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Summary

A History of the First World War’s Caucasus Campaign, 1914-1918 investigates a relatively little-
known episode of the First World War. Historical sources and modern historiography of the war
generally downplay this military campaign, routinely labelling it as ‘sideshow’ to the European
fronts or as one of the ‘obscure campaigns’ of the war. This thesis aims to debunk this
misconception. Already in the years preceding the war, the Caucasus evolved into a high-tension
hub for the major empires of the time, four of which became the campaign’s main participants
after the war began. The entry into the campaign of the Ottoman, Russian, British, and German
empires has had a major impact on the march of events in the Middle Eastern theatre of the war
as it eventually led to the exit from war of a major Entente Power and the defeat of a major
Central Power. The engagement of the four empires in warfare shaped the late-campaign
armistice, affected the post-campaign peace treaties, and profoundly influenced the
configuration of forces and definition of borders in the broader area of the campaign.

This thesis examines the interplay between warfare and its impact on military and political
strategy of the campaign participants mentioned above. Detailed discussion of this subject,
which constitutes the largest part of this study, aims to historicise strategy in the war-making
ability of these belligerents, taking as a case study the warfare in the Caucasus. By determining
the military strategic considerations that lay behind the belligerents’ decisions to employ troops,
this research defines military strategic goals that were perused and the motives that underlay the
choices of the decision-makers. This study also addresses the military planning process and the
subsequent conduct of combat operations, the existing power structures and quality of their
decision-making, the conditions within which they operated, and the plans and priorities which
constituted their frames of reference and imagination. Lastly, this research provides insight into
how the operational outcome of combat led to reassessments of military and political strategy
during the campaign and in the immediate post-campaign period.

At the macro level, this study seeks to integrate the Caucasus campaign into the mainstream of
the First World War history as part and parcel of the war that was waged and experienced in the
Ottoman Empire, Russia, Britain, and Germany. In more specific terms, this research seeks to
highlight the role the campaign had played in these belligerent states’ war strategy as part of the
global confrontation between the Entente Powers and the Central Powers that arose in the
Middle East after hostilities flared up in Europe. With this stated aim, this work takes a new and
innovative approach to the history of this forgotten military campaign, arguing that the
campaign was strategically important for both coalitions that fought the war. The conclusion
stresses the importance of the campaign’s outcome for the modern South Caucasus, as this
region remains a focus of political, economic and strategic interest and anxiety for the world
centres of power which struggle to come to grips with its volatility or, perhaps, to clean up

the mess they themselves created by imposing an unsustainable post-campaign settlement.
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Samenvatting

Een geschiedenis van de Kankasus-campagne in de Eerste Wereldoorlog, 1914-1918 onderzoekt een relatief
weinig bekend hoofdstuk van de Eerste Wereldoorlog. Historische bronnen en de moderne
historiografie van de oorlog doen deze militaire campagne doorgaans tekort en bestempelen haar
routinematig als een ‘bijzaak’ ten opzichte van de Europese fronten, of als een van de ‘duistere
campagnes’ van de oorlog. Dit proefschrift beoogt deze misvatting te ontkrachten. Reeds in de
jaren voorafgaand aan de oorlog ontwikkelde de Kaukasus zich tot een spanningshaard van
formaat voor de grote rijken van die tijd, waarvan er vier na het uitbreken van de oorlog de
belangrijkste deelnemers aan de campagne werden. De toetreding van de Ottomaanse,
Russische, Britse en Duitse rijken tot de campagne had grote invloed op het verloop van de
gebeurtenissen in het Midden-Oosterse oorlogsgebied, aangezien dit uiteindelijk leidde tot de
uittreding uit de oorlog van een belangrijke Entente-mogendheid en tot de nederlaag van een
belangrijke Centrale Mogendheid. De betrokkenheid van de vier rijken bij de oorlogsvoering
bepaalde de wapenstilstand aan het einde van de campagne, beinvloedde de vredesverdragen na
de campagne en had een diepgaande invloed op de configuratie van krachten en de afbakening
van grenzen in het bredere gebied waar de campagne plaatsvond.

Dit proefschrift onderzoekt de wisselwerking tussen oorlogsvoering en de impact ervan op de
militaire en politieke strategie van de bovengenoemde deelnemers aan de campagne. De
uitvoerige bespreking van dit onderwerp, die het grootste deel van deze studie uitmaakt, beoogt
strategie te historiseren binnen het vermogen tot oorlogvoering van de oorlogvoerende partijen,
waarbij de Kaukasus als casus dient. Door de militaire-strategische overwegingen te bepalen die
ten grondslag lagen aan de besluiten van de oorlogvoerende partijen om troepen in te zetten,
definieert dit onderzoek de militair-strategische doelstellingen die werden nagestreefd en de
motieven die ten grondslag lagen aan de keuzes van de besluitvormers. Deze studie behandelt
tevens het proces van militaire planning en de daaropvolgende uitvoering van de
gevechtsoperaties, de bestaande machtsstructuren en de kwaliteit van hun besluitvorming, de
omstandigheden waarin zij opereerden, en de plannen en prioriteiten die hun referentickaders en
denkbeelden bepaalden. Ten slotte biedt dit onderzoek inzicht in de wijze waarop de
operationele uitkomst van de gevechten leidde tot heroverwegingen van de militaire en politicke
strategie tijdens de campagne en in periode direct na de ootlog.

Op macroniveau beoogt deze studie de Kaukasus-campagne te integreren in de hoofdstroom
van de geschiedenis van de Eerste Wereldoorlog, als een wezenlijk onderdeel van de oorlog die
werd gevoerd en ervaren in het Ottomaanse Rijk, Rusland, Groot-Brittannié en Duitsland. Meer
in het bijzonder beoogt dit onderzoek de rol te benadrukken die de campagne speelde in de
oorlogsstrategie van de strijdende staten als onderdeel van de mondiale confrontatie tussen de
Entente-mogendheden en de Centrale Mogendheden die in het Midden-Oosten ontstond nadat
in Buropa de vijandelijkheden waren uitgebroken. Met dit gestelde doel hanteert dit werk een
nieuwe en innovatieve benadering van de geschiedenis van deze vergeten militaire campagne,
waarbij wordt betoogd dat de campagne strategisch belangrijk was voor beide coalities die de
oorlog voerden. De conclusie benadrukt het belang van de uitkomst van de campagne voor de
moderne Zuid-Kaukasus, aangezien deze regio nog altijd het middelpunt vormt van politieke,
economische en strategische belangen en bezorgdheid van de machtscentra in de wereld, die
worstelen om grip te krijgen op de wisselvalligheid van het gebied of wellicht trachten de
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puinhoop op te ruimen die zijzelf hebben veroorzaakt door na afloop van de campagne een
onhoudbare regeling op te leggen.
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Notes on text

To help orient the reader, who might not necessarily be an expert or connoisseur in the subject
area, at the end of the manuscript, industry-specific words and phrases are explained in the
Glossary of terms; abbreviations are decoded in the List of abbreviations and acronyms;
repositories of data and collections of documents are mentioned in Archives and collections
used; names and grade titles of memoirists, whose works I have used, and personages appearing
in the footnotes, most of whom are absent from the main text, are given in the List of names,
and maps are attached.

Besides the Caucasus, the other main military campaigns in the Middle Eastern theatre of the
First World War, several of which appear frequently in the text, were: the Gallipoli campaign
(also known as the Dardanelles campaign or the Battle of Gallipoli), the Mesopotamian
campaign, the Sinai and Palestine campaign, and the Persian campaign.

The stage of the Caucasus campaign was not really the wide isthmus separating the Black and
Caspian seas across the Caucasus mountains. To that extent, the term ‘Caucasus’ is a misnomer.
Rather, we are looking at an area historically known as ‘Armenian highlands,” ‘Armenian plateau,’
or ‘Armenia,’ situated between the Pontic littoral and the two arms of the Upper Euphrates and
extending eastward as far as the sources of the Kura and Araxes Rivers. The Turks prefer to
think of it as ‘eastern Anatolia,” a relatively recent toponymic invention which Turkey coined and
propagated to replace the term ‘Armenia.’” I chose to use the historical toponym to designate the
area of combat because it is the term that appears in many primary and secondary sources.

Besides the general usage of the term ‘front,” the term ‘Caucasus front’ is used to denominate the
area where military operations were conducted from October 1914 until December 1917, and
the front line where Russian advanced units were deployed to engage the opposing Ottoman
units. The Caucasus front per se was formed by Russia’s Provisional Government in March 1917
following the reorganisation of the Russian Caucasus Army (the main imperial force that fought
on the front) as part of the military reforms introduced after the February Revolution. However,
in this study, the term is used to describe events from the start of the war because it was widely
used in formal communications and first appeared in documents dating from October 1914.

The Caucasus front’s Persian sub-front, to which several sub-chapters are devoted, should be
distinguished from a series of engagements involving the Ottoman forces against those of
Britain and Russia, which were part of the Persian campaign, a separate military campaign in the
Middle Eastern theatre of the war.

The campaign’s main belligerents were the Ottoman Empire, Russia, Britain, and Germany.
After Russia’s exit from war in 1917, several ‘lesser’ belligerents emerged. These were the
Centro-Caspian Dictatorship, the Transcaucasian Democratic Federative Republic, the Republic
of Mountainous Armenia, the Republic of Armenia, the Democratic Republic of Georgia, and
the Azerbaijan Democratic Republic. Most of these ‘lesser’ entities appear in the text but are not
part of the general discussion which primarily revolves around main belligerent parties.
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From a continental perspective, the Eastern front stretched from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea
deep into central Europe and involved most of eastern Europe. The Western front was a stretch
of land weaving through France and Belgium from the Swiss border to the North Sea. In Russia,
two fronts were set up after the outbreak of the war: the North-western front, uniting forces
deployed against Germany, and the South-western front, uniting forces deployed against Austria-
Hungary. In mid-1915, the North-western front was split into the Northern front and the
Western front. The Russian army’s Western front, usually known outside Russia as the Eastern
front, is thus distinct from the Western front in France and Belgium.

Since Transcaucasia, a small region to the south of the Caucasus mountains, was the name
employed by the belligerent states before and during the war, it is, therefore, the name variant
that appears throughout the text. The region, which is now known as the South Caucasus,
roughly corresponds to modern-day states of Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan.

The term ‘Transcaspia,” which emerges quite regularly in the text, is an old name for the region
lying to the east of the Caspian Sea in Central Asia.

The term ‘Turkestan,” which appears often in the text, is an old name for regions of Central Asia
lying between Siberia on the north; Tibet, India, Afghanistan, and Persia on the south; the Gobi
Desert on the east; and the Caspian Sea on the west.

Before 31 January 1918, the calendar in Russia followed the Julian model (Old Style, or O.S.),
which was 13 days behind the Gregorian calendar (New Style, or N.S.) commonly employed in
the West. To avoid confusion, I have given all dates in the N.S., except a few original dates in
primary sources appearing in the O.S. Another exception is the two stages of the Russian
Revolution, one in February and the other in October 1917, which are given in the O.S.

The Russian Revolution was comprised of two separate revolutions that shook Russia in 1917.
The first one, in February (March, N.S.), overthrew the imperial government. The second, in

October (November, N.S.), placed the Bolsheviks in power. Depending on the context, either
the cumulative or separate names of these two revolutions are mentioned throughout the text.

In peacetime, the territory of the Russian Empire was divided into twelve military districts, each
under a C-in-C. These were the Saint Petersburg, Vilna, Warsaw, Kiev, Odessa, Moscow, Kazan,
the Caucasus, Turkestan, Omsk, Irkutsk, and Pri-amur (or Amur) Military Districts. The
preference in the text is given to their Russian variants. Thus, correspondingly, Sankt-
Peterburgskii, Vilenskii, Varshavskii, Kievskii, Odesskii, Moskovskii, Kazanskii, Kavkazskii,
Turkestanskii, Omskii, Irkutskii, and Priamurskii.

Frequently appearing in the text are ports on Black and Caspian seas, several of which changed
their names in modern time. Along the Black Sea coast, these are: Batum (now Batumi), Gagra,
Poti, Trabzon, Tirebolu, Samsun, Varna, Constanza (now Constanta), Odessa, Sevastopol,
Feodosia, and Novorossiisk. Along the Caspian Sea coast, these are: Baku, Petrovsk (now
Makhachkala), Derbent, Enzeli (now Bandar-e Anzali), and Krasnovodsk (now Tiurkmenbasy).



Since Persia was the name employed by the belligerent states before and during the war in their
interaction with the country now known as Iran, it is, therefore, the name that appears in the
text.

Because the suffering that befell the Ottoman Armenians was particularly unmatched in its
extent and lethality, this work addresses the impact of warfare on Ottoman demographic
engineering policy by highlighting the case of this Christian group, while duly acknowledging
that Greeks and Assyrians were also targeted by the genocidal extermination carried out by the
Ottoman state.

Persian Azerbaijan is not to be confused with Azerbaijani Republic in the South Caucasus, a
modern-day state which appropriated this originally and historically Persian province’s name
when it came into existence as first-ever nation-state formation in 1918.

‘Caucasian Tatars’ was the name by which Turkic people in Transcaucasia inhabiting an area
bounded to the east by the Caspian Sea were commonly referred to until 1918 when, with the
emergence of first-ever nation-state formation they came to be named ‘Azerbaijanis’ (not to be
confused with Persian Azerbaijanis). I chose to use the original term because the narrative, for
the most part, describes the period before the emergence of this new nation.

Mesopotamia is used to describe the territories comprised in the present state of Iraq. Under
Ottoman rule, Mesopotamia was divided into the provinces of Basra, Baghdad, and Mosul.

Saint Petersburg, the name of the capital city of Imperial Russia, was changed to Petrograd just
after the war began, on 31 August 1914, in order to expunge the German words sankt and burg.

On 12 March 1918, the Bolsheviks moved the capital to Moscow.

Although in 2003, the Public Record Office (PRO), the United Kingdom’s main government

archive, was merged with the Historical Manuscripts Commission to form the National Archives

(TNA) based in Kew, this work uses the old abbreviation.

Place and personal names in languages with Roman alphabets appear in their original form:
WaBmuB, Mithlmann, Jézef, Ismail, Sartkamis, Kopriikdy. For languages with non-Roman
alphabets, I preferred the use of transliteration with selected diacritical marks and accented
characters that I believe gives closer phonics, thus Nikolai, Gul’kevich, Kermanshah.

To avoid confusion, almost everywhere in the text, military ranks of various personages have
been omitted because many of these officers would rise in rank or change position titles in the
course of the campaign.

To avoid overburdening the text with war years, in those sub-chapters and/or sub-sections
whose headings contain a war year (e.g. ‘Caucasus in British war aims in 1914’), all dates or
periods mentioned in the text correspond to that particular year unless otherwise specified.
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