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Three Interesting Covers from the British Military in  

North Russia, Siberia and the Baltic 

Howard L. Weinert 

Although they were wartime 

allies several times, Great 

Britain and Russia fought each 

other during the Crimean War 

and the Russian Civil War. 

Here are two examples from 

the British intervention in the 

Russian Civil War, and one 

from the Baltic theatre in the 

Crimean War. All three have 

interesting letters. The first 

item is a cover (Fig. 1) sent to 

New Barnet, England by 

George Alban Simmons (1895-

1985) who served with the 

Royal Army Medical Corps in 

Arkhangelsk. It is postmarked 

ARMY POST OFFICE P. B. 2 

(in Arkhangelsk) on 22 

February 1919, with a censor’s 

signature and oval X20 

handstamp. The letter to his 

father is dated 21 February: 

 

“I am glad to say that at last a 

regular sleigh route has been 

opened between here[1] and 

Murmansk and we now have a 

weekly service of mails to and 

from that place. Perhaps it will 

be more correct to say that we 

shall have, as the new 

arrangements start tomorrow. 

This letter will be the first sent 

by this route and before it 

reaches you it will have 

travelled several hundreds of 

miles by dog or reindeer sleigh 

before it even gets loaded on a 

ship at Murmansk. Navigation 

even to Economia Point[2] has 

finished now and the 

icebreakers push for about 10 

yards and get frozen in again, 

before they can get a start. 

Imagine ice from 6 feet to 10 

feet deep. Regular sleigh 

routes are open between most 

of the outlying districts, and 

proper posting points, where 

there are wigwams and a 

change of reindeer, are 

available on the journey. The 

Boss has gone today to an 

island (which figured in the 

operations here last August) 

named Modugski[3] in the 

White Sea. It is a good way 

away and the winter trail is not 

particularly well marked so I 

must say I don’t envy him the 

journey. He is well armed in 

case of wolves so I suppose he 

will come back safely. 

 

I think I shall be homeward 

bound in a month or two. I 

have since found out from the 

Records Office that a return of 

all 1914/15 men eligible for 

release had to be telegraphed 

to England, and they had 

questioned my eligibility. 

When you think of the date 

that I left home in 1915 you 

can see that it was a pretty 

near thing. This office is 

getting snowed in with 

demobilisation forms and 

returns etc. and I am really 

inclined to wish that the 

Fig. 1 

[1] Arkhangelsk was frozen in by January, so the weekly mail travelled 300 miles (5-6 days) by sleigh to Soroka, then by 

train to Murmansk, which was ice-free.  [2] A new port 16 miles from Arkhangelsk. It was destroyed in January 1917 by a 

massive munitions explosion.  [3] Mudyug Island is 30 miles north of Arkhangelsk. At the beginning of August 1918, the 

Allies had to neutralise a Bolshevik battery on the island so that their ships could reach Arkhangelsk. Afterwards they 

established an internment camp on the island for Bolshevik prisoners. 
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blooming war was not 

finished. Last Sunday I spent 

the whole of the afternoon and 

most of the evening 

interviewing each of the units 

separately and filling in their 

forms and learning all their 

past family history. 

 

I think I asked you in my last 

letter to keep an eye on the 

Daily Picture Papers for snaps 

of the old Sanitary Section. 

Well, the paper which will 

probably print them will be the 

‘Illustrated London News.’ The 

Boss has posted by this mail 

about six prints which they 

will probably make use of. I 

did the actual taking of all but 

one of the pictures. Therefore, 

I am only on one of them, and 

that is the one where the 

Sanitary Section (some of it) is 

leaning against the fence by 

the billet (Fig. 2). The 

temperature was so low (even 

though the sun was shining 

brilliantly) that I could barely 

manage to take the cap off the 

camera. I am enclosing one or 

two more snaps with this 

letter, which will help to swell 

the collection. No. 1 is taken 

from the government house 

and shows the Archangel town 

hall (the Arkhangelsk 

gorodskaya duma) on the left, 

and one of the several fire 

stations on the right. A 

toboggan run (Fig. 3)has been 

erected close to this town hall, 

and the top reaches nearly 

three quarters of the way up 

the tower. The gradient is so 

steep that you run along a 

perfectly level road nearly the 

length of Woodville Rd (to St. 

Marks) and then you reach 

another big dip which rushes 

Fig. 2: Simmons and other RAMC soldiers.  

Fig. 3: Simmons’ photo in the Illustrated London News. 
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you right far out over the 

Dvina.[4]  No. 2 was taken from 

the bridge of the City of 

Marseille[5] while on the high 

seas. You can just notice a few 

men about with their life belts 

on. The rest of the crew are 

probably ‘busy’ downstairs, 

just longing for a tin fish to 

pop up and finish them off. 

 

Now about the stamps. The 

registered letter you 

mentioned has not turned up 

yet, and if you have not posted 

it, I think you had better hold 

on to the good stamps. It is a 

case of throwing pearls before 

Russians. So far, my efforts at 

sale and exchange have not 

met with any great degree of 

success, but I have not started 

my campaign in earnest yet. I 

am enclosing one or two 

specimens which I hope you 

may be able to make use of. 

There are four rather nice 

specimens of the 7 rouble 

(imperf.). Also, three 

specimens of the 3.50 but 

unfortunately I could not get 

hold of any of the imperf. 

issue. The 40 pfennig German 

I take to be a German war 

stamp. I have not seen a copy 

before. The three German 

surcharged Belgians are not 

new to you, but I got them for 

a few kopecks, as I don’t think 

that specimens appear in my 

collection. Do you recognise 

the Finnish stamp? I don’t 

know it. 

 

As it is now impossible to send 

or take more than a few 

roubles out of the country, I 

shall spend my spare cash on 

unused Russian stamps. What 

the dickens is the stamp 

surcharged ‘Dardanelles 1 

piastre?’ I have got one or two 

Russian surcharged China in 

tow and there are several 

others which Master Tarasoff
[6] will have to disgorge in the 

very near future. Our English 

postage due seems to be 

unknown. I priced them as 

follows: 60k (½d), 40 (1d), 50 

(2d), 1.20 (5d) and shall hope 

to do business in a day or two.” 

 

The second item is a cover 

(Figs. 4 and 5) sent from Omsk 

to London by Captain James 

[4] Arkhangelsk is on the right bank of the Dvina River, near its mouth.  [5] British troops were transported to Murmansk on 

this ship. Torpedoes (tin fish) were a constant threat.  [6] A stamp dealer in Arkhangelsk.  

Arthur Boulton (1895-?), 

Quartermaster of the 25th 

Battalion, Middlesex Regiment 

(Fig. 6). It was postmarked in 

Omsk on 24 March 1919, with 

a circular handstamp of the 

Omsk military censor on the 

front, and a two-line 

handstamp on back reading 

EXAMINED BY MILITARY 

CENSORSHIP/COURT 

COUNCILLOR GINGST. The 

latter handstamp was also 

applied to each page of the 

letter. This cover travelled east 

through Vladivostok. The 25th 

(Garrison) Battalion of the 

Middlesex Regiment (800 

Figs. 4 and 5 
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men) was stationed in Hong 

Kong and Singapore in 1917. It 

arrived in Vladivostok on 3 

August 1918 (Fig. 7), and in 

Omsk on 18 October. The 

letter is dated 22 March 1919 

and is addressed to Private A. 

O. Crane who had returned to 

England before the battalion 

left Hong Kong for Siberia. On 

the date of this letter, King 

George V awarded Boulton the 

Order of the British Empire for 

his service in Siberia. 

 

“After many days, I have 

received your photo and also 

your p.p.c. for New Year. One 

chap here got a letter the other 

day which was posted in 1917, 

so yours has in comparison 

had a quick passage. You were 

not far out in your reckoning 

as to when the war would be 

over. Only that we are under 

orders to move to Vladivostok
[7], I would ask your aid in 

naming a date for our return to 

England.  

 

I suppose you will have had 

some description of Siberia 

and the sort of time we have 

been enjoying from the facile 

pen of our ‘mutual friend’ 

Moorby.[8]  The Q.M. stores 

have on the whole been doing 

themselves well, though our 

staff completely changed, 

invalided I think they must 

have eaten too heartily for the 

amount of exercise they had. I 

am sending this through 

Russian Post so that you will 

get the stamps. They are I 

believe rather good – 

unperforated on account of 

plant having been ruined by 

Bolsheviks, so t’is said. It is 

still cold here, about 20o of 

frost now. The air is really very 

nice, dry and bright, and we 

can go out now and not get our 

eye lids frosted over. Moorby 

has had his face and ears 

bitten on several occasions but 

is luckily none the worse as he 

rendered friction to affected 

parts without delay. 

 

It will be summertime when 

you receive this. Perhaps you 

will be out boating, drifting 

Fig. 6: Boulton is seated in the last chair on the right. 

[7] It is odd that this military information was not removed by the censors. The battalion left Omsk for Vladivostok on 27 

March 1919 and returned to England in September.  [8] Quartermaster Sergeant Henry P. Moorby. 
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lazily down the Thames when 

this arrives, telling tall but true 

stories to the nicest girl in all 

London. Depend upon it, there 

is no greater pleasure in the 

world than courting. Now that 

I am bordering on the 

frivolous, I had better stop or I 

may become foolish.” 

 

The third item is a cover (Fig. 

8) sent by Edward Gennys 

Fig. 7: 25th Battalion, Middlesex Regiment in Vladivostok on 3 August 1918. 

Fanshawe (1814-1906), captain 

of the Royal Navy ship HMS 

Cossack in the Baltic during 

the Crimean War. It was 

postmarked on arrival in 

London on 12 August 1855. 

The letter is headed Cossack.[9]

Nargen.[10] July 31st 1855 and is 

addressed to his father:[11]  

 

“I wrote to you by the last mail 

a sketch of what we were doing 

in the direction of 

Fredrikshamn [12] and Kotka.
[13] We then hoped to get some 

mortar-boats within range of a 

large military station on the 

island of Hogforsholm,[14] but 

though we found our 

information was upon the 

whole correct, and the fort (an 

old Swedish one mentioned in 

Murray’s hand-book,[15] and 

recently renewed with 

[9] A wooden 20-gun screw corvette originally built for the Russian navy but confiscated once the Crimean War began. 

Launched in May 1854, part of the Baltic fleet and under the command of Capt. Fanshawe from Aug. 1854 to Aug. 1855.  
[10]Nargen Island, off the coast of Estonia near Revel, was occupied by the British and served as an anchorage for part of 

the fleet.  [11]Lt. Gen. Edward Fanshawe (1785-1858) of the Royal Engineers was a Companion of the Order of the Bath 

(C.B.).  [12]A city on the southern coast of Finland about halfway between Helsinki and St. Petersburg. It was bombarded by 

the Cossack on 21 July 1855.  [13]An island off the southern coast of Finland southwest of Fredrikshamn, connected to the 

mainland by a bridge. It was occupied by the British on 26 July 1855.  [14]An island near Kotka.  [15]Murray’s Hand-Book 

for Northern Europe, published in 1849.  
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barracks by the Russians) was 

there, yet it was out of range 

and therefore that part of our 

operations could not take 

place. We however got up on 

the west side of Kotka to the 

bridge which our leader 

Vansittart[16] burnt, and the 

Cossack’s business was to 

guard the causeway and 

passage to prevent field 

artillery or riflemen getting 

across so as to molest the 

gunboats and mortar-vessels 

in their departure from their 

position which was to be past 

the east side of Kotka to the 

Northward. We accordingly 

anchored 534 yards from the 

causeway and the first 

operation was then 

successfully performed, viz. 

the destruction of all that 

Kotka contained of military 

buildings, of which there were 

a great number. The next 

morning all went round the 

island to the Eastward except 

Cossack which stayed in 

charge of the causeway and 

bridge, and they found as 

before mentioned that they 

could not reach the fort though 

they got a good view of it and 

the red iron roofs and yellow 

washed sides of the new 

buildings inside. We remained 

2 nights and the intervening 

day in our station. The first 

night nothing stirred except 

my gig[17] and self who were at 

the bridge watching. The next 

day 2 or 3 reconnoitering 

parties came down and were 

each warned off by a shot. I 

therefore was more anxious for 

the next night and landed my 

marines to occupy the tete-de-

pont[18] an old Swedish work 

continued round to the 

westward by an earthwork 

apparently, from the 

sharpness of the angles, of this 

year’s construction. The boom-

boats with their two 12-pound 

howitzers were close to them 

to fire away and if necessary 

embark them, and the ship’s 

broadside and rocket-boat, 

with the 24-pound Congreve,
[19] would have given a warm 

reception to the enemy if they 

had tried to cross. I think they 

shewed great want of 

enterprise in not trying to 

dislodge the ship altogether for 

they had a fine military road 

connecting the two stations 

and passing over the bridge, 

and on the north side a rising 

ground strewed with immense 

boulders and wooded, so that 

if they had brought down their 

field guns during the day and 

levelled the ground for them to 

be brought up to the brow of 

the hill, they could have 

opened upon us at dusk 

without much risk of our being 

able to silence them. However, 

nothing was done and we 

returned next day to Hogland.
[20] In addition to the 

destruction of so much 

valuable government property, 

I think the moral effect of large 

ships penetrating so far into 

their inner waters must do 

good. 

 

Something is to be done this 

week at Sveaborg [21] with the 

mortar and gunboats. The 

former will I believe be placed 

on a curve about 4000 yards 

from the centre of the fortress 

and blaze away. I do not 

believe that it is part of the 

plan that the ships take an 

active part but anchor outside 

the mortars as a support. 

There will only be 6 or 7 sail of 

the line including blocks and 

frigates, Cossack, and paddles. 
[22] 

 

Today has set in foggy and raw 

with a swell from the Eastward 

and a low glass so the 

Fig. 8 

 [16]Captain of the Magicienne. The bridge was burned on 26 July.  [17]A small boat.  [18]Bridgehead.  [19]A rocket.  [20]An 

island 25 miles south of Kotka where the detachment’s headquarters were located.  [21]A fortified island near Helsinki, 

bombarded from 9 to 11 August.  [22]Paddle-wheel ships. 
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operation will not take place 

for a day or two. I fear that this 

may be the first indication of 

the breakup of the season, 

which the Baltic cruisers of last 

year expected to take place 

about the third week in 

August. 

 

The fleet seems, I think, to be 

in very good order and 

everything to work well. Those 

at Cronstadt [23] growl at the 

monotony and absence of 

active service. George Elliot [24] 

will be frantic when he hears 

that there is to be a Sveaborg 

expedition without the James 

Watt. [25] All our chiefs 

including the Capt. of the fleet 

are very popular and much 

respected, and I can add my 

immediate senior officer 

Yelverton [26] who is a first-rate 

man – I should say worth a 

dozen N-----s, [27] as he only 

allows his merits to appear by 

his acts. He has moreover the 

most agreeable manners of any 

man I know. I shall be sadly 

disappointed if there is a 

shuffle of the cards removing 

me from his detachment. I am 

sorry to find that it is not 

expected that we shall get 

Sebastopol [28] this year. Of 

course, what is going to be 

done ought not to be spread 

abroad beyond our own circle. 

Ever your affectionate son, E G 

Fanshawe.” [29] (Fig. 10)  

Fig. 9: Fanshawe’s painting of Kotka bridge showing HMS Cossack. 

Fig. 10: Fanshawe in 1888.  

[23]The main Russian naval base, near St. Petersburg. [24]Captain of the James Watt. [25]A ship in the Baltic fleet. [26]Capt. 

Yelverton commanded the division which included the Cossack. [27]Admiral Sir Charles Napier, commander of the Baltic 

Fleet until the end of 1854. [28]The allied armies entered Sevastopol on 12 September 1855. [29]Admiral Sir Edward Gennys 

Fanshawe (1814-1906), Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the Bath, joined the Royal Navy in 1828, became commander-

in-chief of the North American station in 1870, President of the Royal Naval College Greenwich in 1875, and commander-

in-chief of Portsmouth naval base in 1878. He was an accomplished artist and a Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society. 

This letter is quoted on pages 325-327 of Admiral Sir Edward Gennys Fanshawe G.C.B. A Record. Notes – Journals – 

Letters (1904). 


