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The Anglo-American Intervention in Eastern Siberia in 1918-1920 and the Prisoner-of-

War Camps in the Region - Part I 

Andreas Bliersbach (Translated from German by Philip Robinson FRPSL) 

As a result of the February 

Revolution in Russia in 1917 

and the ensuing abdication of 

the Tsar, and the assumption 

of power by bourgeois social 

revolutionary circles, to 

maintain the Russian front 

against the Central Powers was 

of decisive importance to the 

Entente Powers. A westward 

relocation of large numbers of 

troops, who had previously 

been stationed in the East, was 

to be avoided. Directly 

opposed to this was the 

German high command who 

wanted to secure victory in a 

decisive battle before the 

expected arrival of American 

troops in France. 

 

As the Provisional 

Government (later the 

Kerensky Government) acted 

in an Entente-friendly manner, 

also due to economic pressure 

(tsarist Russia had received 

enormous amounts of money 

and goods from Britain and 

France during the war years), 

the German side relied on 

further destabilisation by the 

Bolsheviks – a radical splinter 

group under Lenin. As is well 

known, he was transported 

from exile in Switzerland in a 

sealed train through Germany, 

Denmark and Sweden to 

Finland and finally to 

Petrograd. Although Lenin was 

by no means a "friend" or ally 

of Germany, he fulfilled the 

hopes of the German military 

and ended the war against the 

Central Powers after his 

seizure of power in October 

1917. With the help of national 

organisations, which had 

already been set up before the 

revolution and were recruited 

mainly from former prisoners 

of war (Czechs, Serbs, Poles 

and Italians), the Entente 

attempted to continue the war 

in the East in order to keep 

German troops there and 

prevent their further advance 

into the interior of Russia. For 

the support and protection of 

military equipment, the 

Entente's own troops were 

sent first to Northern Russia 

and later to Eastern Siberia. 

Contingents of troops also 

arrived in the Caucasus and 

Southern Russia. 

 

In the end, the objectives 

pursued by all the parties 

involved were not achieved. 

The German Army transferred 

about 30 divisions to the 

Western Front to break 

through the front in 

"Operation Michael". The 

result is well-known – 

capitulation in November 

1918. The Entente Powers 

could neither cause the 

German troops to stay on the 

Eastern Front nor defeat the 

Bolsheviks, and after the 

victory over the Central 

Powers their participation only 

prolonged the Russian Civil 

War by up to 2½ years. 

 

Of course, this is only a very 

general overview and should 

serve as an introduction to the 

military situation, and thus the 

postal conditions in Eastern 

Siberia. 

 

In Siberia lay the large 

prisoner-of-war camps in 

which the majority of the 

captured officers of the Central 

Powers were interned – a total 

of about 500,000 prisoners of 

war of all ranks during this 

period. Through agreements 

with the Bolsheviks, so-called 

prisoner-of-war commissions 

of the German and Austro-

Hungarian Empire were sent 

to Russia to initiate a prompt 

and orderly repatriation. This 

was to be prevented from the 

point of view of the Entente in 

order not to face further 

hundreds of thousands of 

enemy soldiers on the Western 

Front. This led to the halting of 

returning trains, their 

recapture and dispersal of the 

prisoners to "camps along the 

line". The main actors in this 

"game" were the Czech Legion 

– nominally assigned to the 

French Army, with the French 

General Janin as commander-

in-chief – which took over the 

camp management and the 

guarding of the prisoners of 

war. Later, these tasks were 

(again) taken over by 

Russians, Japanese and 

Americans. 
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advised of larger sums from 

Tientsin and Russia which I 

can get by with until peace is 

concluded."  This refers to the 

peace negotiations at Brest-

Litovsk between the Central 

Powers and the Russian side, 

the Bolsheviks, which were 

finally concluded and signed 

on 3 March 1918, and thus also 

paved the way for an orderly 

return of the prisoners of war. 

 

This was preceded by the 

special "peace for bread" treaty 

British troops: 

The first British troops were 

the 25th Middlesex Regiment 

which landed at Vladivostok 

on 3 August 1918, and the 

1/9th Battalion, Hampshire 

Regiment on 28 November 

1918. Altogether about 800 

men. 

 

Canadian troops: 

The first contingents with 

General Elmsley arrived on  

26 October 1918. The main 

force landed at Vladivostok  

on 12 and 15 January 1919. 

Altogether about 4,000 men. 

 

American troops: 

The first troop units came 

from the Philippines and 

arrived on 15 August 1918. 

Altogether about 10,000 men. 

 

Around the spring of 1918, a 

disorganised stream of 

returnees began among the 

prisoners of war in Siberia. 

Only with the later arrival of 

the prisoner-of-war 

commissions was transport 

arranged and orderly 

evacuation ensured. This was 

only true in European Russia. 

Due to the uprising of the 

Czech Legion, which started in 

Chelyabinsk on 25 May 1918, 

the ongoing repatriation was 

interrupted; the trains were 

stopped and the prisoners of 

war were again detained. 

(Fig.1) 

 

Postal services to the west 

were still available. 

  

Message on the back of the 

card in Fig. 1 (transl.) - "Dear 

Edina, now we all hope for a 

speedy end... I have been 

with the Ukraine in February 

1918. (Fig. 2) 

 

On 8 April 1918 the prisoners 

left the camp in Khabarovsk 

for the supposed journey 

home. In the morning, Russian 

farmers were ready with their 

horse-drawn wagons. About 

500 German officers and 500 

men from the first camp were 

in so-called teplushkas (goods 

wagons designed for carrying 

people, with several levels of 

seats and a stove in the 

Fig. 2 

Fig. 1: Russian prisoner-of-war card without place-name and with four lines of 

printing from Khabarovsk. Written in the officers' camp No. 3 on 15 February 

1918. Cachet of the prisoner-of-war camp of the second garrison at Khabarovsk. 

Censored at Vladivostok (Speeckaert Type 7) and Petrograd (Speeckaert Type 24).  
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middle) and proceeded 

westwards for several hours. 

  

As the Japanese had landed in 

Vladivostok on 4 April there 

were fears that the railway 

would be closed - Japan was at 

war with the Central Powers. 

There was also great 

uncertainty due to the so-

called internationalists 

(former prisoners of war who 

had joined the Red Army) who 

were much in evidence in 

Central Siberia (Chita, Irkutsk, 

Krasnoyarsk, Omsk) and who 

were causing problems, that is, 

they did not let any prisoners 

of war through. (Fig. 3) 

 

At mid-day on the second day 

of the journey the train 

stopped at Bochkarevo, about 

600 kilometres from 

Khabarovsk. Written on the 

back is "My dear ones, I am 

well. Hope to reach Irkutsk on 

Saturday. Continuation of the 

journey still undetermined. 

The weather is fine. A 

thousand kisses..." 

 

Only on 17 April 1918 did the 

men arrive at the main station 

in Irkutsk; the travel 

documents were valid only as 

far as here. Continuation of the 

journey was approved as far as 

Kansk, the westernmost place 

of the Irkutsk Military District. 

The journey continued with 

further interruptions, and 

accommodation in camps 

along the route, as far as 

Novonikolaevsk. They arrived 

there on 24 May 1918 and were 

surrounded by the western 

group of the Czech Legion, and 

interned in the prison camp 

there. (Fig. 4) 

Fig. 3: Russian prisoner-of-war card without 

place-name and with two lines of printing 

written on the journey westwards when 

reaching the Shilka River, and posted on the 

Bochkarevo - Chita TPO No 244, this route also 

still being in use. 

Fig. 4: Russian prisoner-of-war card without place-name of the Petrograd type, 

as were available in Khabarovsk, written at Novonikolaevsk on 30 May 1918. 

This prisoner of war was on the same transport as described above and was 

interned in this "camp along the line". The card was sent via the Omsk 

censorship office (Speeckaert Type 17). The (postal) route to the west was now 

blocked and so it had to be sent eastwards to Vladivostok. From there it went via 

New York (van Dam p.159) to Austria. Most prisoners in this transport were sent 

back to Kansk in June 1918.  
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The postal route was of course 

to the east, as westwards the 

railway was blocked. The 

freedoms introduced by the 

Bolsheviks were revoked after 

their expulsion - the new 

regime (Czechs and 

Belarusians) prevails. (Fig. 5) 

Fig. 5: Reply portion of an Austrian Red Cross double card from Biisk, Tomsk 

region. Written on 28 May 1918, censored at Omsk (Speeckaert Type 17) and 

sent via New York to Vienna. Arrival mark of the "German-Austrian Central 

Office for the Welfare of Prisoners of War". The card arrived in Austria only 

after the capitulation. Message on the back (transl.) - "I have been here again 

for two months and there is still no sign of us going home. Now they have 

again started to surround us with fences and guard us closely so that nobody 

leaves the camp. Why? God only knows. Every day Russians who were in 

captivity with us arrive and we sit here waiting, waiting, waiting. Also the 

Germans were deported, have they forgotten us? We've had no news for 

months...". 

Fig. 6: Russian postal stationery card with additional franking, of which three 

values have been removed (censorship) or have fallen off. It was only marked as 

prisoner-of-war mail by the censorship office at Omsk (Speeckaert Type 39). 

Written at Turinsk, Tobolsk region on 7 June 1918, it was posted at the local 

post office and sent to Omsk, and from there eastwards via New York (van Dam 

p. 159) to the "German-Austrian Prisoners' Service" at Bern. It was then 

forwarded to Vienna to the "German-Austrian Prisoner-of-War and Civilian 

Internee Office" and finally to the addressee at Obernberg, Lower Austria. 

Message on the back (transl.) - 
"Today I'm going from here via Irbit, 

Ekaterinburg, Vyatka and Vologda 

to Petersburg, and from there I hope 

to be with you soon. I travel at my 

own expense, otherwise I would have 

to stay here for a long time and it is 

good to get out of this wasp's nest. 

The journey, if there are no delays, 

takes 7 days to Petrograd. I have 

money, I am also keeping well. We're 

doing our 5th...". 

 

This prisoner of war writes 

very optimistically. He is not 

to know that there is no way 

through to the west - the Civil 

War is in full swing. From the 

markings on the postcard it is 

clear that there was only the 

route to the east. If he sur-

vived, he would not have re-

turned home before 1920 at 

the earliest. (Fig. 6) 
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The intervention in Eastern 

Siberia by Allied troops in 

support of the Czech Legion 

began in August 1918, with 

British units landing at 

Vladivostok on 3 August 1918. 

(Fig. 7) 

 

The establishment of a 

separate Field Post Office 

system came relatively late - 

on 19 August 1919, before 

which postmarks of the British 

Mission in Vladivostok are 

known and can be found on 

mail items. There was no camp 

administration by British 

troops in Russia. However, 

prisoners of war were used as 

auxiliary personnel. Prisoner-

of-war mail sent through 

British offices is very rare.  

 

(Fig. 8, 8a and 8b).  The 

postcard is inscribed as a 

prisoner-of-war item (in 

English - probably because of 

the postal route) and was sent 

from the Russian post office in 

Vladivostok via the British 

military control post - 

"PASSED VLADIVOSTOK 

British Military Control", then 

via the USA (van Dam p. 159) 

to Budapest. 

Fig. 7: A Japanese postcard showing the landing of the 

British troops. 

Fig. 8: Russian postal stationery card, written on 6 September 1918 at Spasskoe 

near Vladivostok, addressed to the Hungarian Red Cross in Budapest (to be 

forwarded to the sender's wife); receiving mark of 30 December 1918. 

Fig. 8b: This censorship cachet is as 

yet unrecorded. 

Fig. 8a: The prisoner of war asks that his wife be informed that he is well and 

that he is in Spasskoe. He also asks how his wife is. 
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As previously mentioned , the 

"FIELD POST OFFICE 201" 

postmark was not used until 

August 1919. Two different 

serials are known ("B" and 

"+") and two different 

diameters (26mm and 27mm). 

(Figs. 9 to 14) 

Fig. 11: Envelope with the British 

"FIELD POST OFFICE 201" postmark 

with serial "B", posted on 19 August 

1919 – the first day – to an address in 

London, Canada. 

Fig. 10: YMCA envelope franked with 

50 kopeks and cancelled on 1 August 

1919 at the "BRITISH MISSION 

POST OFFICE VLADIVOSTOK". The 

sender was in the 16th Infantry 

Brigade, Canadian Forces Russia. 

Fig. 9 

Inner circle 16mm Inner circle 17mm 



The British Journal of Russian Philately 110 

112 

Fig. 12: Envelope with the British 

"FIELD POST OFFICE 201" postmark 

with serial "+", diameter 26mm. The 

sender was in the "B.M.M." = British 

Military Mission in Vladivostok. Sent 

to an addressee in Manchester, 

receiving mark of 12 November 1919. 

Fig. 13: Envelope with embossed 

imprint "THE COLLEGE WEST 

AFRICA", posted In Vladivostok on 

10 October 1919, "FIELD POST 

OFFICE 201" postmark with serial 

"+", diameter 27mm. Sent by Dr. I.J. 

Ross 16th Infantry, Siberia, C.E.F. to 

Dr. Kellogg at the Battle Creek 

Sanitarium, Michigan. 

Fig. 14: Japanese Field Post letter 

card, used as a prisoner-of-war mail 

item, "FIELD POST OFFICE 201" 

postmark with serial "+", diameter 

26mm, sent on 22 March 1920 by a 

prisoner in the service of the B.M.M. 
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The British military presence 

in Eastern Siberia included not 

only national contingents 

transferred from Hong Kong; 

Canadian troops formed the 

bulk of their forces. They are 

therefore to be understood as a 

military unit consisting of two 

countries' servicemen. 

Therefore there was no 

prisoner-of-war camp 

administration, probably only 

prisoners of war employed as 

auxiliary personnel.  

(Figs. 15 to 27)  
Fig. 15: Military postcard with Canadian Field P.O. postmark "FIELD POST 

OFFICE CANADIAN SIBERIAN EXP. FORCE" - CS-1 (Type 1) dated 28 October 

1918 – the first day. The sender was a soldier in the 25th Middlesex Regt - still in 

Vladivostok. The addressee was resident in Fredericton, New Brunswick, 

Canada. 

Fig. 16: YMCA Picture postcard "Ice 

Encrusted Steamer Arriving at 

Vladivostok" with Field P.O. 

postmark CS-1, 29 October 1918 to an 

addressee in Toronto, Ontario, 

Canada. 

 

Examples with these early dates are 

only known in Whiteley for CS-2 

(Type 2). 

Fig. 17: Printed envelope "YMCA 

With H.M. ARMY & NAVY" via Field 

Post Office CS-1, 21 March 1919 with 

part-cancellation (stamp lost) to 

Toronto, Ontario, Canada. 

"Orderly Room" postmark "BASE 

DEPOT SIBERIA" - OR-1, 21 March 

1919 in purple. Earliest known date. 

 

This postmark was always used in 

conjunction with Field P.O. postmark 

CS-1. 



The British Journal of Russian Philately 110 

114 

Fig. 18: Military postcard without a Field P.O. postmark, only the "BASE DEPOT 

SIBERIA" postmark OR-1, 1 April 1919 in violet to London, Ontario, Canada. 

The sender was serving with the 6th Signal Company. 

Fig. 19: Military postcard without a Field P.O. postmark, only the "BASE DEPOT 

SIBERIA" postmark OR-1, 1 May 1919 in red to Fredericton, New Brunswick, 

Canada. The sender was at the "Omsk Headquarters 25th Middlesex Regt." 
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Fig. 20: Envelope franked with a corner marginal strip of three Russian 70 

kopek stamps cancelled with the "BASE DEPOT SIBERIA" postmark OR-1, 21 

May 1919 with the date inverted. 

Registered at Toronto, Ontario, Canada - on the front is an "R" cachet and 

registration number 99285 in blue; the back has a faint "Registered Toronto 

Canada" postmark dated 18 July 1919. Sender's "Canada YMCA Vladivostok" 

cachet with maple leaf. 

Fig. 21: The different colours of the "BASE DEPOT SIBERIA" postmark. 
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Fig. 22: YMCA printed envelope with 

Field Post Office postmark CS-1, 20 

November 1918 to Melbo(u)rne, 

Australia, censored with "DEPUTY 

CHIEF FIELD CENSOR" cachet and 

signature. Written by a soldier in the 

"Squadron R.N.W.M.P., C.E.F., 

Siberia", there is a "No … BASE 

HEADQUARTERS C.E.F. SIBERIA" 

cachet, "SIBERIA" being without 

brackets. 

Fig. 23: Front of a business letter 

franked with 4 x 2 cents King George 

V stamps cancelled by Field Post 

Office postmark CS-1 dated 12 

December 1918. There is also an 

American "Registered" cachet with 

No. 1740 and Canadian censorship 

mark "PASSED BY CENSOR 001" in 

violet, to the Submarine Base in San 

Pedro, California. 

Fig. 24: Japanese picture postcard 

"Birds of Eye View of Vladivostok No. 

3" with Field Post Office postmark CS

-1, 11 March 1919 and Canadian 

censor's cachet "007" in purple to 

Toronto, Ontario, Canada. The sender 

was in the 260th Battalion. The 

censorship cachet "012" was assigned 

to this military unit. 
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Fig. 25:  Military postcard with Field Post Office postmark CS-1, 12 January 1919 

and Canadian censorship cachet "009" in red sent to Toronto, Ontario, Canada. 

The sender was serving in "Headquarters Canadian Forces Siberia". The 

censorship cachet "002" was normally used there.  

Fig. 26: Envelope with Field Post Office postmark CS-1, 11 January 1919 and 

Canadian censorship cachet "015" in purple to Provo, Utah, but redirected as the 

addressee was at the time working as a nurse in the "Base Hospital" of the 2nd 

Division in France. Field Post Office postmark "THIRD ARMY A.P.O. 710", 18 

March 1919 and censorship cachet "PASSED AS CENSORED A.859". 
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Fig. 27: American YMCA printed 

envelope with Field Post Office 

postmark CS-1, April 1919 addressed 

to an officer in the 111th Infantry, 

28th Division, U.S.A. The addressee 

had been transferred, therefore "28th 

Div." and "U.S.A." were deleted and 

the letter sent to A.P.O. 716 in France, 

A.E.F. censor "A.3968". The 

addressee could not be found there 

and so it was returned to the "Central 

Directory Division, Pier 86 N.R., New 

York" and forwarded to a handwritten 

address with cachet "Received 

Chelsea Term RPO From A.E.F.". 

Although badly damaged, it is not 

something that one sees every day. 

Part II continues in BJRP 111, 

due for publication in 

November 2021. 
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