of colonization” they saw unfolding 
just across from them on the opposite bank of the river.48

“Life grows here not by the day but by the hour,” the military governor of 
the Amur wrote to St. Petersburg in early 1912. “And yet every year fi fteen 
times more colonists settle in Heilongjiang than in our Amur region.” “The 
Chinaman has awakened,” the governor added, clearly implying that this was 
not a good thing for Russian interests.49 Even before the Revolution of 1911 that 
would sweep away the Qing, Russian observers described an air of “nervous-
ness, uncertainty, and indeterminacy” hanging over the region. “Surrounded 
on all sides by hostile forces, one wonders whether we might indeed be nothing 
more than temporary guests on this frontier. . . . ”50

The Thin Russian Line

The fear of losing the Far East was one of the great anxieties preoccupying 
 Russia’s leaders in the last decade of tsarist rule. The fear never completely 
 paralyzed life in the region, and different Russians responded to it differently. 
Perhaps even calling it a fear is not quite right; it was more an apprehensiveness, 
a nagging sense of being outnumbered and surrounded, or, for ordinary work-
ers and small-scale merchants, of feeling economically trapped. Yet regardless 
of what we might call it, the feeling was pervasive, and it deeply shaped the 
Russian imperial community that Ungern joined on the river. 

By the 1910s, disease, emigration, and acculturation had reduced the native 
Tungusic and Mongol reindeer herders and hunter-fi shermen of the Amur to 
just a few thousand individuals. The military governor even went so far as to 
declare in 1914 that “practically speaking, we no longer have indigenous peo-
ples left in [our] territory.”51 Indeed, one of the most striking things about the 
Amur in Ungern’s time is that almost everyone who lived there (like Ungern) 
had recently come from somewhere else. Even more than most parts of Asian 
Russia, the Amur resembled a mini-America, a place almost exclusively made 
up of immigrants or their close descendents.

The majority of these transplants were Slavs (Russians and “Little Rus-
sians”), but a large minority, at least 10 to12 percent of the population, was 
made up of people the Russians described as “yellows” (zheltye): Koreans and 
especially the much more numerous Chinese. With the exception of some 
well-established Chinese merchants, almost all of these Asian residents were 
seasonal traders and laborers (Chinese: huagong; Russian: otkhodniki) who 
crossed over for periods to work on the Russian side. Most were men, and 
virtually none were Russian subjects.52 In practice, the term “yellows” applied 
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to foreigners. “Yellows” who became subjects of the empire were considered 
“aliens” like the other non-Russian eastern peoples of the region.

Thus by the 1910s, state policymakers on the Amur, unlike their counter-
parts in many other borderlands of the empire, did not worry much about the 
problem of Russifying native “aliens.” As they saw it, the local “alien question” 
had become largely irrelevant. Instead, Russifi cation on the Amur was primar-
ily a matter of migration and, in particular, of using migration to generate devel-
opment and create a more manageably “Russian” imperial region.

From the time of the territory’s incorporation into the empire, the tsarist 
government had taken a generally accommodating approach to Chinese 
migration. Russian settlement was sparse, and Chinese workers and traders 
provided a cheap and readily available source of goods and labor. (Not unco-
incidentally, the Qing adopted a pro-emigration stance around the same time 
because they began to see a plus for themselves in having large numbers of 
their subjects living outside the state.)53 But all of this was precarious. Rus-
sians tended to resent their dependence on “yellow labor” (zheltyi trud), and 
as the age of Russifi cation wore on, tsarist planners dreamed of taking “decisive 
measures” “to defend the region against the . . . onslaught of the yellow race.”54 
As Nikolai Liudvigovich Gondatti, the future head of the Amur Expedition 
and governor-general, succinctly put it in 1908: “The Far East must be Rus-
sian and for Russians only” (russkii i tol′ko dlia russkikh)55 The man Gondatti 
replaced, Governor-General Pavel Fridrikhovich Unterberger, agreed, though 
he expressed it slightly differently: “I’d rather see our lands go empty than have 
them occupied by the yellow element.”56

Ungern arrived on the river just as “the struggle against the Yellow Peril was 
heating up” (v pol′nom razgare).57 Between 1907 and 1913, in keeping with a 
broad international reaction against Chinese immigration, the empire’s laws 
changed toward restricting Chinese migrants. Fees, fi nes, and deportations 
increased. Most important, “foreign subjects,” which effectively meant the 

5.2. The wharf at Reinovo on the northern section of the Amur River. Repro-
duced from Amurskaia zheleznaia doroga: Postroika zapadnoi chasti 

amurskoi zheleznoi dorogi, 1908–1913 (Moscow, 1913), 280.
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Chinese, were banned from working on “state projects” like the Amur Rail-
way, whose construction was formally approved by the Third Duma in 1908.58 
(Up to this point, Chinese laborers had made up the bulk of the workers on the 
Trans-Siberian and in state-owned mines in the Far East.) At the same time, 
in the summer of 1909, Premier Stolypin created a special cabinet-level com-
mittee to supervise Far Eastern colonization.59 The Amur Expedition, staffed 
with teams of colonization experts, was formed a few months later. In that same 
year and into 1910, peasant resettlements (mostly from Ukrainian areas) rose 
dramatically.60 Meanwhile, the number of Chinese migrants—at least those en-
tering the region legally with state-issued passes—noticeably slumped.61

This drive to “build Russia on the Amur,” as it was often called, not sur-
prisingly proved to be full of contradictions and curious consequences. On 
the one hand, state policy and the public’s generally anxious mood refl ected 
and encouraged anti-Asian racism. East Asians were considered dirty and un-
trustworthy, their food foul. Zoning laws increasingly moved them into special 
“China” and “Korea towns” in Russian Far Eastern cities. (Blagoveshchensk, 
for example, acquired an offi cial “Chinese quarter” in 1910.)62 In that same 
year, plague broke out in Manchuria and tsarist authorities immediately identi-
fi ed all Chinese subjects as potential carriers, leading to a raft of anti-Chinese 
measures in the name of public health.63 There was also a good deal of every-
day anti-Chinese violence and discrimination.64 By far the worst violence had 
occurred some ten years before Ungern’s arrival, during the tense days of the 
Boxer Rebellion, when local Russians and Cossack troops drove the Chinese 
out of Blagoveshchensk and across the river to the Qing side. In the general 
panic, some fi ve thousand Chinese were drowned, shot, or hacked to death 
with axes before they even reached the water.65

The general anti-Asian phobia affected not only Asians, however. Along-
side efforts to reduce Chinese migration and expand Russian settlement, the 
government also imposed limits on Jews in the Far East. Jews were arguably the 
most discriminated minority in the empire. In European Russia, with the ex-
ception of visible communities in St. Petersburg and Moscow, they were largely 
confi ned to a so-called Pale of Settlement (cherta osedlosti) stretching from the 
Baltic to the Black Sea. Beginning in the 1860s, however, they were permit-
ted (with certain restrictions) to live in Siberia and the Far East. By Ungern’s 
time, synagogues had appeared in all the larger Far Eastern towns (including 
Blagoveshchensk), and Harbin, the nearby “capital of the CER” in northern 
Manchuria, was known for its sizeable Jewish minority.66

But by 1909, even this relative openness was curtailed. New Jewish 
settlement in Far Eastern regions was banned and orders went out to deport 
any illegal arrivals “as promptly as possible.”67 In the Far East, Judeophobia 
and anti-“yellow” prejudice ran together in offi cials like Governor-General 
Gondatti, who saw both groups as equally pernicious threats to “Russian 
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labor.” (In the case of the Jews, this required some remarkable paranoia, giv-
en the fact that their presence in the Far East never amounted to more than 
even 0.6 percent of the region’s population.)68

Fear thus ran through much of imperial policy on the Amur, which then 
helps to explain why prejudices as seemingly different as anti-“yellow” rac-
ism and anti-Semitism could work together. Both the virtually invisible Jews 
and the more obvious “yellows,” in particular the Chinese, provoked anxiety 
and seemed to reinforce the impression of a region under threat. The far east-
ern and far western edges of the empire were curiously similar in this respect. 
Russifi cation in the west was also shaped by fear. In the Baltic, the threat be-
gan with the Germans. In Poland and the western provinces, it was the Poles 
and the Jews. Much like the Amur, Russia’s international borders in the west 
had become “sites of zero-sum population politics” where imperial authori-
ties on all sides worried constantly about the coming and going of “unreliable” 
groups.69 In Russian Poland, there was “de-Polonizing energy.” On the Amur, 
the turn was toward de-Sinicization.70

These parallels of imperial policy from west to east make sense, for the two 
ends of the state were sustained by living connections. Life on one border in-
fl uenced approaches to the other. Anti-Jewish directives raced from west to east 
by telegraph. Anti-Semitic offi cials traveled back and forth by train, taking the 
experiences and prejudices of one frontier with them as they were reassigned 
to another. One of the great ironies of the late imperial period is that the new 
connectivity of the empire that was doing so much to integrate and standardize 
the country was at the same time spreading and reproducing habits of discrimi-
nation and anxiety that would ultimately help to pull it apart. Another irony is 
that so many of the men leading the charge for discriminatory Russifi cation 
were themselves not entirely Russian to begin with—governors Gondatti and 
Unterberger are a case in point.

But it would be going too far to imagine the Amur region in the early 1910s 
as a place where Russians or anyone else spent much time pondering the em-
pire’s unsustainable tensions. During Ungern’s service on the river, he must 
have witnessed the casual anti-Chinese prejudice that we know was a part of 
everyday life. As a Cossack offi cer, he may have participated in searches for “il-
legal” Jews in Blagoveshchensk and other Far Eastern towns. Yet like everyone 
else on the Amur, he also lived within webs of much more benign cross-cultural 
contacts.

In addition to dealing with Chinese during his patrols along the river, 
we know from the Host records that a Chinese laundry washed the Cos-
sacks’ uniforms.71 Other Chinese hired hands worked in his stanitsa. Jewish 
merchants operated stores in the bigger towns. And he likely had at least some 
interaction with Koreans as well. The “old settler” village of Blagoslovennoe 
just a few miles from Ekaterino-Nikolsk was a Korean community. The peasants 
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there were Orthodox, but they maintained their national language and customs 
and were in regular contact with their Cossack neighbors.72

In Harbin, which Ungern surely visited during his time on the Amur, he 
would have found something of the cosmopolitan feel that had surrounded him 
in St. Petersburg. Harbin, increasingly, was an “international city” of Russians 
and Chinese predominantly but also of Japanese and smaller communities 
of Europeans and Americans—a “Manchurian Petersburg,” the “Moscow of 
Asia.”73 Even in Blagoveshchensk, by comparison a far less cosmopolitan place, 
people of various nationalities and faiths lived separately but together, as they 
did in so many of the empire’s borderland towns.74

In fact, when we look back to the world Ungern knew on the Amur, two dif-
ferent imperial realities seem blurred together. On the one hand, we see state 
policy tightening up and national anxiety rising. We detect the beginnings of a 
more explicitly racial colonial order, with Russians at the top and “yellows” be-
low. Yet we also see the persistence of older and much more tolerant or at least 
practical habits of multinational cohabitation and interaction. The arrival of a 
modern border regime on the river was redrawing the old frontier, but the older 
ways of cross-cultural interaction along the Amur, much as in the Trans-Baikal 
and many other places around the edges of the country, were not disappearing 
as much as adapting and adjusting.

The empire, at once old and new, had numerous shortcomings, but even on 
its easternmost and, in some respects, least certain border, it was not doomed to 
fall apart. On February 21, 1913, echoing celebrations across the country, the 
entire active-duty force of the Amur Cossacks assembled in Blagoveshchensk 
to mark the three hundredth anniversary of the Romanov dynasty. After a ser-
vice in the Annunciation Cathedral, the city’s grandest church, the Cossacks, 
dressed in their great coats and papakhas, lined up to parade down Blagovesh-
chensk Street (now Pioneer Street) toward the Amur embankment. “Cossacks!” 
the Host commander told his men, “Remember this historic day. . . . Prove your-
selves worthy of your ancestors who so gloriously served our great Russian 
state and the mighty tsars and emperors of the Romanov House.”75

Surely no one in that parade, least of all young lieutenant Ungern, could 
have imagined that the great dynasty they were celebrating would be swept 
away just four years later.



CHAPTER 6

KOBDO

Oh, the jewel in the lotus!

—Karandavyuha Sutra

“In Search of Bold Deeds”

Six months after the parade in Blagoveshchensk and over 1,000 miles away, the 
young merchant Aleksei Burdukov was making ready to leave the central Mongo-
lian town of Uliastai (now: Uliasutai) for his base in Kobdo (Mongolian: Khovd; 
Chinese: Kebuduo), a Chinese trading and garrison town in the far western part 
of the country. Just as he was about to set out, however, he was stopped by the 
local Russian consul, who asked him to wait: another Russian had just arrived, 
an offi cer from the Amur Cossacks, who was also heading in the same direction. 
Trips between Mongolian towns tended to be slow-going, with little company 
along the way other than the Mongol escorts who helped relay riders from one 
horse station to the next. Perhaps the extra wait would be worth it? The offi cer 
seemed like he would make an “interesting traveling companion.”1

To come across Ungern in Mongolia in 1913 is something of a surprise. We 
expect him here later, of course, but not now, and perhaps because of this, most 
accounts of his life tend to gloss over this earlier episode in the country, treating 
it as little more than a prelude to the real Mongolian experience to follow dur-
ing the civil war. On the face of it, this is logical enough—the civil war is indeed 
what Ungern is remembered for. But this approach also refl ects our inclination 
to emphasize the dramatic moments in life, when, in reality, the less dramatic 
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ones are no less important. Rather than straight lines leading up to momentous 
turns or breaks, most lives unfold as loops or spirals with uncharted detours 
and returns across already covered ground that become straightened out only 
in retrospect. Ungern, it turns out, had not one but two extended experiences 
in Mongolia. The most momentous of them came in 1920–1921, but the fi rst 
and less dramatic one was now, in the late summer of 1913 and extending per-
haps into 1914 as well.

And in this moment, the most important thing was not what would come 
later but rather what had just happened. Just a month or so before we fi nd him 
in Uliastai, Ungern made a great change: he resigned from the army. We know 
this from his letter of resignation, which is housed today in the Russian State 
Military Historical Archive in Moscow. In the letter, addressed, as convention 
required, to the tsar, he cites “diffi cult family circumstances” as the cause but 
offers no details, and, given that the same phrase appears in most of the other 
resignation letters in the folder, it’s likely that this was little more than boiler-
plate.2 The only thing that seems clear from the fi le is that he was eager to leave 
the Amur.

Like any able-bodied offi cer resigning from the service, Ungern was re-
quired to register with the reserves. Most men in this position simply re-
quested an assignment with their current regiment. Ungern, however, asked to 
rejoin the Trans-Baikal Cossacks, which meant that he would serve with them 
rather than the Amurtsy in the event of a general mobilization. He also seems to 
have been intent on leaving the region as quickly as possible. By piecing togeth-
er information in the fi le, we know that he must have been present at the Host 
HQ in Blagoveshchensk in July 1913—this is where he signed his letter, which 
in turn means, given the great distance he had to cross to get to Uliastai, that he 
probably left for Mongolia either right then or very shortly thereafter, certainly 
well before his resignation request would be able to wend its way through the 
military system.3

What explains this curious turn in Ungern’s story? Why the seemingly 
abrupt resignation from the army followed by the rapid departure for Mon-
golia? Why even go to Mongolia at all? Our best source for answering these 
questions, it turns out, is Burdukov, the merchant from Kobdo, who describes 
meeting Ungern in his memoirs. Burdukov is far from a perfect witness, how-
ever. For one, he wrote his memoirs many years later, well after the meeting 
occurred. More important, in the interval, he experienced a second, more 
meaningful encounter, not with Ungern directly but with his men, who arrested 
him and his family during the period of the Mongolian campaign under or-
ders from Ungern to shoot them as “socialist sympathizers.” (Burdukov was 
indeed helping the Reds at the time.) The family managed to escape, but it 
seems clear judging from some of the language of his account that the epi-
sode left a mark (understandably!) on his recollections of the earlier meeting. 
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Finally, the memoirs were published in the USSR in the 1960s, under Soviet 
censorship. This means that Burdukov couldn’t have offered a gentler view of 
Ungern even if he had wanted to (and we can assume he did not).4

Still, even with these limitations, the memoirs are a remarkable source. Not 
only do they allow us our only view of Ungern by someone who actually knew 
him at the time but they are also vivid and direct, full of the ordinary stuff of life 
that we almost never fi nd in more formal materials: the passing fl ux of moods 
and fi rst impressions, petty annoyances, unfi nished conversations. Reading 
the memoirs, Ungern truly comes to life, even if just for a moment, in the small-
est of glimpses. 

Burdukov’s fi rst recollection of seeing him was outside the consul’s house 
tending to his horse. Though he had just ridden in to Uliastai on the last leg of a 
long relay from the capital Urga (Chinese: Kulun; Mongolian: Khüree), he told 
Burdukov he was ready to press on for Kobdo right away.

He was sunburned and scruffy, with . . . the blank, dark eyes of a madman. The 
blondish beard he had grown on the road made him look about thirty years 
old. His uniform was unbelievably fi lthy, with worn trousers and holes in the 
tops of his boots. He had a sword and pistol at his side. A [Mongol] postal rider 
(ulachi) carried his rifl e. The pack on his horse was empty—all he seemed to 
have with him was a small canvas road bag with a bundle sticking out from 
one end.

To see a Russian offi cer riding across Mongolia like this . . . with no bedding 
or supplies or even a change of clothes left a truly strange impression.5

Riding hard, including at night, the two men completed the diffi cult 280-
mile leg to Kobdo in less than three days. In Burdukov’s description of the 
journey, Ungern comes off as both imperious and eccentric, arguing with and 
even whipping the Mongol riders who helped the pair along the way, yet also 
tireless in the saddle and gifted with an uncanny feel for the land. One evening 
when the party was lost, Ungern apparently saved the group by sniffi ng the air 
and then pointing into the blackness toward what he said would be a settle-
ment. The group moved on and a short time later found the huts. Burdukov 
also recalled how Ungern used a small notebook to jot down Mongolian words 
as they rode, repeating them out loud to himself to learn the language. Burdu-
kov spoke fl uent Mongolian, so we can imagine the back-and-forth of a long 
grammar lesson as the two riders swayed their way through the valleys.

At some point in the midst of all this, Ungern told the merchant the 
information we want to know. His reason for leaving the Far East, it turns out, 
was straightforward: he was bored. Life on the Amur had been “suffocating.” All 
the offi cers on the river were dying from routine. What he craved  instead was a 
life of action like that of his ancestors, the Baltic knights. He relayed the story 



6.1. Entrance to the Russian consulate, Uliastai. The merchant Aleksei Burdukov recalled meeting 
Ungern outside this gate in the summer of 1913. Reproduced from Hermann Consten, 

Weideplätze der Mongolen im Reiche der Chalcha (Berlin, 1920), vol. 2, pl. 28.
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of the “400-verst” trek he made through the wilderness when he fi rst came to 
the Amur, but the impression he gave Burdukov was that this feat was no longer 
enough—he wanted something more. So, after learning from the papers that a 
war was on in Kobdo, “he decided to resign from the army and race out [there] 
to volunteer.”

As they traveled along, Ungern pressed Burdukov for information on the 
situation around Kobdo, about the clashes with the Chinese, and especially 
about Dambijantsan, the self-declared “Princely Holy One” (Mongolian: Noy-
on Khutagt) and de facto strongman of the region whose units he hoped to join. 
“The thing that interested Ungern,” Burdukov writes, “was the experience of 
war rather than the ideas or causes behind it.” “It was the fi ght that mattered 
most to him. . . . He kept repeating that eighteen generations of his ancestors 
had fallen in battle and that this, too, would be his fate.”6

Though the plan to volunteer in Kobdo was unusual, Ungern does not seem 
to have been especially self-conscious about it. He apparently carried a letter of 
introduction with him that Burdukov remembered seeing at the consul’s house 
before they left Uliastai: “Such-and-such a regiment of the Amur Host hereby 
affi rms that the bearer of this letter, Senior Lieutenant Roman Feodorovich 
Ungern-Sternberg, has resigned from active duty of his own accord and is now 
proceeding to the west in search of bold deeds’ ” (v poiske podvigov).7

The details of Burdukov’s account are impossible to prove, of course, 
including the letter, which sounds almost too perfectly stereotypical to be true. 
All we know for sure based on evidence from the time is that Ungern resigned 
from the army and quickly left the Amur. Yet the overall gist of the story seems 
to capture something nonetheless, especially the impression we get of Ungern 
as an uncommon person, an adventurer in search of outsized experiences. 
It’s fair to assume that most people in Ungern’s time (including Burdukov) did 
not choose—or have the means—to “drop out of the continuity of life” to pur-
sue “bold deeds.”8 (Most people in our day do not do this kind of thing either.) 
In this sense, Ungern was indeed out of the ordinary.

Yet for all this, like even the most unusual people, he was still a product 
of his times, and taking a wider view, it’s clear there were multiple models of 
adventure for him to draw on in the world around him. The great boom of 
European and American imperialism that coincided with his coming of age 
also marked the onset of an era of mass culture that commodifi ed adventure 
and turned it into the kind of commonplace one read about in the papers or 
saw in a skit at the concert hall. This was the era of the polar explorer and the 
Boy Scout, and of military adventurers, fi ctional and real, including eccentric 
insubordinates like the British offi cer Francis Younghusband, who disobeyed 
their orders yet still managed to do the right thing for king and country (in 
Younghusband’s case, by “conquering” Tibet).9 The Russians had heroes of 
their own and a similar “energizing myth of adventure.”10
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That Mongolia would be the site of Ungern’s escapade was also appropriate 
because it was precisely the kind of place where this sort of thing was supposed 
to occur. Everything about the country seemed mysterious and unapproachable. 
Indeed, one could say that Mongolia’s greatest attribute for the European world 
at the time was precisely its utter farawayness, the fact that it appeared as far off 
as anything could be, lost in time as much as distance, like Timbuktu or Tibet, 
both of which were also emerging as the latest remotest places of the Western 
imagination.11 In this sense, the real Mongolia mattered less than the one you 
saw with your eyes shut: a vastness of sands and steppes, of plodding camel 
caravans and nomads “unchanged since the days of Genghis Khan.” Depend-
ing on one’s view, the country appeared either hopelessly primitive or reassur-
ingly pure, but either way, it seemed the utter opposite of the modern world.

In fact, most European representations of Mongolia blended these ste-
reotypes, creating an exotic image that managed to be at once evocative and 
revolting, inspiring and foul. This sense of things comes across in countless 
depictions from the period, though perhaps the best single distillation I have 
found is the now forgotten travelogue of Beatrix Bulstrode, the wife of a British 
diplomat in China who traveled to Mongolia from Beijing just a few months 
after Ungern. Bulstrode declares her exotic credo on the very fi rst page—she 
has come to Mongolia, she writes, out of “a fascination for the unknown, a deep 
love of the picturesque, and [the] inherent desire to revert awhile to the primi-
tive.” And from there, she goes on to provide exactly what her readers would 
have expected: colorful scenes of “gloomy temples,” boundless skies, “extraor-
dinarily picturesque” horsemen, and the “jolt, joggle, bang-joggle, bang, jolt” 
of “truly impossible roads.”12

Russia shared a border of some 2,000 miles with Mongolia, and the tsarist 
subjects who made their lives in the country (a few hundred mostly merchant 
“colonists” like Burdukov) far outnumbered the other Europeans and West-
erners living there. As a result, it’s fair to assume that the Russians were posi-
tioned to know the country far better than other Europeans. But this was not 
necessarily saying much. Basic knowledge—even an elementary awareness—of 
Mongolia within the Russian public was close to nil in the early 1900s, and 
this was true not only of the remote worlds of St. Petersburg and Moscow but 
even of Irkutsk, which sat far closer to the country and had long served as the 
regional headquarters of Russo-Mongolian relations.

Indeed, if educated Russians in Ungern’s time thought about Mongolia 
at all, it tended to be in the same exotic vein as other Europeans, refl ecting a 
similar mixture of revulsion and attraction, condescension and pity. There 
were individual variations, to be sure. As we saw earlier, Russian Asianist 
intellectuals felt a certain kinship with the Mongols, or at least with the ideal-
ized Mongols of their imagination, whereas Russian scholars—in particular, 
philologists and specialists on Buddhism—could be respectful and tolerant of 
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Mongol culture. Burdukov, an avid student of Mongolian life, is an example 
of a Russian who truly cared about the country and tried to understand it on 
its own terms.13 But on the whole it’s hard to imagine an ordinary Mongol 
of the time being able to tell much of a difference between a stereotypically 
French or British attitude, for example, and a Russian one. As one  Russian 
writer put it, slipping into the common vocabulary, “though Mongolia 
lies at our very doorstep, for us no less than the Europeans, she remains a 
 mystery.”14

Buddhas East and West

Ungern’s journey to Kobdo took place at a time of rising interest in Buddhism in 
Western societies. Buddhist circles had appeared in European and American 
cities by the 1890s. (“It’s not uncommon nowadays to hear a New Yorker say 
he’s a Buddhist,” one American journalist wrote at the time.) And by the early 
1900s, “God-seeking” intellectuals and other curious professionals were 
organizing similar societies in St. Petersburg and Moscow. Scholarship on 
Buddhism, Russian scholarship in particular, also ticked upward, as did 
diatribes against the religion by Christian churches.15 Indeed, if there was 
anything a typical educated Russian/Westerner knew about Mongolia in the 
early 1900s it was probably that it was a Buddhist country, which, in keeping 
with the exotic stereotype of the age, meant that it was either alluring or hea-
thenish, or both at the same time.16

The Mongols’ conversion to Buddhism unfolded in phases, fi rst in the era 
of the Mongol Empire and then more profoundly during the so-called second 
conversion of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In each case, Tibet pro-
vided the model. Monks, known as lamas, many of them from Tibet (“lama” 
is a Tibetan word for “teacher”), arrived in the country to spread the new 
religion, and over time the faith entrenched itself, much as it had in Tibet, by 
melding with pre-Buddhist animist traditions and building up a veneration for 
the so-called Three Jewels: the Buddha and his lineages of incarnate lamas 
(teachers whose spirit was constantly reborn); the Buddha’s law, known as the 
dharma; and the community of the enlightened (sangha), which effectively 
meant the monks and the monasteries.17

By the late Qing era, the infl uence of the Buddhist “church” in Mongolia 
was enormous, reaching into virtually every aspect of society. Estimates from 
the early 1900s suggest that over 40 percent of Mongolian men were lamas, and 
over a thousand small monasteries and some seven hundred large ones covered 
the country, the greatest of them presiding over their own expansive pasturages 
and serf-like populations (the shabi). The base of the population was made up 
of nomads who grazed their herds on tribal and monastery lands while also 
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practicing limited agriculture. The elite, meanwhile, consisted of the tribal 
khans and banner chiefs (see below) as well as some fi fty khutuktus, the “high 
incarnations,” the most esteemed of the incarnate lamas who functioned in 
effect as the country’s ecclesiastical aristocracy.18 

Russians with a professional interest in Buddhism resided in either the 
Orthodox Church or in academia. By and large, the Church was hostile, seeing 
Buddhism not only as a regrettable “delusion” but also as a rival for the souls 
of potential converts among the Buryats and the Kalmyks, another Mongol 
people living within the empire whose migrations had taken them farther west 
to the shores of the Caspian Sea. Scholars, meanwhile, tended to be more sym-
pathetic and tolerant of a space for Buddhism in Russian life, including a num-
ber of professors who made a point of training Buryat graduate students and 
developing contacts among lamas in Mongolia as well as the Trans-Baikal.19

For educated Russians outside the Church and the universities, the rising 
interest in Buddhism in the fi n de siècle era is harder to defi ne. Though refl ect-
ing the far eastern turn that affected so much of the country’s high culture and 
foreign policy at the time, it also seems to have been driven, much as it was in 
Europe, less by Asia in a direct sense than by a general disquiet about the mod-
ern age. The same disorienting changes that led scholars like Gustav Le Bon to 
foresee a future of irrational crowds made others question their faith and seek 
new sources of spiritual sustenance. To many of these questioners, Buddhism 
offered things they couldn’t fi nd in the Christianity they knew, and because 
the religion was so strikingly different, it was easy to approach as a kind of 
spiritual salad bar: a place to pick and choose what one wanted, while leaving 
off the rest. In that sense, the “Buddha’s way” that most Russians knew had 
little to do with the various Buddhisms actually lived by millions of Buddhists 
in Buddhist cultures but instead amounted to a quintessential exotic product: 
a cultural form exported from one context into another and completely refash-
ioned in the process.

Indeed, for most of the Europeans and Westerners inclined to experiment 
with Buddhism in Ungern’s time, the urge rarely culminated in the adoption of 
a Buddhist lifestyle or becoming Buddhist in a comprehensive sense (though 
some did indeed do this). The norm instead was eclecticism, a mixing and 
matching of Buddhist cosmology with Christian and even unchristian spiri-
tualist or occult beliefs that then became mashed together in various hybrid 
forms. To people interested in this sort of spiritual blending, rather than an 
end in itself, Buddhism functioned more as a portal, a great front hall that one 
moved through on the way to deeper religious awareness.

By far the most infl uential group to embrace this view was the Theosophical 
Society, whose creed envisioned a blending of Eastern and Western religion—
in particular, Christianity and Buddhism—within “a spiritual conception of 
the universe” that was also, as they saw it, wholly scientifi c.20 All the peoples of 
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the world were one, as were all the world’s faiths, each of which expressed the 
reality of a single root of “divine wisdom” (Theosophia) that was founded in 
logic and therefore explainable through reason. By the early 1900s, the Society 
had grown from humble roots into a worldwide organization with chapters on 
multiple continents, including cities throughout European Russia.21 Some of 
its Christian followers considered themselves Buddhists or something close: 
the Society’s eccentric founder, a Russian émigré named Helen Blavatsky 
(Elena Blavatskaia), for example, described herself as a “Buddhist pantheist.”22

Theosophy’s popularity with the Western and Russian publics of the day lay 
in the fact that it seemed to bring everything together, providing a comforting 
intellectual-spiritual distillation of the European-dominated global moment 
of the late nineteenth century. Theosophists were the kind of broad-minded 
people who were able to revere the deep wisdom of “Eastern religion” while 
still acknowledging the authority of science. They harmonized ancient truths 
and current realities, combined “Eastern spirit” with “Western mind.”

They also prided themselves in being the absolute opposite of intoler-
ant imperialists: rather than dismissing “the East” as foul or backward, 
they sought to learn from it. Asia was the teacher, they were the students. Of 
course, at the same time, they were no less ethnocentric in their way. Like 
the Russian Asianists, for example, who managed to identify with Asia while 
at the same time supporting tsarist colonial expansion, the Theosophists 
embraced Buddhism even as they refashioned it into a product for their own 
consumption.23

It’s not clear whether Ungern had any connections to Theosophy. We have 
no evidence that he attended even a single Society meeting, though he might 
have in St. Petersburg when he was fi nishing his cadet training, since numer-
ous offi cers in the city were Society members. Some of the religious views that 
we hear from him by the time of the Mongolian campaign indeed ring with 
the sound of the movement, in particular his apparently easygoing embrace of 
Buddhism and mystical Christianity. At a minimum, it seems likely that he was 
infl uenced by the spiritual restlessness that lay behind Theosophy and other 
movements like it at the time, but again we don’t have proof, only possibilities.

During his service in the Trans-Baikal, Ungern had lived cheek-to-jowl 
with the Mongol world. It’s fair to assume, then, that well before he made the 
unusual decision to resign from the army and head for Kobdo, he already knew 
the country in a way that a passing visitor like Bulstrode, for example, never 
could. Yet could he have known it without exoticism? After all, he, too, was 
a foreigner approaching things from the outside in, and the exotic, with its 
relentless insistence on the contrasts of wonder and revulsion, was the frame 
everyone used. Surely he, too, was going to Mongolia, at least in part, because 
it was the seeming opposite of everything he knew best, including the pol-
ished worlds of his youth and the depressing sameness of the army’s rules and 
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 routines. Mongolia was different. It was a realm beyond, the kind of place that 
made you special just by getting there.

The Amorphous Country

In 1913, much as today, the Mongol lands were divided into two basic parts. 
In the south, running up against the provinces of northern China, was the 
region the Qing knew as Inner Mongolia—“inner” because it lay closer to 
Beijing and “China proper.” Today this region makes up the Inner Mongolian 
Autonomous Region of the People’s Republic of China. The Mongols there 
included Chahars and Barguts and other tribes. Farther north, beyond Inner 
Mongolia, lay Outer Mongolia. Here one found various tribes as well: Tuvans 
and other Western Mongol groups in places like Kobdo, and the Khalkha 
Mongols, the largest group, in the center and east. Much of this vast area today 
makes up the independent state of Mongolia (Mongolian: Mongol uls). For well 
over two hundred years, the two halves of the Mongol lands had been part of 
the Qing Empire, but in 1911, in the midst of the turmoil and opportunity 
of the Chinese Revolution, the Mongols of Outer Mongolia declared their 
independence.

Ungern’s arrival in 1913 coincided with a great sea change in the Mongols’ 
historical relationships. The Manchus began their rule over Mongol terri-
tory at the time of their conquest of China in the 1600s. The lands of Inner 
Mongolia were incorporated earliest and most fi rmly into the new Qing state, 
but both parts were ultimately ruled in similar fashion. To divide the Mon-
gols from each other, while tying them to the empire, the Qing organized them 
into autonomous military-administrative groupings known as banners.24 The 
various Mongol tribal leaders (khans) who led the banners received titles and 
privileges confi rmed by a colonial offi ce in Beijing, and they were expected to 
defend the empire’s northern frontiers. But otherwise they were largely left to 
themselves.

As a result, the Mongols’ Buddhist faith fl ourished (within bounds) under 
Qing sponsorship. Their nomadic way of life was respected. Refl ecting their 
special place within the imperial system, Mongolian became one of the offi cial 
languages of court proclamations (along with Manchu and Chinese). The 
Mongols were even allowed their own chief political and spiritual leader—the 
Jibzundamba Khutuktu, also known as the Bogd Gegeen, or simply the Bogd 
(or Bogda), meaning “the Holy Brilliance,” or “the Holy One”—the most 
supreme of the khutuktus whose revered status in both Outer and Inner Mon-
golia was comparable to that of the Dalai Lama in Tibet. Much as in most of 
Manchuria, ethnic Chinese (Han) agricultural settlement in the Mongol lands 
was prohibited.25



G
O

B
I

 
D

E
S

E
R

T

Se
le

ng
a 

Ri
ve

r

Kh
er

len
 R

ive
r

N

0 0
20

0
30

0
40

0
50

0 
km

10
010

0
20

0
30

0 
m

i

Ve
rk

hn
eu

di
ns

k
(U

la
n-

U
de

)

C
hi

ta

M
an

ch
ur

ia
St

at
io

n
(M

an
zh

ou
li)

C
hi

ne
se

 Ju
nc

tio
n

(T
ar

sk
ai

a)

O
U

T
E

R
 M

O
N

G
O

L
IA

R
U

S
S

I
A

N
 

E
M

P
I

R
E

  
  

IN
N

E
R

 M
O

N
G

O
L

IA

A
LT

A
I

M
T

S
A

LT
A

I

M
T

S

Po
st

al
 r

oa
ds

 a
nd

 c
ar

av
an

 r
ou

te
s

     
   T

uu
l R

ive
r

U
rg

a 
(K

hü
re

e)

K
al

ga
n

(Z
ha

ng
jia

ko
u)

Bi
ys

k

K
ob

do
 (

K
ho

vd
)

U
lia

st
ai

(U
lia

su
ta

i)

T
ro

its
ko

sa
vs

k
K

ia
kh

ta
 (

K
hi

ag
t)

C
H

I
N

E
S

E
 

E
M

P
I

R
E

Ir
ku

ts
k

B
A

R
G

A
B

A
R

G
A

U
R

IA
N

K
H

A
I D

IS
T

R
IC

T
(T

U
VA

)

M
ap

 6
. O

ut
er

 M
on

go
lia

, e
ar

ly
 1

90
0s

. O
ut

er
 M

on
go

lia
 p

ro
cl

ai
m

ed
 it

s 
in

de
pe

nd
en

ce
 fr

om
 C

hi
na

 in
 1

91
1,

  
 bu

t t
he

 b
ou

nd
ar

ie
s 

of
 th

e 
M

on
go

l l
an

ds
 w

er
e 

ne
ve

r a
s 

cl
ea

r-
cu

t a
s 

th
is

 m
ap

 s
ug

ge
st

s.
 D

if
fe

re
nt

 M
on

go
l  

 gr
ou

ps
 li

ve
d 

on
 e

it
he

r s
id

e 
of

 th
e 

C
hi

ne
se

, R
us

si
an

, a
nd

 M
on

go
l b

or
de

rs
. 



Kobdo  111

In the early 1900s, however, the Qing abruptly changed their approach. 
Reeling from the destruction and cost of the Boxer Rebellion and a new round 
of foreign military intervention (including the Russian-led occupation of most 
of northern Manchuria), the government launched what it called the New 
Policies (xin zheng). The basic objective of the new program was to save the 
dynasty, and this applied as much to frontier regions (like the Mongol lands) as 
it did to “China proper.” The dynamics in each case were different, however. 
In Chinese areas, the thrust of the new measures amounted to the adoption of 
Westernizing reforms (“to blend together the best of what is Chinese and what 
is foreign”). The army was modernized. Weights and measures were standard-
ized. Legal codes were revised. Foot-binding was banned. Chinese students 
left to study in Japan and the “western ocean powers.” The “examination hell” 
of the old civil service system was abolished. The court spoke of creating a 
constitutional order and of unifying “the Manchus, Han, Mongols, Muslims, 
and Tibetans as one citizenry.”26

In the “barbarian places” “beyond the Great Wall,” however, the most obvi-
ous manifestation of the New Policies was the “re-imperialization” of the state 
through the support of large-scale Han colonization.27 When Ungern served 
on the Amur, he saw the effects of this policy across the river in the thicken-
ing settlements of Heilongjiang. In the Mongol lands, including parts of Outer 
Mongolia, a similar process got underway. Colonization bureaus were opened. 
Han settlers received seeds and plots. And, along with this, the Qing began 
reorganizing the terms of Mongol military service and expanding the presence 
of the central government, reducing the autonomy that Mongol elites saw as 
their entitlement. The ethnic Chinese merchants who controlled most of the 
petty trade in Mongol areas received additional privileges. Their prices rose. 
Mongol indebtedness increased.

In Outer Mongolia, where Mongol identifi cation with Qing power was 
more tenuous than Inner Mongolia, resentments over these developments rap-
idly eroded relations with the Qing authorities. By the summer of 1911, Mongol 
khans and infl uential lamas were meeting in secret to plot a way out from under 
the Qing thumb. Then in late December of that year, against the backdrop of 
a deepening anti-Qing rebellion in “China proper” and anti-Chinese riots in 
the Chinese administration’s head town of Urga, they seized the moment and 
declared independence.28

To lead their new state, the Mongol notables agreed on the person of the 
then current Bogda, the Eighth Jibzundamba Khutuktu, a forty-two-year-old 
Tibetan-born lama revered throughout the country as the living Buddha. In 
a great ceremony held in Urga (now proclaimed as the Mongol capital) under 
the spans of a towering nomadic tent (ger) wrapped in yellow silk, the Bogda 
assumed the formal title of Bogd Khagan (Holy Emperor) and became in effect 
a theocratic monarch, like “the popes of medieval Christendom,” according to 
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one European contemporary. To inaugurate the new dynasty, he adopted the 
Buddhist and (unintentionally) populist-sounding reign name of “Elevated by 
the Many” (Olnoo Örgögdsön).29

The Mongolian Revolution of 1911 was a cautionary tale of the perils of 
imperial reform in a national age. The policies the Qing were pursuing—
administrative standardization, military modernization, intensive borderland 
development, and the formation of a more integrated society—were broadly 
similar to those underway in many other states at the time, including tsarist 
Russia. Both the Romanov and the Qing, much like the other old dynastic 
houses of Eurasia (the Ottomans, the Habsburgs, the Qajars of Persia), found 
themselves faced with the same dangerous challenge. They had to strengthen 
and improve their states in order to compete with their foreign rivals. Yet to 
strengthen their states, they had to push through rapid and disruptive changes, 
including adjustments to the old balances between regions and peoples that 
had guaranteed the relative stability of their empires for centuries.

These changes gave rise to resentments as well as huge expenses and higher 
taxes, which in turn only increased the danger facing the governments. The 
Qing succumbed fi rst, unable to overcome the compounding pressure. As one 
Chinese reformer put it, “The ruler is like a boat; the people are like the water. 
The water can support the boat; it can also overturn the boat.”30 The tsarist 
boat would go under a few years later, capsized by a similar list of troubles but 
even more by the special disaster of World War I.

In the summer of 1913 in Mongolia, however, the fates of the two coun-
tries seemed pointed in opposite directions. The Mongolian Revolution had 
been a rejection not just of Qing rule but of Chinese power more generally. The 
Bogda’s government allowed Chinese merchants to remain in Mongolia—in 
fact, Chinese fi rms continued to dominate trade throughout the country—but 
Chinese offi cials and military units were forced to leave, and Han colonization 
offi ces were closed. To fi ll the vacuum left by the Chinese, while also provid-
ing the counterweight they hoped would keep them from coming back, the 
Mongols turned to the Russians. A delegation of khans and lamas traveled 
to St. Petersburg in the summer before the country declared independence 
to seek the tsar’s protection. Then, as the Chinese went out, Russians came 
in: Russian soldiers (Cossacks from the Trans-Baikal Host, mostly), Russian 
advisers for the new army and ministries, Russian companies, Russian church-
men dreaming of new frontiers for Orthodoxy, and also Russian money in the 
form of generous loans to support the new regime. Along the Amur the Chinese 
loomed as a “yellow peril”; in Mongolia their setback became Russia’s neoco-
lonial opportunity.31

The imposition of this sort of infl uence over Mongolia proved how deeply 
late tsarist Russia was enmeshed in the imperial world of its time. In the early 
twentieth century, outside of Europe and the Americas, very few of today’s 
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states existed as independent countries. Instead the world resembled an orb of 
empires—overseas empires like Britain, France, Spain, Germany, and Japan; 
European and Asian/Middle Eastern continental empires; and the expanding 
continental and maritime “imperial republic” of the United States. Historians 
rightly draw distinctions between these various types of imperial states. Yet the 
differences between them inevitably blur at the edges.

In fact, if we consider the great empires of the day in terms of how they 
ruled, we see, regardless of how we might categorize them, that most were 
highly internally diverse, exerting their power over their varied peoples and 
territories not in one unbending way but rather in many. One of the great 
sources of tension in the age, as we have seen, was the trend toward diminish-
ing this internal variation, though even as this general movement unfolded, 
empires never stopped being profoundly varied.

As one of the longest lived and most successful of empires, Russia expanded 
and ruled through constant adaptation, over time as well as space. In the non-
Russian territories that made up their western borders (the Baltic provinces, 
Poland, “Little Russia” [Ukraine]), the tsars ruled very much in keeping with 
the general traditions of European multiethnic states. The country’s expansion 
south toward the Black and Caspian seas and eastward into Siberia, however, 
was more like the European conquest and colonization of the Americas, South 
Africa, and Australia. The “pacifi cation” of the Caucasus resembled the impo-
sition of French power in Algeria. Russian rule in Central Asia shared much in 
common with British rule in India; and the CER’s “concession” in Manchuria 
followed the pattern of the other foreign powers that carved out “spheres of 
infl uence” in China or Persia in the same period. Russia’s leaders recognized 
these comparisons and participated in an active exchange of strategies and 
expertise with their imperial rivals and allies.

In their approach to newly independent Mongolia, the Russians adapted 
again, drawing on the latest iterations of international imperialist practice. 
Stopping short of formally taking over the country, they used their money 
and specialists to obtain the sort of infl uence over Mongolian affairs that 
effectively amounted to the same thing. This was the essence of the neocolonial 
arrangement—a modus operandi of colonial power without direct colonial con-
trol that increasingly defi ned US relations with the states of Central America 
and the Caribbean in the same period as well as the systems of “informal rule” 
that British and French “imperial agents” had established in parts of Africa.

To the architects of tsarist policy in Mongolia, this sort of informal imperial-
ism made perfect sense. As they saw it, Russia was entitled to special infl uence 
and authority in the country, and the Mongolians, as poor, naïve “children of 
nature,” needed their guidance. As Viktor Liuba, the Russian consul in Urga, 
stated in a cable to his superiors in St. Petersburg in early 1912, “In the eyes of 
the Mongol, we are now the ‘elder brother’. No political favors or anything our 
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offi cials or commercial people might have done could ever have brought about 
a more favorable situation than the one we see before us today. It would be a 
cruel shame (bylo by zhestoko stydno) if we did not make use of this opportunity 
to secure the position for ourselves in Mongolia that we so rightly deserve.”32

After independence, Chinese silver taels (liang) began to disappear from 
Mongolian markets, replaced by Russian rubles. Russian merchants described 
Mongol customers bowing to the portraits of Nicholas II that hung in their 
shops. Notables in Urga requested a new Russian school for their children, 
and the Bogda himself displayed his Russophilia by ordering the construc-
tion of a boxy, two-story, Russian-style residence on the grounds of one of his 
Tibeto-Sino-Mongolian palaces.33 (The model for the house was the main 
building of the Urga consulate.) One Russian visitor stated matter-of-factly: 
“The Mongols look to Russia today with enormous hope. They long for our 
support in every way.”34

The meteoric rise of Russian infl uence in Mongolia immediately led to 
questions about the best overall direction for Russian policy. Some statesmen 
and commentators urged going after the greatest possible gains, arguing for the 
establishment of a Russian protectorate over Mongolia, even outright annexa-
tion. This tended to be the view of a number of infl uential military advisers 
and of the Ministry of Finance. But the view in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
was much more cautious. In fact, Russia’s offi cial diplomatic position from the 
start was to advise the Mongolians against declaring independence and to seek 
instead an expanded form of autonomy within China.

After the Russo-Japanese War, the overriding concern of tsarist foreign 
policy in East Asia was to head off the possibility of another Far Eastern war 
by coming to terms with Japan over spheres of infl uence. Supporting Mongo-
lian independence risked upsetting those arrangements because the goal of the 
Khalkha leaders was to unite all the Mongol peoples of China, including groups 
in other banner regions of Outer Mongolia, such as Kobdo and Tuva in the west, 
and the lands of Inner Mongolia, including territories such as Barga that lay 
east of the “Peking meridian” and thus fell (by secret agreement) within Japan’s 
sphere of infl uence. A pro-independence position also meant increasing tension 
with China since the new republican rulers, like the Qing, continued to consid-
er all of Mongolia—Outer and Inner—as an integral part of the Chinese state.35

In the immediate aftermath of the Mongolians’ declaration of indepen-
dence, the tsarist government sent mixed signals (apparently on purpose) to 
the Bogda and his entourage, de facto acknowledging the existence of their 
new state on the one hand yet on the other stopping short of providing formal 
recognition. Ultimately, however, the Russian line became one of pushing their 
Mongolian “client” to drop its ambitions for sovereignty as Russian diplo-
mats called for the country to revert to being part of the Chinese state, though 
with the important new condition that Beijing would provide Mongolia with 
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guarantees of absolute autonomy, which in turn would be backed up by the 
Russians who would serve, in effect, as the honest brokers mediating the new 
relationship.

Chinese colonists and garrisons would be banned from autonomous Mon-
golia. The Bogda and his counselors would be free to make their own economic 
decisions and partnerships. Russia would receive special privileges, including 
a secret railway concession and permission to retain a consular guard that was 
only slightly smaller than the one allowed the Chinese high commissioner.36 
Meanwhile, the Russians also worked to undermine any sort of larger Mon-
gol unity by effectively annexing part of Outer Mongolia for themselves—the 
far western region of Uriankhai in the Altay Mountains, which is today Tuva, 
one of the autonomous republics of the Russian Federation—and agreeing to a 
separate autonomous status within China for the eastern region of Barga (Mon-
golian: Khölön Buir; Chinese: Hulunbuer) bordering the area where Ungern 
had served on the Argun.37 St. Petersburg cautiously supported Urga by pres-
suring the Chinese to abandon western Mongolia and upholding the idea that 
Kobdo should become part of the new Mongolian state, but that was about as 
far as Russian policy would go.

The overall outline of Outer Mongolia’s autonomy became formalized in a 
series of agreements, the most important being the so-called Tripartite Treaty 
signed by Russia, China, and Mongolia in the historic Sino-Russian border 
town of Kiakhta in June 1915. The Russians saw the treaty as a happy achieve-
ment, given they were by then fi ghting the Great War in Europe and were des-
perate to avoid any extra obligations in Asia. Not surprisingly, the Chinese and 
the Mongolians saw the agreement in much dimmer terms, though for different 
reasons.38

What the treaty meant, though, for the moment at least, was that the would-
be independent state of Mongolia formally ceased to exist, its disappearance 
seeming proof of the view neatly stated by a British journalist at the time that 
the country was “an amorphous state” without the power “to stand alone.”39 In 
an age of empires, surrounded by empires, Mongolia could only survive on its 
own if at least one of its larger neighbors—either Russia or China—allowed it 
to, and, for the time being, neither of them would.

Red Goat Hill

Kobdo today is known as Khovd, a small provincial center of about thirty thou-
sand people that sits in the middle of a rocky plain ringed by hills and snow-
capped mountains in the far western corner of Mongolia. With the exception 
of its moonscape surroundings, Khovd looks much like any other Mongolian 
town of its size. A collection of drab Soviet-era low-rises occupies the center. 
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On the outskirts are the stacks of slumbering factories and neighborhoods 
of round-domed gers—Mongolian tents, known in English as yurts—each of 
them sitting behind its own wall or fence, like houses on lots. Somewhat farther 
out of town lies the city airport whose single waiting room comes to life for the 
two or three fl ights a week that shuttle back and forth from the capital of Ulaan-
baatar (formally Urga), located some 900 miles to the east.40

To fi nd echoes of what Khovd was like in Ungern’s time, we have to head 
into the town center, to the broad street lined with gnarled poplars that runs 
away from the main square. The trees, planted during the Qing era, lead us 
past a series of dilapidated, whitewashed houses, some built in the Russian 
style with low eves and ornately carved window frames. After a short walk, we 
reach the end of the street and fi nd ourselves facing Khovd’s only noteworthy 
landmark from the Qing period: the crumbling earthen walls of the old fortress 
that once marked the town’s importance as a military outpost of the Chinese 
Empire. Though eroded by time, the dusty brown walls still tower some twelve 
feet high, dwarfi ng us as we stand beneath them. 

The best view of the fortress is from a high point not far away, a jagged crag 
known as Red Goat Hill that rises up just behind the site. Climbing just part 
way up the hill, one can clearly make out the square-like perimeter of the for-
tress below. Today the space is barren, just a vast vacant lot of dirt and brush, 
but in its day the fort was home to the residence of the Qing provincial governor 
(amban), Buddhist and Chinese temples, a mosque, and tents and barracks for 
a peacetime garrison of about one hundred soldiers. Just behind the fort runs 
the Buyant River, whose lazy fl ow turns the surrounding area in the spring into 
lush, green pasture. Just outside the fort would have been a trading town of 
Chinese shops, huddled around earth-brick courtyards. Under the Qing, the 
fort lay at the center of a small but vibrant commercial world. The Altay region 
of southwestern Siberia was close by, as was the northeastern tip of the Qing-
controlled territories of Central Asia (Xinjiang, or Eastern Turkestan). Wares 
from these regions made their way by caravan to Kobdo and from there to Urga 
and eventually to the markets of northern and central China. Most Kobdo mer-
chants, Chinese and Russians alike, also conducted a local trade with nomads 
in the surrounding valleys.41

When Outer Mongolia declared independence, most of the Qing authori-
ties and their troops responded peacefully and left the country, often by pass-
ing through Russian territory. The Chinese governor in Kobdo, however, 
refused to recognize the new Mongolian regime and reinforced his garrison. 
In response, in August 1912, the Mongols organized an assault on the fortress. 
A large painting of the battle hangs in the modest but pleasant building of the 
Khovd Provincial Museum just off the street with the poplars, not far from the 
fort itself. In it, we see the Mongols rushing against the fort, swords drawn, 
hoisting yellow banners, a color of royalty in China and of evocative spiritual 



6.2. Mongol fi ghters, Kobdo, 1913. Reproduced from Hermann Consten, Weideplätze 
der Mongolen im Reiche der Chalcha (Berlin, 1920), vol. 2, pl. 41.
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power in Tibetan and Mongolian Buddhism. The onslaught devastated the 
fortress and most of the town. After intense fi ghting, the Chinese surrendered 
and the amban and his remaining men were escorted, under Russian protec-
tion, back to China via Siberia.42

The situation remained tense during the following year amid fears that the 
Chinese might try to retake the town. Taking advantage of the general insta-
bility, Kazakh raiders plundered caravans and seized hostages passing to and 
from the Russian border. Meanwhile, different clan leaders among the Mongols 
vied between themselves for infl uence, clashing occasionally. The Urga gov-
ernment claimed to be in charge, but in fact the “true master of Kobdo district” 
was Dambiijantsan, also known as Ja Lama, a charismatic and notoriously 
brutal “renegade monk” who, having proven himself in the assault against the 
Qing, was rewarded for his efforts with a title by the Bogda, and then used 
his renown to establish himself as a semi-offi cial warlord in the region. The 
Russian authorities considered him an outlaw, though like many outlaws, he 
had a romantic, even legendary aura, which explains why Ungern had heard of 
him and brought him up in his discussions with Burdukov. Still today nomads 
in the valleys outside of Khovd will show you where Ja Lama’s men made their 
camps as well as the execution stones where he “infl icted all kinds of lawless-
ness and suffering.”43

By the time Ungern reached Kobdo in late August 1913, the only fi gure 
of authority left in the town was the Russian consul Liuba, who had recently 
transferred from his former post in Urga. Kobdo had all but emptied out after 
the fi ghting, and Liuba described the town in the spring of 1913 as “a depress-
ing vision of destruction and emptiness.”

Our small consular staff, a Cossack guard of fi fty-three men, about fi fteen mer-
chants from Biisk [in Western Siberia], roughly fi fty homeless and unemployed 
Chinese merchants, and three Central Asians (sarty) are huddled into the few 
standing houses that remain in the town. With the exception of ten to twelve 
lamas, there are no Mongols anywhere in the vicinity. In the trenches and ditch-
es that were built around the town during the siege, in the outlying Chinese 
temples, and even in a few of the courtyards in the very center of the town, one 
can see the bodies of more than six hundred Chinese killed during the fi ghting 
and the aftermath. Most of the corpses remain above ground, covered with little 
more than a heaping of dirt. The outskirts of the town . . . are littered with the 
carcasses of horses, camels, dogs. . . . There is talk of moving the town to a new 
location. . . . In the meantime I have made it clear to the Mongolian authorities 
that they must clean the city and properly bury the dead.44

The situation in Kobdo refl ected the challenges that the Russians faced as 
neocolonial sponsors. The world of empires worked best when the empires 
involved could depend on each other for stability. The breakdown of Chinese 
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power was thus at once a gift and a problem for the Russians. Tsarist advisers 
had trained some of the Mongolian units that stormed the Kobdo fortress, but 
the instructors themselves were ordered to steer clear of the hostilities for fear 
of upsetting the Chinese. Offi cials in St. Petersburg grew nervous when they 
learned that some Mongols were spreading rumors that Russian offi cers had 
led the attack.45

At the same time, the Russians had little faith in the Mongols as a military 
deterrent, so even as they savored the Chinese withdrawal, they found them-
selves forced to fi ll the vacuum. Liuba reported some fi fty Cossacks on hand in 
April 1913, but by late summer, the number had swelled to over three hundred, 
with more positioned still farther west, closer to the Russian border.46 Almost 
all of these men were from the Trans-Baikal Host. In addition, the Russians 
sent a civilian topographical expedition to survey the area, while military 
teams scoured the valleys to spy on the Chinese. One of the scouts was Boris 
Rezukhin, a young offi cer of the Trans-Baikal Host and friend of Ungern’s who 
would later serve under his command in Mongolia during the civil war.47

Just as the Russians wondered whether the Mongols would be able to main-
tain their independence in military terms, they also doubted their ability to 
run their own government. According to one of his superiors, Liuba, for one, 
was completely dismissive of the viability of Mongolian independence, seeing 
it as little more than a historical accident. In his view, the Mongols were “a 
race of people on the path to extinction, incapable of progress, doomed to be 
swallowed up by their neighbors.”48 His consular reports from 1913 brim with 
complaints about the incompetence of the Mongol authorities, including frus-
tration with the fact that the newly appointed governor of the region preferred 
to live in his yurt outside of Kobdo rather than move into the town.49 All of this 
meant that Mongolian independence, as perceived by the Russians, seemed as 
much a burden as it did an opportunity, a temptation that was also a headache 
and vice versa.

Adding to the challenge, as Russian offi cials saw it, was the nature of the 
Russian presence in the country. By the early twentieth century, views of colo-
nization in Russia were ambivalent. On the one hand, there was clear enthu-
siasm for what seemed like a “grand and unstoppable process” of imperial 
settlement as well as enormous pride in the achievement of Russian power in 
Asia. We feel this energy and optimism coursing through much of the writing 
on the Great Siberian Migration, for example. But this confi dence coexisted 
with a range of nagging anxieties and hesitations—concerns that Russian 
Cossacks and peasants had become too “nativized” in the Trans-Baikal, for 
example, or that Russian colonists in the Far East were doomed to be undone 
by the Chinese, who seemed both far more numerous and much harder work-
ers. Some Russian observers voiced gloomy fears that the empire had over-
reached itself in “the East” and that the Russians there were not up to the task 
of transforming the cultures living around them.
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In regard to the Russians in Mongolia, many Russian observers had similar 
concerns. The scholar Grigory Potanin, for example, concluded in the 1870s 
that local Russians had virtually no infl uence on the Mongols, and by the early 
1900s a new generation of observers were making equally dim observations.50 
The petty traders and their families who made up the lion’s share of the Russian 
diaspora tended to live in tents like the Mongols, usually near postal horse relay 
stations. The men among them often married Mongolian women. They knew 
Mongolian fl uently.51 But if anything, as outside observers saw it, the Russians 
in the country had adopted far more from their neighbors than they had given 
in return. And the business community as a whole, in particular the so-called 
Russian colony (koloniia) in Urga, was seen in an especially dark light. There, 
too, many Russian colonists lived among the Mongols rather than in the formal 
Russian area around the consulate, and offi cials routinely described them as 
petty and inward-looking, far more interested in squabbling among themselves 
and squeezing the most they could from their Mongolian customers than in 
supporting the “Russian cause.”

Liuba, for example, was almost as dismissive of the Russians in Kobdo as 
he was of the Mongols. As he saw it, the local merchants were people of “low 
culture with a distinct lack of respect for the offi cial representatives [of our 
government]”—that is, in this case, Liuba himself.52 Their overall economic 
position was also weak. Though despised by the local population, the Chinese 
controlled a far greater share of the Mongolian market, and Western companies 
were beginning to arrive in the country as well.53

Some voices rose up to defend the Russian merchants, of course. As big 
fi rms from Moscow and Siberia began to invest in new opportunities in 
Mongolia in the early 1910s, their representatives blamed their country’s 
weak economic presence less on the supposedly lackluster Russian merchants 
than on the diplomats of the Foreign Ministry, who, in their view, showed an 
“utter disregard” for Russian business. (The new businessmen were joined in 
this view by incoming neocolonial advisers from the Ministry of Trade and 
Industry who also looked down on the diplomats.)54 But even pro-business 
advocates had to admit that the Russian trader who duped and overcharged 
his customers made a dismal ambassador. “Our Siberian merchants built the 
Russian cause in Mongolia,” wrote one pair of businessmen in 1911, “yet at the 
same time, our standing among the Mongols suffers because of them.”55

Indeed, in a curious twist that was very much in keeping with the broader 
paradoxes of the tsarist empire, some of the most committed champions of the 
“Russian cause” in Mongolia in the 1910s were not even Russian at all. Much 
of the work of promoting close ties with Russia and expanding Russian infl u-
ence in the country was done by Buryats—in particular, by Russianized Buryat 
offi cials and scholars who joined the new retinue of advisers surrounding the 
Bogda’s government. The linguist-economist (and socialist) Elbek-Dorzhi 
Rinchino worked on economic issues. The folklorist and literary scholar Tsyben 
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Zhamtsarano helped to produce the fi rst Mongolian-language newspapers, 
printed in Urga in a newly established Russo-Mongolian printing shop.56 
Another Russianized Buryat, a man of an earlier generation, the infl uential 
lama and Russian-Tibetan go-between Avgan Dorzhiev, led the drive to build 
a Buddhist Lamaist temple in St. Petersburg. The Bogda presided as a guest of 
honor at the opening in 1913.57

The Buryat intellectuals’ motivation for joining the effort to create “the 
new Mongolia” was different from that of broader tsarist policy, though it was 
shaped by a similar sort of paternalism. Like native colonial elites in other 
empires, they saw themselves as champions and protectors of the nation. As 
men who had grown up in yurts but gone on to universities, they had no doubt 
that they were the special ones who truly understood the modern world—the 
world of legal codes and private property, suffragettes and telephones, budgets 
and microscopes. It was thus only natural, as they saw it, that their backward 
Mongol cousins would turn to them as leaders and counselors.

In just a few years, when the Russian Empire would crack apart in revo-
lution and civil war, intellectuals like Rinchino and Zhamstarano would fi nd 
themselves forced to choose between the confl icting allegiances of empire and 
nation. Many hours would pass in smoky rooms debating how to get along 
with the warring Russian constituencies around them, while trying to bring 
about autonomy or even independence for the Buryats, including the possibil-
ity of uniting with the Mongols of Outer and Inner Mongolia to form a larger, 
pan-Mongolian state. And as they did all of this, they would fi nd themselves 
drawn into one devil’s bargain after another—fi rst with the Reds, then with the 
Whites, then with the Reds again, hoping in each case to turn their vulnerable 
in-betweenness to their advantage.

In quasi-independent Mongolia before the Russian Revolution, however, 
things were simpler. For all of the uncertainty of Mongolia’s new path, the 
context, for the Buryat intellectuals at least, was still a familiar one in which 
intermediaries like themselves had room to advance their own cause, while 
serving their imperial patrons as well. As Prince Esper Ukhtomsky, a confi -
dant of Emperor Nicholas, put it: “For two centuries the members of this native 
race [i.e., the Buryats—WS] have shown themselves to be excellent and faithful 
subjects. Among them are many, to a large extent Russianized, who are fully 
qualifi ed and well-suited to represent us. It is not time for Russia to take advan-
tage of this circumstance?”58

Commander of the Whole Mongolian Cavalry!

According to Burdukov, when he and Ungern arrived in Kobdo after the three-
day relay from Uliastai, Ungern met up with his friend Rezukhin from the 
Trans-Baikal Host. The next day, Burdukov saw him again and by this time 
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he had changed into a spotless Trans-Baikal uniform that he had borrowed 
from Rezukhin to make a good impression on Consul Liuba and the com-
mander of the Cossack detachment. The merchant next tells us that Ungern 
asked the two offi cials for permission to serve in one of the local Mongol units 
and that they fl atly rejected his request. At this point the references to Ungern 
break off as the baron, according to Burdukov, leaves Kobdo and returns to 
Russia.59

General Petr von Wrangel, the famous leader of the White armies who hap-
pened to serve as one of Ungern’s commanders a few years later during the 
Great War, offers a different version of the Kobdo episode that has been far 
more widely repeated. In the brief page or so that he devotes to Ungern in his 
memoirs, Wrangel notes that Ungern spent his time in Kobdo “commanding 
the Mongolian cavalry and fi ghting for Mongolian independence.” An early 
English translation of the memoirs puts it more grandly still: “and there he 
was, commander of the whole cavalry force of Mongolia!”60

Wrangel had no fi rsthand knowledge to support this claim, of course, since 
he met Ungern only several years later. Perhaps Ungern told him something 
about Kobdo during the war, or perhaps the general was simply repeating a 
story he heard from others. In any case, it’s clear that he didn’t know Ungern 
well because a number of the details he relays about him are wrong.61 Yet if 
Wrangel’s story recurs so often in the histories we write about Ungern, it is 
surely because it fi ts so well with the myth of the “mad baron” that has grown 
up around him, while at the same time suiting our image of Mongolia as the 
kind of exotic place where a “mad baron” might go. As in so many other tales 
of empire from the period, the “natives” in the story have nothing better to do, 
it seems, than to be led by a mysterious foreigner.

The only direct evidence we have of Ungern’s time in Kobdo jibes much 
more with Burdukov’s less dramatic version of events. In a cable dated 
August 27, 1913, Liuba wrote to St. Petersburg that “a certain Senior Lieuten-
ant Ungern-Sternberg of the Amur Cossack Host, at present in the reserves, 
has arrived here [in Kobdo] by way of Urga and has expressed a desire to 
serve with the Mongols, in Bair’s unit or that of another commander, without 
pay if necessary. I informed him that I cannot [make such a recommendation] 
without obtaining prior approval from the imperial government. Our [Cos-
sack] detachment commander here disapproves [of the idea]. Instructions 
requested.”62

It’s not clear that Liuba ever got a direct reply. All we fi nd in the Foreign 
Ministry archives are two contradictory documents from the following month, 
one a memo from an undersecretary to the Foreign Minister arguing that it 
might indeed be useful to assign a Russian offi cer as a liaison to the informal 
Mongol bands around Kobdo, the other a telegram from the head consul in 
Urga stating that he had already refused Ungern’s request on the matter—one 
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Ungern presumably made to him in person when he passed through the capital 
earlier in the summer63

In the end, did Ungern serve with any of the fi ghters near Kobdo? Like so 
much about his life, it is hard to say. He may have, though in that case we might 
expect to fi nd some trace of him in the reports that Liuba and other diplomats 
fi led from Kobdo over the following months. Instead, he disappears from view. 
The next time we see him is a year later and a world away, on the marshy edges 
of East Prussia, beneath the fi rst salvos of World War I.



The Imperial Cauldron

One of the myths of World War I is that it began with an outpouring of happy 
unanimity on all sides. “As never before, thousands and hundreds of thousands 
felt. . . that they belonged together,” the Austrian writer Stefan Zweig recalled 
about the times in Vienna. In St. Petersburg, the Russian nationalist Vasilii Ro-
zanov recorded something similar in his diary: “We will act as one, we will for-
get all our divisions, all our family quarrels.” “Everywhere,” he added, “there 
is an excitement for unity, a joy in feeling united.”1

In reality, despite these impressions, reactions to the war were mixed al-
most everywhere. One could indeed fi nd throngs of enthusiastic, cap-throwing 
patriots, like the crowd that gathered in St. Petersburg’s Palace Square on Au-
gust 2, 1914 to hear Tsar Nicholas announce that the war with Germany had 
begun. (Shortly after the tsar’s speech, some of these patriots left the square 
and joined another crowd that ransacked the German embassy just a short 
walk away.)2 Yet it was just as common to fi nd Russians with misgivings about 
what lay ahead, including thousands of reservists who rioted at conscription 
offi ces around the country.3 The Russian and Ukrainian peasants who made 
up well over 80 percent of the tsarist army also appear to have greeted the war 
with resignation as well as patriotism, and the government’s decision to ban 
alcohol sales with the start of mobilization didn’t help. “They’ve closed all the 

CHAPTER 7

WAR LAND

“Ah God! How pretty war is
With its songs and its rests.”

—Apollinaire, “L’Adieu du Cavalier” (1918)
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taverns,” went one peasant rhyme, “Such is our tale of woe/ No more beer or 
vodka/ It’s off to war we go.”4

We don’t know where Ungern was when he learned that about the 
mobilization—some writers say Estland, others St. Petersburg, Chita, or Mon-
golia.5 But wherever he was, given his personality, we can assume he was one of 
the thousands of young men across Europe who indeed “rushed to the colors,” 
or, like Hitler, sank to their knees with happiness at the news.6 It was the sum-
mer of 1914. He was twenty-seven years old. He had left the army just a year 
before precisely because things had seemed too peaceful. Now the great event 
had come. He must have been elated.

We know, at least, that he took quick steps to be involved. Rather than wait 
to fi ght with the Trans-Baikal forces that would have to come all the way from 
Siberia, he enrolled with a Cossack regiment from the Don that was heading 
more rapidly to the front.7 In a letter to one of his aunts in November 1914, he 
sounds lighthearted. After thanking her for the gift of a silk shirt and chocolate, 
he tells her that he has just been put up for a St. George’s Cross.

Last [month] in Prussia my patrol was surrounded, and we managed to jump 
the German wire only at the last minute. By the time they fi gured out what was 
happening and started shooting, we were already out of range. We got out all 
our wounded. The only trophies we left behind for the Prussians were a few 
injured horses. They must have been quite annoyed [about that].8

The Russian Empire thus found itself at war for the second time in less than a 
decade, though now, like the expanding universe that the physicists were be-
ginning to uncover, the scale seemed infi nite. By the time Ungern’s patrol was 
racing away from the Germans, it was already clear that the new war would 
dwarf the confl ict with Japan ten years before. Some 250,000 Russian troops 
would die even before the year was out. Over seven million of the tsar’s subjects 
would be mobilized in 1914 alone, over eighteen million by the fall of 1917.9 
The debacle with Japan humbled the autocracy. The terrible weight of World 
War I would press down and destroy it.

Ungern wrote his anti-German letter in German, which is a small reminder 
of the many complexities that were about to come to the surface. We tend to 
think of World War I as a contest between well-defi ned enemies. The Cen-
tral Powers fi ght the Entente. Austrians go up against Serbs, Germans against 
Frenchmen, British against Turks. But the reality was much more confusing. 
The war unfolded in fact as a titanic bloodletting between diverse and overlap-
ping empires, especially in the eastern half of Europe that saw dramatic swings 
along frequently changing fronts. Every army from the Baltic to the Caucasus 
was, to varying degrees, a multinational force, and the lands they fought over 
were divided frontiers with densely mixed populations. Nations and ethnicities 
found themselves split down the middle by the war, as did thousands of families. 
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The transnational German nobles, for example, fought on all sides. The 
fi rst major campaign on the eastern front was the Russian invasion of East 
Prussia that began in August 1914. One of the leading commanders was Un-
gern’s relative, General Paul von Rennenkampf, the same von Rennenkampf 
who had led the suppression of the “Chita Republic” in the Trans-Baikal dur-
ing the Revolution of 1905. His counterpart on the German side was General 
Hermann von François, the German descendant of a French protestant family 
from Luxemburg. The Great War in the east thus began with a Franco-German 

7.1. Ungern’s great uncle, General Paul (Pavel) von Rennenkampf. Rennenkampf commanded
 the fi rst army corps that Ungern served under in fall 1914. Reproduced from

 the Library of Congress, LC-B2-3202-2.
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pitted against a Germano-Russian.10 In the drowsy Prussian towns that tsarist 
forces occupied at the start of the campaign, they ripped down German army 
announcements and put up their own, in German, under Rennenkampf’s sig-
nature. A casual reader might have assumed that one German general had sim-
ply come to replace another.11

Other divides around the front lines were still more confusing. Split be-
tween Austria, Germany, and Russia since the eighteenth century, Poles were 
drummed into the armies of all three belligerents. Ukrainians fought for Aus-
tria and Russia, Armenians for Russia and Turkey. Hoping to turn the national 
patchwork to its advantage, every side tried to use ethnic allegiances against the 
other. The Germans and Habsburgs formed Polish units to fi ght the Russians, 
whereas the Russians pledged, once the war was over, to make Poland “free 
in its faith, language, and self-government.” The Russian army also assured 
the other “Peoples of Austria-Hungary” (in announcements in nine languages) 
that the driving goal of their fi ght was to uphold “the fulfi llment of [all] nation-
al aspirations.” The Habsburgs sent out similar pledges to Ukrainian-speakers 
in Russian territory. The Russian viceroy of the Caucasus organized Armenian 
detachments to fi ght the Turks. Meanwhile, the Ottomans established an anti-
Russian Georgian Legion made up of tsarist POWs and appealed to Muslim 
coreligionists in Russia to abandon their homeland and join a Holy War against 
the tsar.12

The “liberationist hyperbole” that roared so loudly during the war years 
refl ected the obvious fact that everyone knew that minority nationalism 
was a time bomb waiting to destroy the imperial order.13 Now that the fi ght 
was on, the key was to make sure that the bomb went off in the other emperor’s 
empire rather than one’s own. In fact, even before the war, all the rivals of the 
region had realized this and had tried to manipulate minority nationalism in 
their neighbor’s territory as best they could. (The Russian-Austrian maneu-
vering over the Ukrainians of eastern Galicia is a case in point.)14 At the same 
time, the empires also clamped down on minority nationalist movements active 
on their own territory, though this sometimes meant, ironically, not rooting 
out these movements altogether but rather selectively promoting one group’s 
agenda against another’s.

In Russia, this complicated approach unfolded under the broad banner of 
Russifi cation, which, as we’ve seen, was the government’s earnest if uneven 
attempt to modernize the empire by reinforcing the power of the state and 
making diversity more workable from the state’s point of view. In the Ottoman 
Empire, this agenda took the form of Ottomanization; in the Kaiserreich, of 
Germanization; whereas Magyarization unfolded in the Hungarian part of the 
Habsburg Empire. (A telling exception to the general rule was the Austrian half 
of the Habsburg Empire where, for a variety of reasons, no comparable process 
of Austrianization ever quite took hold.)15 Of all these imperial-nationalist 
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programs, the German course was arguably the most rigorously national in 
content, in part, at least, because the German state was by far the most ethni-
cally homogenous of the empires. But all the empires, to a degree, drew from 
the same imperial-nationalist playbook, borrowing and adapting from one 
another as circumstances allowed.

Thus, by the time the Great War began, all the multinational belligerents 
of the eastern front had become nationalizing states, not just the zealous “new” 
German Empire of the Prussians but the old dynastic empires of the Ottomans, 
Habsburgs, and Romanovs as well. In the process, each of these older states 
shed some of the supranational ambiguity that had been a mainstay of their 
success for centuries. Given that none of them survived the war, one could 
argue—as many historians have—that they were undone by this momentous 
transformation. Threatened by the bomb of minority nationalism, the old em-
pires responded by becoming ever more nationalist themselves, which only 
made things worse, and, once the war began, the trigger slipped altogether, 
destroying them all.16 In this scenario, World War I emerges as a death knell 
for imperialism because its ultimate effect was to discredit empire itself as a 
political form.

7.2. Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, March 1918. The new Soviet government signed this treaty to extricate
 itself from the Great War. The fi ve languages here—German, Hungarian, Bulgarian, Turkish, and 

Russian—are a reminder of the complexities of the war on the eastern front. Reproduced
 from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Traktat_brzeski_1918.jpg.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Traktat_brzeski_1918.jpg
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But did things really happen this way? Looking at the situation from a dif-
ferent angle, one could argue that the great imperial states of the region came 
to an end not because they were undone by modern nationalism but because 
of the simple fact that they lost the war. Imperial Germany and the Ottoman 
Empire were dismembered by postwar treaties, whereas Austria-Hungary split 
into national parts just before the armistice. The Russian Empire, meanwhile, 
unraveled as a result of the revolutions of 1917, whose most important short-
term consequence was to effectively knock the country out of the fi ght against 
the Central Powers, which in turn drastically reduced the state’s ability to hold 
onto its territory. In the Russian case, this unraveling was in fact promoted by 
the new leadership—the Bolsheviks—who took charge of the country in the 
midst of social and military collapse and soon agreed to give up huge swaths of 
territory as part of a devil’s bargain to hold onto power, biding their time until 
what they believed was the inevitable coming of world revolution.17

Indeed, it’s impossible to claim that World War I tolled the bell for empire 
because the states that won the war actually saw their empires grow. Great Brit-
ain, France, and Italy took over the lands of their enemies in the Middle East, 
East Africa, and the eastern Mediterranean. Imperial Japan, which played the 
tune of the war better than anyone, also grew at war’s end by asserting its rights 
to Germany’s “sphere of infl uence” in China and seizing the country’s posses-
sions in the Pacifi c.18 If tsarist Russia or even the relatively weaker Ottoman 
and Habsburg states had won the war or had managed to work their way out of 
it at a more advantageous point, it is hard to imagine that they would have col-
lapsed. The old dynastic empires before the war were at once strong and weak. 
It seems too generous to call them “going concerns,”19 but they were all at least 
muddling through in regard to their national problems. If they dissolved in the 
cauldron of the war, it was because the power of their states broke down, not 
because nationalism ripped them apart.20

But for all this, the war nonetheless left a profound mark on the relation-
ship between nationality and empire. It ratcheted up the feeling that stood be-
hind the seemingly simple act of pronouncing oneself a Pole, a Frenchman, or a 
Turk, while dramatically raising the stakes that came from choosing—or being 
forced to choose—one of these identities. At the same time, the war exacer-
bated divisions within national and imperial communities. The confl ict made 
clear, in fact, what was already obvious to thousands of Europeans (and others) 
well before the war: that there were multiple ways of being national, some of 
which involved being transnational or imperial at the same time, and vice versa. 
For example, one might be a national imperialist, or an anti-imperial national-
ist, or a socialist who supported one’s emperor, or a socialist who did not, while 
remaining a Russian, a Georgian, a Lithuanian, a Muslim, or a Catholic (not to 
mention a Franco-German or a Germano-Russian). For many, the onslaught of 
the war brought these disparate visions and hyphenated identities to a murder-
ous breaking point.
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Since so much was at stake, by far the worst effects were felt by the mi-
nority groups in between—the people who found themselves living on either 
side of the front and appeared most likely to have mixed allegiances. During 
the war, government on all sides of the battle lines became the purview of 
the high commands. The Russian stavka ran the Russian borderlands. The 
Germans set up special military governments to oversee the territories they 
occupied in Russian Poland and in White Russia and the Baltic—what they 
referred to as Das Land der Oberost (the Upper East). In every case, the gen-
erals ruled their zones on the basis of an unforgiving standard of “maximum 
solutions” and “military necessity.” Some peoples were considered friendly 
and favored, others as “hostile” or “unreliable,” and punished accordingly. 
Nuances melted away.21

The Ottoman Armenians became the greatest casualties of this Manichean 
logic. In the aftermath of shattering losses against the Russians in late 1914 and 
early 1915, the Young Turk government determined that the large concentration 
of Armenians living near the Caucasus Front were helping the Russians (some 
Armenians were indeed doing this) and had to be deported. Emergency orders 
went out. Expulsions quickly followed, accompanied by mass executions and 
pogroms carried out by Ottoman troops and Kurdish irregulars. Between these 
murders and the deaths that came with the relocations, at least one million Arme-
nians perished in the genocide.22 The American ambassador to the empire, Hen-
ry Morgenthau, came away from a meeting with the Young Turk leader Mehmet 
Talat (Talat Pasha) convinced that the government’s goal was the total destruc-
tion of the Armenians in Eastern Anatolia. “It’s the saddest thing I’ve ever read 
or heard. . . . Instead of contenting themselves with punishing [the Armenian reb-
els], [the Young Turks] think they must annihilate the entire race.”23

The Jews of Eastern Europe also suffered disproportionately. Like the Ar-
menians, they found themselves on opposite sides of the war zone, divided 
largely between the Habsburg region of Galicia (now southern Poland and 
western Ukraine) in the west and the Russian Empire in the east, in partic-
ular in so-called Pale of Jewish Settlement (cherta evreiskoi osedlosti), a vast 
swath of territory that today includes Lithuania, Belarus, western Ukraine, 
and Moldova. The intense Judeophobia of the Russian court and General Staff 
combined with the Jews’ vulnerable position close to the border made it easy to 
assume, once hostilities began, that the Jews would side with the Germans and 
Austrians. The joint German-Austrian high command fanned these expecta-
tions by distributing leafl ets to Polish Jews telling them that the German army 
was coming to deliver them from “Russian slavery.” Articles with a similar 
message appeared in the German press.24 The consequences for Jews on every 
side—and in particular in the Russian Empire—were horrifi c.

As they marched toward Habsburg territory at the onset of the war, Russian 
troops evicted Russian Jews from the border area, often by simply driving them 
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over to the Habsburg side. Then, once across the frontier, they unleashed a 
wave of anti-Jewish pogroms, frequently with the full approval of their offi cers. 
(Jews in Austrian Galicia were also abused by their Ukrainian and Polish neigh-
bors.)25 Then, as the war shifted and the Russians found themselves thrown 
back onto their own territory six months later during the “Great Retreat” of 
spring 1915, the stavka ordered larger and more coordinated deportations. 
In May of that year, some 150,000 Russian Jews were expelled from Kovno 
[Kaunas] province alone in less than two weeks, with similar totals for other 
provinces. Army orders spoke of “Jews and suspect individuals” in the same 
breath, as if the two categories were interchangeable. Words such as “cleans-
ing” and “purging” (chistka, ochishchenie) raced across the telegraphs. Loot-
ings, beatings, and rape were common. Though the anti-Jewish atrocities did 
not amount to genocide, some Russian offi cers nonetheless spoke positively of 
resolving the “Jewish question” “in the Turkish manner.”26

Given what we know of Ungern’s movements during the war, he almost cer-
tainly witnessed some of these expulsions or, at the very least, their aftermath—
columns of refugees, torched villages, ransacked synagogues. Cossack units 
were notorious for their involvement in anti-Jewish violence. Of the fi fty-four 
pogroms recorded in Lithuania and Belorussia between April and October 
1915, for example, more than 80 percent were ignited by the appearance of a 
Cossack unit.27 Just a few years later in Mongolia, we see Ungern sanctioning 
pogroms and openly ordering the summary execution of Jews, so it is fair to 
assume, though we have no evidence to prove it, that he was already an anti-
Semite by the war years.

Certainly by this time, of all the prejudices that surrounded him, anti-
Semitism would have seemed wholly ordinary and unremarkable. To the 
Germano-Russian aristocrats of the empire, Jews were the ultimate “people 
apart.” This was especially true of the poor, Yiddish-speaking, “shtetl Jews” 
of the Pale, most of whom the nobles rarely saw. But even the “modern” 
 Russian and German-speaking Jews of St. Petersburg and Reval seemed 
different—the rich bankers and factory owners with their trimmed beards and 
gold timepieces who circulated in “society” yet kept to their own mysterious 
“Oriental” faith. By Ungern’s youth, both cities were home to new Moorish-
style synagogues whose ornate Eastern motifs seemed all the more proof of the 
Jews’ abiding otherness.28

For the Russian offi cer corps, however, the Jews existed less in a world apart 
than not at all. The long-standing bar against their service in the corps meant 
that only a tiny handful of Jews—all of them Christian converts—were offi cers 
at the time the war began, and the rules against Jews serving in the corps were 
if anything tightening up. Secret instructions issued before the war went so far 
as to prohibit even converted Jews from becoming offi cers. This new develop-
ment suggested that Jewishness was coming to be seen as a matter of biology 
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rather than just one of culture or faith. Well before the Bolshevik Revolution, 
it was a commonplace for conservatives—including conservative offi cers—to 
describe Jews as unpatriotic, unsuited for military service, and generally politi-
cally unreliable. The Jews were the liberals, the democrats, the socialists, the 
revolutionaries—precisely the kind of stateless (rootless?) cosmopolitans you’d 
expect to sell out their country for a few rubles or a socialist slogan (or both). 
The fears and hysterias of the war intensifi ed this crude anti-Semitism and al-
lowed it to be enlisted in the service of ethnic cleansing.29

Of course, one of the ironies of Ungern’s situation is that, like the Jews who 
were being abused and dispossessed around him, he, too, had been turned by 
the war into a member of a pariah community. As soon as the confl ict began, 
Russian Germans joined Jews and Poles as the most suspect of all the empire’s na-
tionalities. And like the Jews, the empire’s Germans found themselves deported 
en masse from the war zones—some two hundred thousand in the fi rst months of 
the confl ict and tens of thousands more in the years that followed. The Russian 
press regularly depicted Russian Germans as the enemy within. “No [Russian] 
Germans can be trusted,” wrote General Nikolai Polivanov in 1916, in a cheap 
booklet meant for mass consumption: “They are spies and active collaborators, 
and the spies aren’t just a few, isolated individuals, but virtually every member 
of the German population.”30 Anti-Germanism fl owed thickly through Russian 
life. The German-sounding Saint Petersburg was changed to Petrograd. German 
stores were boycotted, and Russian Germans were searched and harassed. Fear-
ing reprisals, they stopped speaking German in public.31

Anti-German paranoia in the Baltic was especially intense. Russian papers 
ran stories of treasonous barons signalling to German planes from their castles 
and building earthworks on their estates as fortifi cations for German troops. 
In October 1917, when a German naval squadron overwhelmed the Russian 
batteries on the Ungern-Sternbergs’ ancestral island of Dagö/Hiiumaa, rumors 
spread that the island’s Germans spilled out of their homes to welcome their 
“liberators.”32

Anecdotes of this sort only confi rmed the presumption that Baltic Ger-
mans, and in particular the nobles among them, looked down on the Russians 
and had been inclined to side with the enemy from the beginning. A Russian 
visitor to Reval in the fall of 1914 was struck by what he saw as a complete lack 
of patriotism on the part of the Germans of the town. “No, the Germans of 
Estland don’t care much for us [Russian] barbarians around here, they simply 
don’t care for us.”33 Meanwhile, as the anti-German temperature climbed, Ger-
man nobles in the Baltic made repeated protests of their loyalty to the Council 
of Ministers and other state bodies, though the effect was minimal. Shortly 
after the war began, in conjunction with deportations around the front, the 
government launched a sweeping campaign to counteract what was described 
as “German dominance” throughout the empire (nemetskoe zasile). By 1916 a 
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state commission was created to direct the fi ght. Laws stripped the barons of 
their privileges.34

Though anti-German resentments had helped to shape the Russifi cation 
program in the Baltic from the start, the white heat of the war was altering the 
equation. The confl ict was putting an end to one of the oldest presumptions of 
the Russian imperial order—that the Baltic barons were the loyal servants of 
the throne.

Prince of the Trenches

Ungern fought in the Great War for almost three years on all the Russian fronts, 
but we see him fi rst in the East Prussian campaign. In an entry dated Septem-
ber 3, 1914, in a fi le in the Military Historical Archive in Moscow, he appears 
reporting for duty with the 34th Don Cossack Regiment, a mixed cavalry and 
infantry force of about a thousand men fi ghting in the Third Corps of the Rus-
sian First Army.35 The regiment had entered East Prussia at the start of the 
Russian invasion a month earlier, but by the time Ungern arrived, virtually the 
entire First Army had been thrown back onto Russian territory by a sweeping 
German counterattack. The fi rst place we see him is Balverzhishki (Yiddish: 
Balbirishok; Lithuanian: Balbieriškis), a mixed Jewish-Lithuanian village of 
about two thousand people located on the Neiman River, not far from Kovno 
(Kaunas) in what is today southwestern Lithuania. The village then was a jum-
ble of mostly worn wooden buildings anchored by a humble market square 
and surrounded on all sides by a landscape of birch and pine woods inter-
spersed with lakes and marshland. Just a few miles to the east lay the German 
Empire. We fi nd Ungern leading reconnaissance patrols near the settlement.36

The pattern of fi ghting around Balverzhishki was similar to what Ungern 
would see over the rest of the war: a give-and-take of attack, counterattack, 
advance, retreat, then relative stability for a period as the armies dug into 
their trenches and held their lines. Between the start of the war and late 1916, 
he was wounded fi ve times and earned fi ve commendations, including the 
St. George’s Cross, the Russian army’s highest honor for valor. His military 
record shows us his movements. First, the Russo-German border in southern 
Lithuania, then north-central Poland facing the German advance on Warsaw, 
then back up into Lithuania during the “Great Retreat,” then south to the 
Carpathians in what is now western Ukraine in the fall of 1916, and by the 
spring of 1917, northern Persia, the most southern and eastern Russian front 
of the war.

The war that he experienced was both intense and ordinary at the same 
time. The daily reports that fi ll his companies’ fi eld books—many of them 
scratched out on tattered scraps of paper—are crammed with lists of men killed 
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or wounded, horses lost, rations or weapons undelivered, leaves granted or 
denied, descriptions of periods of shelling, attacking, pausing, regrouping. 
Enemy strength is gleaned from prisoners and helpful civilians. Requests go 
out for money and supplies. The physical location of the companies is usually 
noted either as a geographical coordinate or a hill number or by the name of 
a village or geographical feature: Unerzhizh (Unierzyż), Mziavo (Mdzewo), 
Strzhegovo (Strzegowo), Einary, Sarata-Iuzhnaia, the Dil Pass in the “eastern 
Carpathians” (lesisty Karpaty). We can guess that the places were unfamiliar 
to the Russian offi cers because their names often appear differently from one 
report to the next.37

In December 1914 Ungern transferred from the 34th Don to the 1st 
Nerchinsk Regiment of the Trans-Baikal Cossacks.38 In doing this he returned 
to the world he had known before the war and at the same time fulfi lled his origi-
nal reserve assignment to serve with the Trans-Baikal Host. The 1st Nerchinsk 
would remain his home regiment for most of the rest of the confl ict. During the 
war, it fell under the command of the Ussuri Horse Division, a special cavalry 
force made up of selected Cossack regiments from the Far East.39 For a period 
of about six months beginning in fall 1915, Ungern served in a special partisan-
like detachment that operated deep behind enemy lines.40

The grind of the war took an enormous toll. By the fall of 1916, facing the 
Austrians in the Carpathians, Ungern’s commander described the condition of 
the Ussuri Division as “desperate.” “After nearly three and a half months of 
uninterrupted fi ghting, at times against superior enemy forces, in mountain-
ous terrain with no roads, exclusively on foot, with irregular rations and often 
without any feed at all for the horses, our force . . . has reached a dismal state.” 
He added, “We have run out of reinforcements.”41 Enemy trenches at some 
points lay just fi fty yards away. Every day brought shelling, sniper fi re, raids. 
By the spring of 1917, roughly two and a half years into the war, the division 
reported that “170 percent of its offi cers and 200 percent of its dragoons and 
Cossacks” were lost.42 The division thus found itself destroyed in the war not 
once but twice. First its entire prewar fi ghting strength was killed off. Then the 
men called up to replace these casualties were wiped out in turn.

This merciless arithmetic, reproduced many times over across the army, 
set the stage for all the calamities that followed. The titanic violence that began 
in 1914—of soldiers against soldiers, soldiers against civilians, states against 
“internal enemies”—gave rise to the violence of the Russian Revolution and 
Civil War. The Great War did not cause the revolution—given all the tensions 
and complexities of the empire, a revolution may well have occurred in Rus-
sia anyway. But the war guaranteed that whatever revolution did occur would 
be especially violent. Indeed, the revolutionary year of 1917 turned out to be, 
above all, the year of the soldier. Soldiers were the decisive players in the over-
throw of the monarchy in Petrograd. Mutineers, deserters, and garrison troops 
helped to decide the Bolshevik takeover that followed in October. Naturally, 
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all these men carried the Great War with them into the revolution and then 
from there into the civil war. The result was a bloody continuum. The brutal-
ity of one war became the bloodline of the next.

Hundreds of thousands of fi ghting men were shattered by this experience. 
Life at the front made them numb, soulless. The military doctor Lev Naumov-
ich Voitolovskii remembered an exchange with a young soldier in the Carpath-
ians in early 1915: “I don’t feel anything anymore, not fear, not joy. It’s as if I’m 
dead. People are all around, drinking and hollering, and I’m just empty. . . . Be-
fore all of this, I could never have done these things. . . . But now I feel nothing 
for people.”43 Yet others had an opposite reaction. They took energy from the 
war and seemed to thrive on its urgency and violence.44 The young German of-
fi cer Ernst Jünger glorifi ed these men as “princes of the trenches,” the fi ghters 
who combined “red-hot courage with cool intelligence.”

They are the men who, in the whirlwind of destruction, clear a magazine jam 
with a sure hand, who hurl smoking grenades back at the enemy, who, in the 
midst of the life and death struggle, read [the enemy’s] intentions in his eyes.45

Though Jünger was describing an ideal type rather than a single person, Un-
gern seems to fi t this profi le. For most of the war, we see him in only the barest 
of terms—a name on lists of men wounded or promoted or receiving commen-
dations.46 But in some pages in the archives, he steps into fuller view.

April 1915, north of Warsaw, for example, we fi nd him leading a raid on 
a German trench. According to fellow offi cer, who recorded the action in his 
fi eld book, Ungern and his men began crawling toward the trench shortly af-
ter midnight. As they reached the fi rst line of wire about 25 yards from the 
position, the Germans opened fi re. At this point,

Offi cer Ungern-Sternberg leapt to his feet before the wire and called out loudly 
in German, “You there, what’s gotten into you? Stop your shooting. It’s your 
own men!” After this, the fi ring died down and a voice called out from the 
trench, “Who goes there?” When we called back, “It’s us!” the Germans start-
ed shooting again. Then offi cer Ungern-Sternberg, still standing at full height, 
called out a second time: “You swine! Hold your fi re! Your nerves are getting to 
you! You’re shooting your own people!”

After this, having fallen for the ruse, the Germans began crawling out of the 
trench to cut the wire. Ungern’s men then opened fi re and, after an intense 
fi refi ght, took over the position.47

The stress of actions like this must have affected him. One hint of this is the 
only other time we get a clear view of him during the war—in late November 
1916, when he was court-martialed for “conduct unbecoming an offi cer” while 
on leave in what is now the Ukrainian town of Chernivtsi (Russian: Chernovtsy; 
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German: Czernowitz) not far from the Carpathian front. The documents, 
neatly arranged in a thin fi le at the Russian State Military Historical Archive in 
 Moscow, tell the outlines of a story that must have happened countless times 
during the war years: Ungern and an offi cer friend arrive at a hotel in Chernivtsi 
in the middle of the night looking for a room. Ungern is drunk. The doorman 
tells them the hotel is full, an argument ensues, and Ungern loses his temper. 
He takes a swipe at the doorman and ends up smashing a window. He then heads 
to the town commandant’s offi ce where he curses out the junior offi cer on watch 
and strikes him across the head with his sheathed saber. At this point, he passes 
out in a chair and is arrested a short time later.

In a deposition from the following morning, he admits to everything and 
(partially at least) apologizes. Taking his wartime record into account, the mili-
tary court of the Eighth Army holds a speedy trial and sentences him to two 
months in the stockade.48

This is the impulsive Ungern we’ve come to know. But the incident also 
helps us appreciate the changes produced by the war. At the Naval College and 
in his earlier service, Ungern’s brashness had been a problem, but now it had 
become, if not acceptable, at least more usable, more ordinary. In its way, the 
war was allowing Ungern to fi t in, making room for his anger and violence, as it 
would for the rage of millions of other men like him across Europe, seeding the 
hatreds and resentments that would grow up so thickly in the postwar years. 
The incident in Chernivtsi, in fact, shows us how Ungern had fused with the 
war, and equally how the war, in turn, had fused with him. Even court-martialed 
and sentenced to the stockade, he remained an epitome of the war that the 
empire needed to wage, an example of the bold fi ghter that Russia seemed to 
require.

We hear this in the character references sent in by his commanders prior to 
the trial, all of which praise him as a remarkable offi cer. One offi cer described 
his wartime service as a “feat of uninterrupted heroism performed for the glory 
of Russia.” Another called him an inspiration to his men, all of whom “dearly 
love him.” Baron Petr von Wrangel, Ungern’s regimental commander for a pe-
riod in 1916, noted simply “he is an outstanding offi cer of unforgettable brav-
ery,” adding later in his memoirs: “From the beginning of the German-Russian 
war . . . he performed miraculous acts of courage.”49

When the confl ict began, the fi rst heroes on the Russian side, like their 
counterparts in other armies, were celebrated for their jaunty bravery. War was 
still sport. Cossacks dressed in colorful uniforms and rode into battle armed 
with lances (piki), like medieval bogatyrs.50 In the early going, Ungern himself 
seems to have embraced this carefree defi nition of valor. We hear hints of it, for 
example, in the letter he sent to his aunt in the fi rst autumn of the war. But by 
the time of the court-martial, he had become the personifi cation of a different 
sort of hero: the front-line offi cer ( frontovik) tempered with the selfl ess hard-
ness (tverdost) that remorseless slaughter required.



138  Chapter 7

It’s tempting to think that some of the motivation for Ungern’s bravery came 
from having to prove himself as a German.51 One wonders what he thought of 
the imperial ambiguities of the war raging around him. Some Baltic Germans 
admitted to “heaviness in [their] hearts” at having to fi ght against fellow Ger-
mans and sought assignments to the Caucasus where they could face the Turks 
instead.52 Though occasional press stories extolled Russian German soldiers, 
the norm was suspicion for anyone with German connections—military men 
and civilians alike. The offi cer corps was especially vulnerable in this respect 
because of its heavy percentage of Germans, especially at the highest ranks. 
When the war began, over 16 percent of Russian generals had German sur-
names. Fearing a backlash, the stavka issued a secret order requiring Russian 
German offi cers to be deployed to the front as much as possible in order to 
prove their patriotism.53 There, too, though, resentments roiled. “Our regi-
ment commander, Colonel Shleger, is not Russian,” wrote one group of infan-
trymen shortly after the February Revolution, “he is German.” “He does us much 
harm and sends many people to their deaths.”54

Yet for all this, no coordinated witch hunt against German offi cers ever oc-
curred. The tsarist army remained an imperial institution to the end, with all 
of its attendant contradictions. The names of men killed in action read like 
a tour of the empire’s peoples—Russians, Ukrainians, Germans, Georgians, 
Tatars, Poles, Estonians, Armenians, Buryats.55 Ironically, despite the fi erce 
anti-Semitism of the military establishment, some half million Jews fought in 
the ranks during the war, and over a million Muslims.56

As the war stretched bloodily on and the General Staff needed ever more 
men, the exemptions granted to different ethnic groups gradually fell away. In 
1915, Buryats, Yakuts, and Muslims from the North Caucasus were called up. 
Then in the summer of 1916, the government introduced a labor draft among 
Kazakh and Kyrgyz nomads in Russian Turkestan, which, because of clumsy 
mishandling and the accumulated abuses of Russian colonialism, became the 
trigger for the last great imperial uprising of the tsarist era. Railways were at-
tacked. Russian settlements were torched. Martial law was imposed. Troops 
were sent in. In the violence, ten thousand Russians died, whereas casual-
ties among the nomads may have numbered in the hundreds of thousands.57 
Among the major ethnic groups of the empire, only the Finns managed to 
avoid conscription.

The most signifi cant change that took place during the war in terms of 
the army’s role as an imperial institution was the creation of national units—
that is, special regiments composed of members of a single ethnic/national 
or religious group. Ungern would later be involved in organizing such units, 
which began in earnest after the February Revolution and refl ected the wider 
“mobilization of nationality” that grew to defi ne Russian life during the war 
years. Yet even the introduction of ethnic regiments did not in itself spell 
the end of an older vision of the army as a tool of integration that could bind 
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non-Russians to the empire. The new national units were supposed to fi ght for 
the empire rather than against it, or at least that was the intention. The empire, 
many presumed, would change—indeed, many Russians were convinced that 
it had to. But few expected it to disappear.

In fact, expectations of a great change of some sort had become rife during the 
war years. Historians today often describe World War I as the debut of “the mod-
ern age” or the true dawn of the twentieth century. In doing this, though, they 
are in a sense simply repeating the people of the time, who themselves tended 
to load the war with portentous meaning. The twenty or so years that preceded 
the confl ict were an “era of acceleration” that brought confusing inconsistencies. 
On the one hand, Europe’s infl uence expanded exponentially around the world. 
On the other, its sway became fragile and contested. New powers appeared—
Japan and the United States. And new technologies and ideologies seemed to be 
challenging the old, predictable relationships between East and West, rich and 
poor, young and old, women and men, colonizers and colonized.58 The effect 
for many Europeans was a sense of uncertainty and fl ux. In 1905, the conserva-
tive Austrian novelist and poet Hugo von Hofmannsthal described his age as 
a “time of sliding” (das Gleitende). “What previous generations believed to be 
fi xed is in fact das Gleitende.” As Hoffmansthal saw it, the key attributes of the 
era were “multiplicity and indeterminacy.”59 Even the homely peasants in a story 
by Chekhov described the times as an “age of nerves.”60

On one level, the war itself was the ultimate expression of this nervousness. 
Yet to many it also appeared as the great watershed that would bring the uncer-
tainty to an end. Like the proverbial moment of medical crisis when the patient 
either gets better or dies, the confl ict seemed to be pushing an entire age to 
its tipping point. In Russia, this sense of looming change was pervasive. By 
the third year of the war, with the country reeling from enormous losses and 
dislocations, everyone seemed to agree that something had to change. Workers 
and soldiers clamored for food and peace. Feminists wanted women’s citizen-
ship. The Duma wanted a new government. The government wanted a new 
Duma (in fact, Nicholas disbanded it shortly before he was overthrown). Some 
nationalist intellectuals clamored for outright independence for their peoples. 
Others argued for the exact opposite—a renewal of the imperial compact that 
would rally the empire behind a vision of “supranational, statewide patriotism” 
and pave the way to a “Greater Russia” based on democracy, liberty, and “the 
friendship of peoples” (druzhba narodov).61

For millions of imperial subjects, the war thus became a metaphor for justify-
ing and explaining the inevitability of a great transformation. “We are moving to 
a higher level of world life,” wrote Anna Kamenskaia, the president of the Russian 
Theosophical Society, in late 1916. “The old, embittered, egotistical, isolated 
world is dying. The utilitarian, materialist culture is falling apart.”62 Like other 
Theosophists, Kamenskaia saw the war as a “cleansing fi re,” “a cosmic event of 
occult signifi cance” whose destruction seemed to be ushering in a new age. 
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The fi rst great transformation, as it turned out, occurred just a few months 
after Kamenskaia’s article. In February 1917, a series of strikes and bread riots 
in Petrograd turned masses of hungry and cold people into the streets. At fi rst, 
the “disturbances,” as they were described by the authorities, were ordinary—
the sort of thing that the government had weathered before. But on the third 
day, the garrison troops sent to put down the unrest mutinied, and from that 
point on, the capital slipped into open revolt. Huge crowds engulfed the city. 
Red banners appeared. Calls went out to end the war and the monarchy. Duma 
leaders gathered in anticipation of taking power. In a reprise of 1905, a soldiers’ 
and workers’ soviet appeared.

By March 2, with the situation spiraling out of control and fears growing 
that the seeming unstoppable chaos in the capital would spread to the front, 
Tsar Nicholas made the fateful decision to abdicate, ceding the crown to his 
younger brother, Grand Prince Michael. When Michael refused the throne 
the next day, the deed was done. In little over a week, the spontaneous tumult 
of the February Revolution produced the change that everyone had assumed 
would happen yet had never quite expected. The tsarist era was over.

7.3. The February Revolution in Petrograd. Soldiers played a critical role in the upheaval that 
overthrew the tsar. The banner here proclaims “Down with the Monarchy!” 

Reproduced from the Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-17014.



All Coherence Gone

It’s not clear where Ungern was when the February Revolution began. The 
Bolsheviks claimed that he was still in the stockade and was then freed shortly 
thereafter in the wave of amnesties that followed the revolution, but given his 
short sentence, it’s more likely he had already been released by the time the 
monarchy fell. (We don’t know the location of the jail either.) Judging from 
the published summary of his trial in Novonikolaevsk, he seems to have told 
the tribunal that the army sent him to Vladivostok after his release (presum-
ably for reserve service), but whether he actually reached the city at the time is 
unclear.1 All we know for certain is that shortly after the overthrow of the tsar 
he made his way back to the war.

We know this thanks to Grigorii Semenov, another young offi cer of the 
Trans-Baikal Cossacks who was soon to become Ataman Semenov, warlord of 
the Trans-Baikal. The two men met and became close during the war, develop-
ing an unlikely friendship of opposites. Whereas Ungern was tall, thin, and 
brooding, Semenov was garrulous and vain, with the squat, broad build of a 
wrestler. His background was also far more modest, having grown up in a mid-
dling Cossack family on the Mongolian border and graduated from a second-
tier offi cer’s school in the provinces. (It’s hard to imagine quotes from Virgil 
running across the front of the Semenov family homestead.)

CHAPTER 8

THE ATAMAN’S DOMAIN

“We gonna fi ght your brother,
Raise hell.”

—The Clash, “Death or Glory”
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Yet like Ungern, Semenov was brash and completely devoted to the roman-
tic ideal of the offi cer-warrior. He had served in the Russian consular guard 
in Urga at the time of the Mongolian Revolution of 1911 and got himself into 
trouble there with his bold actions. He then earned a St. George’s Cross dur-
ing the war. In the memoirs he wrote in Japanese-controlled Manchuria in the 
1930s, he describes a close bond with Ungern, and the feeling was apparently 
mutual, at least until they parted ways during the Mongolian campaign. We 
have copies of two letters Ungern sent to Semenov during the civil war. In both 
he uses the familiar form of “you” (ty) and addresses him as “Semën” (Simon), 
an affectionate play on his last name.2

Drawing on Semenov’s memoirs, we can place the two men together in the 
spring of 1917 near the town of Urmia (Persian: Orūmı̄yeh), in what is today 
northwestern Iran, not far from the country’s border with Turkey. Urmia then 
was one of the strategic lynchpins of the war in Persia, the southernmost of 
the Russian fronts, a world away from the humid marshes of East Prussia 
where Ungern had begun the war. The two men found themselves there in the 
same regiment facing the Ottomans.3

Though the war in Persia was relatively quiet at the time, the Russian army 
was falling apart. Instead of the clarity and unity many had hoped for, the revo-
lution had brought just the opposite. Two centers of power formed in the vacu-
um left by the end of the monarchy. One was the formal heir to the Duma, the 
liberal and moderate Provisional Government—called “provisional” because it 
was supposed to hold power only until the election of a Constituent Assembly, 
the much-awaited revolutionary parliament that would determine the empire’s 
future. The other was the Petrograd Soviet, whose several thousand mostly 
workers’ and soldiers’ deputies divided their sympathies between a range of 
socialist parties.

Though the two bodies began the year by convening in the same faded 
yellow palace in central Petrograd, the distance between them could not have 
been greater. The ministers of the Provisional Government took power based 
on what they understood as the proper order of things. Looking into the fu-
ture, they saw the liberal-democratic Russia that they had always assumed was 
waiting to happen: an orderly society led by responsible men in bowler hats 
and tabbed collars, with open elections and a free judiciary. The Soviet, by 
contrast, drew its authority from the street and the trenches and was far less 
reserved. Each group was revolutionary, but the revolutions they represented 
were different.

The impact of the division on the army was enormous. As a rule, offi cers—
especially career offi cers—identifi ed with the Provisional Government as the 
legitimate successor to the tsar. Soldiers, by contrast, instinctively supported 
the more radical views of the Soviet. The most important document of the 
February Revolution, Order No. 1, issued as the Soviet’s fi rst offi cial decree 
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on March 1, 1917, highlighted this divide. Soldiers were instructed to form 
committees and take charge of the weapons in their units. They were to ad-
dress their offi cers simply as “sir” (gospodin) rather than the lofty “your Excel-
lency” that had been customary before. Offi cers, meanwhile, were required 
to adopt the polite form of “you” when speaking to their men. As General 
Krymov, a former commander of Ungern’s, stated to his division in early April 
1917, the revolution had created “new conditions of life.” In keeping with the 
times, offi cers would now have to start “looking at things from the soldiers’ 
point of view” (poiti soldatam na vstrechu).4

Soldiers, however, increasingly saw the revolution in terms that even sympa-
thetic offi cers couldn’t understand. Interpreting the Soviet’s platform of “Peace 
Without Annexations and Indemnities” as a call to stop fi ghting altogether, 
entire units refused to go on the offensive or even move at all. “We’ll hold the 
front, but we won’t attack,” was a common refrain. Other soldiers responded to 
the “new conditions” by deserting and leaving for home. (This was especially 
true of garrison soldiers in the rear—desertion at the front was less common.) 
Some 900,000 Russian soldiers were taken prisoner in 1917, some by willingly 
crossing over to the enemy side.5

To most offi cers, the army appeared to be disintegrating around them. “By 
May,” Supreme Commander General Aleksei Brusilov remembered, “troops 
on every front were in a state of complete insubordination.”6 The most despised 
offi cers found themselves lynched, arrested, or hounded from their regiments. 
Some committed suicide. Many were disoriented to the point of not quite be-
lieving what was going on. As a delegation from the Duma reported in March 
after completing a tour of the front, “Many [offi cers] asked us, ‘Couldn’t you 
have waited to talk with the army before starting the revolution?’ ”7 Semenov 
recalled a revolutionary holiday in Urmia that spring that began with “a politi-
cal rally and the usual demagogic speeches” and ended with “all the units [of 
the division] marching through town carrying red banners and other revolu-
tionary symbols.” He added: “It was a disgusting sight.”8

Semenov blamed the breakdown on his superiors who seemed too bewil-
dered to take action. But the irony is that just as “soldier power” was driving 
the radicalism of the revolution, it was also creating opportunities for conser-
vative junior offi cers like Semenov and Ungern who would go on to reject it.9 
In February 1917 Semenov was twenty-six, Ungern thirty-one, yet within just 
a few years both would command thousands of men. By May 1919 Semenov 
had been elected ataman (commander) of the Trans-Baikal Host (up to that 
point Host atamans had been appointed by the tsar). He then awarded him-
self medals and promotions to suit his new status. Ungern, meanwhile, rose 
from lieutenant colonel (esaul) at the time of his court-martial in late 1916 to 
colonel, then major general in November 1918, and lieutenant general in 1921, 
promoted each time by Semenov.10
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Such was the dizzying change that became normal in abnormal times. As 
the old regime crumbled, opportunities abounded amid the confusion. The 
whole country seemed to be looking for something: “a symbol of political au-
thority,” according to Pavel' Miliukov, the leader of the main liberal party; “a 
name,” according to General Anton Denikin, one of the tsarist commanders 
who would go on to oppose the Bolsheviks in the civil war. Lenin, the Bol-
shevik leader, had bluntly stated his opinion as early as 1905: “Revolution is 
war”—a war of “the people” against “the people’s oppressors.” There was no 
room for sentimentality. Politics was a matter of “Who whom?” (Kto kogo?)—
that is, who would destroy whom in the remorseless struggle for power.11

As 1917 progressed, the bitter logic fueling the struggle intensifi ed. The 
divide between the Provisional Government and the Petrograd Soviet was 
only the most obvious of the many fault lines running through imperial poli-
tics. Neutral ground increasingly slipped away. Individuals found themselves 
forced to pick their allegiances, if they hadn’t already. And once they did, they 
then had to decide how far they would go.

In this revolution of a million personal choices, Ungern’s politics were un-
doubtedly conservative from the start. Given his elite upbringing and educa-
tion, we can assume that he would have been much less sympathetic to the 
soldiers’ protests for democracy than the so-called offi cers of the people (ofi ts-
ery naroda), the noncoms from more humble backgrounds who came up dur-
ing the war and now constituted the great majority of the offi cer corps.12

Indeed, to most conservatives in 1917, the word demokratiia was a slur, a 
cruel joke played out on the country by revolutionaries who were nothing more 
than charlatans whipping up the mob with their senseless slogans about perfect 
equality. Not surprisingly, the most hated of these demagogues were the Bol-
sheviks, the most radical of the socialists whose support among soldiers and 
workers grew over the year as the war went on. “The Bolsheviks are the true 
symbol of the Russian people,” wrote a conservative professor from Moscow in 
the summer of 1917. “A mixture of stupidity, vulgarity, uncultured willfulness, 
lack of principle, hooliganism.”13

If we take the February Revolution as the spontaneous outpouring of a gen-
uine desire on the part of millions of Russians—at least right at that moment—
to choose democracy over autocracy, to conservatives like Ungern the very 
idea of such a choice would have seemed preposterous. The autocracy stood 
for order, stability, history, divine grace, the greatness of Russian power. How 
could one simply choose to do away with it? Wasn’t this the madness of 1905 
all over again, another fi t of collective hysteria, just as the scholar Le Bon had 
predicted?

In fact, Ungern’s conservatism seems to have been based on a fairly straight-
forward conservative principle: old ways are better than new ones, in part, at 
least, precisely because they are old. That is, if a country’s beliefs and practices 
endure for generations, on some level it is because they should. This means 
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they are just, natural, in keeping with God’s intentions. Of the venerable tradi-
tions, Ungern seems to have revered monarchy the most, seeing it as the lynch-
pin of all the others. In one of the interrogations the Reds conducted after his 
capture, he describes the ideal monarch as a kind of benevolent father fi gure, 
the “fi rst democrat of the state” whose role is to mediate between the aristoc-
racy and the peasantry, the two essential “class groups” of society.14 (Ungern’s 
societal ideal seems to have resembled a feudal pyramid, with the king at the 
top, served by his aristocrats, and the peasants below, serving their lords.)

The dry characterization of the tsar as the “fi rst democrat” of the state and 
a would-be mediator between “class groups” may have been just for the Bol-
sheviks’ benefi t, however. The sociological phrasing makes one wonder, in 
fact, whether his interrogators didn’t just insert their own vocabulary in this 
instance, translating his monarchism into their own terms. All we know for 
certain is that when he described his views before his capture, his language was 
far more vivid. As he wrote to a Mongol ally in April 1921,

In your deep wisdom Your Highness surely sees the great danger posed 
to the foundations of human culture by the destructive teachings [of the 
revolutionaries], and you must know that there is only one way to fi ght against 
this evil—by restoring the rule of the emperors (vosstanovlenie tsarei). This 
alone can safeguard religion and return faith to the world.15

Other statements from the period echo the same view: the world is sick with 
revolution and the only cure is complete political and moral regeneration. The 
states of the past were powerful, Ungern writes to another correspondent in 
1921, “because [they were ruled by] kings and . . . aristocrats.” “And we aristo-
crats have but one idea, one cause that drives us: to return the emperors (tsari) 
to their thrones.”16

Yet, for all this, Ungern’s fi rst political decision of 1917, paradoxically, may 
well have been to support Nicholas II’s removal, or at least to accept it. Se-
menov recalled that the young offi cers he knew on the Persian front tended 
to go along with the abdication.17 By then faith in Nicholas’s leadership had 
largely evaporated, and the hope was that a new ruler would restore confi dence 
and get the country back behind the war.

Thus, for Ungern, disillusionment with the revolution may have come 
somewhat later, as it became clear that Grand Prince Michael had indeed 
refused the throne and that the country would remain without a tsar at least 
until elections could be held for the Constituent Assembly. We can imagine 
his dismay deepening as the army continued to disintegrate. It was precisely 
this sinking feeling that would drive thousands of conservatively inclined 
offi cers to create the anti-Bolshevik White Army—and the broader White 
cause—after the Bolshevik takeover. The revolution, it seemed, was stripping 
them of everything: their regiments, their authority, even their epaulettes, 
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which the most radical soldiers hated as symbols of the old order and impa-
tiently tore from their commanders’ uniforms. (In keeping with this sentiment, 
the Provisional Government quickly drew up new codes for offi cers’ uniforms 
without epaulettes.)18 All but decimated by the war, the old offi cer corps was 
now being fi nished off by the revolution.

We have no direct evidence of when or how exactly Ungern turned against 
the new politics around him, but Semenov’s memoirs suggest that something 
had happened by the spring. As he tells it, sometime in April he and Ungern 
decided to approach their commanders with a plan to form new units of “native 
volunteers.” The rationale was simple: Russian soldiers at the front were sick 
of the war and corrupted by the ongoing erosion of discipline. “Alien” volun-
teers would give the soldiers a “moral example” that would reenergize them, in 
effect shaming them into action. Having grown up on the Mongolian border, 
Semenov spoke fl uent Buryat and Mongolian. He would urge Buryat elders 
at home to send their sons to Persia to form a “Buryat national unit.” Ungern, 
meanwhile, would focus on training local Assyrian Christians.19 (The two men 
were posted at the time in the Assyrian village of Gulpashan, located just east 
of Urmia.)

The Assyrian dimension of the plan grew out of the ethnic violence that 
surrounded the Russians on the Persian front. In the years leading up to the 
war, Persia, like the Qing Empire, though nominally independent, had become 
a de facto colony, carved up between Britain and Russia, each of which re-
tained a “sphere of infl uence” in Persian territory.20 In their area of control, 
which covered the entire north of the country, the Russians pursued the same 
neocolonial agenda they had adopted in their other quasi-colonies of northern 
Manchuria and Outer Mongolia, building roads and railroads, and sending in 
colonists and military advisers. Meanwhile, Cossack regiments also arrived to 
help prop up the ailing Qajar dynasty and suppress antigovernment rebels.21

The small Christian population around Urmia, mostly Assyrians and Ar-
menians, welcomed the rise in Russian infl uence, some to the point of joining 
a pro-Russian militia. Meanwhile, the far more numerous Muslim Azeris and 
Kurds around them tended to sympathize with the Ottomans, who, like the 
British and the Russians, also took advantage of the weakness of the Persian 
government to move their troops into the country.22

The Great War ignited this combustible mix of ethnic resentment and inter-
national rivalry into a bloody explosion. The Ottomans, who joined the war on 
the German side in October 1914, invaded northern Persia to drive out the Rus-
sians in early 1915. As the Russians retreated, some Persian Assyrians helped 
them by trying to fend off the Turks. This then became a pretext for the Ot-
tomans and their local Muslim supporters to pursue the wholesale destruction 
of the local Assyrian population, which continued until the Russians were able 
to reoccupy the region several months later.23
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The Assyrian aspect of Ungern and Semenov’s plan drew on this bitter 
legacy. At the same time, the idea of creating national units was fully in keeping 
with the broader trends of the war. As we’ve seen, ethnicity was a key factor of 
the fi ghting on the eastern front from the very start, and the Russians, like oth-
ers, had long since introduced ethnically based units as part of the war effort, 
with the Latvian Rifl es created in 1915 being perhaps the best-known example. 
At the same time, for most of the war, Russian generals balked at going too far 
with the “ethnicization” of the army. Though just as eager as their rivals to 
exploit the power of ethnic solidarity, they worried that national units might 
backfi re and encourage national separatism. Ethnic formations also seemed to 
contradict the Russifi cation ideal that still defi ned military service and the im-
perial order more generally. As a result, few units of this sort were created prior 
to the end of the old regime.

The February Revolution, however, transformed the situation completely. 
With the autocracy gone, the idea that non-Russians would fi ght in the name 
of their non-Russian identity suddenly appeared democratic rather than dan-
gerous, and ethnic units multiplied rapidly. Within months, Georgian, Arme-
nian, Estonian, Finnish, and Lithuanian detachments were formed. Muslims 
called for a regiment of their own. Even Ukrainian units appeared, something 
inconceivable under the old order since the imperial government had not even 
recognized the Ukrainians as a nation.24

A new vision of imperial community appeared to be forming. Though 
once repressed, the non-Russians were now free, and because of this, they 
would surely fi ght eagerly both for themselves and for the country as a whole, 
which explains why the idea of ethnic units suddenly became so popular with 
everyone on all sides, the non-Russian intellectuals as well as the Provisional 
Government. Many of the slogans of 1917—“For an Autonomous Estonia in a 
Free Russia!” “A Free Armenia for a Free Russia!” and other variations on this 
theme—refl ect this sense of the revolution as a moment of imperial renewal.25 
The old empire of Russifi cation had ended, but not necessarily the possibility 
of empire itself.

Ungern and Semenov’s work in Persia was a tiny part of this complicated 
search to reorganize the empire. Not surprisingly, like so many other plans for 
minority nationalism envisioned by outsiders, theirs rested on the presumption 
that they would switch on national passions for their purposes, in this case, 
to defeat the enemy, and then switch them off just as easily when they were 
done. Of course, in the real world, as opposed to the world of planners, things 
rarely work this neatly. In the case of the Persian experiment, however, it’s im-
possible to say what might have been because the plans ended so quickly. Se-
menov’s efforts to drum up recruits for a Buryat unit failed because he was too 
far away—at least, this is the explanation he offers in his memoirs. Meanwhile, 
even though Ungern (in Semenov’s view) “succeeded brilliantly” in training 
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Assyrian partisans, the force was far too small to have any effect on army mo-
rale, which continued to disintegrate.26

Yet for all this, the episode in Persia appears to have been a watershed for 
Ungern personally. From this moment forward, the short remainder of his life 
would be tied both to the politics of leading ethnic troops and to Semenov, who 
would soon become his commander and one of the unlikely leaders of the anti-
Bolshevik struggle in Eastern Siberia.

Ungern started down this path within just a few months. In the summer 
of 1917, Semenov was elected to represent his regiment at the Second Trans-
Baikal Cossack Congress in Chita. En route to the congress he visited Petro-
grad, where he convinced the War Ministry to let him use his time in Siberia 
to resume recruiting a native regiment.27 At some point during the late summer 
or early fall, as best we can tell, he then called Ungern to join him. By October, 
Ungern was in Chita.28

A little over 3,000 miles separate northwestern Persia from the Trans-Baikal. 
In 1917, the effective distance between the two regions was greater still—closer 
to 4,000 miles—because the easiest train connections at the time forced one to 
travel north for 1,000 miles from Urmia through the Caucasus all the way to 
Moscow before then turning east along the Trans-Siberian. Like so much about 
Ungern’s life, we have no evidence to tell us how he actually made the journey. 
The records of his regiment’s service in Persia have been lost. According to at 
least one source, he was in Reval when Semenov called him to Siberia.29 If this 
was the case, he would have left Urmia initially for the Baltic.

Yet regardless of exactly how he did it, we know that at some point he had 
to have crossed the full distance from Persia to the Baikal. Imagining for a mo-
ment that he made the trip in one go, we can follow the stages: First, leaving 
Gulpashan, he would have headed east by horse or motor car to the shores of 
Lake Urmia, a vast saltwater pool lying just a few miles beyond Urmia town. 
Above the lake would have soared the myriad birds that migrate there regularly 
through the year—pelicans, fl amingoes, gulls, ibises. Crossing the water on an 
army steamer, he would have made his way to the Russian-built railhead on the 
eastern side and then traveled north from there by train to the Russian frontier 
at Julfa. Outside the windows he would have seen a bare but beautiful country 
of rolling brown hills, dotted with Muslim villages. (Julfa today sits on the bor-
der between Iran and Azerbaijan.)30

More contrasts would have followed as he crossed into Russian ter-
ritory: the snow-capped peaks of the eastern Caucasus, the thick pointy 
Georgian Orthodox steeples of Tiflis, the dry steppes of the Kuban and the 
northern Caucasus, the greener woods and fields of central Russia, bus-
tling, dusty Moscow, more of the central Russian countryside, the great 
railway bridge spanning the Volga at Syzran, the Urals, and finally Siberia, 
with its oddly coupled halves—the west, a seemingly endless carpet of pine 
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and birch forest; the east much hillier and rolling, cinched at the center by 
the deep blue clasp of Lake Baikal.

In the summer and early fall of 1917, this immense space, all of it controlled 
or infl uenced by the Russian state, could still be crossed as a single piece. From 
Julfa to Chita, the trains would have been waved on by stationmasters wear-
ing the same orange-red peaked caps, standing under the same columns and 
clocks. Every station of any size would have sold Russian-language newspa-
pers. Each train would have run on Petrograd time.

But Ungern’s journey was taking place at precisely the moment when this 
interconnected space was beginning to break apart, and the early signs of the 
trouble would have been all around him: bands of “soldier-deserters” tramp-
ing the roads, refugees and orphans crowded onto the station platforms, angry 
newspaper headlines denouncing the Provisional Government or the Petro-
grad Soviet and calling for this or that form of national autonomy.31 The revo-
lution was a proverbial moment of truth, not just because it exposed the fi erce 
social and political cleavages that were beginning to tear the country apart but 
also because it revealed its glaring weaknesses as an imperial system.

Like all vast and diverse political units, the Russian Empire was held together 
by state power, or, more often than not, by the myth of state power. Yet in 1917, 
under the combined pressures of revolution, war, and economic misery, the state 
thinned to the point of irrelevance, and even the myth evaporated. As one of the 
ministers of the Provisional Government remembered, “the entire administra-
tion, the police, all of it became completely disorganized. . . . The [Bolshevik] 
coup became possible . . . because the very presumption of the existence of au-
thority had disappeared.”32 In fact, the Provisional Government directly contrib-
uted to this disappearance because it dismantled the institutions of the old regime 
before providing viable new ones to replace them. The geographical corollary 
to the story followed a similar dynamic: the center fractured and weakened, the 
parts divided into their own bitter camps, and territories started falling away.

The erosion of the state’s control over its territory began during the war. 
Within a year of the start of the confl ict, the tsarist government lost all of 
Russian Poland, and large parts of what are today Lithuania and Belarus, to 
German occupation—over 15 percent of the prewar territory of European Rus-
sia.33 For months during late 1916, it then lost control over large parts of Turke-
stan as the region erupted in a massive anticolonial revolt. The breakdown then 
accelerated dramatically over the course of 1917.

Within months of the February Revolution, Ukrainian leaders began 
pushing for independence. Cossacks on the Don established their own 
military government. Calls for autonomy—and, in some cases, for full 
secession—rose up from the Baltic and the Caucasus. Successive cabinets of 
the Provisional Government tried to hold the line by talking about federal-
ism and proposing one version or another of a “united and indivisible Russia” 
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(edinaia i nedelimaia Rossiia), but the effects were minimal. “Old Russia,” as 
the socialist journalist John Reed put it in the summer of 1917, “was rapidly 
breaking up.”34

The overthrow of the Provisional Government in October drove this pro-
cess further. As radicals reaching for the holy grail of world revolution, the Bol-
sheviks saw modern imperialism as little more than a mask hiding the sinister 
exploitation of the bourgeoisie. They thus stood for the end of empires every-
where, including Russia. As Lenin put it in 1916, “Man will advance toward 
the inevitable merging of nations (sliianie natsii) only through a transitional 
period of complete freedom for all oppressed peoples (natsii).”35

Indeed, though socialists rather than nationalists, the Bolsheviks recog-
nized the revolutionary power of national grievance and sought to take advan-
tage of it during the upheaval. Thus one of the fi rst decrees they issued after 
taking power denounced the Provisional Government for inciting “national 
enmity” and granted the right to “free self-determination” to the “peoples of 
Russia,” adding that this meant “even to the point of separation and the forma-
tion of an independent state.”36 Within just a few months of the declaration, 
President Woodrow Wilson would emerge as the leading icon of national self-
determination thanks to his enshrining the idea in his famous Fourteen Points, 
but, technically speaking, Lenin and his comrades got there fi rst.37

Overall, though, it was more what the Bolsheviks were doing than what 
they were saying that drove the fi nal nail into the empire’s coffi n. The simple 
fact of their seizing power injected so much new instability into the already 
unstable imperial system that the national leaderships in the borderlands—
especially in areas already under German occupation—concluded it was 
time to get out altogether. In December 1917, Finland, already practical-
ly independent, formally seceded. Within a few months, Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, and “the People’s Republic of Belarus” followed suit. Georgia, 
Armenia, and Azerbaijan left at the same time, initially as fellow members 
of a combined Trans-Caucasian Federation and slightly later as states of 
their own.38

Meanwhile, in addition to inviting the peoples of the empire to secede, the 
Bolsheviks also declared a unilateral end to the “imperialist war,” and this, 
too, had a dramatic territorial effect. Now with truly no reason to stay in their 
trenches, Russian soldiers all along the empire’s fronts began deserting in 
droves. Yet the Central Powers kept fi ghting, as did the rest of the Entente, 
and so, not surprisingly, as the Russians “spontaneously demobilized” and left 
their positions, both their enemies and their former allies moved in to fi ll the 
gap.39 Thus the Romanians, previously allied with Russia, took over the tsarist 
province of Bessarabia, and the Germans advanced through Ukraine and the 
Baltic region, trumpeting their support for independence as they went. Mean-
while, the Turks reclaimed eastern Anatolia and moved into the Caucasus, and 
the British swallowed up Russia’s zone in Persia.
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The fi nal blow to what was left of the empire’s coherence came with the 
civil war that erupted across the country after the Bolshevik takeover. The 
basic territorial effect of the war was to split Russia into two parts: one Red, 
the other White, the former controlled by the Bolsheviks, the latter by their op-
ponents. Though the divide between Reds and Whites shifted confusingly over 
time, for much of the civil war, the Reds’ base was the middle of the country: the 
industrial and agricultural heartland of central European Russia, including the 
two capitals of Moscow and Petrograd. The Whites, meanwhile, controlled 
the old imperial periphery, claiming a broad collar of territory from the Baltic, 
Ukraine, and southern Russia in the west to Siberia and Turkestan in the east.

This divide between a Red middle and a White periphery was only the most 
obvious way in which the civil war sundered the empire, however. In fact, without a 
meaningful center to hold it together, the country quickly devolved into a bewilder-
ing patchwork of zones and sovereignties. Towns, villages, and even factory fl oors 
declared themselves separate republics. Cossack Hosts created their own quasi-
independent states in the south and east. White Siberia announced its “temporary 
secession” until the Reds in Moscow could be unseated. Polish troops invaded 
from the west (the Polish-Soviet War of 1920). Meanwhile, in the north, south, and 
east, the British, French, American, and Japanese carved out military occupation 
zones staffed by their troops, which they sent to Russia to assist the Whites, hop-
ing, in the process, to draw the country back into the war with Germany.40

Overall, compared with “White Russia,” “Red Russia” was more territo-
rially coherent, but both were essentially fragile creations. The empire had 
disintegrated. The center was gone. Yet the most important point about the 
empire’s collapse was that it unfolded differently in different places. Some ter-
ritories were indeed lost for good—Finland, the Baltic provinces, Poland. But 
overall the old tsarist state simply fell apart too quickly for most of its former 
territories to disentangle themselves from their prior habits and connections. 
Instead, the habits persisted, and, as a result, all the leaders in the civil war, 
the anti-imperialist Bolsheviks included, found themselves working within a 
postimperial framework in which empire remained the norm.

Indeed, in addition to its many other dimensions, it is useful to see the civil 
war as a war to gather up the broken pieces of the tsarist state and recreate a 
meaningful imperial center, whether that center actually called itself an empire 
or not. In a sense, then, it was all but certain that the order that would succeed 
the old empire would be large and multinational. The great question was whose 
large and multinational order it would be.

“People of the Stanitsas! The Time Has Come!”

Ungern’s base for most of the civil war was the small garrison town of Dau-
ria located on the Trans-Baikal Railway not far from the upper reaches of the 
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Argun River where he had served as a young offi cer some ten years before. 
Little more than a train stop, the settlement consisted of brick barracks and an 
armory dating from the time of the war with Japan, some stables, a telegraph of-
fi ce, a church, and a few Cossack homesteads. During the Great War, Austrian 
and Turkish POWs had been kept here. Beyond the settlement, meanwhile, 
was a vastness of prairie: a giant, bumpy carpet of grassy hills dotted, as the 
seasons allowed, with herds of horse and the round domes of Buryat and Mon-
gol yurts.41

Today the town seems as unremarkable as it was in Ungern’s time. Blocks of 
forlorn, Soviet-era apartments make up the center where the old barracks used 
to be. Across from the station, sagging wooden houses stare back at the passing 
trains. The nomads are gone, but the prairie is still there, the same enormity of 
horizon and isolation. Chita, the capital of the Trans-Baikal oblast', is a twelve-
hour train ride to the north, while the Russo-Chinese border lies about an hour 
away in the other direction. Because of the closeness of the border and the fact 
that there was always so much army around, the town was off limits to outsid-
ers during the Soviet period, Soviets and foreigners alike.

Dauria is important in our story because it is here that we begin to see Un-
gern more clearly than at any earlier point. The Mongolian campaign is just 
ahead, so we fi nd writers alluding to this immediate pre-campaign period in 
their memoirs. And there are new sources from Ungern himself—a clutch of 
letters he wrote to Semenov and others as well as the paperwork of the Asiatic 
Division, his military command in the town.

Though his private world remains almost as unknowable as before, we 
nonetheless see something of who he has become by this moment. Traits that 
will loom large in Mongolia—his casual harshness and fervid anticommunism, 
for example—are already apparent. We hear echoes of the cult of death and 
duty that was common among White offi cers at the time, especially as the 
tide of the civil war turned against them. It is also in Dauria that we fi rst learn 
of his apparent discomfort around women, this despite the fact that this was 
also, ironically, the period of his only marriage, a political union concluded in 
the summer of 1919 with the daughter of a Manchu commander from north-
ern China.42

One of the traits we will see in Mongolia, however—his murderous anti-
Semitism—is less visible. The reason for this is probably that, while in Dauria, 
he remained under Semenov’s command, and Semenov, unlike many other 
White leaders, was not anti-Semitic, at least not overtly so. His army included 
a special Jewish regiment. He gave orders to his offi cials to tear down anti-
Semitic broadsheets when they appeared at the Chita train station. His favorite 
mistress, Maria Sharaban (Mashka), was a Jewish cabaret singer.43 Thus, while 
it is likely that Ungern was already an anti-Semite by this time, he was not yet 
in a position to act much on his prejudice. Instead, his assignment was to run 
the Russo-Manchurian border for the ataman. Everything else was secondary.



The Ataman’s Domain  153

For most of the period between mid-1918 and 1920, Siberia was ruled 
by the Whites under the nominal authority of the war hero and former polar 
explorer Admiral Aleksandr Kolchak, who made his headquarters in Omsk 
in the western part of the region. Kolchak was recognized by the allies and 
the White generals fi ghting in European Russia as the supreme ruler (verk-
hovnyi pravitel') of the anti-Bolshevik opposition, but even in Siberia, ironi-
cally, despite his lofty title, his infl uence was minimal.44 Instead, the true “men 
of power” in the region, and throughout Eastern Siberia and the Far East in 
particular, were regional Cossack leaders known collectively as the atamans.

The reason for Kolchak’s relative powerlessness over the atamans was a sim-
ple question of carrots and sticks: he had little to offer to keep them in line and 
was too far away to make them pay when they defi ed his instructions. More-
over, virtually his entire war effort depended on supplies coming to Western 
Siberia from the east along the Trans-Siberian, that is, through the atamans’ 
domains, which meant that he needed them more than they needed him. As a 
result, the Cossack leaders formally deferred to Omsk but in practice did large-
ly as they pleased. Often they barely even bothered deferring.45

Of the atamans, Semenov was the most ambitious and, for a period at least, 
the most successful. Beginning in December 1917, he committed himself to 
open resistance against the Bolsheviks by turning the regiment he and Ungern 
had begun assembling for the fi ght against the Germans into a force to fi ght the 
Reds instead. Given that Bolshevik-controlled Soviets had succeeded in taking 
over the Trans-Baikal in the early aftermath of the October Revolution, Se-
menov was forced to establish his fi rst base outside the country, in the town of 
Manchuria Station, the fi rst stop on the CER. By August of the next year, how-
ever, after having gradually retaken the border area around Manchuria Station 
(including Dauria) over the preceding months, he succeeded in taking Chita, 
and from then until the fall of 1920 when he was forced to fl ee by a new Red 
advance, he turned the city into the capital of his own informal anti-Bolshevik 
kingdom. His court opened for business at The Select, Chita’s plushest hotel 
not far from the central train station.46

The guiding ideology of the ataman’s regime was state reconstruction. Like 
most of his counterparts in the military wing of the White movement (includ-
ing Kolchak, whom he loathed), Semenov was a devoté of gosudarstvennost'—a 
term that loosely translates as “state power” or “state tradition” but that also 
expresses a special reverence for the state as the essential root of order and 
meaning in social life. The Bolsheviks had purposefully destroyed Russia’s 
gosudarstvennost'. As such, they were the ultimate anti-patriots. Semenov, 
meanwhile, in his own eyes at least, was the opposite—the great state restorer. 

As he declared in a broadsheet issued in late 1917, “People of the Stanitsas! 
Rise up. . . . The time has come! Hurry to the rescue of your motherland, tat-
tered and betrayed by traitors!” “My administration,” he noted with similar 
patriotic verve two years later, “is designed to expand beyond the local level 
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at a moment’s notice.” That is, as Semenov saw it, the Trans-Baikal was just 
the beginning. His anti-Bolshevik kingdom in Chita was merely the fi rst small 
fraction of a broader whole. The motherland would be restored from the Trans-
Baikal, one region at a time.47

The most remarkable feature of this agenda of national reclamation was 
its point of origin. As a frontier project pursued from the edges rather than 
the center, Semenov’s plan ran against the grain of centuries of political life. 
Since its inception, the Russian Empire, like all empires, had operated on 
the presumption that power resided in the center and fl owed from there out-
ward toward the periphery. This was the practical reality—and mesmerizing 
ideology—of imperial rule. Yet now, with the empire falling apart, there was 
room to imagine power moving in the opposite direction, from the periphery 
back toward the center. The periphery, from the periphery’s perspective, had 
become a power center of its own.

In the Trans-Baikal, the great manifestation of this change was the revival 
of the older ways of the frontier. Semenov anchored his power in his home 
constituency, the Trans-Baikal Cossacks, the “people of the stanitsas.” But his 

8.1. Ataman Grigorii Semenov with General William S. Graves, Commander of the American 
Expeditionary Force Siberia, 1918. Semenov tried to curry favor with the Americans but his 

greatest patrons by far were the Japanese. Reproduced from the National Archives and 
Records Administration, Washington, D.C., Photograph No. 111-SC-75800.
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ambitions went well beyond to include northern Manchuria and Mongolia as 
well. Indeed, Semenov’s image-makers carefully cultivated the ataman’s profi le 
as a leader (vozhd') with ties extending to all the peoples of the frontier, regard-
less of the borders that separated them. “Grigorii Mikhailovich speaks fl uent 
Buryat, Mongol, and Kalmyk, and even a little English,” went one of his cheap 
propaganda pamphlets printed in Harbin. “The Chinese of Manchuria respect 
him. . . . The Mongols see [him] as one of their own.”48

The pamphleteer added that the “best and truest friend of the ataman’s 
brigade” was imperial Japan, which was undoubtedly correct, at least in the 
early going. At the highpoint of their involvement in the Russian Civil War, the 
Japanese deployed some six thousand men in and around Chita (out of over 
seventy thousand in Siberia altogether, most of whom were stationed on the 
Amur and points farther east) and supplied Semenov with weapons, funds, 
and logistical support.49 (The other allies also initially supported Semenov, but 
then backed off when they realized how much his policies were undermining 
Kolchak.) Newspapers in Chita politely informed their readers of the schedules 
for Japanese artillery practice. Bookstores advertised “affordable and useful” 
Japanese phrasebooks. The Japanese in turn handed out sacks of fl our to the 
city poor on the emperor’s birthday.50

Developments across the border had similar effects. In the aftermath of 
the overthrow of the Qing in the 1911 Revolution, China entered its own tu-
multuous period of collapse and disintegration. In Outer Mongolia, as we’ve 
seen, the Mongol notables of Urga used the moment to expel the Chinese 
ambans and declare independence. Similar developments occurred in Tibet. 
Meanwhile, across the rest of the old Qing Empire, as the center faltered, 
provincial military governors (dujun)—known to their critics as warlords 
(junfa)—fi lled the vacuum. Soon the entire country divided into criminal-
military fi efdoms.51

Yet much in the Russian case, even as the Chinese Empire splintered, the 
acceptance of empire by another name carried on. For Chinese intellectuals 
and warlords alike, the idea that non-Han peoples might be allowed to separate 
from China under the banner of nationalism or any other cause was simply “not 
on the agenda.”52 As if to prove this, the fl ag that the republicans fl ew—the na-
tionalist fl ag—consisted of fi ve horizontal stripes, red, yellow, blue, white, and 
black, symbolizing the so-called fi ve races living together in harmony, whose 
benevolent cohabitation was supposed to continue under the new post-Qing 
order. And a basic continuity with the old empire was visible, too, in the very 
persistence of a republican government, which, like the Qing order it replaced, 
remained centered in Beijing and was never dismantled by the warlords de-
spite the fact that they could have easily done so. Indeed, the warlords were not 
anti-imperial as much as anti-Qing. Rather than rejecting the imperial state, 
they simply redefi ned it in national terms and used the vision of unity to justify 
their power.53
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We see this clearly in Manchuria and Outer Mongolia where regional 
strongmen expanded their own infl uence while at the same time identifying 
with Beijing and the cause of Chinese sovereignty. In each case, they took 
advantage of Russian disarray. In Outer Mongolia, with no effective Russian 
counterweight to protect Mongol autonomy and worried about what Semenov 
might do along the border, they forced the Mongols to invite Chinese troops 
to return to Urga. By late fall 1919, the Kiakhta Treaty was abrogated, and the 
warlord general Xu Shuzheng magnanimously allowed the Bogda to recognize 
the error of his ways and pledge his return to the national family.54 Meanwhile in 
Manchuria, the so-called old marshal, Zhang Zuolin, directed a takeover of 
the CER.55

The Chinese strongmen like Xu and Zhang, whose power fi lled the vacuum 
of the Sino-Russian border in the late 1910s, shared much in common with 
their Russian counterparts. Like Semenov and the other atamans of the Far 
East, the warlords on the Chinese side were, for the most part, former military 
men who used the instability of the frontier to establish their authority, while 
at the same time drawing some of their legitimacy from the sheltering idea of 
the state—though in their case it was the Chinese republican state centered in 
Beijing. Like Semenov, they also had to come to terms with the Japanese, espe-
cially in central and southern Manchuria.56

Perhaps the most important distinction between warlordism on the Russian 
and Chinese sides was simply that the Chinese warlords, by and large, were 
more successful. Semenov remained at most a regional fi gure and was forced 
out of the Trans-Baikal by the Reds after less than two years in Chita. Ungern’s 
rule in Mongolia was briefer still and his sweeping plans for imperial restora-
tion never even began to be implemented. By contrast, Zhang controlled most 
of Manchuria for well over a decade and presided over a large army that made 
him a central player in national politics.57 Xu’s infl uence was more fl eeting—he 
had to give up his position in Urga when a new ruling clique took over in Beijing 
in the summer of 1920. The practical effects of his removal for the Mongols, 
however, were minor since he was simply replaced by a new Chinese “high 
commissioner for Mongolia,” the warlord General Chen Yi. It was Chen who 
would be in charge in Urga when Ungern took the town in February 1921.58

With the Trans-Baikal, Outer Mongolia, and northern Manchuria each un-
der their own form of warlord rule, guns, goods, people, and disease (in par-
ticular, typhus and infl uenza) coursed back and forth between them. The CER 
continued to serve as the principal link tying Manchuria to the Trans-Baikal. 
By comparison, Outer Mongolia, without a railway to connect it to either Rus-
sia or China/Manchuria, remained more remote. Yet even there, the outside 
world came in with the telegraph and the camel caravans. Refugees and White 
soldiers forced out of Russia dribbled into the country from the Altay and East-
ern Siberia. Meanwhile, Chinese traders and troops shifted up from the south.
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The roughly simultaneous collapse of the Russian and Chinese empires 
thus ushered in a new dynamic along their mutual border. Passport checks and 
quarantines continued, but as the power that had created these controls broke 
down, the border’s meaning as a would-be dividing line eroded as well. In fact, 
for the warlords, each in different ways, it was often more useful to weaken bor-
ders than to reinforce them. And in any case the idea of diluting the border only 
really made sense in those parts of the zone where there was a semblance of a 
border to begin with. Much as earlier, most of the border area remained largely 
uncontrolled. With so much open country of steppes and hills, anyone aiming 
to cross between Russia and China/Mongolia could do so easily enough.

Ungern’s civil war was fought in this environment. As best we can tell, 
like many offi cers in the White movement, he saw the fi ght as part of a broad 
continuum with the war against Germany. In April 1920, for example, in re-
sponse to the accusation by a civilian offi cial that he was illegally using convict 
labor at Dauria, Ungern retorted that the tsarist government had started this 
practice during the “German war” and it only made sense to do the same now 
because “the war now continues.” Much like the fi ght against Germany, the 
struggle against the Bolsheviks required the same “practical measures to de-
fend the motherland.”59

We can see how this logic would have made sense to him. What had 
changed, really, from one war to the next? In the Great War, he had fought Ger-
mans, Austrians, and Turks. The fronts and the enemies were different now, of 
course, but the war—the actual fi ghting—for him had never stopped, and this 
was true for most of the men around him as well, Red and White alike. As the 
professor and politician Peter Struve wrote in late 1919, “the world war for-
mally ended with . . . the armistice. . . . In reality, however, everything we have 
experienced from that point onward, and continue to experience, is a continu-
ation and transformation of the world war.”60

But the presumption of a seamless continuity between the two confl icts 
holds only to a point, and Ungern would have known this, too. In operational 
terms, the fi ghting in the country around Dauria saw few of the pitched battles 
that defi ned the war on the eastern front or even the civil war as it was fought 
in other parts of Russia, including Western Siberia. Instead, it was a guerilla 
war of identity checks, detentions, beatings, executions, and occasional raids 
and skirmishes. For most of the confl ict, the immediate enemy was the Red 
partisans—“Bolshevized” peasants and Cossacks, deserters from the White 
armies, students, “professional” radicals. Located well behind the front lines, 
Ungern did not face a formal Red Army force until the end of the Mongolian 
campaign when he led an assault back into Russian territory at Kiakhta and 
was roundly defeated.

The frame of the war was also different. For all the complexity and confusion 
of the Great War, the typical enemy was a foreign soldier, a man with a gun in a 
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different uniform, speaking another language, fi ring from the other side of the 
barbed wire. Now, however, the enemy was closer in, and more insidious because 
of it. There was no clear front dividing “us” from “them.” Partisans didn’t wear 
uniforms. Bolshevism was a creed one could hide if one had to. Indeed, as one 
would expect in a civil war, the forces of the Whites and Reds shared a similar 
social makeup—they were each made up overwhelmingly of peasant soldiers. 
In the Trans-Baikal, Buryats, Tungus, and Russians fought on both sides. 
Allegiances among the Cossacks were split roughly down the middle.

8.2. Dmitrii Moor, “Cossack, Whose Side Are You On? Ours or Theirs?” (1920). 
This Bolshevik poster underscores the stark choice that faced countless Cossack 

communities during the civil war. Given the pitiless zero-sum logic of the 
confl ict, the side you chose could determine everything. Reproduced 

from Chasovye otechestva: Iz istorii rossiiskogo kazachestva; 
katalog vystavki (St. Petersburg, 2006), 166, n. 322.
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Finally, the civil war was also far more murderous and socially destructive 
than even the cataclysm of the Great War had been. Over two million Russian 
subjects died in World War I. Of these deaths, the large majority were military 
casualties. By comparison, during the revolution and civil war period (1917–
1922), perhaps as many as seven times that number were lost—around fourteen 
to fi fteen million people—and only a small minority were formal combatants.61 
One obvious explanation for the far greater scale and ratio of noncombatant 
deaths in the civil war is that the empire as a whole, rather than just one part of 
it, had become the battlefi eld. Staggering numbers of lives were lost to famine 
and disease. Another is that the Great War undermined the morality of the 
army and the population at large, allowing for even more butchery. But the hor-
rendous violence and suffering of the civil war were also driven by the special 
ideological ferocity of the confl ict.

Reds and Whites alike understood the war in millenarian terms that justi-
fi ed maximum violence. The logic of the times was that the moment of ultimate 
reckonings had arrived. The revolution must either prevail or perish, Russia 
would either survive or cease to be. Each side, in effect, imagined itself leading 
a crusade against the apocalypse, armed with a sword of unforgiving righteous-
ness.62 We are pure, our cause is just. Our enemy, meanwhile, is evil incarnate. 
To defeat him is not enough. He must be destroyed as well.63

This mentality took practical form in one of the most signifi cant innova-
tions of the war: the Red Terror—a complex of institutions and policies de-
signed by the Bolsheviks to root out and destroy the opposition. Full-fl edged, 
state-directed terror was necessary, as the Bolsheviks saw it, because the real 
enemy was not the White armies and their laughably reactionary commanders. 
It was the entire ethos and structure of imperial society. Terror was thus the 
sculptor’s chisel, the tool that would cut out undesirables and carve the stone 
of a purer political community. To lead the fi ght, the party created a new or-
ganization, the Extraordinary Commission for the Struggle against Sabotage 
and Counter-Revolution, known by its Russian acronym as the Cheka, the fi rst 
incarnation of the various political polices of the Soviet era. As one Cheka man 
wrote in 1918,

Our war is not [a fi ght] against individuals. . . . When you get a hold of a sus-
pect, don’t start by searching for evidence of his actions or statements against 
Soviet power. The fi rst question you need to ask is what class he belongs to, his 
background, upbringing, education, or profession. These questions should 
determine the fate of the accused. This is the essence and logic of the Red 
Terror.”64

The White equivalent—the so-called White Terror—was less centralized (in 
part because there was less of a White center) but just as extreme. Both sides 
identifi ed entire groups as unredeemable and lived by a worldview of guilt by 
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association. Villages were torched for being either Red or White. Mass killings 
of POWs and “sympathizers” were common.65

In the Trans-Baikal, much as elsewhere, the basic requirement for suc-
cess in this dismal contest lay in the ability to mobilize resources. For both 
sides, this meant effectively seizing men and supplies and living off the land. 
Detachments thus went into villages and took what they needed, at gunpoint 
if necessary. They also “confi scated” cargo trains or took “fees” and “gifts” 
to let them pass through. Given the back-and-forth of the war, residents often 
found themselves victimized not once but several times over. A report by the 
pro-White Buryat Duma in 1919, for example, complained that Buryats in the 
Selenga area were requisitioned and dragooned “from the Left” by the Reds 
shortly after the Bolshevik takeover and then “from the Right” by Semenov’s 
Cossacks after they fl ushed out the Reds.66

Yet the other key to success in the Trans-Baikal, one often overlooked by 
historians, lay in the mobilization of the frontier itself. As we have seen, the 
civil war produced the fi nal sundering of the empire that had begun with the 
Great War and the February Revolution. Power now devolved completely, be-
coming regional, even local in form—Semenov’s rise to power in the Trans-
Baikal was a perfect example of this process. But in borderland places like the 
Trans-Baikal, this process of devolution did stop at undoing the state; it also 
opened up and energized the frontier. The fates of the imperial state and of 
the frontier were thus inversely intertwined. As the former lost its power, the 
power of the latter rose to fi ll the vacuum. The side that would come out ahead 
in the Trans-Baikal, at least in part, would be the one that best captured and 
exploited this new frontier dynamic.

Ungern’s experience in Dauria placed him in the very heart of this process. 
Like the war around him, he moved easily from one side of the border to the 
other, from the Trans-Baikal to northern Manchuria and the Mongol lands 
and back again. (He also apparently spent time in Beijing.)67 We thus see him 
conducting business all across the zone: meeting with followers of the former 
Chinese president and would-be emperor Yuan Shikai in Chita; negotiating 
to buy horses from Buryat nomads on the Aga steppe; communicating with 
agents in Urga, Hailar, and Harbin; overseeing the gold mines at Nerchinsk.68 
A bandit leader from Barga named Fushengge apparently moved his men to 
Dauria because of Ungern’s entreaties.69 His cross-cultural marriage, too, was 
an act of frontier politics.

Violence—or the threat of violence—infused all these relationships. Dauria 
became the site of an infamous detention center (gauptvakhta) where Ungern 
oversaw beatings and interrogations of anyone who seemed ideologically sus-
pect, Russians as well as foreigners. Many of the unfortunates who ended up 
at the facility were later hauled away and shot on the barren knolls that sur-
round the town. (“To the hills!” [v sopki] was Ungern’s euphemism for the 
executions.)70 Only the thinnest crust of formality lay over these operations. 
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According to one witness from the times, the entire “military judicial section” 
at Dauria consisted of a single legal affairs offi cer charged with drafting paper-
work on the executions.71

The Asiatic Division, Ungern’s command in the town, offers perhaps the 
best window on the violent frontier revival that coursed around him in this mo-
ment. From the start of their fi ght against the Bolsheviks, Semenov and Ungern 
were deeply involved in organizing native units, continuing the work they had 
begun in Persia. But the urgency of the moment quickly led them to accept all 
comers, not just non-Russians. The result was the creation of mixed forces.

The fi rst of these was the Special Manchurian Detachment (Osobyi 
Manch'zhurskii Otriad, or OMO), so-called because it was headquartered 
in Manchuria Station, Semenov’s initial base of operations. Later, with the 
support of native anti-Bolshevik organizations, like the pro-Semenov Buryat 
Duma, new Buryat and Tungus regiments were formed as well as a mixed force 
eventually known as the Asiatic Mounted Brigade (Aziatskaia Konnaia Briga-
da), which Semenov placed under Ungern’s command at Dauria beginning in 
late 1918. The Asiatic Division, created in February 1920, was meant to re-
place and expand the brigade and, on paper at least, was divided into separate 
Tatar, Mongol, and Buryat regiments.72

In practice, the diversity of the division was greater still, consisting of Rus-
sians, Ukrainians, Bashkirs, Tatars, Buryats, Tungus, Mongols (mostly from 
Chahars and Barguts, including Fushengge’s men), and various and sundry 
former Austrian and Ottoman POWs who had been detained in the Trans-
Baikal during the Great War. By the time of the Mongolian campaign, with 
the addition of Khalkha Mongols, Tibetans, and a small group of Japanese 
volunteers, Ungern told his interrogators that the division consisted of “about 
sixteen nationalities,” though this may have been an underestimation.73

In terms of structure, the division was a hybrid, a cross between the old 
ways of the imperial army and the new national modes of organization brought 
up during the Great War. Paperwork was done in Russian, but in name at least, 
the force was divided into non-Russian regiments, with Russian and non-
Russian offi cers as well as an Orthodox priest, a mullah, and lamas to cater 
to its varied believers. Offi cers were required to attend Mongolian language 
classes (and Ungern punished them when they didn’t). Division offi ces were 
closed on Buddhist, Muslim, and Orthodox holidays.74

It is from Dauria that we also have our earliest description of Ungern in 
the improvised Russo-Mongolian uniform he would wear more frequently in 
Mongolia and then at his trial: a deel outfi tted with the epaulettes of Semenov’s 
army, another fusion of the old and the new, of the imperial army and the reviv-
ing frontier.75

In the spring of 1920, the division counted some 105 offi cers, 1,233 cavalry, 
and 365 infantry.76 Its primary responsibility was to protect the border sector of 
the Trans-Baikal Railway, which served as the essential windpipe of Semenov’s 
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regime. Units were posted along the line and in nearby Cossack stanitsas. They 
conducted patrols, repaired bridges and sections of track destroyed in partisan 
attacks, deployed armored trains. Away from the line itself they also reconnoi-
tered the border and hunted down “Red bands” in the countryside.

To supply the division, Ungern seized whatever he could: money and jew-
elry from passengers in transit, goods from warehouses and cargo trains, grain, 
livestock. Items of value were then resold to Russian and Chinese suppliers in 
Hailar and Harbin, often on credit, which then increased the pressure for new 
requisitions, and the cycle resumed. “Money was always in short supply in the 
division,” wrote Ungern’s logistics commander in Manchuria Station.77 And 
whenever cash ran out, desertions increased. Criminality was thus essential 
to Ungern’s command. If he didn’t steal, his division might disappear, which 
meant that he stole constantly.

Russian authorities in the CER towns of northern Manchuria as well as the 
civilian government in Chita complained bitterly about the requisitions and 
other abuses at Dauria. Investigations were launched. But the protests had little 
effect. As one journalist put it, the Trans-Baikal at the time was “ruled by the 
saber.”78 Without a saber, there was little one could do.

For the better part of two years, Ungern held sway as “Semenov’s right-hand 
man” in the rump state that the ataman cobbled together in the Trans-Baikal. 
Cossack offi cers like Ungern dominated Semenov’s regime (with Semenov 
himself presiding as Cossack Number One), which was to be expected since 
the Cossacks made up the obvious military core of the region. But the broader 
society of the Trans-Baikal was far more diverse, both ethnically and socially, 
which meant that the ataman’s rule always rested on a precarious balance of 
constituencies and interests. (Cossacks made up only about one-third of the 
population of the region in 1916.)79 As a result, Semenov’s “stateness,” another 
awkward approximation of the term gosudarstvennost', was always thin and 
contingent.

We feel this thinness in the ataman’s decrees, which poured forth from 
Chita in the hundreds. Roughly half of them amounted to bombastic sermons 
about the need for “law and order” and “the salvation of the motherland” (with 
the word “STATE” [GOSUDARSTVO] frequently spelled out in capital let-
ters). The other half, meanwhile, were orders of all sorts: to soldiers on leave to 
salute their superiors, to offi cers to behave themselves and stop bossing around 
civilians, to the public to ignore “nefarious rumors,” to businesses and orga-
nizations to surrender this or that piece of property for “military needs.”80 
Reading the pronouncements, one quickly gets the impression of a military 
kleptocracy bullying a largely unresponsive society.

Semenov must have had at least an inkling of this himself—reports told 
him that the population saw his government as corrupt and inconsistent. 
“The people are tired of war and struggle,” wrote one offi cial. “They do not 
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understand the meaning of the government’s measures.”81 Colonel Aleksei 
Budberg, who served briefl y under Kolchak in Omsk, perhaps said it best when 
he described warlords like Semenov as the greatest albatrosses weighing down 
the White movement. “The abuses of the atamans (atamanshchina) are do-
ing more to help the Bolsheviks than any of the sermonizing . . . by Lenin and 
Trotsky.”82

For a time Semenov did well enough, both because of the combined effects 
of Japanese support and Kolchak’s ineffectiveness, on the one hand, and his 
own talent—and ruthlessness—as a frontier politician on the other. But as the 
war turned against the Whites in Siberia, his regime began to waver. Beginning 
in late 1919, a Red Army surge along the Trans-Siberian took one White city 
after another: fi rst Omsk, then Novonikolaevsk, then Irkutsk, where Kolchak 
was arrested and executed in February 1920. By April the Reds could have 
continued eastward to the Trans-Baikal, but the Politburo in Moscow decided 
to halt the offensive temporarily, both because men and materiel were needed 
for the war with Poland in the west and in order to create a new regional state, 
the so-called Far Eastern Republic (Dal'nevostochnaia Respublika), known as 
the DVR, to act as a “buffer” between Soviet Russia and the Japanese.

To create the new regime, the Bolsheviks followed the necessary legal 
fi ctions. First the DVR announced its independence, declaring the Trans-
Baikal town of Verkhneudinsk, now Ulan-Ude, as its capital. Moscow then rec-
ognized the new state shortly thereafter.83

Within just a few months, however, the whole raison d’être for the buffer in 
the Trans-Baikal fell away as Tokyo abruptly—and unluckily for Semenov—
decided to withdraw its forces from Chita and concentrate instead on the Amur 
and Vladivostok. Without the Japanese to intimidate the Reds and shore up 
their positions, the Whites’ ability to hold on to the region crumbled quickly, 
and by October Red Army and DVR troops marched into Chita.84

Semenov fl ed the city just before the Reds’ arrival, repairing by biplane to 
Dauria, where the Whites dug trenches around the town and managed to hold 
out for another month. By the time the noose tightened around Dauria, how-
ever, Ungern was no longer there. He had already crossed into Mongolia and 
was making his fi rst attack on Urga. What historians call “the Mongolian cam-
paign” had begun.
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URGA

“A pure offering for Geser,

Who has become leader of the army.”

—Mongolian prayer to Geser-Khan, protective deity of warriors and herds

The Mongolian Campaign

The Mongolian campaign is the best-documented period of Ungern’s life. We 
fi nd him everywhere now: in Mongolian, Chinese, and Japanese documents, 
Western diplomatic cables, Red Army and Comintern reports, orders from 
the Asiatic Division, newspapers, memoirs. Most striking of all, some of the 
new sources are personal, the kind that take us into his thoughts, in particular 
a handful of letters and the curious Order No. 15 that date from his time in 
power in Urga as well as the lengthy interrogation transcripts compiled by the 
Bolsheviks after his capture. The result is a dramatic shift in the story we can 
tell. Ungern entered Mongolia in the fall of 1920 and died less than a year later. 
Yet it’s here, as the end of his life begins, that he fi nally comes into view.

Still, even with this remarkable change, there is much that we are able to 
reconstruct. Part of the problem lies in the complexity of the Mongolian war 
with its shifting groups of Mongols, Chinese, and Russians, including Rus-
sian Buryats, fi ghting each other in changing combinations. No log exists of 
Ungern’s movements, so we can’t always tell where he is, and, much as in Dau-
ria, the cloying partisanship that sticks to almost everything we read from the 
period makes it diffi cult to trust what we’re hearing.
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Perhaps most important, this is also where we meet the historians. Ninety-
nine percent of the scholarship on Ungern focuses on just this brief period of 
his life, with the result that, in addition to the unavoidable limitations of the 
sources, we now have to contend with the shortcomings of our histories. As 
an enemy of Soviet power, Ungern’s profi le in Russian and Mongolian writing 
during the communist period was purposefully distorted, whereas writing in 
the West, while less formally censored, often reduced him to a brutal and exotic 
caricature. (Some of it still does, in particular the writing of non-academic his-
torians.) Even the more complex picture of Ungern that has emerged in the last 
decade thanks to the efforts of Sergei Kuzmin and other Russian and Mongo-
lian specialists is inevitably incomplete in certain respects, as is my own study. 
Thus for all that we see more of Ungern in Mongolia, we don’t necessarily see 
him better. Having an abundance of materials turns out to be as challenging in 
its way as having too few.

The term “Mongolian campaign” is a reminder of some of the complexi-
ties of the situation. Though accepted today as shorthand for the ten months 
between the fall of 1920 and the summer of 1921 when the Asiatic Division 
was operating in the country, the term didn’t carry such a clear-cut meaning at 
the time. Ungern never coined a name for the war he fought in Mongolia, nor 
did his enemies. Instead, the naming process unfolded later as memoirists and 
historians began summarizing and sorting out events, reorganizing and tidying 
them up in the process. In this sense, much like any historical period agreed 
on in retrospect, the “campaign” at bottom is an abstraction, a box carved out 
of time to create signifi cance and order. It has more to do with us than with 
Ungern.

It’s also a loaded term, or at least one that suggests a particular point of view. 
Campaigns are intentional; they occur for a reason. If we accept that Ungern’s 
time in Mongolia was a “campaign,” it follows that we accept that he, too, had 
a reason for being there, perhaps even a master plan guiding his every step. 
Numerous contemporaries as well as later historians have indeed seen things 
this way. The Bolsheviks concluded right from the start that the campaign was 
the realization of a well-coordinated script concocted in concert with Semenov 
and the Japanese. Semenov, meanwhile, agreed, at least in part, boasting in 
his memoirs that the decision to go into Mongolia had been his idea. If things 
ended badly, he claimed, it was only because Ungern broke with the original 
plan after taking Urga and was eventually undone by his own excesses and 
miscalculations.1

As we look into things more closely, however, premeditated scenarios like 
this seem somewhat less convincing. In fact, there is no consensus in the sources 
as to how exactly the campaign came about—only a general agreement that it 
seems to have begun in either very late September or very early October 1920 
when Ungern led the Asiatic Division across the Mongolian border not far from 
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the Cossack stanitsa of Aksha some 180 miles west of Dauria. When his Red 
interrogators later asked him why he did this, he described the move as all but 
accidental—“a product of happenstance and fate” (sluchainostiu i sudboi).2

His original intention, he said, had nothing to do with Mongolia. Instead, 
the idea was to move the division west to the opposite side of the Trans-Baikal 
in order to cut off the Red advance on Chita. This was the plan he had agreed 
on with Semenov, and he, Ungern, was simply doing his part to follow through 
when he learned in late September, mistakenly it turns out, that the ataman had 
left Chita and that the Reds had already taken the city. (In fact, Chita fell in late 
October.)3 At this point, assuming the original plan was moot, and with his 
force reduced by desertions and stripped of fi eld guns that he’d been forced to 
abandon in the rough terrain of the Yablonovy Mountains, he made a tactical 
decision to change course and move south into Mongolian territory. Semenov, 
he insisted, knew nothing about it.4

In other words, if we are to believe Ungern, he did not go to Mongolia with 
a “campaign” in mind, at least not one with all the meanings that would eventu-
ally be built into it. Instead, what we are calling a “campaign” only became one 
later, as events unfolded.5

The accounts left by Ungern’s offi cers are contradictory. Some suggest that 
he intended to establish himself in Mongolia all along, whereas others appear 
to support his more contingent version of events. It is also possible that the 
decision to enter Mongolia, originally at least, was itself part of a plan to rede-
ploy to the west, in this case, by making an end-around through Mongolian 
territory before cutting back into Russia with an attack on the strategic frontier 
town of Kiakhta, which at this point was held by the Reds.6 A Japanese report 
from May 1921 describes shipments of weapons hidden near Urga in antici-
pation of Ungern’s arrival, one delivered in the summer of 1919, the other in 
August 1920, suggesting that the decision to move into Mongolia was planned 
in advance, though whether these caches were meant to support an attack on 
Urga is unclear.7 Meanwhile, a Chinese offi cial on the CER reported to Beijing 
in October 1920 that Ungern had moved his soldiers to Aksha and that this 
was “very suspicious.” The same offi cial repeated the account of a Chinese 
merchant from Urga who relayed hearing as early as July that a “Russian army” 
near the border had plans to attack the capital.8

Again, as usual when it comes to Ungern’s life, all we know with relative 
certainty is not what he may have been thinking or planning to do but rather 
what he did, which in this instance was to cross the border near Aksha and 
then make his way to the upper reaches of the Kerülen (Kherlen) River some 
50 miles to the south where there was fodder and pasture. Judging from his 
comments to his interrogators, his force at the time consisted of about eight 
hundred men with, one assumes, roughly the same number of horses and a 
train of carts, covered wagons, and pack animals following behind.9
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As for what to call the act of entering Mongolia, this, too, is a key moment 
of interpretation. In documents written from the vantage of Moscow, Irkutsk, 
Beijing, and Urga, as well as in the accounts of historians, the event is usually 
described as an “invasion,” but, much like “campaign,” this term carries pre-
sumptions that don’t fi t the situation, or at least not entirely.10 On the one hand, 
there seems no denying that Ungern “invaded” Mongolia inasmuch as he led 
a military force out of one country and into another. Yet seen another way, the 
situation on the border was so fl uid and indeterminate at the time, it’s hard to 
argue that he or anyone else could have invaded Mongolia in the traditional 
sense of the word.

As we saw earlier, the Russian and Chinese empires began tightening their 
shared frontier in Mongolia and Manchuria in the late nineteenth century. 
Checkpoints and inspections appeared. Passes were issued. Yet even then, the 
practical effects of the change were uneven and, in many places, simply invisi-
ble. Now, some twenty years later, with the empires that had created the border 
having themselves fallen apart, the line between them had faded as well. The 
vision of the border as a sovereign divide persisted in government sources—we 
hear it in High Commissioner Chen Yi’s correspondence with the Chinese gov-
ernment in Beijing, for example, as well as in Sovnarkom’s declarations from 
Moscow.11 But the situation on the border itself was far less clear.

Movement across the border was ordinary business, the stuff of every-
day life. Fighting between Reds and Whites routinely leeched into Mongolia 
from the Russian side. Chinese troops moved into the Russian border town 
of Kiakhta to protect Chinese shops. Buryat lamas and pilgrims, Bolshevik 
operatives, White couriers, Chinese agents, and Cossack consular guards 
shuttled back and forth, as did newly minted Mongolian communists, fresh 
from founding their Mongolian People’s Party in Urga with Bolshevik support. 
Russian merchants bought up stock in Mongolia and drove the herds to the 
border for sale on the Siberian market. Meanwhile nomads fl ew from one side 
to the other whenever trouble appeared.12 And Ungern would have been fully 
familiar with this dynamic since these were the same comings and goings that 
had surrounded him at Dauria.

Thus, if we take our starting point from the frontier rather than from how 
the frontier appeared in the eyes of some faraway center, it is hard to interpret 
the border crossing itself as an “invasion.” The unraveling of the Qing and 
Romanov empires changed the meaning of the great line that ran between them, 
leading to two immediate consequences: fi rst, a resurgence of the nonstate 
world of the frontier, that is, of the mesh of transborder connections that had 
always operated independent of the state’s control, including even after the bor-
der began to tighten in the late nineteenth century; and second, the opening of 
a new fi eld of political imagination. Along with chaos and violence, the break-
down of the states along their shared border also created opportunity. Multiple 
projects would now rise up: Red, White, Mongolian, Japanese, Chinese, each 
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offering its own solution to the basic dilemma of the postimperial moment—the 
great question of whether to bend borders forward into new shapes or back into 
old ones.

It’s not clear when Ungern decided to add his restorationist project to the 
mix, but the turning point, from a practical point of view, was not his decision 
to cross into Mongolia, since this sort of thing was relatively familiar. Instead 
the more meaningful moment was his decision shortly thereafter to attack Urga. 
Though close to the border, Urga was not, formally speaking, a border town, 
and as the capital of the country, it had special meaning both as the center of 
Khalkha religion and politics and the focal point of the Chinese republicans 
and their claims to the country. Attacking it thus meant taking things beyond 
a purely frontier framework. Urga could not be just a military objective, it had 
to be a political one as well.

In the memoir he published twenty years later in Shanghai, Ungern’s aide-
de-camp, A. S. Makeev, claimed that Ungern made the decision to move on 
Urga in the heat of the moment, after learning from Mongol informants that 
the Chinese commander there had arrested a group of White offi cers and their 
families and thrown them in the town’s notorious Qing-era jail.13 Whether this 
was indeed the main motivation, there were others. The town offered weapons, 
supplies, and shelter for the coming winter, as well as cash and gold, most of it 
locked up in the vaults of the town’s Russian and Chinese banks. Most impor-
tant, it was home to potential recruits and allies, including Mongol lamas and 
notables, most notably the Bogda, who despised the Chinese, as well as sym-
pathetic Russians, including White offi cers and former tsarist offi cials, who 
despised the Bolsheviks.

Urga was also understood as enemy territory, a “Red town,” as Makeev put 
it, because the leadership of the Russian colony there included socialists who 
were perceived as actively aiding the Bolsheviks.14 (A number of them were 
indeed doing this.) Meanwhile, the Chinese republicans who ran the town 
overall were also Reds, at least as far as Ungern was concerned. In letters he 
later sent from the town, he described Sun Yat-sen, the nationalist leader and 
fi rst Great President of the Chinese Republic, as “that famous revolutionary-
Bolshevik,” and denounced the republicans in general in similar terms.15 In a 
war of absolutes, Urga was thus more than “Red” enough to be a target. The 
fact that it happened to be in another country was secondary. The revolution-
ary scourge had no respect for borders. It followed that the fi ght against the 
scourge had to be borderless as well.

“Your Good Deed Shall Shine across the World”

Urga (now Ulaanbaatar) sits in a wide valley surrounded by low mountains in 
north-central Mongolia. The Russian border at Kiakhta lies a little less than 
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200 miles to the north, the Hulunbuir region of Chinese Inner Mongolia and 
the northernmost part of the old CER is about 600 miles to the northeast, while 
the historic crossing to northern China at Kalgan (Chinese today: Zhangji-
akou), on the other side of the Gobi, is 600 miles to the south. Today the city 
sprawls in every direction, creeping up the hillsides, and is home to well over 
a million people, close to half of Mongolia’s population. In 1920, it was far 
smaller, perhaps just sixty or so thousand, not including the Chinese garrison, 
which counted an additional seven or eight thousand soldiers.16

In physical terms, the town then was less a single center than a loosely 
intertwined chain of settlements strung out for some 5 miles along the north 
bank of the Tuul River. At the western end were two interconnecting monastic 
districts: the so-called western monastic district of Gandan, with its great mon-
astery tower housing a 90-foot-high copper statue of the miracle-producing 
bodhisattva Janraisig raised in 1912 to celebrate Mongolian independence, and 
just to the east, the “eastern monastic city” of Züün Khüree, the administrative 
heart of the Mongol town and the location of the former residence of the Qing 
amban. (Khüree, renamed Niislel Khüree, or “monastic capital” after indepen-
dence, was also the Mongol name for Urga as a whole.) Far on the eastern end 
several miles away from the monastic districts was the Chinese quarter, liter-
ally the “trading town” (Chinese: Maimaicheng; Russian: Maimaichen); and, 
fi nally, roughly halfway between Maimaicheng and the monasteries, on a small 
rise, sat the Russian settlement, centered around the large compound of the old 
tsarist consulate.17 

9.1. Urga, early 1900s, Gandan Monastery and gers. Courtesy National 
Central Archives of Mongolia, Ulaanbaatar.
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With the exception of the Gandan complex and a handful of other build-
ings, much of old Urga is gone today. The sprawl of modern Ulaanbaatar 
has long since eaten up the wooden neighborhoods that Ungern would have 
known. Countless temples—perhaps as many as a hundred—were torn down 
by the communists who came to power after his removal. Only one of the Bog-
da’s four palaces remains. But a large painting in the city’s historical museum 
helps us imagine what the town looked like before these great changes. Drawn 
from an illustrated map of 1913, the canvas displays the once separate districts: 
Maimaicheng, with its narrow streets coiled behind a high, mud-brick wall; 
the crowded temples and ger courtyards of Gandan and Züün Khüree; the 
Russian section, dotted with Siberian-style log cottages facing each other along 
a broad street. The museum itself sits not far from the old consular district in 
a handsome, European-style mansion that used to be the home of a wealthy 
Buryat merchant.18

Most Western and Russian accounts of the town describe it according to the 
predictable exotic contrasts: a combination of gleaming temples and miserable 
shacks, fragrant incense and spitting camels. In a description by the American 
“dinosaur hunter” Roy Chapman Andrews, for example, Urga comes across as 
a “dizzying chaos of confl icting architecture”:

Three races [i.e., Mongols, Chinese, and Russians—WS] have met here and 
each maintains its own customs and way of life. High above the city, dominant 

9.2. The Russian consulate in Urga, early 1900s. Reproduced from Moskovskaia 
torgovaia ekspeditsiia v Mongolii (Moscow, 1912), 32.
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and overpowering, stands the great temple of the Living Buddha, surrounded 
by the pill-box dwellings of fi fteen thousand lamas. On the street are Mongols 
in half a dozen different tribal dresses. Tibetan pilgrims, Manchu Tartars, and 
camel drivers from Turkestan eat, drink, and gamble with Chinese from civi-
lized Peking.”19

Andrews also points out less appealing aspects: piles of waste in the streets, 
the dismal jail with its coffi n-like punishment boxes, and the packs of dogs that 
roamed the town feeding on whatever they pleased, including the bodies of the 
dead that the Mongols laid out for burial at the edge of the steppe.20

Yet if Urga was a site of “barbaric splendor” for foreigners like Andrews, to 
the Mongols it was mostly a place of business—of the spirit as well as the purse. 
For pilgrims, it was a holy destination, for lamas, a center of learning; while no-
mads came to buy and sell, trading their animal goods for the wares and cloth 
they found in the Chinese shops. As a rule, they settled their purchases in kind 
or by credit, their paper money having become all but worthless in the turmoil 
of recent years. (When available, silver coins, including old tsarist coinage and 
Mexican silver dollars, also passed as currency.) Prices were high, so debts and 
resentments tended to run high as well.

In all, Ungern made three attempts to take the city. The fi rst two, in late 
October and early November 1920, were fought off by the Chinese and almost 
undid the division. To regroup, Ungern withdrew to the Kerülen and used 
the winter to resupply with guns and matériel run in from Manchuria, while 
parlaying with the leaders of Mongol clans for more fi ghters and collecting 
new Russian recruits from the stragglers reaching Mongolia from White 
Siberia. Then in early February 1921, with his total force built up to about 
fi ve thousand men, he attacked again and this time, after intense but brief 
resistance, largely in Maimaicheng, the Chinese withdrew and the division 
took the town.21 

Looking back now, it seems clear the attack had two basic goals. The fi rst 
and most obvious was to destroy or drive out the Chinese garrison; the second 
was to lay the groundwork of a new political compact, though the two goals 
were in fact never separate. Community building went hand-in-hand with the 
attack, and vice versa.

Ungern’s fi rst move, ordered two days before the main assault, was to “res-
cue” the Bogda, who had been arrested by the Chinese after the attacks a few 
months earlier and was being held under guard in his winter palace near the 
Tuul. (This is the palace that still stands today.) The raid unfolded in broad 
daylight and both embarrassed and unsettled the Chinese, who saw it as a 
bad omen and apparently began partially withdrawing even before the formal 
assault began. Dmitrii Pershin, a former tsarist offi cial, recalled looking out 
from his home in Urga that day to see men moving across the slopes of the Holy 
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Mountain south of the town. Though he didn’t know it at the time, these were 
Ungern’s troops, including a detachment of Tibetan cavalry, making their way 
down to the Bogda’s palace.22

With the Bogda freed, Ungern’s legitimacy among the Mongols grew, and 
the looming battle for the town assumed even more the mantle of a would-be 
war of national liberation. In apparent fulfi llment of this expectation, within a 
month of taking over, Ungern oversaw an elaborate reinstallation of the Bogda 
as the national ruler. In return, the Bogda honored him with the rank of khan, 
the title of Great Hero General, Builder of the State, and the privilege of wear-
ing a three-eyed peacock plume in his Manchu-style velvet cap, a symbol of the 
highest nobility.23 This is also when we fi rst hear of him wearing the special 
orangey-gold deel he would later wear at his trial. (Other men in his command 
received honors as well.) “You have taken Urga,” one Mongol leader wrote to 
him not long after the ceremony. “Your good deed shall shine across the world 
like the rays of the sun.”24

We also see the overlapping of military and political objectives in the attack 
itself, which unfolded, in effect, as a rout bound up within two interlocking 
pogroms, one of Ungern’s men against suspected Russian socialists and Jews and 
the other of Mongols against the Chinese, in particular Chinese merchants. 
The pogrom led by the Mongols appears to have been largely spontaneous, 
built out of the fury and possibility of the moment, and it apparently angered 
Ungern, since the enemy, as he saw it, was the Chinese republican garrison 
rather than the Chinese in general. Numerous witnesses from the time remember 
seeing Mongolian looters strung up on his orders for stealing from Chinese 
shops.25

By contrast, he did nothing to stop the violence against the Jews and Reds 
since this terror was planned. Before launching the attack, Ungern had in-
structed his men to “eliminate” any Jews and Reds they found in Urga and 
apparently made it clear that, once they took the town, they would have their 
so-called three legal days (tri zakonnykh dnia) to plunder as they saw fi t. (This 
three-day license was a practice already well-known by the time from the west-
ern theaters of the war.)26

Given that numerous men in the division were Cossacks from the Trans-
Baikal, they were familiar with Urga from visits over the years. They knew 
the houses of the Jewish families and, for good measure, carried lists of lo-
cal “sympathizers” provided by informants as well as names from the town’s 
Russian newspaper. The head of the Russian town council (uprava) was 
a socialist schoolteacher named Sheineman. Some of the town’s most vis-
ible merchants were Jews. When the storm began, a few managed to hide or 
fl ee (including Sheineman). Others were beaten and summarily executed, 
the women raped. Refugees who managed to escape north to Kiakhta put the 
number of  “Russians, Buryats, and Jews” killed in the pogrom at “more than 
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three hundred.” Another report described Jews as “slaughtered . . . to a person” 
( perebito . . . pogolovno).27 (By way of comparison, Chinese accounts suggest 
that some three thousand Chinese were killed in the attack, soldiers and towns-
people alike.)28

Pershin writes in his account of the campaign that the violence against 
the Jews continued even beyond the third day. Sent to meet with Ungern as a 
spokesman for the Russian colony, he recalls Ungern summarily cutting him 
off when he raised the issue of the ongoing murders, making it clear that the 
topic was not open for discussion.29 One socialist who managed to escape gave 
an interview describing how Ungern’s men hunted down entire Jewish house-
holds, slaughtering even their farm animals. “This minor, almost unbelievable 
fact,” the Bolshevik reporter noted, “reveals the true depths of the Ungernites’ 
depravity (ozverenie).”30

What caused this pogrom? The prevailing view of the Russian sources and 
much of the historical writing is that it was the product of Ungern’s personal 
anti-Semitism, which, by now at least, had become obvious. In addition to 
comments by witnesses like Pershin, we fi nd proof of his hatred in some of the 
letters from Urga, which brim with descriptions of Jews as “a terrible evil . . . a 
parasite eating away at the world.” In a note to a fellow White commander on 
the Amur, he writes that they should be exterminated without pity, to the last 
person: “neither men nor women, not even a family should remain.” Like other 
anti-Semites in the White military leadership (and beyond), he appears to have 
seen socialists and Jews as essentially interchangeable. When asked by his 
interrogators after his capture why he hated them so much, he replied simply: 
“they caused the revolution.”31

His infl uence on this question apparently extended to the Bogda as well, 
who issued a decree later that spring describing “the majority of the Red Par-
ty” (that is, the Bolsheviks) as consisting of “Hebrews, also known as Jews, 
who . . . are intent merely on robbery, and therefore not to be trusted.”32

Yet even accepting that Ungern was an extreme anti-Semite, describing the 
pogrom as the result of his personal prejudice is at best a partial explanation. 
The roots of the horror in Urga lay in groups and institutions as well as indi-
viduals. If we take a broader view, it is more accurate to say that Ungern came to 
the town not with his private hatred alone but also with the accumulated habits 
of intolerance and violence that had been playing out in Russia for the preced-
ing seven years, and it was this set of violent presumptions and practices that 
provided, in effect, the essential toolkit for the pogrom.

As we have seen, anti-Jewish violence was integral to the Russian military’s 
experience of the Great War. As the war then morphed into the turmoil of the 
revolution and civil war, this storm intensifi ed. During the “pogrom year” of 
1919, for example, some thirteen hundred anti-Jewish riots and massacres 
exploded across Ukraine, the overwhelming share led by Whites and other 
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 anti-Bolshevik forces, many of them war veterans. In the process, at least fi fty 
thousand Jews were killed, far more than during the Great War. The pogrom 
that became the ultimate “symbol of those terrible years”—the slaughter of some 
sixteen hundred Jews in the Ukrainian shtetl of Proskuriv in just a few hours in 
February 1919—was explicitly ordered from above, and others were as well.33

Ungern, in this sense, was simply repeating familiar practices. He had 
fought in the Great War, as had many of the men in his division. As he left 
the front and traveled east, he performed the kind of “violent migration” that 
helped to spread the norms of the war fronts to the rest of the empire.34 Just as 
offi cial anti-Semitism had been a cultural pathology uniting the country’s 
disparate regions prior to the war, the pogrom violence of the imperial army 
became a similar dark link after the war ended. By 1921, for millions of men in 
uniform, Jews everywhere had become national enemies, traitors who needed 
to be taught a lesson.35 That hardly any of them lived in the east, in particular 
in the Trans-Baikal and Mongolia, did not change the equation.

Anti-Semitic tracts, like the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, appeared in 
Siberia just as they did in the west. Though far fewer than in European Rus-
sia, pogroms also occurred “beyond the Urals” during the war years.36 By the 
time of the civil war, Jews in eastern Siberia—locals as well as refugees—were 
certainly aware of the volatile prejudices around them. In Manchuria Station, 
for example, the members of a local Jewish organization reported an incident 
in October 1919 when a drunken White offi cer stumbled off a train, shouting 
“Beat the Yids! Save Russia!” and anti-Semitic references appeared regularly 
in the White Siberian press.37 Though far less common than in White Siberia, 
anti-Jewish hatred and violence occurred in Red-controlled areas as well.38

At the same time, like so many other massacres, the rampages in Urga, 
although shaped by wider phenomena, were deeply rooted in their own 
surroundings. Even before Ungern’s arrival, the town was brimming with 
tensions: between Mongol notables and commoners, Mongols and Chinese, 
Chinese and Russians, and between the bitterly divided members of the Rus-
sian colony whose size had swollen in the preceding years with refugees from 
the civil war.

Tensions in the town were greater still because all the communities, not 
just the Russians, were split by their own internal resentments. In the time 
since Ungern’s fi rst assaults, the Chinese authorities, by way of reprisal, had 
arrested scores of Russians and Mongol leaders presumed to have pro-Russian 
sympathies. An American report described threats from the Chinese garrison 
commander to kill every white person in the town if there was another attack.39 
Chinese troops defi led the great monastery at Gandan. Food and fuel dwin-
dled, then largely disappeared.40 The town began to freeze.

Meanwhile, Ungern’s force had also changed. Back in Dauria, the division 
had at least the trappings of a regular army corps: there were roll calls, drills, 
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inspections, a quartermaster’s offi ce collecting chits and issuing supplies. Now 
it functioned more like a band of irregulars. After four winter months in the 
fi eld, the troops were ill with scurvy, their uniforms in rags. To defend against 
desertions, Ungern imposed a harsh regimen of beatings and other improvised 
punishments for even minor violations or indiscretions, on occasion doing the 
beating himself, using a short Mongolian horsewhip (tashur) that he appar-
ently always carried on his person. We read of offenders being forced to stand 
for hours on frozen rivers, their bodies slowly numbing from exposure. Makeev 
tells of a man strung up from a tree branch over a bonfi re and burned to death.41

Imagining how Ungern’s men might have been thinking, it’s easy to believe 
that what Urga meant to them by February was simple deliverance—the pros-
pect of a roof and a bed and the chance to seize whatever they could as pay-
back for their deprivations. According to one of the division’s Japanese soldiers 
later interrogated by Japanese offi cials in Manchuria, the men were exhausted, 
ready for plunder and rape. “The six months since we left Dauria were diffi -
cult, we wanted to take valuable things; this was justifi ed. We wanted to have 
sex—white people with whites, yellows with yellows.”42 Prior to the attack, 
Ungern apparently told the men that they could keep two-thirds of the spoils, 
with the other third going to the division.43

Meanwhile, the Mongols who joined the attack must have looked forward 
to getting even with the Chinese who had requisitioned their herds and gouged 
them in their shops. Similar riots had exploded a decade earlier at the time of 
Mongolia’s aborted attempt at independence. And the Mongols brought their 
own sense of urgency to the moment.

As early as the 1890s, the Bogda had prophesized that the Mongols would 
continue to suffer as long as the Chinese remained in the country: “If a Mongol 
wears a white hat and Chinese boots and lives like the Chinese, he will die 
together with the Chinese. Now here are the lands where the Chinese disap-
peared . . . and they are rich. The prosperous age of our Mongols will certainly 
commence.” It must have been easy to see Ungern’s arrival as the tipping point, 
the long-awaited moment for completing the unfi nished business of 1911.44

In other words, the mayhem and bloodshed that erupted in Urga was a dag-
ger’s tip sharpened from all sides. The imperial order that had structured the 
relations between groups—however imperfectly—was gone, and the warlord 
politics of the frontier, led in this instance by Ungern and his Mongolian allies, 
was rising to take its place. What exploded in Urga, was a manifestation of 
postempire violence, terror in the imperial rubble. Without the misery, hatred, 
and statelessness so integral to the moment, it is hard to imagine the massacres 
raging as they did, of Jews, socialists, and Chinese alike.

Ungern thus caused the pogrom but not as it has usually been told, by 
simply ordering it into being. Instead, the brutality unfolded on prepared 
ground, ideologically and socially. The violence, in this sense, refl ected at once 
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structure and spontaneity, and was, like so much of the cruelty of the civil war, 
as intentional as it was elemental. From the letters he later wrote from the town, 
we know that he saw his victory as a turning point. The enemies of decency and 
tradition had fi nally received their due. Their destruction was not murder but 
justice. The great rectifi cation had begun.

“I Will Gladly Die for Monarchy”

Once in control, Ungern moved to consolidate his position by pursuing the 
main Chinese force fl eeing north from Urga toward the Russian border at 
Kiakhta, cutting down other enemy forces farther west and south, and con-
tacting White detachments throughout the country to have them round up 
suspected Jews and socialists. (Eventually the dragnet would ensnare the mer-
chant Aleksei Burdukov and his family, who were arrested—and almost shot—
near Uliastai, about 600 miles west of Urga.) Meanwhile, after his restoration 
in early March, the Bogda made Ungern commander of the army.

Urga, too, was put back into working order. Roads and bridges were re-
paired, telegraphs rehung. Workers reopened the printing press at the Russian 
consulate, along with the electricity plant, radio station, and a tannery whose 
Jewish owner had been murdered in the pogrom. To pay for the reconstruc-
tion, Ungern went directly to the source, seizing gold and valuables from the 
Russian and Chinese banks in the town. By the spring, the Bogda’s government 
began issuing bonds to raise still more cash (the locals called them barony).45

Meanwhile, the Asiatic Division confi scated cars, cannons, rifl es, and 
machine guns from the warehouses of the Chinese garrison, and able-bodied 
men in the town who didn’t volunteer right away found themselves quickly 
“mobilized”—that is, drummed into the force, including Mongols, Buryats, 
Tungus, Russians, and Chinese POWs. In the old Red Army archive in Mos-
cow one can still read the high-sounding pledge slips the new recruits were 
expected to sign, promising to serve the division “in Mongolia and beyond.”46

Ungern’s other work was expressly political. In Urga proper, the most 
important political task was to build a reliable relationship with the Bogda. 
Ungern would later tell the Reds that he met the Mongolian leader on only 
three occasions and that he (Ungern) had no personal infl uence on the new 
Mongolian government.47 At the same time, even accepting that this might 
be true, it is clear that the two men were bound to each other—the Bogda to 
Ungern as his kingmaker, and Ungern to him in turn as the guarantor for his 
legitimacy as warlord. In addition, Ungern also had to watch over the political 
situation in the city more generally. He thus set up a security offi ce to fl ush 
out spies and “unreliables,” while also handing out posts to ex-tsarist techno-
crats still living in the town.
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His broader political activity, however, was to continue assembling the new 
community he needed to support the war. The great weapon of the cause was 
the division, which by now, with the addition of new Mongol, Chinese, and 
Tibetan troops, was even more diverse than before. The former offi cial Pershin 
offered this description of Ungern’s men shortly after they entered the town:

All around were Cossacks, horses, carts, and still more Cossacks dressed in the 
most varied outfi ts—you couldn’t call them uniforms. The only thing that made 
it clear they were Cossacks were their tall sheep’s wool hats (papakhi) and their 
sabers and rifl es.

And the faces, God only knows the different types! Such a mixture of dif-
ferent races and tribes, from Russians from European Russia and Siberia to 
Bashkirs, Kazakhs (kirgizy), Tatars, and Buryats. . . . 

“We’ve got all kinds,” one of Ungern’s men [told me], and that seemed to say 
it all.48

Jews may have been the only group excluded from the force, though even this pro-
hibition was not absolute. One of the division’s agents was a Chinese-speaking 
Jewish Christian convert from Manchuria named Lev Volfovich, and his 
brother, also a baptized Jew, apparently served in the ranks. Ungern likewise 
took steps to protect at least some Jews in Urga, issuing special passes to guar-
antee their “safekeeping.”49

At the same time, the division, at bottom, was just a tool, a means for creat-
ing and defending the community rather than the community itself. We see 
the wider membership Ungern had in mind in his letters. Indeed the letters, 
some twenty-seven or so altogether, all of them seized when the Red Army and 
their Mongol allies moved against him later in the summer, are surely the most 
revealing materials of his life, more still than his candid interrogation records 
or Order No. 15, if only because in the letters we hear him speaking privately 
and without duress. Roughly a fi fth of the letters are practical notes or short 
commands dashed off to subordinates (like Volfovich) in Manchuria and else-
where, but the rest are longer missives, some running to several tightly typed 
pages, that went out to a range of partners and prospective allies—Mongolian 
khans and khutukhtus, Chinese strongmen, White commanders, Kazakh leaders, 
and his Russian “agent” in Beijing.50

From these longer writings, what we see, in effect, is that Ungern’s over-
arching goal in Mongolia amounted to resolving the problem of postempire 
by doing away with the “post” part of the equation—that is, for him, the an-
swer to the conundrum of what to do with the mangled borders around him 
was to return them to the shape they had had before. The old empires had 
been savagely undone by revolution, the obvious thing now, then, was to re-
build them. At the same time, perhaps refl ecting (but not acknowledging) the 
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new imagination made possible by the revolution, he also proposed an impor-
tant innovation. The centerpiece of the agenda, his “idée fi xe” according to his 
interrogators, was to create what he called a “central Mongolian state” (seredin-
noe mongolskoe gosudarstvo) that would stretch over most of the steppe region 
of Central Eurasia, from roughly the western edges of Manchuria to the Cas-
pian Sea. The only real analogue for this sort of state was the Mongol Empire 
of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, which then gave rise to the idea that 
Ungern imagined himself as a new Genghis Khan. (He indeed makes a few 
references to the great khan in his letters but not to himself in Genghis’ role.)51

This vision of a Mongolian megastate was at odds with a number of the 
other plans of the moment. Before its fall, the Kolchak government’s answer 
to the “Mongolian question” was to leave things alone and continue abiding 
by the Kiakhta Treaty of 1915, which confi rmed Mongolia as an autonomous 
region within China and gave Russia, implicitly at least, special infl uence in 
Mongolian affairs. The Bolsheviks, by contrast, rejected the Kiakhta Treaty 
(much as they did every other tsarist agreement) and set their eyes on world 
revolution, though in the case of China and Mongolia, initially at least, this 
translated into contradictory overtures supporting both Chinese sovereignty 
and Mongolian “freedom.” Most Chinese republicans, meanwhile, were in-
clined to see the chaos in Russia as a useful opportunity to reassert themselves 
in Mongolia and either scale back or simply eliminate the autonomy they had 
been forced to concede in 1915, turning Mongolia, in effect, into something 
closer to an ordinary Chinese province.

Yet whereas it contrasted with these approaches, Ungern’s pan-Mongolian 
vision was nonetheless very much in step with the thinking of many Mon-
gols, who tended to assume that it was only common sense for the various 
Mongol ethnic groups—Khalkhas, Oirats, Barguts, Chahars, and depending 
on the observer, the Tuvans and Buryats as well—to live together in a single 
state. This idea had its roots in the beginnings of Mongolian nationalism in 
the late Qing period. Indeed, part of the energy that fueled the drive for 
 Mongolian independence was the vision of creating a “Greater Mongolia” 
(Mongolian: yeke Monggol uls) that would gather the Mongols under a single 
tent by tearing down the supposedly artifi cial divisions that outsiders like the 
Qing and the Russians had erected between them. Such expansive thinking 
was quite ordinary at the time, a Mongolian analogue to the visions of “great-
er” Britains, Polands, or Finlands that we fi nd on the opposite end of the con-
tinent in the same period. Ungern’s birthplace of Graz had been an early center 
of Pan-Germanism, the German variant of this idea.52

In the heady rush of Mongolian independence in 1911, the Bogda’s govern-
ment had hoped to achieve at least a limited version of Greater Mongolia by 
claiming all the Mongol territories formerly ruled by the Qing (that is, both 
Inner and Outer Mongolia), but the effort failed almost immediately, in part 
because of the opposition of the Chinese, which was to be expected, but also 
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to the Mongols’ own divisions and mutual resentments, which tended to be 
greater than the nationalists cared to admit, and, perhaps most of all, to the 
tsarist government, which favored stability and therefore supported only 
the creation of a (relatively) limited Mongolia rather than a greater one.

Despite these setbacks, however, the pan-Mongolian idea lived on and 
resurfaced again in the turmoil of the Russian Revolution and Civil War when 
a group of some sixteen Inner Mongolian and Buryat leaders took advantage 
of a series of meetings sponsored by Semenov and the Japanese in early 1919 
to declare the founding of a new pan-Mongolian state. Unlike the Mongolia 
defi ned by the Kiakhta Treaty, this new version, as the founders saw it, was to 
be truly independent. They thus announced the formation of a government, 
replete with ministerial posts divided among representatives of the various 
Mongol groups as well as plans in time to create a parliament. They dispatched 
a delegation to the Paris Peace Conference to make the case for foreign recog-
nition. The Japanese agreed to provide a loan. (Offi cers from the emperor’s 
Siberian Army were present at the meetings.) Meanwhile, Semenov pledged to 
organize a military force for the new state, receiving the title of prince and an 
appointment as chief state adviser in return.53

Like the fi rst attempt at a pan-Mongolian union, however, this one failed 
all but right away, and for similar reasons. The most obvious was that the 
Khalkhas, the largest of the Mongol groups, refused to participate. Though in-
vited to the meetings, the autonomous government in Urga balked at joining the 
initiative in part, it seems, because they were worried about how the Chinese 
would respond but also because they saw themselves as the rightful leaders of 
the Mongol world rather than the Buryats or the Mongols of Inner Mongolia. 
Meeting with Chen Yi in March 1919, the Mongolian foreign minister tried to 
underscore the Khalkhas’ loyalty by showing him Semenov’s telegrams and dis-
missing the whole project as a Russian provocation: “The Russians do not like 
it when the Mongols and Chinese are on intimate terms.”54 Though the lamas 
who made up one part of the Urga government were broadly sympathetic to the 
goal of independence, the nobles who made up the other were hesitant since 
they saw the new state as a likely threat to their privileges.

There was also intense international opposition to the pan-Mongolian 
idea in the surrounding neighborhood. Both the Kolchak government and the 
Bolsheviks opposed the initiative, since they each saw the new state as little more 
than a thinly veiled attempt by the Japanese to advance their plans against Sibe-
ria. (One of the few things Kolchak and the Bolsheviks shared in common was a 
vigorous disgust for Semenov and Japan.) Ironically, though, even the Japanese 
themselves soon backed away from the new state as they began drawing down 
their Siberian Expedition and repositioning their emphasis on Manchuria. In 
one clear sign of the new chill, the delegation that was supposed to go to Paris 
traveled fi rst to Tokyo and found itself stalled there by the Japanese authorities. 
The leaders of the new Mongolia never got to meet President Wilson.55
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By far the most important opposition, however, came from the republican 
Chinese leadership, which, as it turned out, took little comfort from the fact 
that the Khalkhas chose not to participate in the pan-Mongolia meetings and 
quickly used what they saw as the “collusion” between the “bandit” Semenov, 
Japan, and “the Mongols of our country” as a justifi cation to do what they 
wanted to do anyway, which was to unilaterally scrap the Kiakhta Treaty and 
cancel Mongolia’s autonomy.

In July 1919 the fi rst Chinese troops returned to Urga led by General Xu. 
By August the Mongolian government formally requested additional Chinese 
assistance against a possible attack by Semenov’s forces. Then in November 
the Bogda dutifully bowed to the portrait of the Great President in a ceremony 
in Urga and was granted a new title and seal by the Chinese authorities. The 
cancellation was complete.56 The paper-based creation of one Mongolia thus 
led directly to the undoing of another. By the fall of 1919 no Mongolian state 
appeared on the map at all, autonomous, independent, or otherwise.

Was Ungern a pan-Mongolist bent on recreating the stillborn Greater Mon-
golia of 1919? To the Bolsheviks, he certainly was, and they therefore quickly 
concluded that everything he was doing necessarily related back to a grand 
plan coordinated with Semenov and the Japanese. (The charge that he collabo-
rated with Japan would become the fi rst one leveled against him at his trial.) 
Indeed, to be fair to the Reds, it is impossible to conceive that Ungern did not 
know about the Greater Mongolia platform. The meeting of February–March 
1919 where Inner Mongol and Buryat enthusiasts announced the creation of 
their new state took place in Chita, not far from Semenov’s headquarters, and a 
similar meeting was held in Dauria a few weeks before. It’s unclear whether Un-
gern attended either event, but he would have known the participants.57 In fact, 
shortly after the Chita conference, the “government” of the new Mongolian 
union relocated to Dauria, which means that even if he did not participate in 
the meetings, he would have been well aware of the goings-on.58 Like Semenov, 
it’s also clear that Ungern saw the Mongols as the Whites’ natural allies in the 
struggle against the Reds and as essentially a single people, downplaying their 
various internal divides.59 In at least one letter, he speaks directly of the need 
to “unify the Mongols.”60

Yet his political goals were nonetheless different from those of Semenov and 
his various Mongol and Buryat supporters, not to mention the Japanese mili-
tary in Siberia, so to describe him as a pan-Mongolist in the way the Bolsheviks 
meant it is ultimately misleading. (He also repeatedly denied that he had any 
meaningful contact with the Japanese, and materials from the Japanese archives 
seem to bear this out.)61 That is, Ungern was indeed a pan-Mongolist, but pan-
Mongolism was a big tent with ample room for multiple interpretations.

The Buryat intellectuals who joined the cause in 1919, for example, were 
nationalists who saw an independent pan-Mongolian state as the best way at the 
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time to secure their quest for Buryat autonomy. They were not pro-Semenov 
as much as pro-Buryat, and a number of them would later switch their alle-
giances to the Bolsheviks once it seemed clear that the Reds were more likely to 
advance their goals. In fact, some of them had already worked with the Bolshe-
viks earlier in the civil war before switching to Semenov’s camp after he took 
over in the Trans-Baikal.62

Meanwhile, the various mostly Khalkha Mongols who formed the early core 
of the Mongolian People’s Party were also inclined to think in pan-Mongolist 
terms. The MPP’s fi rst party platform, drawn up in March 1921, declared that 
whereas the party’s initial objective was to restore the autonomy of Outer Mon-
golia, the eventual goal was “the union of all the Mongolian tribes in a single 
self-governing state.”63 The author of the platform was Tsyben Zhamtsarano, a 
Buryat scholar who had made the same crooked ideological journey described 
above, starting off as an offi cial with the tsarist mission in Urga, then allying him-
self, at least nominally, with Semenov through the Semenov-affi liated Buryat 
Duma, and fi nally moving over to the Red Mongols and their Bolshevik patrons.

Pan-Mongolism was thus a borderland product, and like the people who 
created it, could be made to pivot in a variety of directions. Ungern’s version 
of the ideology was more proof of this fact. Its distinction was simply its deep 
conservatism: rather than embracing a dream of Mongol unity as a way out of 
empire, he turned the ideal on its head and supported the return of the Qing by 
arguing, in effect, that the best way to guarantee the unity of the Mongols was 
for them to live as before under the rule of Chinese emperor. Other participants 
in the pan-Mongolist meetings at Dauria and Chita had adopted a similar pro-
Qing position, though they ultimately lost out in the discussions.64

If we accept Ungern’s statements at face value, his abiding cause in Mongolia 
was “the restoration of the emperors” (vosstanovlenie tsarei). In that respect, he 
was committed to driving out the Chinese republicans and restoring the Bog-
da, all of which the pan-Mongolists in Chita would have supported. But un-
like them, he had no interest in creating an independent Mongolia, much less a 
parliamentary order. Instead, his “central Mongolian state” seems to have been 
intended as an intermediary form, a way station on the road to the promised 
land of a Qing restoration. The Bogda, as he saw him, was not an independent 
ruler as much as an imperial subcontractor, a would-be cross-continental echo 
to the Baltic barons. Just as the German lords had presided over their domains 
for the tsar, the Bogda would preside over his for the Manchu Khan, which, in 
Ungern’s view, was the very purpose of the Bogdas and how they had always 
operated before.

As he noted in one of his letters, “for Mongolia to seek to secede from 
China” was an “empty dream” (pustaia mechta). Instead, the “great . . . task” 
of the moment needed to be “the reestablishment of the [rule of] the lawful 
emperor”—that is, the resurrection of the Qing Dynasty and the return of the 
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Mongols to their traditional place within the imperial order.65 He made the 
point more directly to his Bolshevik interrogators:

Question: How did your support for Mongolian independence affect your 
dealings with monarchist circles in China?

Answer: I never conceived of sovereign independence (suverenitet) for the 
Mongols. . . . I saw their destiny only in terms of [their] subordination to the 
Manchu khans on the basis of so-called Manchu customary law, which would 
have allowed them [another sort of] independence [i.e., autonomy within 
the Chinese Empire—WS]. The Mongol elite would have been perfectly 
happy with this. As I saw it, the Manchus needed to hold sway over a ring [of 
territories]: Mongolia, Tibet, China, as well as [the nomadic areas of] Siberia 
and . . . Central Asia. My entire correspondence with the outside world was 
directed toward this goal.66

Indeed, if we are to describe Ungern’s period in Mongolia as a “campaign” 
in the full sense of the word, and it had defi nitely become one by the time he 
took Urga, then this was the vision at the heart of it: the search for a sweeping 
imperial restoration that would begin in Mongolia but then move from there to 
the rest of the former Qing world and, in time, to Russia and Europe. In this 
scenario, the return of the Qing was crucial because they were the rightful his-
torical overlords of both Mongolia and China.

To most Chinese and Mongolian nationalists, this was an absurd notion. In 
their view, the Qing were Manchu outsiders, a dynasty of foreign conquerors, 
alien to the Han and the Mongols alike. But Ungern seems to have seen the 
Qing more like they saw themselves—that is, as rulers who operated at once in 
two registers, as “sovereigns of China” on the one hand and as “Central Asian 
khans” on the other. Seen in this way, they provided the necessary link that 
tied China to the steppe and therefore, by extension, the only legitimate basis 
for the return to order.67

The stages of Ungern’s plan were fuzzy. In fact, to describe his thinking as 
a “plan” is perhaps to give it more coherence than it deserves since few details 
were worked out. In that sense, what he was proposing was closer to an idea, 
a balloon tethered to unfolding events. Mongolia came fi rst in the sequence of 
restorations, surely at least in part because it was close by. It was also by far 
the easiest throne for him to restore, given the relative weakness of the Chinese 
republicans in the country and the size of the military force he could organize 
against them. He could also be reasonably sure that a wide range of Mongols 
would support him, since he was well aware of their veneration for the Bogda 
and their grievances against the Chinese and especially the Urga garrison.

As for the next stages, they are harder to make out. The letters have little 
to say about how Ungern imagined restoring the Qing. In fact, he seems to 
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 sidestep the issue, focusing instead on persuading his correspondents to sup-
port the overall goal and to make contacts with monarchists they know in China 
rather than going into detail about how exactly his idea would become a reality. 
It is possible he believed that all that was needed was to renew the compact be-
tween the emperor and his regional elites, the presumption being that the rest of 
the old imperial machinery would simply snap back into place after that. There 
is some evidence that he imagined a military offensive would be required. But 
without more material it is hard to say what he was thinking.

As for Russia, its place in his reasoning is also contradictory. On the one 
hand, he seems to have felt, initially at least, that the likelihood of restoring the 
monarchy there was farther off than in China. Much as in Europe, the sickness 
of revolution in Russia, as he saw it, had gone too deep. As he wrote to a Mon-
gol correspondent in early March,

To think right now of restoring the emperors of Europe is impossible because 
of the rot that has taken hold of European learning and hence of the [European] 
peoples themselves, who have been driven mad by socialist ideas. So, for the time 
being, one has to restore the Middle Kingdom (Sredinnoe tsarstvo) and all the 
peoples within it, stretching to the Caspian Sea, and only after that can one think 
of beginning to bring back the Russian monarchy, assuming, that is, that the 
[Russian] people come to their senses [about this], but if they don’t, then they 
[i.e., the Russians] will have to be conquered.68

Yet by May he had changed course entirely and had begun organizing a 
campaign against the Reds in Siberia under the banner of restoring the 
 monarchy—the campaign that would lead to his capture and execution. Not 
only did he decide to do this well before his goals in the “Middle Kingdom” 
were achieved, but he was also making the turn to Russia so quickly that it’s 
hard to see how “the Russian people,” given how much they’d been “corrupt-
ed” by revolution, could possibly have had the time to “come to their senses” 
and join the cause.

In fact, as he later told his interrogators, his decision to begin a campaign 
against the Reds in the spring seems to have been driven more by immediate 
practical concerns than by any shift in the ideological landscape. His former 
logistics offi cer at Manchuria Station described him in October 1920 as a “man 
of action” (chelovek zhivogo dela). He was impatient, dismissive of paperwork 
and procedure, inclined to reach decisions quickly and never look back.69 
Here this same impetuousness seems to be in play: indeed, in this instance, his 
 monarchism and restlessness appear to work together, pulling him fi rst one way 
then the next, initially toward China, then back toward the Trans-Baikal.

Indeed, Ungern’s overall persona in the letters seems to fi t with what we know 
of him so far. The image throughout is that of the dedicated  servitor-aristocrat, 
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the selfl ess knight committed to sacrifi cing himself for the sake of honor, justice, 
and tradition. At the same time, he also comes across (whether intentionally or 
not) as a paternalist and know-it-all. In one letter to a Mongol ally, for example, 
he advises him to put aside whatever concerns he might have that bringing back 
the Qing will mean, in effect, reestablishing a system that favors China. In fact, 
this won’t happen. The Mongol peoples, the Tibetans, and others will all be 
autonomous, though just how they’ll become autonomous, he doesn’t quite ex-
plain. “I’ve done all that I can,” he adds, referring to the feat of taking Urga. 
“Now your turn has come.”70

The letters also brim with practical operational advice on military matters 
large and small as well as commentary on the international context of the mo-
ment, all information presumably unsolicited.71 He seems to have seen himself 
as someone who understood things better than the people he was talking to, 
in particular his would-be Mongol allies. Many of the letters are dotted with 
the kind of patronizing asides one might expect to hear from an overbearing 
sibling: “Now remember,” “Don’t forget,” “You must surely realize. . . . ”

If Ungern’s self-image is predictably positive, the portrait of his enemies 
is understandably the opposite: they are the “supporters of evil,” “followers 
of the black Satan,” the peddlers of “the destructive Bolshevik religion” and, 
more generally, of “the revolutionary teachings of the West that have caused 
such harm to mankind.”72 From the letters, it’s clear too that the real enemy in 
his view is not so much the individuals who spout the awful teachings or even 
the groups—most obviously, the Jews—who seem predisposed to them, but 
rather radicalism itself. The ultimate curse is the mentality of revolution, which 
he sees as an infection (zaraza) “worse than cholera and the plague” with the 
power to insinuate itself into any culture.73 The fi ghters for the right, therefore, 
have to remain ever vigilant, ready to spring into action on all fronts, at any 
time, in every direction.

The great divide as Ungern sees it is thus not between peoples or even 
classes but between the revolutionaries and everyone else. In a letter to a Chi-
nese leader, for example, he writes that it pains him to think that the Chinese 
might see him as an enemy. “Knowing me, of course, you must understand 
perfectly well that I would never seek war with the Chinese.” He goes on to ex-
plain that attacking the republicans in Urga was a matter of principle. The duty 
of every “honest warrior” (chestnyi voin) is to fi ght against all  revolutionaries 
“regardless of nationality,” since they are “nothing more than evil spirits in 
human form.”74

In the same vein, in another letter to a Mongol correspondent he stresses 
that, though his wife is a Manchu, this does not make him beholden to the 
Manchus as a group. Instead, he supports the restoration of the Qing because 
he is an aristocrat, and aristocrats are the “loyal servants of kings.”75 His cause is 
selfl ess and universal—a goal pursued for the world rather than for the good 
of a single nation or class, and certainly not for himself. Thus in another letter 
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to the same Chinese leader mentioned above, he writes simply: “Personally, I 
need nothing (Lichno mne nichego ne nado). I will gladly die for the restoration 
of the monarchy, if not in my own state than in another.”76

Yet the writings from Urga also reveal sides of Ungern that seem new, or, 
more likely, were already part of his character but have been invisible to us 
because we haven’t had the sources. His anti-Semitism is one; another is his 
spirituality, which comes through both in the letters as well as the remembranc-
es of people who knew him at the time, all of whom describe him as inclined to 
eclectic and mystical religious views. There are reports that he “converted” to 
Buddhism, though what seems more likely is that he combined faiths, mixing 
and matching the elements that spoke to him the same way numerous people 
did in his time, the Theosophists included, searching for satisfaction in the 
deep logic of religion rather than within the bounds of a single tradition.

One of the interrogation teams described his spiritual “profi le” in the fol-
lowing terms:

Believes in God. As a Protestant, understands God as good and evil as the 
opposite of God (Kak protestant, po-svoemu schitaet Boga, kak dobro, protivo-
postavliaet emu zlo). Describes himself as a fatalist and believes strongly in 
destiny. Infected with mysticism and assigns great importance to [the role of] 
Buddhism in the fate of peoples. Sees himself as called to the struggle for justice 
and morality in accordance with the teachings of the Gospels.77

Semenov had a similar view: “By nature the baron was a great mystic. . . . As he 
saw it, God was the source of pure reason and of the highest knowledge, the 
Beginning of all beginnings. . . . ‘One must feel God in one’s heart,’ he would 
always say.”78

We sense this mysticism especially strongly in Ungern’s view of the war, 
which he casts as an apocalyptic contest of good against evil, “brother . . . against 
brother, son against father,” godlessness against God. Yet at the same time, like 
a mystic seer, he senses the immanence of salvation. In a number of letters, he 
writes that “a light is coming from the East,” explaining that what he means by 
this is “the restoration of the emperors,” which by extension seems to mean the 
return of everything good and decent that has been defi led by the revolution: 
faith, truth, kindness, tradition.79 “I know and believe that a light shall come 
from the East and bring happiness to all mankind.”80

The Bogda’s return to power is thus about much more than politics. A great 
moral drama is unfolding, carrying the world to a turning point. “Look at the 
West,” he writes in the draft of a letter to Kazakh leaders:

Look at its past full of fi re and blood and the vicious, savage struggle of man 
against God. The West has given man science, wisdom, and power, yet it has 
also brought godlessness, immorality, treason, the abnegation of truth and 
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goodness. . . . There, in the West, the destruction of entire empires (tsarstva) has 
begun. Whole nations are being led to their deaths.81

The East, by contrast, is home to peoples (in particular, the Mongols and the 
Chinese) who still respect the virtues of tradition, which is precisely why “the 
salvation of the world” will begin with them. In this sense, for all of its unavoid-
able ideological noise, the fi ght is essentially a moral struggle, a contest over 
beliefs and principles and the way one should live. “True success,” he writes in 
a letter to the Mongol leader Yegüzer Khutuktu:

shall come when we take up the ideas of truth, honor, and goodness, and act 
not out of petty economic or material interests or on the basis of fi nancial cal-
culations but rather in the name of the immutable, eternal values of the purity 
and sacredness of religion and the creative power of the Bogd Khan and the 
Manchu Khan.82

The imperial tide that Ungern imagined as beginning in Mongolia was thus 
at least two things at once: a military-political solution to the problem of im-
perial collapse and a spiritual crusade. It was also, at least on the face of it, 
curiously at odds with itself. The empires of Russia and China were gone, and 
it was the chaos of their unraveling that gave power to the nonstate frontier, 
which in turn gave power to him. Yet, as he plotted the future from his com-
mand post in Urga, his vision was to reestablish the empires, which meant, in 
effect, putting the genie of the frontier back in the bottle, forcing it to serve the 
imperial idea rather than work against it. The wide-ranging diplomatic offen-
sive that he pursued in his letters can be read as his attempt to negotiate this 
complicated political reversal.

Yet looked at in another way, there was a logic to what he was proposing and 
even to how he was going about it. The multiethnic, multiconfessional Asiatic 
Division, like the Trans-Baikal Cossack Host that made up its core, was in-
deed a frontier institution. But, like the Host, the division was also a creation 
of empire, just as Ungern himself was both a frontier product and a scion of the 
imperial establishment. So repackaging the frontier to serve the imperial order 
was not in itself an implausible prospect. The need to “tame” the frontier and 
harness it to the interests of a higher power was the challenge that faced all the 
actors of the borderland, regardless of their ideological differences, from Chi-
nese warlords like Xu, Chen, and Zhang to the Bogda and his government, the 
Buryat pan-Mongolists, as well as the Bolsheviks and their Red Mongol allies. 
This had also been Semenov’s challenge as he envisioned his own mission of 
state reconstruction rolling forth from Chita.

Nor was Ungern’s idea of restoring the Qing and, in time, the Romanovs 
as farfetched as it now seems in retrospect. Monarchists in eastern Russia and 
across the growing anti-Bolshevik emigration continued to imagine restoring 
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the tsar.83 In late 1920 in Western Siberia, where Ungern would soon be tried 
and shot, Red reports described anti-Bolshevik units fi ghting under the banner 
of “Tsar Michael,” and there were other indications of pro-monarchist sympa-
thies in the region as well.84

Meanwhile, in China two attempts at imperial restoration had already taken 
place. In late 1915, the second Great President of the Republic, the former gen-
eral Yuan Shikai, concluding that being president, even Great President, was 
not lofty enough, declared himself emperor, creating the Hongxian dynasty 
(sometimes rendered in English as the dynasty of the Glorious Constitution) 
and replacing the republic with what he called the Empire of China (Zhonghua 
diguo).85 Two years later another Chinese general made an attempt to restore 
the Qing, putting the boy emperor Puyi back on the throne. Both of these res-
torations were brief—the second one lasted just twelve days. But they are proof 
that the idea of imperial rule in China remained plausible. Even the much-
discredited Qing continued to have their supporters, including some among 
the Mongols.86

Indeed, at the very time that Ungern was trying to promote the power of 
the Qing from his base in Urga, 700 miles away in Beijing Puyi continued to 
make his home in the great palace of the Forbidden City, where the leaders of 
the new China had allowed him to stay after the Qing abdication and even after 
the aborted restoration of 1917. Living alongside him were 470 eunuchs and 
100 “palace ladies” whose upkeep was assured by the generous “Articles for 
the Favorable Treatment of the Qing House” that had been drawn up by the 
republican government shortly after the 1911 revolution.87

One of the remarkable effects of revolutions is the ability to make them-
selves seem inevitable. The old regime had rotted to bits and was fated to fall. 
The people were oppressed and had to rise. Modern revolutionaries are the 
master editors of time, eliminating contingency and replacing it with the rock-
hard certainty of their version of progress. But when we step around what the 
revolutionaries are telling us and move back into the moment of revolution it-
self, rather than solid ground, what we usually fi nd is confusion and unpredict-
ability. The world might indeed be tipping into something new, but it might 
just as readily be about to move sidewise or slip back in the other direction.

This was Ungern’s situation in Urga. The defi ning quality of the moment 
was its unsettledness. Nothing was certain. All futures were possible, including 
ones that replayed the past. The empires around him had unraveled, but the 
important point was that they had just unraveled. How hard, then, could it be 
to rewind the clock and put them back together again?
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KIAKHTA

I pray thee, this once, O God, that I may be avenged of the Philistines 

for my two eyes.

—Judges 16:28

The Kingdom of Tea

Kiakhta sits among rolling hills in the southern part of Russia’s Buryat Au-
tonomous Republic. With its worn apartment blocks and shady streets lined 
with sagging log houses, it feels much like the other small towns of the region. 
Even the fact that the local Lenin statue happens to stand across from an old 
nineteenth-century church and that both the cathedral and the “genius of the 
revolution” seem to have gotten a fresh coat of paint in recent years is not ter-
ribly unusual, since this is the kind of ideological disconnect one fi nds all over 
Russia today. The only remarkable thing about Kiakhta is what it used to be. 
Just beyond the town lies the Mongolian border, and for most of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries this unassuming place was the Russian Empire’s only 
offi cial gateway to China.

In late May 1921, in what turned out to be the most important decision 
of his life, Ungern led the Asiatic Division out of Urga to launch a campaign 
against the Reds in Siberia, which he began by attacking Kiakhta. The at-
tack failed and, as a result, the division spent the next two months in the fi eld, 
moving between northern Mongolia and the southern Trans-Baikal, advanc-
ing as far into Russia as the Buddhist monastery at Goose Lake on the way to 
Verkhneudinsk (now: Ulan-Ude), before being forced to turn back again, this 
time deeper into Mongolia.
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In a sense, the defeat at Kiakhta marked the beginning of the end for the 
division since the debacle was the fi rst sign that the Red Army force they were 
facing was far stronger than Ungern had expected. By August, with their pros-
pects dimming, resentments increased and some offi cers decided to mutiny. 
General Boris Rezukhin, Ungern’s second-in-command and his service mate 
from his days with the Trans-Baikal Host, was killed fi rst. Then the offi cers 
made an attempt on Ungern. He managed to escape, but was captured by the 
Reds shortly thereafter.

Ungern began his assault on Siberia with Kiakhta because it was the obvi-
ous way into Russia from the Mongolian side. One of the country’s few roads 
linked Urga to Kiakhta, continuing north from there to Verkhneudinsk and 
Lake Baikal. Still today the town is the only major crossing point for motor 
traffi c between the two countries for hundreds of miles. There was no railroad 
in Ungern’s time. Though the tsarist government considered building a Baikal-
Urga spur to connect Mongolia to the Trans-Siberian, the line did not materi-
alize until the 1940s, and, ironically, even then, it was laid in such a way as to 
bypass Kiakhta. Instead of running through the town, the line’s closest stop is 
Naushki, a sleepy border post about 20 miles to the west.

The road and the railroad are useful ways to think about Kiakhta’s story. 
In an age when roads were rare, the one that passed through Kiakhta brought 
the town trade, wealth, and importance. Then as the railway age began, the 
Trans-Siberian was laid farther east, pointing towards Manchuria and beyond 
it, to the Pacifi c, rather than to Mongolia, and the absence of the train left the 
town behind.

Even before Kiakhta was a town, however, it was a political decision. Rela-
tions between Russia and China began in the late 1600s when the two em-
pires fi rst ran into each other on the Amur River, with the Qing proving to be 
the stronger of the powers at the time (see chapter 5). Between the 1680s and 
1720s, the states then signed a series of treaties that established a framework of 
relations that would last well into the 1800s. At the heart of the arrangement 
was Kiakhta-Maimaicheng, twin towns to be built opposite each other on ei-
ther side of the border, Kiakhta on the Russian, Maimaicheng on the Chinese, 
where the two empires agreed that they would do their business.

Kiakhta was composed, in fact, of two settlements: Troitskosavsk, which 
was the site of the original Russian fort on the Kiakhta River, and Kiakhta 
proper, founded slightly later farther down the river bank and directly on 
the border. (Refl ecting its two constituent parts, Kiakhta’s name fl ip-fl opped 
over the years. During the period of the revolution, it was offi cially known as 
Troitskosavsk, though everyone in the region was well aware of its two compo-
nents and referred to them separately.)1 The Chinese, meanwhile, built their 
settlement right across from Kiakhta proper, on their side of the border. When 
the explorer Johann Gmelin visited in the 1730s, he described just a short 
stretch of dirt road and two painted customs posts separating the towns.2
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Though diplomats and travelers passed through Kiakhta-Maimaicheng, 
the most important traffi c by far was trade, a fact underscored by the name 
the Chinese gave to their settlement: Maimaicheng means “trading town” in 
Chinese and was the generic term the Qing used for all their merchant colonies 
in Mongolia. (Hence the Maimaicheng in Urga, Kobdo, and other towns.) The 
Mongols called the local Maimaicheng Övör Hiagt, or South Kiakhta.

The principal Russian goods of trade were fur, then later cloth and fabric 
of different sorts, whereas the major Chinese export was tea, which arrived in 
Kiakhta by camel caravan from China proper before then being transported to 
Irkutsk, Moscow, and the fairs of central Russia. Given its role as a key relay 
point of the so-called Great Tea Road (velikii chainyi put), Kiakhta became 
fantastically rich, a “kingdom of tea” ruled by a clutch of tea barons who larded 
the town with handsome stone houses and a small but vibrant cultural estab-
lishment. By the early twentieth century, even after its fortunes had started to 
decline, the town boasted eight schools, a library, and a branch of the Russian 
Geographical Society.3

Much as elsewhere along the Russo-Chinese border, interactions between 
the different communities were routine. Upon signing their contracts, Chinese 
and Russian merchants would host and toast each other in the Russian-based 
pidgin that was the town’s lingua franca. (Mongols and Buryats also served as 
interpreters for the respective sides since they understood each other easily, 
while the Buryats knew Russian and the Mongols Chinese.) A number of Chi-
nese fi rms had offi ces or stalls in Kiakhta. Qing and tsarist authorities worked 
together to fi ght fi res, pursue burglars, and collect custom duties. Conversions 
and intermarriages between Russians and Chinese, though not the norm, were 
also not unheard of. Meanwhile, Chinese, Mongols, and Buryats from the 
surrounding countryside, many of them Cossacks, would come to Kiakhta to 
tour the small museum attached to the Geographical Society. (We know this 
thanks to the museum staff, who began keeping track of their visitors in the 
early 1900s.)4 

Transborder connections continued during the period of the Russian Rev-
olution, such that the Kiakhta Ungern would have known was a place where 
the business of upheaval, much like the tea trade, moved back and forth. Thus 
just as Ungern took his force into Mongolia, Chinese troops stationed in Mai-
maicheng entered Kiakhta to protect the interests of Chinese merchants during 
the to-and-fro of the fi ghting. (Kiakhta, like many other Trans-Baikal towns, 
changed hands between Reds and Whites several times during the confl ict.)

Later, in the wake of Ungern’s storming of Urga in February 1921, two-
thirds of the Chinese garrison and thousands of refugees fl ed north to Mai-
maicheng along the Urga-Kiakhta road, throwing the town into panic, with 
much of the chaos fl owing from there into Kiakhta. According to Red reports, 
Chinese authorities requested entry visas, arms, and supplies, as well as per-
mission to use the telegraph to send wires to Beijing via Chita. The Chinese, 
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meanwhile, gave the Reds permission to deploy troops up to 15 miles inside 
Mongolia “in order to fi ght off the Whites.”5 We know that the Soviet represen-
tative in Kiakhta met at least once in Maimaicheng in February with Chen Yi, 
the Chinese high offi cial who had been chased out of Urga by Ungern’s attack, 
and there may have been other meetings as well.6

Shortly after reaching Maimaicheng, Chen cabled Beijing to tell the govern-
ment that “White bandits” had taken Urga. He and his superiors in the capital 
then agreed in a series of telegrams that the best way to handle this setback was 
to cooperate with the “Red party” (Hong dang) for the time being, while insist-
ing on respect for Chinese sovereignty (zhuquan) and doing what they could to 
check attempts by the Reds to exploit their weakness.7 Chinese materials prove 
that Chen’s men and the Reds were indeed in regular contact over the follow-
ing months. It was from the Reds, for example, that Chen, and later Beijing, 
fi rst learned that an “illegal government” had been set up in Urga by the “ban-
dit party” (  fei dang) (that is, by Ungern and his Mongol allies) and that “the 
Baron” (Chinese: Ba long) had become “commander in chief.”8

At the same time, it’s clear that the Reds’ closest connections in Kiakhta 
were not with the Chinese but rather with the Mongol radicals who rejected 
them and wanted to replace Chinese rule with “a democratic government that 
unites the people.”9 Anti-Chinese radicals began to meet in secret in Urga in 
1919, where some of them also made contact with Bolshevik operatives, leading 

10.1. The border at Kiakhta-Maimaicheng. The view here is from the Russian side. Maimaicheng 
is in the distance. Courtesy National Central Archives of Mongolia, Ulaanbaatar.
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to the founding of a Mongolian People’s Party shortly thereafter, followed 
quickly by a visit to Russia for “consultations.” At this point, however, the 
radicals were nationalists much more than communists, and consequently they 
cooperated not only with the Bolsheviks but also with members of the Bogda’s 
government, drawn together by a common resentment of the Chinese and by 
a shared sense that the best way to check China, much as before, was through 
Russian assistance.

After Ungern’s takeover, however, a number of the radicals, much like Chen 
and his Chinese soldiers, found themselves forced to fl ee to Kiakhta, and once 
on Red-controlled territory their agenda changed. Now rather than working 
with the Bogda’s government, they used the occasion of their fi rst party con-
gress to announce the formation of a government of their own, while at the 
same time committing themselves to throwing out not only the Chinese but 
Ungern as well. Sükhbaatar, the young commander who would become the 
party’s most charismatic leader, was in Kiakhta at the time, along with Choibal-
san, who would later emerge in the 1930s as “Mongolia’s answer to Stalin.”10 
By March, the MPP confi rmed their new course by attacking the Chinese in 
Maimaicheng and destroying the town, which they then quickly renamed Al-
tanbulag, or Golden Spring in Mongolian. Almost simultaneously they relo-
cated their provisional government to the new site. (The entire operation at this 
point consisted of three gers.) Meanwhile, at least eight thousand desperate 
Chinese refugees fl ooded into Kiakhta.11

That the fi rst thing the Red Mongols did from Kiakhta was launch an attack 
on Maimaicheng is not surprising. Everything about the two towns was close, in 
distance if not in culture. The border between them had real signifi cance in that 
it underscored more than anywhere the formal separation that was supposed 
to exist between the empires of Russia and China. Here indeed were customs 
houses and border guards as well as the rest of the border-making machinery 
that the nineteenth-century tsars and the Qing had begun to put together and 
that we now expect to see at international crossing points. But from the start the 
border at Kiakhta-Maimaicheng was meant to connect as much as to divide, and 
this function of connection never went away, even as Whites changed to Reds 
and governments rose and fell around it. As Chen wrote in one of his telegrams 
to Beijing, the border at Kiakhta was “just a street.” There was no way to stop 
people from moving across it, in particular during a crisis.12

Thus though the Soviets would later take credit for showing the Mongo-
lians the path to socialist revolution, and the Mongolian communists, for their 
part, would politely acknowledge the Russians’ assistance while celebrating 
their own heroes, the forgotten player in the equation was the location itself.13 
Kiakhta was the logistical and political hub of the border world, a place that 
united as well as separated. One could imagine building things there and going 
farther, which is why the town became Ungern’s destination as well.
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“The Time Has Come to Get to Work”

The decision to launch a spring campaign seems to have been motivated by a 
combination of factors. For one, it was almost certainly something that Ungern 
had been planning to do from the start. Informants told Red agents as early 
as November 1920 that he intended to use Mongolia as a base for “attacking 
the border areas [and] seizing major points such as Kiakhta and others.”14 In 
February, shortly after taking Urga, he himself told a Chinese ally that: “All my 
efforts are directed to the north, where I shall move to break through to Russia 
as soon as possible.”15

A campaign against Siberia made sense in other ways. For one, Ungern 
knew that he was vulnerable to attack in Urga, if not by the Reds then by 
the Chinese. As it turned out, only a week or so after he moved out for Ki-
akhta, the Chinese president issued a special decree (Zheng Meng ling) order-
ing Zhang Zuolin to lead a campaign to reclaim Mongolia for the republic. 
(The order also came with a lofty title for Zhang and other inducements.) 
The campaign never developed, however, in part because other Chinese war-
lords, in particular in Inner Mongolia, were wary of the effects that a rise in 
Zhang’s power would have on their own positions, but also, it seems, because 
Zhang himself was not especially interested. Once the Reds entered Mongo-
lia in June in response to Ungern’s attack, Zhang used the development as an 
excuse to table his preparations for the campaign, informing the president 
that the Red intervention had resolved the “bandit problem” and the Mongo-
lian question was now best approached as an international issue to be settled 
through negotiations.16

By the spring it had also become clear to Ungern that his supplies were run-
ning short and that relations with the Mongols were likely to worsen as a result. 
As he told the interrogators in Novonikolaevsk a week before the trial, his men 
were starting to get into trouble:

Afanas′ev: In your statements to the 5th Army, you indicated that you began 
to see signs of a breakdown in discipline (razlozhenie) among your troops. 
What signs exactly? . . . 

Ungern: . . . Cases of drunkenness, robberies—just a few cases, but enough to 
show that [the men] had stayed put for too long.

Bezhanov: You said that you decided to launch the attack on Soviet Russia 
in order to raise the spirits of your troops. Why did you determine that you 
needed to raise their spirits?

Ungern: In general, it is always good for troops to be active. If there is work to 
do, then there won’t be demoralization.
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He added that the “refugees” serving in the division (presumably a reference to 
the Russian recruits he had mobilized in Urga and earlier) had little interest in 
fi ghting the Chinese. “They wanted to move against Soviet Russia, to get back 
to their homes” (opiat na svoiu storonu).17

As for the political situation, in that respect, too, the timing seemed good, 
or at least as good as any. In a letter to his agent in Beijing sent just before the 
campaign, Ungern sounds confi dent. The work of uniting the Mongols is mov-
ing ahead. He has made contact with Kazakh leaders and expects to fi nd addi-
tional allies among “people of infl uence” in Tibet and Chinese Turkestan. The 
“central Mongolian empire” has not materialized, and the Qing are not yet re-
stored, but he plans to return to Mongolia after the Russian offensive to resume 
these great objectives.18 In the meantime, as he later told his interrogators, his 
attack against the Reds would ignite a “powder keg” of popular resentment in 
Siberia that would carry things further. The scattered White units still operat-
ing there would come together. A great army would form.19

Indeed, perhaps what best explains the decision to launch the Siberian of-
fensive is this sense of a great cause waiting to happen. Ungern lived in risk, and 
more risk meant greater opportunity. In a sense, he never stopped being an of-
fi cer of the Great War, where the best men were the ones who went forward de-
spite the odds. He told his interrogators that he never planned to make a stand 
in Urga—he didn’t know how to fi ght from a defensive position.20 As he wrote 
a week before the campaign to a khan in western Mongolia, “The Russians 
have done all they can in Khalkha. It’s time now for them to go home—there is 
still much to do in the fi ght against the Bolsheviks. The time has come to get to 
work (bratsia za delo).”21

The daughter of a former tsarist offi cial in Urga, another Russian German, 
remembers how her father tried to convince Ungern to stay in Urga: “He said 
to him, ‘Where will you go? Here you have fodder for the horses, everything, 
whereas out there they will destroy you (razobiut).’ But Ungern wouldn’t listen 
and went all the same.”22

This expectation of a great moment to come appears especially strongly 
in the most famous document of the campaign: the so-called Order No. 15, a 
cross between a combat order and a spiritual-political manifesto that Ungern 
issued on the day his troops marched out of Urga toward Siberia. The order is 
well-known in part because it was intended to be: Ungern had it printed for dis-
tribution to the division as well as other White forces across Mongolia and later 
admitted that he assumed it would be read by the “general population” as well. 
After his death, it was then published and cited many times over by émigré 
writers as well as the Bolsheviks, who seized on it to underscore his credentials 
as a class enemy, while exposing his anti-Semitism, apocalyptic mysticism, 
and ruthlessness as a commander, all of which are indeed on full display in 
the document.23 As a result, the order quickly emerged as the ultimate calling 
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card for his image as the “mad baron” and has generally been treated this way 
ever since.

With its blend of operational instructions and Christian prophecy, the order 
is undeniably strange—the kind of thing a “mad baron” might write. (“Highly 
unorthodox for a combat order” was the way one of the Red interrogators put 
it.)24 This impression is reinforced by the language of the text, which veers 
from lofty and intensely emotional in some passages to “military-bureaucratic” 
and crudely folksy in others. Ungern later explained that two men actually 
wrote the order for him, one an offi cer on his staff and the other Ferdinand 
Ossendowski, a civil war refugee, science-fi ction writer, geology professor, and 
mystic (among other things), who was likely responsible for the document’s 
more evocative passages.25

Yet, for all of its eccentricity, perhaps the most striking thing about the 
order is how typical it is—typical of Ungern but also of the war around him. 
The righteous tone matches what we hear in his letters, and a number of ele-
ments echo the writings of other members of the anti-Bolshevik opposition, 
including the reference to Christian eschatology, which was a common motif in 
conservative responses to the revolution. Indeed, stripped of its anti-Semitism 
and biblical quotations and with the ideology turned around, the order might 
even pass as a document of the Reds. Certainly the extremism it represents be-
longed to both sides. The Bolsheviks were no less determined than the Whites 
to eradicate their enemies, and just as convinced in their fashion that a mille-
narian moment was at hand.

Indeed, if there is something distinctive about the order, it’s less the ex-
tremism or the mysticism than the incompleteness. Ungern boldly declares the 
beginning of a great campaign to defeat the Reds and restore the monarchy 
but offers no practical political plan or even much of a military roadmap. He 
claims that everything has been well thought through, but it hasn’t really. Like 
the restoration of the Qing, this grand undertaking seems to hang in the air. 
It will happen because it must. The details, apparently, will be worked out in 
the doing.

Order No. 15

The full title of the document is “Order Directed to Russian Units Operat-
ing on the Territory of Soviet Siberia, No. 15.” The number is the fi rst hint 
of something unusual: it’s out of sequence. There are no orders fourteen or 
sixteen. Ungern reportedly chose the number fi fteen because of its mystical 
qualities. The title is also inaccurate inasmuch as the primary audience for 
the order appears to have been Ungern’s men in Urga and especially the other 
White forces in Mongolia rather than any units already operating in Siberia. In 
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fact, it’s not clear that any Whites in Siberia ever saw the document. (Ungern 
later admitted that he did not have contact with such forces at the time.) Given 
this, the order is best viewed as a declaration of faith, a wish uttered to the fu-
ture rather than a practical plan of action addressing the here and now.

Several versions of the order exist in the Russian archives. The ones I’ve 
seen are copies that were prepared in Red Army or party offi ces for forwarding 
elsewhere, and, as a result, slight differences appear between them: missing 
words, shuffl ed formats. Overall, however, the basic text is consistent and re-
fl ects the original, which Ungern had printed at the press of the former tsarist 
consulate in Urga. The copy I cite here, from the State Archive of the Russian 
Federation in Moscow, runs to fi ve densely typed pages, replete with erratic 
punctuation and scratched out lines. (We can almost see the clerk typing too 
quickly.) A brief note at the bottom of the text tells us that this particular copy 
was prepared by one of the offi ces of the Fifth Army, the Red Army force whose 
units tracked and then defeated Ungern in Mongolia.26

The document begins with a brief preamble in which Ungern introduces 
himself as the commander of the Asiatic Division and announces that he is 
writing to “all Russian units ready to fi ght the Reds in Russia.” The text then 
falls into two sections followed by a conclusion, with each section organized 
around a succession of numbered points.

The fi rst section lays out the basic case for the campaign, which is to re-
store the monarchy by bringing back “Emperor Michael,” the brother of the 
late Tsar Nicholas, to whom Nicholas abdicated during the February Revolu-
tion but who then quickly declined the throne. Ungern doesn’t discuss Mi-
chael much, presumably because he had few details to offer, but he describes 
him as the “legitimate master of the Russian land,” implying that returning 
him to the throne is a lawful act and therefore the right thing to do. At the 
same time, the more explicit argument is that the country simply needs him 
to survive. The Bolsheviks have destroyed Russia, gutting the Russians’ faith 
and goodness and wrecking everything they believe in. To save them now, 
they need leaders they can trust—“names . . . known, cherished, and honored 
by all.” As the lawful tsar and father of the people, the implication here is that 
Michael is the only “name” possible.

Ungern then explains that the campaign to deliver Michael to the throne 
will unfold as a military operation led from Mongolia, where the Asiatic Divi-
sion together with Mongol troops have recently restored the “rightful rule” of 
the Bogda and expelled the “illegitimate” Chinese “revolutionary Bolsheviks.” 
Given that Mongolia is now a base for White forces, it is a “natural” starting 
point for this new effort. He goes on to claim that he is acting on Semenov’s 
orders and that his offensive will be bolstered by a coming assault to be led 
by Semenov himself in the Ussuri region with possible help from the Japa-
nese. The success of the campaign is guaranteed, he writes matter-of-factly, 
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because “it has been drawn up on the basis of a broad and well-considered 
political plan.”

The second section of the order lays out what White units in Siberia are to 
do as the campaign proceeds, with a special stress on issues of logistics and or-
ganization. Smaller units should be ready to combine with larger ones and place 
themselves under the authority of commanders Ungern has appointed to the vari-
ous sectors of the front. Units must maintain their strength as they go forward, 
mobilizing men and then releasing and replacing them with new recruits as the 
offensive advances. All able-bodied men are to fi ght on the front lines, with no 
“shameful” hiding at the rear. Collaboration with “foreign allies” is discouraged 
since the foreigners “carry the same revolutionary disease” as the Bolsheviks. 
Unit commanders must appoint civilian offi cials to run the areas they “liberate” 
and do their utmost to get Red units to defect, while also being careful to “con-
fi scate” supplies only from households that were not previously “requisitioned” 
by the Reds. (The idea being, it seems, that considerate confi scators confi scate 
only once.)

The order also underscores the need for absolute discipline, spelling out 
severe consequences for failure or insubordination. As Ungern writes in point 
5 of section 2: “Given that distances are too great for me to enforce discipline 
(karat) myself, sector and unit commanders will be responsible for eliminat-
ing all tensions and confl icts in their forces. A fi sh rots from the head. Let them 
remember that future generations will either praise or curse their names.”

The most widely cited passages state this code more harshly. Point 9 notes 
simply that “commissars, communists, and Jews are to be eliminated (unich-
tozhat) together with their families.” The following point then explains that 
the fi ght against the Reds has to be utterly unforgiving. The horrors of the 
present moment were inconceivable in the past therefore the norms that ap-
plied in “former times” are irrelevant. “Today only one form of punishment is 
acceptable—death by varying degrees. The old ways of justice based on ‘truth 
and mercy’ have changed. Now ‘truth and merciless severity’ must prevail. The 
evil that has come to earth to destroy the divine in the soul of man must be 
ripped out root and branch (dolzhno byt vyrvano s kornem).”

The fi nal part of the order then resumes this cosmological theme. Peace, 
Ungern writes, is “heaven’s greatest gift.” Yet socialism, though purporting to 
stand for peace, in fact stands for the opposite, since “the very logic of socialism 
is struggle.” It follows from this that the socialists are the ones to blame for the 
current confl ict and, extrapolating further, that the confl ict is in fact the fateful 
battle between good and evil that Christians know will mark the end of the world. 
As if to prove this, he cites three verses from the Book of Daniel that describe the 
battle, including the decisive turning point when Daniel prophesizes that “Grand 
Prince” Michael—that is, Archangel Michael—will appear to save his people. 
God will then deliver the believers, while the wicked will perish.
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“And from the time . . . that the abomination that maketh desolate is set up, there 
shall pass a thousand two hundred and ninety days. Blessed is he that waiteth 
and cometh to the thousand three hundred and thirty days.”

Given that the order appeared just as the spring campaign began, we have no 
information to tell us what Ungern thought about it prior to the offensive. In his 
statements to his interrogators after his capture, however, he takes full respon-
sibility for the document. His only regret, he says, is that the text omitted “the 
most important question”—the “movement (dvizhenie) of the yellow race.”27 
At the same time, he downplays the importance of the order overall, telling the 
interrogators that it was designed essentially as an internal document with two 
limited goals: (1) to convince the Whites in Mongolia that the coming attack 
was part of a wider offensive, thus making them more likely to sign on; and (2) 
to bolster his authority with his regional commanders. This is why he claimed 
to be under Semenov’s command when in fact he had not been in contact with 
Semenov for months by this point. (At least this was what he told the interroga-
tors.) He also claimed that he assumed the order would have little effect. As he 

10.2. Banner of the Asiatic Division. Ungern’s force carried this standard as they left Urga for the 
Russian border in May 1921. The reverse side shows the face of Christ and the inscription 

“God Is with Us.” Reproduced from S. L. Kuzmin, Istoriia Barona Ungerna:
 opyt rekonstruktsii (Moscow, 2011), insert. 
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put it elliptically in one exchange, “Fate plays the part, an order is nothing but 
paper.”28 

We don’t know much about how Whites in Mongolia reacted to the docu-
ment, except that impressions seem to have varied. Colonel Aleksandr Kaig-
orodov, for example, one of the commanders in the Kobdo region, apparently 
disregarded it.29 Andrei Shubin, a low-ranking offi cer also near Kobdo, confi d-
ed to his Bolshevik captors that he read the text but “couldn’t fi gure it out” (ne 
razobralsia).30 The division’s doctor in Urga interpreted it as “the product of 
a diseased brain.”31 By contrast, an offi cer based in Uliastai recalled that when 
the order reached his unit, his commander seized on it as a pretext to launch a 
new crackdown against “socialist sympathizers,” while local Russian loyalists 
quickly held church services to bless the return of the tsar.32

Ungern’s troops, meanwhile, left Urga the day the order came out, May 21, 
1921, fi ling out of town in the direction of the Kiakhta road, the riders dressed 
in dark-blue deels with epaulettes, each regiment with its own banner, and Un-
gern’s convoy bearing the campaign standard: a square yellow fl ag emblazoned 
on one side with an image of the face of Christ and the words “God is with Us” 
and on the other with a cursive monogram of the initials “M II,” standing for 
Michael the Second, that is, the future Emperor Michael. A band played at the 
front of the procession and camel-drawn cannon brought up the rear.33

The main fi ghting force that left Urga that day, divided into two commands 
under Ungern and Rezukhin, numbered some 3,600 men. The combined total 
of the smaller units based in central and western Mongolia amounted to per-
haps another 1,700. Meanwhile, 150 soldiers plus additional support person-
nel remained behind to oversee the capital.34

Tied and Bound

The offensive against Red Siberia lasted three months, roughly a third of the 
duration of the Mongolian campaign overall. In retrospect, the operation had 
little chance of success. Ungern’s force was too small, with poor communica-
tions and intelligence, and, as he confessed to his interrogators, he had no ex-
pectation of advancing far without local support.35 When this support failed to 
materialize, his options were limited.

At the same time, the campaign did not crumble all at once. After the defeat 
at Kiakhta in early June, Ungern experienced a number of victories, even man-
aging to advance to within some 40 miles of Verkhneudinsk, the capital of the 
DVR. In their counterattack and pursuit, the Reds faced the same challenges 
he did in terms of terrain and supply. After Kiakhta, most of the campaign for 
both sides amounted to a question of searching and hoping, either for a break-
through or for the enemy.
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Much as with the rest of the Mongolian campaign, the attack involved multi-
ple players: White units, Red partisans, regular Red Army detachments, DVR 
army units, Mongols siding with Ungern, others siding against him. His arrival 
also became the occasion for the settling of scores between local communities 
in the mixed Buryat and Russian lands on the Trans-Baikal side.36 Ironically, 
the most important act of the offensive had nothing to do with him: on July 6, 
with the Asiatic Division hundreds of miles away to the north, a Red Army and 
Red Mongol force ignored them entirely and entered Urga.

There was no resistance—the small force that Ungern had left in the capital 
fl ed before the Reds arrived. Shortly thereafter the newcomers established a 
pro-Communist government, retaining the Bogda as the nominal head of state 
but arresting his “reactionary” ministers.37 As one Red Army writer put it, cap-
turing the irony of the moment, “Ungern wanted to move against us, but the 
opposite occurred: we moved against him.”38

The fi ghting between Ungern and the Reds was concentrated in the hills 
and valleys around the border zone west of Kiakhta, and the movement back 
and forth across the border by both sides seems all the more confi rmation that 
the line was only what one made of it. Practically speaking, outside of Kiakhta 
there was no line. One knew which country one was in by the natural or human 
landmarks of the area: a hilltop, a village, a familiar valley of gers and horses. 
The maps available to both sides, based on tsarist surveys from before the 
Great War, showed the run of the border, but their reliability was questionable, 
and they added nothing to the force of the border as a boundary in any case.39

At the same time, the Reds and Ungern seem to have thought about the bor-
der differently, and this, in turn, refl ected an important difference between them. 
When Ungern moved into Mongolia the preceding fall, there is no evidence that 
he regarded crossing the line as a meaningful act: he simply moved over it. Given 
the tactical military context of the frontier, which seems to have been the only 
context affecting him at the time, the line mattered less than the zone around 
it, and within the zone this sort of crossing was ordinary. The Reds, however, 
were operating in at least two contexts. Partisans and DVR troops on the ground 
treated the border much as Ungern did: if they needed to cross one way or the 
other to fi nd supplies or to escape or prepare an ambush, they did so. But the Red 
leadership in Moscow and places like Novonikolaevsk and Irkutsk saw the border 
as a line of sovereignty between states, which meant that they approached it with 
a different set of calculations.

In fact, the Red approach to the border refl ects not only the differences be-
tween the views of the central commands versus those of the frontier but also the 
complexity of Red foreign policy. The civil war turned Sovnarkom into a prag-
matic if ruthless government, and by the summer of 1921 the commissars were 
already fully versed in the practical arts of state survival. They had signed trea-
ties, including with powers they loathed, recognized foreign governments, and 
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confi rmed trade protocols. And they had redrawn their own borders on several 
occasions in the see-saw of the confl ict, both at their own initiative, which was 
the case with the creation of the DVR, and under duress, such as after the war 
with Poland in the Treaty of Riga signed in March 1921. The very fact that the 
Bolsheviks had created their own state—known by 1918 as the Russian Socialist 
Federated Soviet Republic—was proof of a certain adjustment to the realities of 
international politics.40 They had to think about respecting the borders of other 
states because they had borders of their own.

Yet, on the other hand, the RSFSR was not an ordinary state: it was the 
world’s only socialist country and “the cradle of world revolution,” which nec-
essarily infl uenced the way the Bolsheviks viewed the border question. Indeed, 
the early party leadership was convinced from the moment they seized power 
in Petrograd that the ne plus ultra of their cause was to spread communism on 
a global scale with the goal of creating what would ultimately be a borderless 
world of international proletarian harmony. As a result, they viewed the exist-
ing state order with disgust and were committed to overthrowing it.

The clearest proof of this was the Third Communist International, or Co-
mintern, an umbrella for the communist parties of the world that was founded 
in Moscow in 1919 to take on the nitty-gritty work of world revolution. Soon 
calls went out for the establishment of a world federation of Soviet republics, 
and fi ery exhortations envisioned a “civil war around the world . . . under the 
banner of Soviet power.”41 Borders were going to fi gure in the story but only in-
sofar as they served the needs of the “toiling masses.” The rule of “capital” was 
fi nished. As the Comintern leader Grigorii Zinovev remarked at a gathering of 
radicals from the colonial world in Baku in 1920, “The tinkle of the chairman’s 
bell on this platform is the funeral knell for the world bourgeoisie.”42

All of this naturally created complications for Bolshevik policy in places 
like Mongolia. Should the Soviets send in troops to pursue Ungern or simply 
arm the Mongolian party and wait things out? Should they support Mongolian 
independence or merely autonomy within China, with special protections pro-
vided by Moscow? (This scenario envisioned, in effect, a return to the terms 
of the Kiakhta Treaty, though in a Soviet framework.) Was world revolution 
better advanced by favoring the Mongols or the Chinese, by respecting borders 
or by rearranging them? Or was it possible to somehow do all of this at the 
same time?

By February, with Ungern having taken Urga, these questions returned 
to the fore with new intensity, and the Soviet leadership ultimately settled 
on trying to have their cake and eat it too by waiting for the right moment when 
they would be able to intervene in the country by invitation, thus helping the 
Red Mongols while at the same time justifying themselves to Beijing. Party 
and state offi cials in the border area were told not to cross the border for the 
time being, and to be appropriately accommodating to the panicked Chinese 
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 authorities who were now in Kiakhta-Maimaicheng. In the meantime, arms 
and instructors were provided to the Mongol revolutionaries who already 
had received permission to move back and forth across the border, and the 
Red Army was instructed to set up a special mounted partisan force that was 
expected in time to move across the border as well.43 Meanwhile, the foreign 
minister of the DVR informed the Chinese government that if they didn’t do 
something about Ungern, the DVR and Russian Federation would take steps 
on their own.

Some Soviet sources suggest that the Reds would have attacked Ungern in 
the spring even without his assault on Kiakhta, though the assault had the un-
intended effect of making the politics of the situation all the easier. The DVR 
government was instructed to immediately request the assistance of the Red 
Army, since Kiakhta was on DVR territory. The Mongolian Provisional Govern-
ment in Altanbulag (formerly Maimaicheng) quickly followed suit by inviting the 
Red Army to enter Mongolia. Boris Shumiatskii, the leading Comintern offi cial 
on the border, wrote at the end of August from Irkutsk when everything was done 
that the Soviet plan from the start (which he took credit for as his own idea) had 
been to “draw the enemy to our borders.” Ungern had hoped to lure the Soviets 
into Mongolia to confront him at Urga, but they had wisely resisted this tempta-
tion and instead “prepared the Red Mongols,” so that when he came up to the 
border he would fi nd himself trapped, caught between the Red Army in front of 
him and the Red Mongols behind.44

Documents from the moment of the campaign itself, however, show a far 
messier picture, full of errors, diffi culty, and confusion, on the Reds’ side as 
well as Ungern’s. After the failure at Kiakhta, Ungern moved west into the val-
ley of the Selenga River on the Mongolian side, and from there crossed the bor-
der to try to move up toward Verkhneudinsk. Skirmishes and battles followed. 
According to Red reports and some memoir accounts, Ungern destroyed a 
number of Buryat and Russian settlements and executed villagers suspected 
of supporting the Red side. The harsh discipline toward his subordinates that 
had long been a part of his military style continued with regular beatings and 
occasional executions, of offi cers as well as men. The Red senior command, 
meanwhile, was divided by its own disagreements, and confusion in the fi eld 
led to at least one case of Red partisans battling a Red Army unit for hours be-
fore fi nding out they were fi ghting their own side.45

The hilly and in parts swampy terrain made reconnaissance and supply 
diffi cult for both sides. Ungern’s ability to coordinate his operations was ham-
pered by the fact that he had to rely solely on riders to deliver messages between 
his detachments and had no overall picture of Red movements. The Reds, 
meanwhile, could communicate through their HQ, while also using biplanes, 
which the Whites apparently saw frequently and mistook, at fi rst at least, for 
Japanese machines, leading to wild presumptions that the imperial army had 
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already made its way to the Trans-Baikal and perhaps even to Chita. (In fact, 
there were no Japanese units were anywhere near the region at this point.)

Not surprisingly, both sides also made use of what we would now call psy-
chological warfare, sending or dropping leafl ets to urge defections. One of 
Ungern’s sheets read: “Soldiers of the Red Army! Aren’t you ashamed to be 
fi ghting against truth, justice, and order? Where are the commissar hooligans 
leading you, those hired-hands (naimiti) of the Yids? They promised you 
bread and peace but all you’ve gotten is war and hunger! Come to your senses 
and cross over to fi ght with us before it’s too late. With us are God and Baron 
Ungern!”46

Meanwhile, the Reds responded in kind, playing up their own national-
ist argument: “To all the Russian soldiers and offi cers serving under Baron 
Ungern, . . . Ungern is one of the blackest of the generals of the old tsarist 
army . . . and a hireling of Japan. . . . He is holding you, Russian soldiers, our 
countrymen by spirit and blood, in thrall, under the illusion that he can break 
the ironclad Red Army of the Soviet Republic. . . . In the name of the working 
people, we say to you, honest Russian soldiers, born and raised on Russian 
soil: refl ect on your situation, look at your past, return to your native Russia 
where a happy welcome awaits you as well as forgiveness for all that you have 
done against your brothers and fathers.” The leafl et went on to promise that 
anyone who defected voluntarily would enjoy “the full rights of a citizen of the 
RSFSR,” while the rest would have to contend with “the fearsome might of the 
people’s fury.”47

It’s impossible to know the effect of these attempts at persuasion. All we can 
say for certain is that resentments grew among Ungern’s offi cers. When Ungern 
realized that he could not count on a large uprising in the Trans-Baikal and that 
the Red force he was facing was stronger and better disciplined than he expect-
ed, he chose to turn back to Mongolia. The about-face would have been clear 
proof to the men that the campaign had failed. He told his interrogators that 
his plan then changed to moving his force westward to the Tuva/Uriankhai 
region, where he could expect to link up with other White forces and continue 
the fi ght. A number of his offi cers, however, wanted to go in the opposite direc-
tion, to Manchuria and the Russian Far East, back to their homes or at least to 
places they knew. Presumably their confi dence in Ungern’s leadership had also 
eroded, given the setbacks and his various abuses over the preceding months. 
They coordinated a plan to split off and lead the men to the east.

First they approached Rezukhin, but he apparently refused to go along with 
the mutiny, so they killed him and continued their preparations to split off and 
move out. Then two days later, learning that Ungern was expecting to meet 
with Rezukhin soon and that the murder was likely to be found out, they decid-
ed to seize the moment and eliminate Ungern as well. A party made a nighttime 
ride to his camp, where they fi red and threw grenades into what they thought 
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was his tent. As it turned out, however, the tent belonged to his orderlies; his 
own was nearby. According to what Ungern later told his interrogators, when 
the fi ring started, he assumed it was a Red raid. It wasn’t until he raced out of 
his tent and ran straight into a machine gun that he realized what was going on. 
He had had no inkling of a mutiny before the attack began.

Events then raced forward. Ungern managed to escape on his horse, hid-
ing in the woods in the dark. By morning, he found his way to his Mongol 
company, which he saw as his most loyal unit, and together they began head-
ing west. But then, suddenly, after riding with them for just a few miles, the 
Mongols jumped him and tied him up. The Mongol commander of the group, 

10.3. Khatanbaatar Magsarjav in a Red Army cap, early 1920s. One of 
the heroes  of the siege of Kobdo, Magsarjav initially sided with 

Ungern before later switching  to the Reds. Ungern’s captor, 
Bishrelt Gün Sündüi, explained that he decided to turn 

against the baron because of Magsarjav’s example. 
From a postcard in the author’s collection. 
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Bishrelt Gün Sündüi, later became a local folk hero because of his exploits. In 
the  account he provided to Mongolian offi cials, he explained that he decided 
to capture Ungern because he had heard the Mongol Provisional Government’s 
call for Mongol patriots to rise up “to liberate our [country] from the oppres-
sion of foreigners,” and he knew that the great commander Khatanbaatar Mag-
jarsav, once an ally of Ungern’s and a member of the Bogda’s government, had 
already switched sides. In his telling, he, Sündüi, tricked Ungern by asking 
him for a light as they were riding. Then, as the Baron looked away and began 
searching for a match, he tackled him off his horse. A short time later he found 
a Red detachment and handed his captive over as a trophy.48

The version of events provided by the Red Partisan commander Petr Shche-
tinkin is different, though it seems more credible as Shchetinkin had no reason 
to alter the particulars of Ungern’s capture and was otherwise quite frank in 
admitting the diffi culties and mistakes of the Reds’ campaign. Sündüi, by con-
trast, had every motivation to embellish the circumstances in retrospect since 
he had fought for Ungern and needed to make up for this by proving his bona 
fi des to the communist authorities.49

According to Shchetinkin’s account, his partisan unit happened to be oper-
ating not far from Ungern’s forces when they captured a White offi cer who told 
them about the mutiny just two nights earlier.

Interrogating the prisoner to obtain Ungern’s exact location, I then directed my 
unit to Ungern’s camp intending to take advantage of the disarray among his 
men and capture him. On the way there, twelve Mongol bandits were appre-
hended, though they were unable to provide additional information. Continu-
ing on, we captured another noncom, a Buryat, who told us that Ungern was 
tied up and was being taken by his Mongol company to Rezukhin’s headquar-
ters. At that time, a party of seventeen men that I had sent ahead came across a 
group of about thirty men with horses who were standing around and seemed 
preoccupied with something. The squad charged the group and quickly sur-
rounded and disarmed them.

Among the prisoners was Baron Ungern. As our scouts were charging at 
the group, still tied and bound, [Ungern] called out: “The Reds are coming! 
Spread out!” The Mongols became confused and paralyzed with surprise, 
which allowed them all to be taken without casualties. At this moment, I arrived 
with the rest of the unit. Briefl y interrogating Ungern, I dispatched an escort of 
twenty men to transport him and the rest of the prisoners to the 104th Brigade 
HQ. I instructed the men to shoot Ungern if the bandits made any attempt to 
free him.50

This was the morning of August 20, 1921, in what is today the eastern end of 
Khövsgöl province in north-central Mongolia.51 The area around is a beautiful 
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rolling carpet of low, wooded hills interspersed with stretches of prairie. The 
landscape has surely changed since Ungern and the partisans were here be-
cause nothing stays the same, but it can’t have changed very much. Ulaanbaatar 
is a long day’s drive away, Kiakhta perhaps slightly longer because the route is 
less direct. The Russian border lies about 50 miles to the north, just beyond 
the horizon.



CHAPTER 11

RED SIBERIA

You can’t make soup out of promises.

—Francis Spufford, Red Plenty

The Siberian Chicago

Ungern would have known from the moment he was captured that he was going 
to be shot. He later admitted to his interrogators that he tried to take his life on 
two occasions, fi rst, as soon as he saw the Reds, by reaching for the poison he 
always kept in the lining of his deel, but it had fallen out of the garment, then 
later on the way to Kiakhta by trying to hang himself with a pair of horses’ 
reins. (They were too thick.) Suicide was a gruesome practice of the civil war 
on both sides, in particular among offi cers, since it was simply assumed that 
they would be executed and probably tortured beforehand, which Ungern 
knew well enough because he had ordered such things himself.1

The story from here to the end follows a predictable sequence: the inter-
rogations, then the trial and the execution. Compared with the rest of Ungern’s 
life, even the well-documented period of the Mongolian campaign, this last 
month is the easiest of all for us to reconstruct. He was under constant scrutiny 
during this period, his location recorded, on some days, to the minute. In the 
interrogation transcripts and the trial, we hear him speaking directly, in what 
seems a natural, unfi ltered way. But of course, the irony is that this is surely the 
least natural time to observe him. Everything now is scripted, he playing his 
part as prisoner, his captors playing theirs. And the sources are from the Reds’ 
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side, which means that we see only what they were inclined to record. Though 
candid and revealing, the materials have their own worldview, and some things 
simply don’t appear.

The very last part of the story, the execution, for one, is not recorded, or 
at least the records are not available. The Russian FSB in Moscow and Novo-
sibirsk claim that their archives have no fi les on the matter, which is possible, 
though it is also possible that they are not interested in showing them to his-
torians. We know the execution occurred—the party leadership in Novoniko-
laevsk confi rmed it in a telegram sent to Moscow the day after the trial.2 But 
we have no documents to tell us where or when exactly the event took place, or 
how, though there are a number of stories, including that Ungern bit into his 
St. Georges’ Cross before he was shot in order to keep it from the Bolsheviks.3

Most executions in Novonikolaevsk took place at night on the outskirts of 
town or in the basement of the provincial Cheka headquarters. The bodies 
were then either burned or buried in unmarked graves. Some were thrown in 
the river. By this time, it was common to “fi nish” victims with a single shot to 
the back of the head, though machine guns or fi ring squads were occasionally 
used. A special unit within the Cheka offi ce conducted the executions.4 When 
Ungern arrived in Novonikolaevsk at 1 o’clock in the morning on September 7, 
he was handed into the custody of Ivan Pavlunovskii, the chief of the Novoni-
kolaevsk Cheka. Pavlunovskii was almost certainly involved in the execution.5 
It is possible that members of the revolutionary tribunal were there as well, 
since this, too, was not unprecedented. In a pamphlet published shortly after 
the event, Ungern’s prosecutor Emelian Iaroslavskii states matter-of-factly that 
the execution took place in Novonikolaevsk on the day of the trial.6 Was Iaro-
slavskii there? It is hard to say, as the execution is not mentioned in his papers.7

Perhaps the most interesting thing not in the materials, however, is what 
Ungern thought of what he was seeing around him. During the twenty-fi ve days 
between his capture and the execution, he undertook the last great journey of 
his life, a transit of some 1,500 miles across the middle of Siberia. First Shche-
tinkin’s men transported him out of Mongolia to the brigade HQ at Torei, 
a small village on the Russian side of the border in what is today the south- 
central part of the Buryat Republic. From there he was moved by cart down 
the valley of the Dzhida River to Kiakhta, from Kiakhta north by boat along 
the Selenga to Verkhneudinsk, and from there farther north and west by train, 
fi rst to Irkutsk and then from Irkutsk to Novonikolaevsk.

We know that he was closely guarded along the way, including during visits 
to the restroom.8 He would have spent much of the journey locked up or other-
wise shut away in rooms with his interrogators. Yet he must have been able to 
see at least something of the country around him. At Verkhneudinsk we know 
that his boat delivered him to the main pier, while the Reds in Irkutsk appar-
ently showed him around town in a motor car.9
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He had been to every town he was moving through before, at least in passing, 
even Novonikolaevsk, since it was a major relay point on the Trans-Siberian. 
Would the country have seemed any different to him now? Did it feel strange 
to be moving so deeply into Russia? His interrogators described him as being 
drawn to “Eastern culture in every respect, including the food.” When they 
asked him at one point whether he remembered if an event in Mongolia had 
occurred in February or earlier, he answered that it was hard for him to say 
since his practice at the time had been to count months according to the lunar 
calendar, like the Chinese and Mongolians.10 Yet now, with every mile toward 
Novonikolaevsk, the world of the lunar calendar was slipping away.

The Bolsheviks seized power in Petrograd and much of central Russia in 
the late fall/early winter of 1917 and, though the degree of their control shifted 
over time, they ruled the center for the full duration of the war. In most of the 
rest of the country, however, their authority waxed and waned before fi nally 
prevailing, creating different timelines of power in different places. In Siberia 
the “Red surge” ran from west to east, with western towns coming under com-
munist control sooner, eastern ones later. Ungern’s journey from east to west 
was thus taking him not only against the grain of the Bolshevik advance but 
also deeper into the revolution, from the Trans-Baikal where the Reds’ power 
was relatively new, to Novonikolaevsk, where they had been in control since 
late 1919.

Novonikolaevsk, Ungern’s last stop, was indeed, in some respects, the cen-
ter of the Siberian revolution. Sitting on the southern course of the Ob River 
roughly halfway between Moscow and the Pacifi c Ocean and just north of the 
rich uplands of the Altay, it was both the largest city on the Trans-Siberian 

11.1. Ob Railway Bridge under construction, 1890s. This massive bridge became the raison d’être 
for Novonikolaevsk (now Novosibirsk), which quickly mushroomed into one of the great 

railway boomtowns of the empire. Reproduced from Vladimir Grinevich and Iurii 
Mandrikian (comps.), Novo-Nikolaevsk 1893–1926 (Novosibirsk, 2006), 

no page number indicated.



212  Chapter 11

and Siberia’s unoffi cial capital, home to the two overlapping institutions that 
the Bolsheviks used to govern the region: the Siberian Bureau (Sibbiuro), the 
chief party organ, and the Siberian Revolutionary Committee (Sibrevkom), 
the chief government body, both of which had recently relocated from Omsk.11 
In the late tsarist era, the city had been a railroad boomtown, a bustling “Si-
berian Chicago” that seemed to embody all the energy and promise of tsarist 
modernization. In 1921 it was imagined as the heart of a new “Red Siberia.”

The challenge of this prospect was enormous, however, because of the ef-
fects of the war. Between 1918 and 1919 the city changed hands twice, fi rst as 
the Whites pushed out the Bolsheviks, then as the Bolsheviks forced out the 
Whites. During the White period, Red partisans fought a back-country war 
that was met by mass White reprisals. When the Reds took over, they faced a 
more diverse range of partisan opponents and responded with even more vio-
lence. The impact on the city was catastrophic. Between 1914 and 1921, start-
ing with the mobilization for the Great War and then following with everything 
else, at least a third of the population either died or left.12 The nadir was the 
winter of 1919/20 when the Red Army drove out Kolchak’s forces in the midst 
of a typhus outbreak that killed thousands, if not tens of thousands, of people. 
The newly arrived Red authorities organized burial teams to stack frozen bod-
ies in mass graves. Everything in the city closed. “This is not an epidemic, it is 
an extinction,” wrote one offi cial.13

By the time Ungern reached Novonikolaevsk the worst of the war in the 
surrounding region was over. The fall of 1921 was a tipping point of sorts. The 
Reds had eliminated the partisan movement in most of Western Siberia with 
brute force earlier in the year, and the civil war as a whole was ending. The last 
of a number of peasant uprisings in central Russia had been crushed. A peace 
treaty had been signed with Poland. All the White armies in European Russia 
had been driven out. The Red Army had begun to demobilize. With the excep-
tion of the Japanese in the Far East, the allies had withdrawn their forces and 
left the country.

The greatest proof of the turn in the war was the Bolsheviks’ decision in 
March 1921 to announce a change in course, what they called the New Eco-
nomic Policy (NEP). An armed uprising at the naval base of Kronstadt near 
Petrograd that month had convinced the leadership that if they didn’t abandon 
the most extreme economic practices of “war communism” they risked losing 
important constituencies, like Red soldiers and sailors. They thus declared an 
end to requisitioning and lifted the ban on private trade. Some of the country’s 
old capitalist ways were allowed to resume. In 1920 Trotsky candidly admit-
ted that “we robbed all of Russia to defeat the Whites.” The turn to the NEP 
in early 1921 was, in effect, the party’s recognition that the plundering had to 
stop, at least temporarily. Lenin called it a “strategic retreat.”14

The result of this shift was a complicated situation. The Bolsheviks re-
mained committed to the vision of a new society based on the “expropriation of 
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the expropriators,” the rule of the working class, and the immanence of world 
revolution, yet, at the same time, they also allowed aspects of old capitalist so-
ciety to reappear—in particular, money, markets, and fl oating prices, as well 
as so-called bourgeois specialists and former people (that is, people of former 
privilege), who were now sought out for their expertise and capital. The Red 
revolution was thus turning ever so slightly pink, still pointed down the road to 
socialism but in a semi-capitalist car.

The many contradictions of this situation were visible in Novonikolaevsk. 
On the one hand, the revolution remained as righteous and rigid as ever. Streets 
continued to be renamed “in the spirit of the times.” Workers’ and Red Army 
clubs held lectures and food drives. “Voluntary Saturdays” (subbotniki) were 
organized to exhort citizens to clean up the town and unload railway cars. The 
party faithful were reminded to “remain vigilant” because “capital is still alive” 
and enemies were everywhere, including among the communists themselves: 
“Saboteurs and counter-revolutionaries have no place in Soviet organizations. 
They must be ripped out like bad teeth.” Meanwhile, the new Bolshevik idiom 
of unpronounceable acronyms continued stamping itself mercilessly onto the 
city. Sibbiuro and Sibrevkom occupied the commanding heights, but there 
were many others: Sibdaltorg, Rezinotrest, Neftesindikat, Sibmedtorg.15

And yet, all one had to do was look around to see the many aspects of the 
new order that didn’t add up, all the hypocrisies and shortcomings. In the old 
days there had been bourgeois “exploiters,” now there were “NEP men” do-
ing the same thing, fl aunting the “easy money” they were making from the 
return of the market. “Equality between the sexes,” while much proclaimed, 
was barely visible “in the way we actually live.” Only two thousand apartments 
in a city of some seventy thousand people had indoor plumbing and electric-
ity. Thousands of residents in the city proper were living in dugouts or base-
ments. There were still burned-out buildings and ruined railway cars, scores of 
homeless orphans, refugees from a disastrous famine on the Volga, crime.16 If 
Novonikolaevsk was the capital of the new Siberia, and the capital looked like 
this, what of the rest of it?

A pamphlet published in the city the following year on the occasion of the 
fi fth anniversary of the October Revolution captured some of the unsettled-
ness of the moment: “So as you see, the current state of affairs is rather mixed 
up and complicated. What is Soviet Russia? What is Soviet power? What 
lies ahead?”17

“The Trial Will Have Great Political Signifi cance”

As soon as Ungern reached Kiakhta, Boris Shumiatskii, the highest-ranking 
Comintern offi cial on the Mongolian border, a member of the 5th Army’s 
Revolutionary Military Council and a member of the Sibbiuro, sent a wire to 
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Moscow confi rming his capture. Another telegraph followed a few days later 
from Ivan Smirnov, the head of Sibrevkom, informing Lenin and Trotsky that 
Ungern was being escorted under heavy guard to Novonikolaevsk, where he 
was to be tried for treason, and requesting their view of the situation. “The 
trial,” Smirnov added, “will have great political signifi cance.”18 The Politburo 
wrote back on August 29, passing on Lenin’s instructions: “Devote special at-
tention to this matter. Determine the reliability (solidnost) of the charges and, 
if they are reliable, of which there seems little doubt, hold a public trial, con-
duct it with maximum speed, and shoot him.”19

Lenin’s instructions are a reminder that there were, in fact, two realities in 
Bolshevik Russia in the fall of 1921. One was everyday life in places like post-
war Novonikolaevsk, with all of its ambiguity and contradiction. The other 
was the marble-smooth world of party ideology. The two realities affected each 
other, but they were also distinct. The social reality of the revolution was de-
termined by the messiness of history and experience. The party’s ideological 
reality, by contrast, was rooted in absolutes. The world might seem ambiguous, 
but this was an illusion. Ungern was going to be executed by people who, like 
him, knew how to look beyond the mirage to see the deeper essence of things.

As Lenin suggested, the trial was not about guilt or innocence. That could 
be determined by checking the “reliability” of the charges. Instead, the trial 
was a political event, which was the only reason to make it public. Moving 
quickly was also important, presumably because there was no need to keep 
someone like Ungern around for long. Even the use of the verb “to shoot” is re-
vealing. Shooting was effi cient. It fi t with the need to move quickly. The word 
was also a common term of the Bolshevik wartime lexicon, refl ecting their view 
that the struggle underway was a fi ght to the death and that reformism was a 
mirage.20 The more we shoot, the logic went, the fewer will remain to sabotage 
the revolution. “Enemies of the people” do not change their spots. They have 
to be eliminated.21

Perhaps the most revealing point of this exchange of telegraphs, however, 
is that both the leadership in Siberia and in Moscow assumed that a trial was 
necessary and that it would work in their favor. The political trials that the 
Bolsheviks had conducted right after they took power produced lighter ver-
dicts than many had expected, in large part, party leaders concluded, because 
the proceedings had been poorly prepared. On other occasions, they decided 
against holding trials altogether, most obviously when they ordered the sum-
mary execution of Tsar Nicholas and his family in Ekaterinburg in the summer 
of 1918 and Kolchak in the winter of 1920.22 Though few people knew it at the 
time, including Ungern, Grand Prince Michael had been murdered without a 
trial in 1918 as well.23

The Bolsheviks knew from their own experience in the revolutionary un-
derground that high-profi le trials could be problematic: one had to worry 
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about defendants speaking out, judges reaching their own conclusions, the 
audience. In this case, the presumption seems to have been that Ungern was a 
low-risk affair. There was little popular affection for the “Semenovites,” 
especially in Western Siberia, and therefore little chance of things backfi ring. 
Compared with the earliest political trials, things were better organized now, 
with less left to chance. The best proof of this was that Siberian authorities had 
held a far more complicated trial of high-ranking former Kolchak offi cials to 
great effect (as they saw it) the previous year in Omsk.24 Finally, the leadership 
in Novonikolaevsk, if not Moscow, already knew that Ungern was cooperating 
with his interrogators, so one could assume that he, too, would play his role. 
His case was thus a good one all around for what Lenin called a “model trial” 
(obratsovyi protsess): a proceeding meant to deliver swift and severe “proletar-
ian justice,” while educating “the masses” at the same time.25

This idea of impacting “the masses” was perhaps the most important thing. 
At one point, the Politburo proposed moving the affair to Moscow, but Sibbi-
uro succeeded in convincing them to keep it in Novonikolaevsk, arguing that 
“the struggle against Ungern” had unfolded in Siberia and that therefore keep-
ing the trial in the region would have “more effect on society” than it would 
in the capital. (They added that people in Moscow knew about Ungern only 
from the papers.)26 The journey to Novonikolaevsk thus became an interval 
of preparation: the interrogators would complete their questioning of Ungern 
along the way to confi rm the charges, while Sibbiuro would use the time to 
make arrangements for the fi nal drama.

In all, we have records relating to six interrogation sessions held in three 
locations—Kiakhta-Troitskosavsk, Irkutsk, and Novonikolaevsk—each con-
ducted by a different team.27 Two of the interrogations were recorded verbatim, 
the others summarized. The questions range from detailed queries on military 
tactics and supply to general points about Ungern’s network of contacts and his 
political and religious views. The interrogators refer periodically to the letters 
as well as Order No. 15. In Irkutsk they took photographs, including the one 
that would become the most reproduced, of him seated in his deel and Mongo-
lian boots, his cap on his lap, staring calmly into the camera.

Ungern spoke candidly about his actions and plans, objecting to only a 
few particulars in the interrogators’ rendition of events, so the two sessions for 
which we have verbatim transcripts feel more like interviews than inquisitions. 
The impression one gets from the exchanges is that Ungern saw most of what 
he was describing as self-evident: the harsh nature of the war, his interpreta-
tion of God, the Jews, the Mongols, politics. Meanwhile, the Red interrogators 
seem to have seen him as cooperative but strangely detached, unaffected by 
the violence he talked about, fatalistic, mystical. At a minimum these are the 
general traits they emphasize in their summaries. The interrogation materials 
were then forwarded to Novonikolaevsk along with Ungern himself.28



216  Chapter 11

The organization of the trial refl ected the same sort of practical effi ciency. 
Sibbiuro met in closed session on September 6 to appoint a fi ve-man revolu-
tionary tribunal to preside over the event.29 Revolutionary tribunals were the 
early Soviet state’s equivalent of political courts. They multiplied rapidly and 
chaotically over the civil war years, spreading throughout the levels of gov-
ernment and the army and charged with handling every variety of antistate 
crime—from profi teering, sabotage, and embezzlement to open revolt against 
the government. In the process, they became the most visible public face of the 
Red Terror, processing hundreds of cases and thousands of death sentences in 
Western Siberia alone.30 They worked closely with the Cheka and the police 
(militsiia). In fact, tribunals often included men with Cheka connections.

Four of the fi ve members of Ungern’s tribunal were party offi cials. The fi fth 
was a railway worker selected as a “worker representative,” though, in this 
case, he was also a party member. V. E. Oparin, the tribunal chairman, was a 
key fi gure in the tribunal apparatus in Western Siberia with a background as 
a military political offi cer, which was also typical of tribunal cadres.31 Soviet 
law permitted tribunals to determine their own procedures for a given case. At 
the meeting on September 6, Sibbiuro appointed a defender for Ungern and 
Iaroslavskii as the prosecutor. (Iaroslavskii was himself a Sibbiuro member.) 
A team was also appointed to draw up “a plan” for the trial, which was then 
approved a few days later. (The plan itself is not in the Sibbiuro fi les, how-
ever.)32 Meanwhile, Ungern’s capture and relay to Novonikolaevsk continued 
to be talked up in the press and on propaganda boats, all of it also encouraged 
by the Siberian party leadership.33

In a fi tting choice for a show trial, the venue chosen for the event was the Pine 
Tree Theater (Teatr “Sosnovka” ), located in a park by the same name close 
to the Ob. The theater no longer exists, having been torn down some years 
ago, the park around it paved over to make way for a factory complex. But 
in its time it was a long, rectangular, wooden building, a typical summer the-
ater, the kind found in public gardens around the empire and Europe in the 
fi n de siècle, and it was probably picked for the trial because of its size. On 
the day of the event, September 15, a Thursday, a large crowd of “thousands 
of workers and Red Army soldiers” crammed into the stuffy, poorly lit hall. 
Tickets were apparently given out in advance to the army as well as party and 
government offi ces. Perhaps to help prepare for the event, Sibbiuro let its staff 
off early the day before.34

We don’t have a good description of how the stage was arranged, but we 
know that the members of the tribunal sat behind a table covered in red felt, and 
that both they and Iaroslavskii wore standard revolutionary dress: plain tunics, 
leather jackets, knee-high boots, Red Army overcoats. (It’s not clear what the 
public defender was wearing, but he is described as “former jury court attorney 
Bogoliubov,” so he may have come to the event in more appropriately bourgeois 
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attire.) Photos show clutter next to the stage, including what looks like a panel 
mimicking a sign that used to hang outside one of Semenov’s train-car offi ces 
on the Trans-Siberian: “No report, no entry.” (Bez doklada ne vkhodit). Un-
gern. meanwhile, appeared in his deel, along with his cap, epaulettes, and St. 
George’s Cross. The trial began at noon and ended at 5:20 pm with the reading 
of the verdict.35

The Revolutionary Classroom

Since Ungern was going to be shot anyway, the point of the trial was to set up 
the execution in the right way—that is, to put it in the necessary ideological 
context while at the same time keeping people interested, since the event was 
also a spectacle. The single most important thing was to underscore the clear 
divide between the accusers and the accused, which meant exposing Ungern’s 
personal crimes but also their larger meaning. Ungern stood for a way of life 
that was antidemocratic, reactionary, corrupt, exploitative, deceitful, delu-
sional, murderous, and disloyal. The Soviet order, naturally, was the opposite. 
Outside the Pine Tree Theater, Novonikolaevsk was a busy and disorganized 
place in the midst of a still unsettled revolution, but the court was a zone of 
clarity.

Our only view of the trial comes from Soviet Siberia (Sovetskaia Sibir), 
the offi cial newspaper of Sibrevkom, which printed redacted transcripts of the 
proceedings as well as a descriptive commentary in the days after the event. 
We cannot be sure that the trial followed Sibbiuro’s plan, since we don’t know 
it, and the newspaper could easily have smoothed over rough edges and added 
embellishments. But the content is at least consistent with the interrogations, 
which makes the material credible. More than anything, though, the tran-
scripts give us a view of what the organizers wanted the trial to look like, which 
is itself revealing, both for what they include and what they leave out.36

The proceedings began with the appropriate solemnity, the audience ris-
ing to stand as the members of the tribunal took their seats on the stage. Once 
Ungern was brought out, Chairman Oparin asked him to state his party and 
rank. The chairman then read the indictment that had been drawn up by Pav-
lunovskii, the Cheka chief, concluding with the three charges that were the 
basis for the trial:

1. Aiding and abetting the expansionist plans of Japan by attempting to cre-
ate a Central Asiatic state and seeking to overthrow the DVR in the Trans-
Baikal.

2. Seeking to overthrow Soviet power in Russia, and Siberia in particular, with the 
intention of restoring the monarchy by placing Mikhail Romanov on the throne.
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3. Committing mass atrocities and torture (zverskie massovye ubiistva i pytki) 
against: (a) peasants and workers, (b) communists, (c) state workers (sovetskie 
rabotniki), (d) Jews, who were slaughtered to a person (vyrezalis pogolovno), 
(e) children, and (f) Chinese revolutionaries, etc.37

Ungern pled guilty to all three counts, with the exception of the association 
with Japan, and the trial then followed a straightforward course of questions, 
answers, brief recesses, and fi nal statements. No witnesses were called, pre-
sumably because the plan excluded them, though witness testimony was read 
out loud to the court in one instance. At one point in the proceedings, Defense 
Counsel Bogoliubov requested that the judges submit Ungern to a mental ex-
amination in order to consider a possible insanity plea, but this motion was 
denied and Ungern himself rejected the idea. He also declined to make a fi nal 
statement. 

The key fi gure in the trial, arguably more important that Ungern him-
self, was the prosecutor, Iaroslavskii. The prosecutors’ primary role in all 
the show trials of the era was “to hurl the truth” at the accused, while at the 
same time educating the audience about the deeper meaning of the crimes at 
hand.38 As a result, they tended to hold the fl oor in the proceedings, with the 
best of them managing to be at once grandiloquent and sneering toward their 
prey. Judging from the performance refl ected in the transcripts, Iaroslavskii 
had a special talent for this work, and the party seems to have appreciated 
his skills, since he went on to become one of the master ideologues of the 
regime, leading the charge in the state’s antireligious campaigns of the 1920s 
and 1930s. His ashes today still lie in the hallowed precinct of the Kremlin 
Wall in Moscow, tucked between two lesser-known communists not far from 
Lenin’s tomb.39

Iaroslavskii was, in effect, the teacher in this particular revolutionary class-
room, so he sculpted the lesson. He did this in part with his questioning, which 
moved through each of the charges, going over the violence of the Mongolian 
campaign as well as Ungern’s political plans and his links with other Whites, 
the Bogda, Zhang Zuolin, and his (supposed) collaboration with the Japanese. 
One example is the following exchange:

Prosecutor: When you occupied Urga, were there murders and robberies?

Ungern: Yes, fi rst troops fought against troops, but then the Mongol residents 
began fi ghting with the Chinese.

Prosecutor: Did you issue an order to stop searches that were not approved 
against everyone except Jews? What did you mean by this? Did you want to 
destroy all Jews?

Ungern: Yes, I declared the Jews as outside the law.
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Prosecutor: Who ordered the workers of Tsentrosoiuz to be killed?

Ungern: I did.

Prosecutor: Why?

Ungern: Because they worked for the Soviet government.40

The lesson’s full meaning crystallized in the fi nal statement, however, where 
Iaroslavskii used Ungern to offer a sweeping indictment of what Russia had 
been and what it would still be, if it weren’t for the Bolsheviks.41

The Russia of yesterday, as Iaroslavskii put it, was a “country of nobles” 
where barons and dukes ruled the land. They were able to order people about 
and beat them as they pleased, while fawning over the tsars and reaping all the 
benefi ts, hiring themselves out as required. But then the revolution came and 
took away their ill-gotten gains and privileges and gave the land back to the 
“peasant masses,” and the nobles couldn’t stand this, so they rose up against 
Soviet power.

11.2. Iaroslavskii and the Revolutionary Tribunal. Note Iaroslavskii’s plain revolutionary garb and the 
carafe of water on his table, presumably placed there because he was going to be speaking a lot. 

The members of the tribunal sit in the foreground. Though we can’t see him, Ungern would 
have been just off camera to the left, directly across from Iaroslavskii. Courtesy State 

Central Museum of Contemporary History, Moscow.
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The lords started the Great War and every other war, so they gladly stepped 
into the fi ght with the revolutionaries. Like all religious people, they had no 
qualms using God to justify their crimes or to embrace the vilest sort of anti-
Semitism, not only because it was convenient to blame the Jews for the revolu-
tion but also because they—the aristocrats—cynically wanted to use “national 
hatred” to try to control “the people.” Finally, they were happy to sell their 
services to “foreign interventionists” and anyone else, since their blood had 
long since “mixed with the blood of the money bag” and, in the case of nobles 
like Ungern at least, it’s unclear how Russian they were to begin with. As Iaro-
slavskii put it, “We know very well that there has never been a greater species 
of exploiters than the Baltic barons. They are parasites who literally latched 
themselves to the body of Russia and then sucked on [it] for centuries.”

The central point of Iaroslavskii’s indictment was thus that Ungern’s crime 
was at bottom a crime of origins. He was not mentally unsound but rather the 
ultimate representative of his class, doing the things that people like him could 
not help but do. If Ungern were able to design the future, he would impose a 
“military dictatorship,” restore the Romanovs, strip the peasants of their land, 
and deny “the people” any say in government. The tribunal had to deliver the 
death penalty because this could not be allowed to happen. The nobility had 
“outlived itself.” Ungern had to be executed so that “all the barons, wherever 
they might be, will know that they too one day will meet [his] fate.”

The Family Reunion

Perhaps because it was not especially relevant to Iaroslavskii’s lesson, Mongolia 
did not fi gure much in the trial, neither in the exchanges nor the fi nal state-
ments. It makes more of an appearance in the narrative commentary on the pro-
ceedings that appeared in Soviet Siberia a few days afterward. The piece was 
written by Ivan Maiskii, who was noted at the time as an expert on Mongolia 
and later went on to prominence as the Soviet ambassador to Great Britain in 
the 1930s and World War II.42 Yet even Maiskii’s article treats Mongolia largely 
as a prop for the show, a backward, medieval country of princes and khutuktus 
where one would expect to see a bizarre, mystical “thirteenth-century baron” 
like Ungern. As Maiskii puts it, describing Ungern’s vision of his Mongolian 
empire, “What foolishness to speak of Genghis Khan in the age of Lenin.”43

Novonikolaevsk was a gritty railway town in the middle of Siberia with 
an overwhelmingly ethnically Russian population. Mongolia and the Trans- 
Baikal frontier were a world away, even more in culture than in miles. As a re-
sult, one can only imagine the exotic impression Ungern must have made there 
in his deel. In fact, it’s likely that his handlers kept him in the cloak for the trial 
precisely because it was another useful way to underscore the great contrast of 
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the day: the unvarnished, direct, methodical justice of the Workers’ and Peas-
ants’ State on the one hand versus the outmoded, pathetic eccentricity of the 
old regime on the other.

Yet for all the Bolsheviks’ insistence on difference, we can also see the trial 
as its own dark version of a family reunion. Ungern and the Bolsheviks were 
not the same. There is no one-to-one equivalency. The ideological differences 
between them were profound, and the Bolsheviks prevailed in the war against 
Ungern in part because of the appeal of their ideology and even more because 
of how they used it. But the differences between them were not the black-
and-white contrasts of Red and White propaganda, but rather the differences 
of siblings. The irony of the Red-White contest, like all civil wars, was that its 
seemingly starkly opposite protagonists were the product of a single home, in 
this case the Russian Empire, which shaped both sides.

The trial offers, in fact, its own small window on the way that the empire 
framed the revolutionary crisis. The Bolsheviks, like Ungern, were imperial 
people with diverse ethnic backgrounds and long-standing habits of mobility 
and cross-cultural combination. Just as he was a cosmopolitan shaped by his 
upbringing in the aristocracy and the offi cer corps, they were shaped by the 
cosmopolitan mores of the revolutionary underground and the emerging So-
viet establishment. Just as he seems to have been hardened by the Great War 
and the revolution and civil war that followed, they were as well. In fact, both 
sides were shaped all the more by the disintegration of the imperial home and 
the specifi c ways in which it fell apart. Indeed, perhaps the most profound dif-
ference between them was how they responded to the collapse. The Bolsheviks 
found a way out, Ungern did not.

Most of the leading members of the party had spent years in transit around 
the empire and abroad, usually in Europe, either as organizers in the under-
ground or in exile. They were polyglots who knew multiple languages, and 
many had non-Russian backgrounds. Joseph Stalin, for example, was Geor-
gian. Feliks Dzerzhinskii (Dzierżyński), the fi rst head of the Cheka, was Pol-
ish (as was the Mongol expert Maiskii mentioned above, whose birth name 
was Jan Lachowiecki). Trotsky was the most famous Jew in the party and, as a 
result, the most frequently vilifi ed in anti-Bolshevik anti-Semitic propaganda, 
but there were numerous others, including Shumiatskii, the party offi cial who 
interrogated Ungern in Kiakhta, and the prosecutor Iaroslavskii, who was born 
Minei Izraelevich Gubelman and adopted his “battle name” after spending 
time in the underground in Iaroslavl.44

Like Ungern, who was eager to support “the restoration of the emperors” in 
any country and took his counterrevolution abroad, the Bolsheviks were com-
mitted to doing the same with their interpretation of revolutionary socialism. 
As Trotsky put it, “I am not a Jew, I am an internationalist.”45 Like Ungern, they 
crafted their military instrument—the Red Army—into a multinational force, 



222  Chapter 11

and like him, they were ready to conquer all that they could of the old Russian 
Empire to ensure that as much of it as practical came under their rule. Ungern 
aimed to complete a Siberian reconquista from the east. The Red Army had 
made just this sort of advance from the west. The English socialist Bertrand 
Russell, who visited Soviet Russia in the spring of 1920, noted, in fact, that 
the Red “re-conquest of Asiatic Russia” had made the Bolsheviks fl ush with 
“what is essentially an imperialist feeling,” though he acknowledged that they 
themselves would have indignantly denied the idea.46 (Russell also compared 
the leaders of the party to “British public school types,” which they presum-
ably would not have liked either.)

What is perhaps most similar about Ungern and the Bolsheviks, however, is 
that they both assumed that there was something self-evident about combining 
peoples and territories within large conglomerations. The Russian empire had 
fallen apart, but the vast multinational space left in its wake was seen as a terri-
tory that needed to be kept together under a single political order. Indeed, for 
all that Ungern supported the old regime and his enemies despised it, they 
seemed to agree that most if not all the peoples of the old state should continue 

11.3. Ungern in his cap at the trial. Courtesy 
State Archive of Novosibirsk Oblast.
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to live together in some sort of common home. The key question was what the 
home should look like.

For Ungern, the lynchpin was the monarchy. Loyalty to the emperor cre-
ated a pyramid of allegiances that in turn guaranteed the unity of the state. 
Thus all one had to do was to restore the emperor and unity would follow. 
Empires were the source of peace and stability—bigger was thus better in an 
obvious sense. The Bolsheviks, by contrast, saw the old empire as a grotesque 
hypocrisy built on Russifi cation and colonial oppression. A basic goal of the 
revolution was thus to destroy this system and replace it with another. Yet they 
too, like Ungern, assumed that bigger was better.

Even Lenin’s principled support for the right to self-determination was 
not an endorsement of the power to use that right. Instead, it was more a 
question of appealing to the psychology of the offended party, in this case, 
the non-Russians. Once they knew they had the right to leave, Lenin ar-
gued, they would, in fact, choose to stay because they would see the obvi-
ous benefits of life under the new socialist order. “We demand the freedom 
of self-determination,” he wrote in 1913, “not because we dream . . . of the 
ideal of small states, but on the contrary, because we desire large states and 
a rapprochement, even a merging of nations. [But this rapprochement can 
be achieved] only on a truly democratic, truly international basis, which is 
unthinkable without the freedom of secession.”47

When inserted into the zero-sum calculus of the civil war, this logic had two 
important consequences. The fi rst was that it allowed the Bolsheviks to con-
clude that anyone supporting national independence was obviously an enemy, 
since true socialists knew that the path to world revolution ran through solidar-
ity rather than separation. And second, the same logic, by extension, justifi ed 
the Bolsheviks’ reconquest of the empire’s borderlands in the name of Soviet 
power, which was presented not only as the radical refutation of the old tsarist 
order but also as the only solution to the eternal problem of weaker or smaller 
peoples being dominated by larger or more powerful ones.

As Stalin put it in a speech to the 10th Party Congress in March 1921, “It is 
obvious that the only political order (rezhim) capable of resolving the national 
question—that is, the only political order able to create the conditions that 
will guarantee the peaceful development and fraternal cooperation of diverse 
peoples and tribes—is the system (rezhim) of Soviet power, the system of the 
dictatorship of the proletariat.”48

Stalin’s point, in fact, underscored the greatest of all the divides between 
Ungern and the Bolsheviks in the political arena: the Reds appreciated the 
power of the “national question” and used it to their advantage; Ungern, as 
best we can tell, did not. Though he commanded a multinational force and 
conducted international diplomacy, he seems to have viewed nationality as a 
secondary issue. According to his political credo, the link that mattered most 
was the one between the emperor and his servitors, which was not a bond of 
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nationality but of dynastic allegiance. Thus when he called on Mongol and 
Kazakh leaders to do right by their peoples, what he meant was for them—the 
elites—to renew their ties to the Qing. It was this bond of ruler and aristocrat 
that would make things better, not anything having to do with the nation.

In this sense, Ungern was operating within a very old system of political 
values, one that even the conservative tsarist empire had started to question 
as it cut its complicated imperial path through the national age. Indeed, all the 
great multinational empires of Europe were forced to engage with the power 
of nationality in Ungern’s time, yet he himself seems to have been at once both 
affected by this great trend and curiously outside of it. He commanded a 
 military force organized around the national principle, with Buryat and Tatar 
regiments, for example. Yet his larger political vision did not emphasize nation-
ality. Rather than nations, he saw the world in terms of a more abstract confl ict 
between East and West, “whites” and “yellows,” revolution and tradition.

The only seemingly nationalist ideology he embraced was anti-Semitism, 
though even in this area he was curiously nonnational. Most conservative Rus-
sian anti-Semites couched their hatred of the Jews in an ideology of Russian 
patriotism, following the logic of: I am a Russian patriot, therefore I hate the 
Jews. Ungern, by contrast, seems to have hated them because he hated the 
revolution.49

Unlike Kolchak and other White generals, he was not a Russian state na-
tionalist, so he seems to have been uninterested in the common White preoc-
cupation with a “United and Indivisible Russia.”50 Yet what is more interesting 
is that he was not a non-Russian nationalist either. In this respect, he was quite 
different from Semenov, who seems to have instinctively understood the na-
tional politics of the Trans-Baikal frontier, in particular the grievances of the 
Buryats, and, for a time, was able to use them to his advantage—his sponsor-
ship of the heavily Buryat-infl uenced pan-Mongolianist platform of 1919 is a 
case in point. Ungern took advantage of Mongol grievances as well, of course, 
but he seems to have seen them through the lens of his own antirevolutionary 
glasses, interpreting Mongol resentment as a reaction to the overbearing rule 
of the Chinese republicans rather than seeing it as the expression of a deeper 
anticolonial grievance against Chinese power in general, including the rule of 
the Qing.

The Bolsheviks, by comparison, were far more attuned to the political im-
plications of nationality in the upheaval of the revolution. As we saw, as soon as 
they took power, they issued a Declaration of the Rights of the Peoples of Rus-
sia, granting non-Russian groups autonomy and the right of secession, which 
they followed shortly thereafter with the establishment of a Commissariat for 
the Nationalities (abbreviated as Narkomnats, with Stalin as its fi rst commis-
sar). For its part, the Far Eastern Republic, Ungern’s immediate territorial 
opponent, likewise inaugurated a Ministry of Nationalities a month before 
Ungern’s division left Urga for Kiakhta and premised its nationality policy on 
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the idea of “broad autonomy” for minority groups.51 The Reds in general also 
made a point of exploiting the link between national grievance and anti-White 
sentiment whenever they could, including in the fi ght against Ungern.

Knowing that he and other Whites in Mongolia had Muslim troops, for ex-
ample, the Comintern ordered Turkic-language fl yers to be drawn up promis-
ing amnesty to the Muslims if they defected.52 Red authorities worked closely 
with Red Buryats to get Buryats in Ungern’s force to cross over. When the 
Red Army and DVR troops moved into Mongolia later in June 1921, they 
likewise prepared the ground for national support by issuing a statement “to 
the Mongolian people,” explaining that they were intervening with the sole 
purpose of destroying “our common enemy, the bloodthirsty tsarist general 
Baron Ungern,” and promising that they would leave as soon as they were 
done. (Knowing the Mongols’ resentments over White requisitions, they also 
pledged that Red troops would pay “immediately and in full for whatever you 
sell to them.”)53

This sensitivity to popular national sentiment and the readiness to use it 
in the revolutionary struggle helped the Bolsheviks enormously. Winning the 
war as well as the peace required mobilization, and national feeling was a key 
weapon for the cause. Most Bolsheviks, even those with non-Russian back-
grounds, at least at this early stage, disdained nationalism, but they were will-
ing to hitch national concerns to their socialist objectives. It was this kind of 
practical thinking that would lead a little over a year after Ungern’s execution to 
the creation of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, a multinational creation 
explicitly designed to be anti-imperial yet that proved to be at once radically 
different and curiously continuous with the empire it was replacing.54

Unlike the old empire, the new USSR was premised on the recognition 
and promotion of minority national cultures and based on an administrative 
structure that linked nationality to territory, granting many (though not all) 
peoples of the state what, in theory, was their own political unit, from a hand-
ful of large, so-called “union-level republics” to scores of smaller, subunion 
entities as well. (One example of the latter was the Buryat-Mongol Autonomous 
Republic, carved out of the Trans-Baikal in 1922.) In this respect, the USSR 
was the ultimate anti-Russifi cation state, a political form crafted to address all 
the resentments against overweening Russian power that had fueled the anti-
imperial rage of 1917. The Bolsheviks even dropped the word “Russia” from 
the name of the state. Yet like the old empire, the new one was also authoritar-
ian, hierarchical, rigidly centralized, and dominated by Russian culture, in ad-
dition, not coincidentally, to presiding over almost exactly the same territory.55 
Thus much stayed the same even as much changed as well.

Ungern might have created a non-Russifi cation empire himself if he had 
had the chance. Not being a Russian nationalist of any variety, it’s unlikely 
he would have been tempted by Russifi cation as a solution to the imperial 
problem. Instead his worldview seems closer to that of the almost eternal 
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Emperor Franz-Joseph, the monarch of his fi rst homeland, whose reign unfold-
ed in an age of nationalism but who convinced himself (and other true believers 
as well) that his empire could survive anyway. With a just king presiding above 
the peoples, the thinking went, the peoples would have no reason not to stay to-
gether. One of the great ironies of Ungern’s situation is that the new Bolshevik 
model seems to have borrowed something from this approach as well, with the 
party simply standing in for the king, but the key difference was that Ungern, 
the unreconstructed Habsburg, discounted the power of minority nationalism, 
whereas the Soviets understood its crucial importance.

Indeed, what the creation of the USSR proved quite clearly was that the 
Bolsheviks were pragmatic politicians, at once ideologues and bureaucrats. 
During the civil war, they consolidated their power and defeated their enemies 
by building and staffi ng institutions: the Red Army, the Comintern, the revo-
lutionary tribunals, the party itself, among many others. In his fi nal statement, 
Iaroslavskii mocked Ungern for his lack of political organization. “And what’s 
his political system? He doesn’t have one. Nothing at all, except to bring back 
the beating stick (palka) and put Mikhail Romanov on the throne.”56 The pub-
lic defender Bogoliubov tried to turn this weakness to Ungern’s advantage by 
claiming that precisely because Ungern was a complete “nonentity” as a po-
litical leader, he posed no real threat to the revolution and should therefore be 
spared.57

These claims are exaggerations: Ungern did have a politics, but his only 
structure was the Asiatic Division. He had no party, no government, no statis-
tics. He dispatched letters to would-be allies, but it’s not clear that he created 
much of a patronage network or distributed extensive largesse or protection, 
the way warlords have to do if they are going to get very far. His propaganda 
machine was not, in fact, a machine. Unlike the Bolsheviks and other Whites, 
he had no newspapers or propaganda boats. In fact, the division seems to have 
done almost no propaganda work at all, with the exception of Ungern’s own 
letter-writing campaign and his murky Order No. 15.58 It’s true that Urga was 
relatively isolated and that his time for building institutions in Mongolia was 
limited. But his statements suggest that he also wasn’t much interested. “A gov-
ernment can always be found,” he said in one of his interrogations (pravitelstvo 
vsegda naidetsia), implying that the war was the important thing; political 
structures were secondary.59 By contrast, the Bolsheviks knew that the politi-
cal structures were the war.

Indeed, it was their commitment to institution building that gave the Reds 
the advantage to achieve in the end what Ungern could not, which was to re-
direct the energy of the frontier and force it to serve a higher power. When 
the state structures of the Russian and Chinese empires unraveled, the border-
lands between them unraveled as well. Like Semenov and Zhang, Ungern rode 
the wave of this disintegration, in fact, he rode it all the way to Urga. But he was 
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ultimately much less successful than Zhang and even less successful than the 
mostly unsuccessful Semenov in institutionalizing the chaos that gave him his 
power. The Bolsheviks fought with the same ruthlessness and extremism as he 
did, but they also organized party cells, implemented programs, indoctrinated 
an army, and adopted a state-centered language of territorial sovereignty, class 
interests, and national liberation, all of which allowed them to impose them-
selves on the frontier in a way that Ungern never could. In effect, the Bolshe-
viks fought Ungern with the pitilessness of a wartime government, whereas he 
fought them with pitilessness alone, which necessarily limited what he could 
achieve.

In the end, he was killed by this difference. Pavlunovskii, the Cheka chief, 
was a relative newcomer to Novonikolaevsk, as were most of the other com-
munist leaders in the city, sent from place to place by the party the same way 
that the old tsarist ministries and the army used to move their offi cials around 
the empire. Like those institutions, his Siberian Cheka formed a link in a great 
chain of offi ces that operated throughout the country down to the county level, 
and was run by a multinational workforce made up of Russians, Jews, Latvians, 
Poles, Ukrainians, and others. The head of the execution detail in Novoni-
kolaevsk in this period was Pavlunovskii’s assistant, a Jew named Evreinov.60 
Ungern was probably shot by just one man, perhaps Evreinov, standing right 
behind him, but in a larger sense he was shot by a system, a system his enemies 
had begun to build but he had not.



After Ungern’s capture, the Asiatic Division broke into smaller and smaller 
parts. Some of the men reached Manchuria and were arrested by the Chinese. 
Some took refuge in the pro-White Russian mission in Beijing. Others were 
captured by the Reds in Mongolia. The Reds and their Mongol allies contin-
ued fi ghting small White forces in the western part of the country for the next 
several months, defeating the last of them by early 1922, some of whom were 
then later tried in Novonikolaevsk in a reprise of the Ungern trial.

A number of the people who fi gured in Ungern’s life had complicated fates. 
Shchetinkin, the Red partisan commander who oversaw his capture, became 
a military adviser in Mongolia and died there in an accident in the late 1920s. 
The merchant Burdukov left the country and had a second career teaching 
Mongolian in Leningrad before being swept up in the Stalinist purges and dy-
ing in the camps. This happened to others as well. A number of the Buryat 
intellectuals who supported the pan-Mongolist movement were arrested and 
shot in the 1930s. Smirnov, the head of Sibrevkom, was tried in one of the great 
show trials in Moscow in the same period. Pavlunovskii, the Cheka chief in 
Novonikolaevsk, was executed in 1940. Of the prominent communists associ-
ated with Ungern, only Iarovslavskii and Maiskii survived the Stalinist repres-
sions, though each had their troubles. The Soviets ultimately got Semenov as 
well, arresting him in his home in Japanese-occupied Manchuria at the end of 

CONCLUSION

Everything begins in mysticism but ends in politics

—Charles Péguy, Notre Jeunesse
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World War II. From there he was taken back to Moscow, where he was tried 
and hanged in 1946.

As for Mongolia, after Ungern’s death the country began its journey as 
a nominally independent Soviet satellite, similar to what the countries of 
Eastern Europe would become after World War II. The country declared its 
independence on the day before Ungern’s trial—the 13th day of the 8th moon 
of the 11th year of the Bogda’s reign (that is, September 14, 1921). As long as he 
was alive, the now almost completely blind great lama remained the country’s 
titular constitutional monarch, but after his death in 1924 the last vestiges of 
the old order were scrapped and Mongolia became a people’s republic.

Since 1991 Russian and other historians have made much of the fact that 
without Ungern, Mongolia today, much like Inner Mongolia, might still be a 
part of China. Without the Mongolian campaign, the argument goes, the So-
viets would not have intervened in the country and, without their protection, 
the Red Mongols would never have been able to achieve independence. There 
is some truth to this view, though, like most outsider perspectives, it (unin-
tentionally or not) overstates the role of foreigners and reduces the contribu-
tions of the Mongols themselves to their own history. It also glosses over the 
inconsistencies of Soviet policy, which for years after Ungern’s defeat zigzagged 
between supporting Mongolian independence and acknowledging Chinese 
claims to the country.

Though the degree of his responsibility for Mongolia’s independence is de-
batable, it is fi tting that if Ungern is known much today, it is almost exclusively 
in relation to this last chapter in his life. It was undeniably the Mongolian cam-
paign that made him into a visible and infl uential fi gure, while also offering all 
the elements of a gripping story: violence, mysticism, exoticism, vast ambition 
followed by abject failure, plus, last but not least, the sources that allow histori-
ans to put the story together.

Yet at the same time, the focus on the Mongolian campaign alone has tended 
to obscure the fact that Ungern’s life overall was much less about Mongolia than 
about the Russian Empire and its awkward combinations of peoples, spaces, 
and questions. He did not magically materialize in Urga as the “mad baron.” 
Instead he was carried there by the currents of tsarist imperial life, including 
the chaotic maelstrom of the empire’s unraveling. The campaign in that sense 
was not an exceptional moment as much as part of a larger fl ow, a dynamic at 
once bigger than Ungern and also more interesting.

Every historian has an approach to the past that then shapes the picture 
he or she creates. In this book, my goal has been to use Ungern’s life to offer a 
tableau of the Russian Empire. On the face of it, this is a doomed proposition 
because no single life could possibly encompass the fullness of the terrain, but 
then again, every painting leaves something out. The important thing is what 
ends up in the frame.
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What we see in the frame of Ungern’s life is a view of the late tsarist world 
as a series of interconnected questions and spaces: social and geographical, 
political and cultural; a puzzle in which each piece, while different, is similar 
enough to the next that they fi t together and, in this way, piece by piece create 
a larger whole. Though Ungern is not representative, his life has the virtue 
of taking us into many of the great issues of his time—modernization, Rus-
sifi cation, nationalism, imperialism, war, revolution, imperial collapse, and, 
though it was not the one he wanted, the beginnings of imperial regeneration as 
well. Because he lived in so many places, he allows us to see more pieces of the 
puzzle than most. Indeed, following him across the empire’s expanses, we’re 
reminded of what a staggering proposition the Russian Empire was. Somehow 
it had to hold together Estland and the Trans-Baikal, St. Petersburg and the 
Amur, a German border and a Mongolian one.

One of the clues to how Russia’s rulers did this for so long lies in the way 
the puzzle was put together: rigid in some respects but loose and adaptive in 
others. The empire was built on violence and exploitation but also on recurring 
accommodations between the center and its various peripheries that ultimately 
produced what could be called a kind of laissez-faire imperialism. Once certain 
basic obligations were met, the tsars were not especially interested in changing 
the peoples and places they ruled. The result was a great deal of de facto au-
tonomy and, fl owing from this, considerable stability as well. A persistent gap 
existed in the workings of the empire, a useful space between the arrogance of 
imperial proclamations and the practical reality of leaving good enough alone. 
The empire’s success lived in this gap, which, though it varied from place to 
place and changed over time, nonetheless shaped the broader dynamic of Rus-
sian rule for centuries.

Ungern’s life coincided, however, with a time of profound transition. Around 
the time of his birth, a great squeeze began as the empire’s parts became in-
creasingly pushed together in the uneven rush of modernization, changing the 
old imperial gap in the process. One refl ection of this was Russifi cation, which 
unfolded as the government’s imperfect attempt to create and enforce what it 
saw as a more manageable and effi cient form of imperial diversity. Another was 
the remarkable if checkered achievement of the Trans-Siberian and the coun-
try’s turn toward East Asia. Still another was the wrenching upheaval of 1905. 
Ungern was a member of a generation that saw connectedness, standardization, 
possibility, and frustration all rise dramatically, each in equal measure.

The great squeeze of the late imperial era brought new pressures to bear on 
the empire, but it nonetheless held together. The ties binding its disparate parts 
were as physical as they were mental: trains and telegraphs, but also prejudices, 
like anti-Semitism, and comforts, like the sense of a common home created by 
circulating currents of people, including peasant colonists, merchants, revo-
lutionaries, governors, and army offi cers like Ungern. A steady transimperial 
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fl ow of goods, people, fears, and temptations also increasingly tied the empire 
to its various neighbors: the European empires, including the Ottomans, on 
one end, and the Qing on the other.

Every location of Ungern’s life up to the time of the Great War reveals some-
thing of the fl ux and indeterminacy of the time: the presence of unresolved 
grievances and clumsy policies as well as old hierarchies that seemed to have 
outlived their usefulness. But it is reading too much into these shortcomings to 
say that the empire was fated to come apart. The imperial plaster was hardly 
smooth, but the cracks that were appearing were also a refl ection of the dy-
namic change and possibility that were a part of the time. The prehistory of 
the collapse turns out to have been quite short. The tsarist government entered 
World War I and quickly took on pressures that it could barely handle. Then 
when the regime was overthrown in the midst of the enormous crisis of the war, 
the bonds that held the country together indeed weakened and broke, but what 
we also see by following Ungern’s experience is how contingent and tenuous 
many of these breaks turned out to be. The country fell apart in some ways yet 
held together in others.

One of the great questions of the revolution and civil war turned on what 
Russia would look like when it was all over—which peoples and territories 
would be a part of it and how the new puzzle would fi t together. Fighting in the 
interconnected borderlands of the Trans-Baikal and Outer Mongolia, Ungern 
found himself in the midst of the creative destruction that was, in effect, work-
ing out the answer to this conundrum. As we have seen, there was a certain 
logic to the fact that the Russian Revolution would spill across its borders in 
such liminal places, because one of the revolution’s basic effects was to destroy 
the state that had created the borders in the fi rst place. The state’s boundaries 
were also inherently porous in the best of circumstances, with multiple connec-
tions tying the peoples on either side. That the empires on the other side of the 
line happened to be falling apart at the same time only intensifi ed the confusion 
and violence.

In places like the Trans-Baikal, the civil war thus turned very quickly into a 
bitter contest to secure multiethnic and transborder allegiances and to imagine 
and then create new states or communities out of the imperial debris. Victory 
would go to the side that managed to capture the chaos and channel it toward 
something more permanent, something bigger. The Bolsheviks ultimately pro-
posed the blueprint of a new multinational order that they promised would be 
the absolute opposite of everything that had come before. Ungern, meanwhile, 
offered a return to the empire of old where everyone knew their place under a 
just tsar. The Bolsheviks won; Ungern, very obviously, did not.

I’ve argued here that his failure stemmed, at least in part, from his inad-
equacies as a politician, but one could add, in his defense, that this was perhaps 
to be expected. Iaroslavskii mocked him at the trial as a pathetic lackey of the 
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old regime who found himself without a master and was unmoored because 
of it. If we strip away the righteous hyperbole, the charge has something to 
it. The age-old talent of the nobility lay in holding onto power rather than 
regaining it. Their enemies, the Bolsheviks, by contrast, were professionally 
dedicated to seizing power. In this sense, the war between them was a battle of 
opposites, a struggle of antipodes with mismatching skill sets.

Yet in other ways, Ungern’s opponents were very much like him, just as 
ruthless and intolerant in their extremism as he was, just as righteous, and, not 
surprisingly because they all came from the same place, just as much the prod-
ucts of the empire’s diverse and far-fl ung society. By the end of his life, Ungern’s 
great cause was the restoration of the imperial order. In a very basic sense, this 
was a quest to resurrect his own calling, to recreate a world where people like 
him could be useful again. Empires depend on cosmopolitan servitors, and 
the Russian Empire, among many others, had a long history of cultivating and 
rewarding them. Indeed, for the better part of two centuries, the Baltic barons 
were perhaps the most distinguished and coddled representatives of the form.

The Bolsheviks, by contrast, were intent on destroying the tsarist elite, 
including the barons, but, ironically, they also needed people like them—that 
is, people who knew multiple languages and moved easily between cultures, 
and, in fact, the party leadership reproduced a cosmopolitan milieu that was 
curiously similar to that of the lords of the old regime. Like the barons and 
dukes they despised, they agreed that most of the peoples of the empire should 
continue to live together in a common home and they saw a clear historical 
logic behind the melding of nations and territories into large combinations. In 
fact, it was precisely because such combinations were going to shape the world 
of the future that revolutionary cosmopolitanism seemed both so natural and 
so important. In seizing power, the Bolsheviks had helped to crack the empire 
apart, of course, but, as they saw it, the empire that had to go was the imperial 
order of the old regime and its echo in the empire of the Provisional Govern-
ment. By contrast, the creation of an empire redefi ned as a pseudo-federalist, 
centralized multinational state, founded on a “correct” understanding of so-
cialism and nationality, and monopolized by the party, was perfectly fi ne. In 
fact, building this sort of empire was absolutely necessary.

The Reds prevailed in the civil war for many reasons, but one of them was 
because they turned out to be much better than their opponents at negotiat-
ing the terrain of the empire’s collapse. In fact, they did this so well, using 
a combination of military acumen, repression, and diplomacy, that they were 
able to reassemble much of the old imperial puzzle and impose their new order 
on top of it. As they went about this work, which included defeating, pillory-
ing, and then executing Ungern, while also repackaging the power of the non-
state frontier that he briefl y represented, they prided themselves in the fact that 
what they were doing had nothing to do with empire: they were the liberators, 
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the anti-imperialists, the people on the right side of history, whereas men like 
Ungern were the sorry old face of imperialism itself. But what seems clearer 
now is that both sides, Ungern and the Bolsheviks, were functioning within 
a world still covered by empire’s shadow and therefore still guided by its pre-
sumptions and behaviors. One aimed to reset the broken clock of the empire 
to an earlier time, the other to replace it with a new one, rename it, and take it 
into the future.

Did Ungern ever think about any of these ironies and similarities? In writ-
ing this book, I have often asked myself an even more basic question: What 
did he think of himself? After a life spent moving between places and cultures, 
their infl uences gradually adding up to who he became, which of our more fa-
miliar categories would he have listed on his vita: German, Russian, European, 
Asian, Eurasian? None of them on their own seem quite right. He turns out to 
be as diffi cult to place in our registers as his cloak, which was sewn from a 
number of worlds at once. Perhaps we should just say that he belonged to the 
tsarist empire and leave it at that.
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państwowości polskiej: Najwaz.niejsze dokumenty 1912–styczeń1924 (Warsaw-Cracow, 1924), 
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58 The leaders of the new would-be Greater Mongolia planned to establish their govern-
ment headquarters in Hailar but because the town was under Zhang Zuolin’s control at the 
time, they opted to relocate temporarily to Dauria. See Bazarov and Zhabaeva, Buriatskie 
nationalnye demokraty, 151.

59 “Vtoroe pismo R. F. Ungerna Iugotszur-khutukhte,” in Kuzmin, Baron Ungern, 169
60 See, for example, “Pismo R. F. Ungerna K. Gregori 20 maia 1921 g.,” in Kuzmin, Bar-

on Ungern, 159.
61 Historians come down somewhat differently on the question of Japanese support for the 

Mongolian campaign. While it’s clear that the Reds greatly exaggerated the nature of Ungern’s 
ties to the Japanese, Kuzmin tends to dismiss the existence of ties altogether, while the Japanese 
specialist James Boyd argues that, despite the fact that Tokyo offi cially cut off aid to Semenov 
(and presumably Ungern as well) beginning in May 1919, aid in at least some form nonetheless 
continued through the period of the Mongolian campaign. In November 1921, a Japanese For-
eign Ministry report extolled “the proud Japanese participation in Ungern’s army.” For these 
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different views, see Kuzmin et al., “Baron Ungern i Iaponiia;” Kuzmin, Istoriia Barona Un-
gerna, 401–5; and Boyd, Japanese-Mongolian Relations, 96–98.

62 On the dilemmas facing Buryat nationalists during this period, see Bazarov and Zha-
baeva, Buriatskie natsionalnye demokraty, 140–42.

63 Rupen, “Buriat Intelligentsia,” 389.
64 One leader involved in the pan-Mongolian movement who declared his support for a 

Qing restoration was Fushengge, the bandit leader from Barga who based his men at Ungern’s 
headquarters at Dauria. Fushengge’s pro-Qing stance contributed to a split in the movement 
and he was ultimately killed in an assault by Semenov’s troops in the fall of 1919. See Atwood, 
Young Mongols and Vigilantes, vol. 1, 137; and Bulag and Humphrey, “Some Diverse Repre-
sentations of the Pan-Mongolian Movement in Dauria,” 10.

65 RGVA, f.39454, op.1, d.9, l.104; “Pervoe pismo R. F. Ungerna Iugotszur-khutukhte,” 
Kuzmin, Baron Ungern, 123.

66 “Dopros Ungerna, byvshego nachalnika 1-i Aziatskoi konnoi divizii, proizvedennyi 29 
avgusta v g. Troitskosavske,” Kuzmin, Baron Ungern, 207.

67 Ungern’s view of the Qing in this respect seems much in sync with the approaches of 
recent scholarship on the Qing—often described as the new Qing history—that emphasizes the 
complexity of the Manchus as both a Chinese and an Inner Asian dynasty. On this see Mark C. 
Elliott, “Les Mandchous et la défi nition de la nation,” Annales 61, no. 6 (2006), 1447–77, esp. 
pp.1453–59. The quotes here are from Elliott, not Ungern.

68 RGVA, f.39454, op.1, d.9, l.29.
69 RGVA, f.16, op.3, d.222, l.56. The offi cer offered this description in a report sent to 

White authorities conducting an investigation of illegal requisitions carried out at Manchuria 
Station. The statement was then either given to or intercepted by the Red Army.

70 “Pervoe pismo R. F. Ungerna Palta-vanu,” in Kuzmin, Baron Ungern, 131.
71 I say “presumably” here because we have few letters sent to Ungern by other people. 

It’s possible that some letters sent to him were lost or destroyed, though it’s also possible that 
many of his would-be correspondents simply never wrote back. In the interrogations, Ungern 
suggests that this was the case. See, for example, “Doprosy R. F. Ungerna 29 avgusta 1921 v g. 
Troitskosavske,” in Kuzmin, Baron Ungern, 207.

72 “Vtoroe pismo R. F. Ungerna Palta-vanu,” “Pismo R. F. Ungerna Naiden-vanu 10 apre-
lia 1921 g.,” and “Vtoroe pismo R. F. Ungerna Tsende-gunu,” in Kuzmin, Baron Ungern, 133, 
141, and 143, respectively.

73 For this reference, see “[Pismo R. F. Ungerna] nachalniku otdelnogo otriada voisk, 
deistvuiushchikh v provintsii Tsitsikar,” in Kuzmin, Baron Ungern, 145.

74 RGVA, notes, 7; also “Pismo R. F. Ungerna Chzhan Kuniu 16 fevralia 1921,” in 
Kuzmin, Baron Ungern, 101.

75 “Pervoe pismo R. F. Ungerna Palta-vanu,” 132. Ungern and his wife began living sepa-
rately soon after their wedding, he at Dauria, she at Manchuria Station, and the marriage appar-
ently ended within a year. See Kuzmin, Istoriia Barona Ungerna, 95–96.

76 “Pismo R. F. Ungerna Chzhan Kuniu 2 marta 1921 g.,” Kuzmin, Baron Ungern, 102.
77 The last line in this section of the report reads: “Does not view his cruelty and terror as con-

tradicting the Gospels. Speaks calmly of shootings, murders, executions of various degrees and 
all manner of punishments.” See “Doprosy R. F. Ungerna 1 i 2 sentiabria 1921 g. v Irkutske,” 210.

78 Semenov, O Sebe, 139–40, 141.
79 For this phrase and similar variants, see the following letters: “Pervoe pismo R. F. Unger-

na Iugotszur-khutukhte,” “Pismo R. F. Ungerna Aru-Kharchiin-vanu,” “Pismo R. F. Ungerna 
Naiman-vanu,” “Pismo R. F. Ungerna nachalniku otdelnogo otriada voisk deistvuiushchikh 
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v provintsii Tsitsikar,” and “Pismo R. F. Ungerna Li Chzhuanuiu,” in Kuzmin, Baron Ungern, 
125, 128, 129, 145, and 146, respectively.

80 “Pervoe pismo R. F. Ungerna Tsende-gunu,” in Kuzmin, Baron Ungern, 135.
81 “Proekt pisma predsedatelia Soveta ministrov Mongolii kazakham,” in Kuzmin, Baron 

Ungern, 163.
82 “Vtoroe pismo R. F. Ungerna Iugutszur-khutukhte,” in Kuzmin, Baron Ungern, 169.
83 On Russian monarchists in this period, see Burbank, Intelligentsia and Revolution, 

170–89. One of Ungern’s correspondents during his time in Urga was General Viktorin Mol-
chanov, a White commander and monarchist based in the Amur region. On Molchanov, see 
Iu. A. Pavlov, “General V. M. Molchanov: Zhizn i sudba,” in Iz istorii grazhdanskoi voiny 
na Dalnem Vostoke (1918–1922 gg.): Sbornik nauchnykh statei (Khabarovsk, 2002), 77–83.

84 V. I. Shishkin, “Kratkii obzor voenno-politicheskogo polozheniia Sibiri na fronte voisk 
vnutrennei sluzhby Sibiri,” in Shishkin (ed.), Sibirskaia Vandeia: Vooruzhennoe soprotivlenie 
kommunisticheskomu rezhimu v 1920 godu (Novosibirsk, 1997), 700.

85 On Yuan and the brief rule of the Hongxian dynasty, see Jonathan Spence, The Search 
for Modern China (New York, 1990), 281–87; Ernest P. Young, The Presidency of Yuan Shih-
k’ai: Liberalism and Dictatorship in Early Republican China (Ann Arbor, Mich., 1977); and 
Immanuel C. Y. Hsü, The Rise of Modern China (6th ed.; New York, 2000), 478–82.

86 On the fl eeting Qing restoration and support for the Qing in Inner Mongolia and Barga, 
see Spence, Search for Modern China, 287–88; Hsü, The Rise of Modern China, 483; Johan 
Elverskog, Our Great Qing: The Mongols, Buddhism, and the State in Late Imperial China 
(Honolulu, 2006), 6; Bulag and Humphrey, “Some Diverse Representations of the Pan-
Mongolian Movement in Dauria,” 10; and Henry Serruys, “An Imperial Restoration in Ordos, 
1916–1917,” Études mongoles et sibériennes, no. 16 (1985), 51–59.

87 Puyi remained in the inner court of the Forbidden City until his ultimate eviction in 
1924. He then returned to prominence as a puppet ruler for the Japanese in Manchuria [Man-
chukuo] during World War II. On his removal from the palace, see Waldron, From War to 
Nationalism, 209.

Chapter 10

1 Troitskosavsk and Kiakhta were close to a third small center, the village of Ust-Kiakhta, 
located at the confl uence of the Kiakhta and the much larger Selenga River, which fl ows north 
to Lake Baikal. On the succession of names, see Dany Savelli, “Kiakhta, ou l’épaisseur de la 
frontière,” Une Russie plurielle: Confi ns et profondeurs (Special edition of Études mongoles et 
sibériennes, centrasiatiques et tibétaines, vols. 38–39, 2007–2008), 272–73.

2 Johann G. Gmelin, Expedition ins unbekannte Sibirien (Dittmar Dahlmann, ed.) (Sig-
maringen, 1999), 157.

3 For a short overview of Kiakhta’s history, see Savelli, “Kiakhta, ou l’épaisseur de la fron-
tière,” 271–338. On the founding, see Clifford C. M. Foust, Muscovite and Mandarin: Russia’s 
Trade with China and Its Setting, 1727–1805 (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1969). “The kingdom of 
tea” (tsarstvo chaia and its equivalent in other languages) was a common term used to describe 
Kiakhta in European and Russian writing of the 1800s.

4 For the history of merchant relations in Kiakhta-Maimaicheng and some of the details 
mentioned here, see Deng Jiugang, Cha ye zhi lu: Ou Ya shangdao xing shuai san ban nian (Ho-
hot, 2000), 84–92; Savelli, “Kiakhta, ou l’épaisseur de la frontière,” 284–86, 306; Alexandre 
Petrov, “Les Chinois à Kiakhta (1728–1917),” in Une Russie plurielle, 361–91; T. S. Aiusheeva, 
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“Uchebnye zavedeniia Troitskosavska-Kiakhty,” in V. E. Gulgonov (ed.), Kiakhta: Stranitsy 
istorii (Ulan-Ude, 1999), 30–36; Dieter Stem, “Myths and Facts about the Kiakhta Trade Pid-
gin,” in Eva-Marie Stolberg (ed.), The Siberian Saga: A History of Russia’s Wild East (Frank-
furt, 2005), 63–72.

5 RGVA, f.16, op.3, d.214, l.37; RGVA, f.16, op.3, d.24, l.55. For reports of refugees, see 
GANO, f.R-1, op.2a, d.11, l.98; RGVA, f.16, op.3, d.219, l.46; and A. Narvskii, “Zamysli ban-
dita Ungerna,” Krasnoe Pribaikale, no. 24 [33], February 27, 1921, 1.

6 On one of these meetings, see RGVA, f.16, op.3, d.219, l.46.
7 For telegrams between Chen and Beijing to this effect, see Zhong E guanxi shiliao 

[1921], Section on Outer Mongolia (Wai Menggu), document no. 15, 7–8; no. 26, 11; and 
no. 29, 13. These telegrams were exchanged in late February–early March 1921. In addition to 
the terms “Red party” and “White party,” the Chinese also referred to the Reds and Whites as 
the “new party” and the “old party,” respectively.

8 Zhong E guanxi shiliao [1921], Section on Outer Mongolia (Wai menggu), document 
no. 60, 28–29. Chen sent this telegram from Manzhouli (Manchuria Station) on March 29, 
1921. We don’t fi nd Ungern referred to by name (Chinese: Enqin 恩琴) in Chinese cables until 
the following month.

9 This quote appears in a speech by the Mongolian revolutionary Soliin Danzan from 
March 1921. See Ewing, Between the Hammer and the Anvil?, 233.

10 Kaplonski, “Introduction” (Part 5), 852.
11 Altanbulag today sits close to where Maimacheng once did, just across the border from 

Kiakhta. On the Mongol attack on the town, see Bawden, Modern History of Mongolia, 230–31. 
On the refugees from Maimaicheng, see Zhong E guanxi shiliao [1921], Section on Outer Mon-
golia (Wai Menggu), document no. 48, 24; no. 54, 26; and no. 58, 2, 7–28.

12 Zhong E guanxi shiliao [1921], Section on Outer Mongolia (Wai Menggu), document 
no. 15, 7.

13 The party line in Mongolia during the socialist period was to describe the 1921 revo-
lution as “a joint undertaking of the Mongolian and the Soviet people.” See Tatsuo Nakami, 
“New Trends in the Study of Modern Mongolian History: What Effect Have Political and So-
cial Changes Had on Historical Research?” Acta Asiatica, no. 76 (1999), 24.

14 RGASPI, f.495, op.152, d.3, l.24.
15 RGVA, f.39454, op.1. d.9, l.25.
16 On these and other aborted Chinese plans to attack Ungern, see Li Bin, “Shi shu Enqin 

fan meng suo yin fa de Zhi Feng maodun duozheng,” 14–18. The title of the president’s order 
was the Order of the Mongolian Expedition. For all of the concern about the possibility of a 
new Chinese assault, Ungern nonetheless confi ded to a Mongolian ally in April that he had 
learned from “radio and newspaper intercepts” that Zhang was apparently refusing to commit 
troops to a Mongolian campaign and that “China was not in a position at the moment to send 
a force against Khalkha.” See “Pismo R.F. Ungerna Naiden-vanu 10 aprelia 1921 g.,” 141.

17 RGVA, f.16, op.3, d.222, l.2; “Dopros R. F. Ungerna 7 sentiabria 1921 g. [v Novoniko-
laevske],” 220. Ungern also discussed his concern about supplies and increased exactions from 
the Mongols in the other interrogations. See, for example, Kuzmin, “Dopros R. F. Ungerna 27 
avgusta 1921 g. v Troitskosavske,” 202.

18 RGVA, f.39454, op.1, d.9, ll.16–17; “Pismo R. F. Ungerna K. Gregori 20 maia 1921 
g.,” 159–60.

19 RGVA, f.16, op.3, d.222, l.2; and RGVA, f.39454, op.1, d.9, l.17; Kuzmin, “Pismo R. F. 
Ungerna K. Gregori 20 maia 1921 g.,” and “Dopros R. F. Ungerna 7 sentiabria 1921 [v Novoni-
kolaevske],” 160 and 220, respectively.
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20 “Dopros R.F. Ungerna 27 avgusta 1921 g. v Troitskosavske,” 204.
21 “Pismo R. F. Ungerna Tszasaktu-khanu 15 maia 1921,” in Kuzmin, Baron Ungern, 165.
22 I. P. Vitte, quoted in Kuzmin, Istoriia barona Ungerna, 237.
23 For an early Soviet publication of the order that lays out the Soviet view of what it reveals 

about Ungern, see Revoliutsiia na Dal′nem Vostoke (Petrograd, 1923), vol. 1, 429–33.
24 “Dopros R. F. Ungerna 7 sentiabria 1921 [v Novonikolaevske],” 231.
25 Ossendowski’s memoir of his civil war experience, including the period he spent in 

Mongolia, did much to popularize Ungern’s image as the “mad baron” in the West (Ossend-
owski described him as a “bloody storm of avenging karma”). Since he was known for fl orid 
prose, delusions of grandeur, and an interest in selling books, the memoir was panned by critics 
as unreliable, though recent reassessments suggest that the descriptions of his meetings with 
Ungern are valuable nonetheless. See Ferdinand Ossendowski, Beasts, Men, and Gods (New 
York, 1922); Louis de Maistre, Dans les coulisses de l’Agartha: L’extraordinaire mission de Fer-
dinand Anton Ossendowski en Mongolie (Milan, 2010), 9–10; and S. L. Kuzmin and L. Iu. Reit, 
“Zapiski F. A. Ossendovskogo kak istochnik ob istorii Mongolii,” Vostok, no. 5 (2008), 97–110.

26 See GARF, f.9431, op.1, d.40, l.3(b), complete text: ll.1–3(b). The quotes that follow are 
from this copy of the order. For photographs of the sheets of the original version of the order, 
replete with the seal of the headquarters of the Asiatic Division on the last page, see Kuzmin, 
Legendarnyi baron, photo insert, no page indicated. For a recent printed version, see “Prikaz 
R. F. Ungerna No. 15 o nastuplenii na Sibir,” in Kuzmin, Baron Ungern, 169–73.

27 “Doprosy R. F. Ungerna 1 i 2 sentiabria 1921 g. v Irkutske,” 213.
28 “Dopros R. F. Ungerna 7 sentiabria 1921 g. [v Novonikolaevske],” 231.
29 “Dopros R. F. Ungerna 27 avgusta 1921 g. v Troitskosavske,” 202.
30 RGVA, f.16, op.3, d.222, l.24.
31 N. M. Riabukhin (Ribo), “The Story of Baron Ungern-Sternberg Told by His Staff Phy-

sician,” Hoover, 12. M. G. Tornovskii, an offi cer serving in Urga, recalled that he and his fellow 
offi cers found the order “overly long, shrouded in mysticism (tumanno-misticheskii), and hard 
to understand.” See Tornovskii, “Sobytiia v Mongolii-Khalkhe v 1920–1921 godakh,” 248.

32 K. Noskov, Avantiura, ili chernyi dlia belykh v Mongolii 1921-i god (Harbin, 1930), 28–33.
33 For descriptions, see Makeev, Bog Voiny Baron Ungern, 57–59; and Tornovskii, “So-

bytiia v Mongolii-Khalkhe v 1920–1921 godakh,” 255. The combination of Christ’s face and 
the motto “God is with Us” appear on numerous Russian regimental banners, including of the 
Trans-Baikal Host, which was likely the inspiration for this particular fl ag. Judging from other 
descriptions, the troops also carried a Russian tricolor emblazoned with Michael’s monogram.

34 For these fi gures, see Kuzmin, Istoriia Barona Ungerna, 240–41.
35 See, for example, “Doprosy R. F. Ungerna 1 i 2 sentiabria 1921 g. v Irkutske” and “Do-

pros R. F. Ungerna 7 sentiabria 1921 g. [v Novonikolaevske],” 213 and 231, respectively.
36 For a vivid description of these tensions and confl icts, see the report of the DVR com-

mission that investigated the effects of Ungern’s attack on DVR territory: NARB, R-476, op.1, 
d.47, ll.17–21.

37. Technically speaking, the “old Mongolian government” (with the exception of the 
Bogda) was not overthrown but rather voluntarily “resigned... in the interests of progress and 
improving the welfare of the people.” See the offi cial Soviet communiqué in RGASPI, f.495, 
op.152, d.15, l.8.

38. Krasnaia armiia RFSFR: 23 fevralia 1918–23 fevralia 1922; Iubileinyi sbornik (Mos-
cow, n.d.), 24.
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M. Kriuchkov, “Kartografi ia Mongolii,” Krasnaia armiia na vostoke, no. 1 (November 1921), 
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36–39. Kuzmin notes that the Asiatic Division used maps only inconsistently during the cam-
paign (ot sluchaia k sluchaiu). See Kuzmin, Istoriia Barona Ungerna, 247.
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Red Army entering the fi ght against Ungern, see Kuzmin, Istoriia Barona Ungerna, 253–54.
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see “Borba russkogo i Mongolskogo narodov protiv belogvardeiskikh band Ungerna,” 77; 
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Ungerna,” in Kuzmin, Baron Ungern, 194–97. For more on Sündüi’s version of the event, see 
Kuzmin, Istoriia Barona Ungerna, 283–85.
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51 The exact date of Ungern’s capture is unclear; August 19, 20, 21, and 22 are suggested by 
different accounts. I side with August 20 because it is the date indicated in Shchetinkin’s report.

http://www.marxists.org/history/international/comintern/2nd-congress/manifesto
http://www.marxists.org/history/international/comintern/baku/ch07
http://www.marxists.org/history/international/comintern/2nd-congress/manifesto


294  Notes to Pages 209–212

Chapter 11

1 In his fi rst recorded interrogation at Kiakhta (Troitskosavsk), Ungern acknowledges or-
dering the execution of Red offi cers during the summer campaign. See “Dopros R. F. Ungerna 
27 avgusta 1921 g. v Troitskosavske,” 205.

2 The telegram was addressed to Vyacheslav Molotov of the party’s Central Commit-
tee. GANO, f.1, op.2, d.151, l.28. A handwritten draft of the telegram appears on the preced-
ing page.

3 For allusions to stories of the execution that appeared in émigré memoirs, see Kuzmin, 
Istoriia Barona Ungerna, 302.
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