Excerpts from The Rebirth of Russia (1917)

by Isaac F. Marcosson

It was March in London and I was fresh from the battlefields of France.  The rumble of great guns boomed in my ears: before my vision still swept the ceaseless panorama of marching troops, rushing munition convoys—the whole dread and distorted picture of a world at war.

I opened my Times and something animate seemed to fly out of its pages.  I read: “Revolution in Russia: Abdication of the Czar.”  For three days the cables from Petrograd had been dumb.  Here was the reason for the great silence.  Now, out of that silence, came the news of a Vast Deliverance.  Russia was free!

I had just planned to return to the British armies in France.  Here was something bigger, more vital; of immense significance to the whole human race, and especially to the Great Cause for which those armies and all their allies were battling.

But how to get to Petrograd was the problem.  All passenger traffic to Norway had ceased since Germany’s edict of ruthless submarine warfare had laid its pall upon the Seven Seas.  But the British Navy got me started.

Thus it came about that on a brilliant, sunlit morning not many days after, I stood on the deck of a little grey ship that crept out of a land-locked harbour “somewhere in Scotland,” and plunged into the barred zone that had become the graveyard of neutral and belligerent shipping.  No less treacherous than the foe that lurked beneath its bosom was the North Sea that rose up in its wrath against out mission.  A gale blew and gigantic waves almost hid the gallant little destroyers that rode about us.

At evening the wind abated, sunlight flooded the unquiet waters and suddenly before us was revealed, in a majesty unspeakable, the thrilling symbol of Britain’s might.  It was the Grand Fleet outlined against the fast-ebbing crimson of a wondrous winter sky.  Grim, black, unyielding—literally like bulldogs tugging at the leash—these monsters rode the deep.

I have seen many stirring sights in this war but never in all my adventuring have I beheld such inspiring and unforgettable evidence of a nation’s authority.  The Glory of Empire was incarnated in that bulwark of bristling steel.

The tumult and the terror of angry seas subsided and then came sanctuary amid the Norwegian fjords.  Land was never so welcome—and such a land!

Great mountains capped with snow, with all their suggestion of strength and purpose, and at their feet the serene and inland seas.  Here was a neutral country after months amid the war-ridden regions.  Strange sight it was to see a people aloof from stress: stranger was the sound of German and the unfamiliar flash of enemy flags from ship and shop.

I sped by rail through Scandinavia.  The brooding crags, the tidy villages, the sight of holiday-seekers at their winter sports—all seemed in strange contrast with the carnage and confusion that I had left behind.

At the Finnish border came the first hint of the Revolution.  The red flag was everywhere: soldiers wore crimson rosettes on their breasts: the Marseillaise smote the ear.  I pushed on and began the long weary trip through Finland and then at last crossed the Russian frontier.

We were hours late.  The long rattling train stopped.  There was the usual collection of passports: the invariable vigil in the carriages behind locked doors and final escape from the heat and stuffiness of the cars into more stuffiness and discomfort in the long Customs Station that reeked with soldiers.

Democracy stood disclosed!  Private and captain fraternised arm in arm.  The old half-hunted look that had agonised the Russian face of other days was gone.  In its stead you saw eager smiles—the animation of a race released from restraint.

I heard my name called, and I walked forward for the usual Customs inquisition and another stamp on the fast-dwindling vacant space on my passport.  I found myself before a desk at which sat a superb looking Cossack officer, his breast ablaze with decorations.

He looked up.  Quick as a flash he arose and stood at attention.  In faultless English he said:


“I am glad to welcome our newest Ally.”


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“Your country went to war this morning,” he replied.

I had been exiled from news for days.  Suddenly I caught up with the march of events and in this dramatic fashion.

Thus it happened that in a dreary Customs shed that seemed a thousand miles from anywhere, and with the cold dawn showing the bleak and snowy landscape outside, came the kindling revelation that America had joined the fight for freedom.  It invested Russia with a curious glamour and it gave the war itself a sense of comradeship.

I entered the newest democracy with a kinship in its ideals: a feeling of fraternity with its great desires.  The Russian Revolution had almost become a personal thing before I touched it. [xiii-xvi]
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