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Border service of Russia after the 1917 October revolution and the 
establishment of border forces of the Russian Federation
The situation on the Russia’s border after the 1917 October revolution made it necessary to start seeking new approaches to the problem of state border protection. The lack of enough practical experience in the work of commissars’ staff and inability of old specialists to organize activity under the new conditions made the Soviet administration accelerate establishing and maintaining Border Guard of the Russian Federation based on new principles, that helped to fight confusion, chaos and lawlessness, and at the same time to provide order in the border areas of the republic.
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Russian historians believe that before the Chief Administration of Border Guard was established in March 1918 the state border was protected by the Separate Border Corps forces. Another belief is that the border units and the frontier men simply moved into a new Soviet Border Guard establishment. 
It is high time to correct these wrong ideas. For this purpose let us examine a document that was so far unknown to most researchers of the history of frontier guard bodies. It is a letter addressed to the Deputy People’s Commissar of Treasury D.P. Bogolepov written by the heads of Frontier Guard – military commissar P. Fedotov, military chief Teterevyatnikov and head of the administration D. Logofet – on the 24 October 1918: “Chief Administration of the Frontier Guard (GUPO) reports that they cannot prepare an account of border guard activities for the period from February 27 through October 25 1917 because during that period the units previously attached to the Separate Border Guard Corps under the Rule on mobilization of border guard units were passed over to the military body and existed there as infantry and horse units that were not subordinated to the Corps Headquarters” [1]. The letter proves that from the beginning of 1917 October revolution up to the end of June 1918 there was just a body of administration of Frontier Guard in the country at that time, with no troops attached to it. 
In fact the establishing of border guard forces of the Soviet Republic within the Commissariat of Trade and Industry and protection of the state border did not begin earlier than the end of June – the beginning of July, 1918.  It was at that time when the irreversible process of establishing and developing of the Soviet Border Guard (frontier troops) began.

The letter has some signs of kidding. According to it the period of establishing of Soviet frontier guard started on the Revolution day, October 25, 1917 (old style). But it is common knowledge that the Decree of its organization was signed by the Chair of the People’s Commissars’ Council of the Russian Federation V.I. Lenin on May 28, 1918 (new style) and published only on June 14, 1918.

In this connection there are two issues to be discussed. First, whether the problem of guarding the state border was considered rather unimportant for a long time, that resulted in talking it over at great length in various Soviet bodies; or, second, if that demonstrated the lack of practical experience of the commissars’ staff and inability of the military specialists to organize work under the new conditions.

The proof of that were the subsequent reappointments in the higher echelons of the Frontier Guard, which looked like the process of deliberate finding and punishing  blameless. Thus, the minutes of the GUPO (Chief Administration of Frontier Guard) meeting dating back to 11 June, 1918 reads that “hard and abnormal conditions of service in the GUPO made it necessary to elect a delegation to the People’s Commissar (S.G. Shamshev, V.A. Rozanov, G.I. Chernetskiy), the main goal of which was to learn whose orders and what document had made G.G. Mokasey-Shibinskiy the head of the Frontier Guard [2]. On May 5, 1917 Pykhachov, the headquarters chief lieutenant-general Kononov and seven officers were removed from the Corps Headquarters. The generals retired, and the officers were moved to the military body.

Before retiring, the former Corps commander issued an order on March 6, 1917: “Has fallen ill today, unable to carry out the duties. Pass on the command of the Corps temporarily to the assistant Corps commander lieutenant-general Mokasey-Shibinskiy” [2]. Mokasey-Shibinskiy took the temporary office having the highest rank among the remaining military staff of the Administration after the Revolution. The appointment was reinforced the same day by the Treasury Minister M.I. Tereschenko.

Mokasey-Shibinskiy was temporarily in office up to April 4, 1918, when the Administration and the Headquarters of the Separate Frontier Corps were renamed GUPO (Chief Administration of the Frontier Guard), so he mechanically took the office of the chief of GUPO. No new authorities acts were issued in this respect. Mokasey-Shibinskiy used pre-revolutionary methods of administration in the organization of the service. When the servicemen committee demanded checking the staff appointments, he strongly opposed that. 

In August 1918 the Highest Qualification Board made a conclusion about G.G.Mokasey’s unreliability, and he was removed from his office of the Head of GUPO on September 6, 1918 (under the order No A-451 of People’s Commissariat of Trade and Industry) and appointed the advisor to the People’s Commissar of Trade and Industry on the problems of border guard. Chief of the border and korchma supervision department S.G. Shamshev was temporarily appointed head of GUPO [4].
In fact, the removal of G.G. Mokasey-Shibinskiy from office was initiated by the military commissars P.F. Fedotov and V.D. Frolov, who noted in the letter to the People’s Commissar of Trade and Industry on August 13, 1918: “On the 7th of August the Highest Qualification Board received the candidates’ papers on members of the military-administrative staff of the GUPO – chief of Administration G.G. Mokasey-Shibinskiy, his assistants G.G.Popov and V.Y. Teterevyatnikov and revision men A.K. Krenke and D.N. Logofet. Today the Highest Qualification Board reports disapproval of candidates Mokasey-Shibinskiy, Popov and Krenke, and  Teterevyatnikov and Logofet are approved from the technical point of view”[5]. The letter was obviously the result of the ruling  issued by the chair of the Highest Qualification Board Y. Egorov to GUPO: “The candidate G.G. Mokasey-Shibinskiy should be rejected on the basis of the data presented in the minutes No 1 of the joint sitting of GUPO military commissars and the delegation elected by the united meeting of the Administration staff dated back to the 21 of June, 1918. Candidates G.G. Popov and A.K. Krenke are rejected in accordance with the personal application of commissar V. Frolov” [6]. 

Another letter addressed to the People’s Commissar by commissars P.F. Fedotov and V.D. Frolov reads: “Before we were appointed commissars of GUPO, G.G. Mokasey-Shibinskiy did nothing to distribute the work among the staff of the Chief Administration to organize border protection. To be more exact, the GUPO itself was found to be disorganized because the chief of Administration did not take necessary and proper measures to evacuate the Administration servicemen and their possessions from Petersburg to Moscow as soon as possible as well as to man new Administration staff. As it turned out, the bulk of the staff did not meet the requirements of the frontier guard being established at that time and slowed down the proper manning of the GUPO staff. The work of the Administration was not done properly until our appointment, the proof of which was the introduction of temporary staff list only in August 1918” [7]. In other words, the evacuation of GUPO from Petersburg to Moscow started in March 1918 and was over in half a year – at the end of August.

The GUPO commissar from NKT and P, member of GUPO directorate N.K. Budkovskiy took the part of P.F. Fedotov and V.D. Frolov. In his report to the deputy People’s Commissar of trade and industry he noted, “In order to make the work to organize border protection more successful, it is necessary to make some changes among the leading staff of the Administration. G.G. Mokasey-Shibinskiy, the present chief of GUPO, may be offered to submit a retirement application, or may be removed from office, the formal reason of which was the disapproval decision of the Highest Qualification Board concerning his candidature. The vacant office should be taken by his assistant V.Y. Teterevyatnicov, and the office of the assistant GUPO Chief – by Shamshev. 
The retirement of G.G.Mokasey-Shibinskiy would ease the atmosphere of dissatisfaction and mistrust on the part of the Chief Administration members towards the commanding officers” [8].

These examples illustrate rather complicated procedure of the removal from office of high-rank members of frontier guard service. It is worth to pay special attention that the process involved democracy (the co-workers’ opinion was taken into account), decisions of various bodies (Highest Qualification Board, Military Commissars’ Board, People’s Commissariat of Military Affairs and People’s Commissariat of Trade and Industry), and the political party initiative and monitoring on the part of military commissars P.F. Fedotov and V.D. Frolov.

In the period between the February and October Revolutions G.G. Mokasey-Shibinskiy had a number of conflicts with the members of administration of the Separate Frontier Corps and the Committee of the Corps members. During the evacuation of GUPO from Petersburg to Moscow in March 1918 some of the leading members of the Chief Administration did not move to the new capital-city. The head of GUPO (G.G. Mokasey-Shibinskiy) allowed all of them not to leave Petersburg under various false excuses. This category included, for example, the assistant head of GUPO G.G. Popov, the head of the booking office Kubitskiy, the sanitary inspector Guriyev, the head of construction office Karostygin [9].

After the retirement from the office of the head of GUPO in the middle of September the G.G. Mokasey-Shibinskiy’s apartments were searched. Having found nothing illegal at his place, the searchers seized the tzar’s awards, belonging to G.G. Mokasey-Shibinskiy (orders and medals) and three bottles of wine. In his letter addressed to the Chief administrator of the Peoples’ Commissariat of Trade and Industry, Grigoriy Grigoriyevich humbly asked to give his awards back to him due to his family’s poor financial status, or to provide money compensation of their cost – about 1500 rubles [10]. The assistant Peoples’ Commissar of Trade and Industry Y. Kasperovich tried to protect G.G. Mokasey-Shibinskiy, who became persona non grata [11].
After the removal from office of the head of GUPO G.G. Mokasey-Shibinskiy was for some time appointed an advisor to the Peoples’ Commissar of trade and industry concerning border issues. On the 15th of February 1919 G.G. Mokasey-Shibinskiy and two other advisors to the Peoples’ Commissar of trade and industry were dismissed from Peoples’ Commissariat because of staff reduction. The dismissal order read that “during his service in the Commissariat G.G. Mokasey-Shibinskiy carried out his duties well” [12].
After the final dismissal from the Peoples’ Commissariat G.G. Mokasey-Shibinskiy’s personal file was directed to the Peoples’ Commissariat of military affairs. His further life story remains unknown.

Mokasey-Shibinskiy’s retirement was the result of democratic changes that were introduced into Russia’s society on a large scale at that time. Today it is quite clear that in law enforcement structures similar practice should be limited even in the most democratic states, and it must be specifically pre-conditioned.

After the revolution the democratic processes in the Armed forces and Frontier Guard of the Russian federation were not continuous. The civil war that began at that period and democracy, especially in the army, could not go well together.

Thus, for example, the telegram of the Military-Revolutionary Committee at the Headquarters dating back to the 30th of November, 1917 signed by Boyarskiy (the chairman) and Polukarov (the secretary), directed to the Central Executive Committee, contained the Draft on  democratization of the army, which read: “All power within a military unit belongs to a corresponding soldiers’ committee.

Operation-combat unit, provision unit, medical unit and others remain attached to former bodies under the control of committees and commissars that have the powers to approve directives and orders of these bodies.

Officers’ and class posts, ranks and awards are annulled and from now on awards are not allowed to be issued. Wearing of medals and orders is cancelled, except Georgiev Crosses and medals that are allowed to be worn.

Wearing of shoulder straps is cancelled. 

The commanding personnel in charge shall wear a sleeve stripe with the corresponding inscription, for instance, N’s regiment commander. 

The commanding staff, officials and commanders including regiment commanders shall be elected.

Commanders of higher posts up to the Commander-in-Chief included are elected by corresponding Assemblies or meetings of the corresponding committies.

Dismissed officials or commanding personnel, or those not elected, are made legally equal to the soldiers of the revolutionary army. 

Reserve to posts is cancelled [13].
But soon it became clear that that kind of approach had the most negative effect on the process of establishing of the Red Army and Border Guard. To change the situation, order of Revolutionary Military Council No 215 of November 7, 1918, announced throughout GUPO, and order No 27 of March 31, 1919 directed  that “the election base when appointing to the commanding posts opposes the existing common practice and makes harm to the formation of the army, and, consequently, must not take place” [14]. 

In fact, 1918 was the year under the slogan of “democratization” of the Red Army and Border Guard, which is absurd in itself, especially at the outskirts of the country, where the process was characterized as okhlocracy. The Soviet literature and historiography called that year the year of “partizanshchina”. This negative phenomenon was also partially typical for frontier guard bodies in the regions. 

The history of frontier guard of that period is rich in the examples of opposition between the commanders, commissars and soldiers, cases of mass disobedience and execution without trial, violation of basic rules of behavior and subordination.

One of the GUPO documents there was the following characteristics of the situation on the border in 1918: “The former frontier guard disappeared together with the end of war because of the complete demobilization. The absence of special units of frontier guard along the demarcation line resulted in hard situation with violence and robberies that was characterized as the saddest and incredible one [15]. 

More often than not the border itself was just an imaginable thing. Thus, for instance, the frontier region commander Tikhomirov reported to the 3-rd border circuit commander E.G. Medvedev that “the Ukrainian guerrillas occupied our territory’s posts.  They do not let our border guards  pass and stop them from carrying out their duties” [16]. 

Such situations were inevitable. They were due to the actions of the people having nothing to do with the Soviet border guard. Many other circumstances added to the effect and made the hard enough situation on the state border even worse. Here border guards themselves or other representatives of Soviet power in the regions were involved.

Thus, in autumn 1918 the leadership of the 1-st border surcuit informed the Center that “the plenary meeting of Onezhsk executive committee ruled to dismiss the Onezhsk post of the Belomorsk Region and change it to the Red Army. The head of the Onezhsk post comrade Roman was arrested by the executive committee. The reasons for the dismissal of the post and the arrest of comrade Roman remain unknown. Investigation is being conducted by the circuit” [17].
Among the border guards and Red army personnel there were people who were far from being an ideal model of terrifying and uncorrupted guard of the border. For example, the application of October 19, 1918 written by a stonemason S.E. Teryokhin and addressed to the head of one of the border regions of the 3-rd border circuit contained: “We had to pass through six barrier detachments (of the Red Army) along one road, and every detachment considered it its duty to take something away from us. Finally, our team arrived in Bryansk empty. And wagon trains with contraband are accompanied by the Red Army men. German patrols are paid 5 rubles per pound for it, and the Unechsk authorities take 8 rubles per pound. Even the Ukrainian “agreed” perform their duty much better than that” [18].
In March 1919 disturbances took place in Minsk, organized by the 2nd border battalion, the bulk of which consisted of partisans. The main reason of these events was partisans’ dissatisfaction with the commissars, who divided people into Moscow ones, reliable, and Mogilyov ones, unreliable [19]. 
Confusion, turmoil and lawlessness, taking the whole border areas, were made worse by interagency problems that very often took the forms of interpersonal conflicts. Various Soviet officials tried directing the structures that did not come within their jurisdiction.

For example, as it follows from the Head of the 1st border circuit report to GUPO in October 1918, the chairman of Sebezhsk board on refugees Hilinskiy interfered into the affairs of border guard, dared to give orders to the  border guard sentries and even to the head of the sub region. Hilinskiy tried as well to regulate the activities of the customs supervision and of the head of the railway station [20].
The original requirements for border guards were professionalism and discipline.  One of the circular letters sent by GUPO to border circuits in autumn 1918 read: “Well trained and disciplined units must be engaged to guard borders. The interests of the Republic demand it for the purpose to protect the country either from the approach of field troops and from any possible accidents of military character, especially to avoid border incidents that are often pregnant with political consequences.

Border supervision is a very complicated thing and it differs from the army duties. Units with poor discipline rather learn than serve cannot perform border supervision and only provoke endless misunderstandings with neighbors who are extraordinarily sensitive to the violations of rules of their border life and their territories” [21].
This circular letter expresses concern of the border agency administration about the situation on the border and the shift of accent from the economical to the political constituent of guarding the state border that became a priority one in the 20s of the XX century.

For instance, the letter of deputy Peoples’ Commissar of trade and industry written by Bronskiy on October 4, 1918 to the Peoples’ Commissar of military affairs characterizes the activities of Soviet power authorities at the Ukrainian border (on the territory of the 3rd border circuit) badly, as “the activities of the authorized bodies disgraceful for the Soviet Republic, and some representatives of local authorities assisting dishonest elements in the border area” [22]. The letter also contained the idea about fighting local misuse of power and overcoming interagency separation on the border”. It stressed that border policy must be determined by the central power, and the local authorities must act within this policy limits.  

To establish basic order in the border area the interagency commission with wide powers was set up, where Commissar N.K. Budkovskiy was delegated as the representative from NKT and P. The interagency commission was entrusted the power to bring all guilty persons despite their position to disciplinary responsibility and military tribunal. 

But the repression measures were not the only way of establishing order in the border area. Thus, it is obvious from the report of the head of the 1st border division of April 8, 1919 that the rifleman of the 2nd platoon 7th company of the 3rd border regiment Dmitry Matveyev, having rejected the offered bribe, detained the former head of the 15th post Kiselyov; rifleman Dmitry Medvedev helped Matveyev detain Kiselyov. Noting such actions as subject to praise and as a vivid example of conscious, incorrupt  and honest attitude to their duties and devotion to the revolution, the Military Council of border troops ruled: to announce gratitude to riflemen Matveyev and Medvedev and make it public in all companies, squadrons and commands [23].
Along with the individual reward collective stimulation was common. For example, the order around border troops No 39 of May 17, 1919 announced gratitude to the 12th rifle border regiment (3rd border division). There in particular was stated that “the 12th rifle border regiment was directed to the region of the towns Fastov, Belaya Tserkov’ and Motovilikha Station to clear the region from Petlura bands of ataman Gonchar. The regiment executed its task to the utmost degree. During the seizure of Motovilikha Station a small part of the regiment supported by the armored train fought fiercely against the superior bandit forces for three hours long. As a result, the adversary was defeated, and we got hold of 10 machine-guns. On behalf of the service I announce gratitude to the regiment commander, the commissar, the commanding officers and all riflemen-border guards for their selfless and conscious service for the sake of the Soviet Republic” [24].
The reason for drawbacks in guarding the border and for low level of discipline was not only the so much mentioned “partisanship”, but also weak administration activities of the commanding staff. Thus, the order No 23 around the border guard of October 9, 1918 read as follows: “When inspecting the 1st border guard circuit great chaos in documentation was revealed that manifested itself mainly in the lack of corresponding records and their incompleteness.

Not to mention the lack of such important documents as the list of weapons, their spare parts, etc., in some units of the circuit there are no even lists of possessions, the formation of which requires no special training and any even inexperienced person can be charged with responsibility to perform that.

The lack of records and their incompleteness demonstrate rather irresponsible, close to criminal, attitude to work both on the part of the circuit head and of other servicemen.

Sorry to say, the above mentioned persons did not even try to have a look into the necessary journals and books. 

Most of the commanders had previously served in the border guard or in the military office, which is obviously the proof of the fact that they are aware of all kinds of records and accounts.

GUPO reminds that according to the Order of the Peoples’ Commissar of military affairs the army should be trained with respect to the present regulations up to the time when new regulations concerning army training are issued, which is very hard and time consuming job, all parts and articles that are not appropriate to the new life conditions in the Russian Federation being excluded from the now existing regulations” [25]. 

So, the changed situation on the border and approaches to guarding the state border, misbalancing of the system of guarding the state border made the Soviet administration speed up the establishing and manning the Border Guard of the Russian Federation based on new principles. It was necessary to overcome lawlessness and anarchy that overwhelmed the whole border areas.
The administration activity of the commanding staff of the border guard at the beginning of its establishing in the regions was characterized as weak and inadequate. No wonder why the original requirements to border guards were now discipline and professionalism.

It is also worth noting that disagreement in the actions of government authorities and law enforcement bodies in the border areas made interagency conflicts worse, provoked confusion and chaos in managing guarding of the border and contributed to establishing no basic order in the border territories.
The beginning of the Civil War, economic and political isolation of the Soviet Russia served as a foundation for the shift of priorities from the economical to the political guarding of the state border. The means of achieving that were the centralization of state border guard issues, raising the level of requirements and personal responsibility of managers at all stages of border administration. 
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