The 17th century was a time of great upheaval throughout Europe. Russia began to look outwards towards the West, and would undergo a series of reforms under Peter I that in many ways represented a break from the past. In England, the Puritans under the Lord Protector Cromwell were to bring war and a temporary end to the monarchy. At first glance, these events might appear to be on the whole irrelevant one another, however, a closer look reveals one case of the influence of foreign mercenaries on Peter’s transformation of Russia’s military. 

I would argue that the life experiences of Peter I and those of many European mercenaries were vital to establishing among them a common mindset, which was vital in the facilitation of any collaboration between them. This common mindset was further synchronized by Peter's exposure to the mercenaries' ideas during his formative years. It would seem that these foreign mercenaries in great part contributed to Peter’s ability to understand and recognize the problems within his military and how best to solve them. To substantiate my argument, I will outline the life experiences of one mercenary, Patrick Gordon of Auchleuchries, as well as those of Peter I.  I have also included historical items which I think are valuable in putting these individuals and their exploits and personalities within a context.  

Patrick Gordon was born in Auchleuchries, Scotland in 1635. His father was not a prominent member of the Gordon Clan, being a “younger brother of a younger house”, the Gordons of Haddo. His parents, although they had in their possession considerable lands through his mother, who was the heiress of Auchleuchries, were always in a struggle to generate enough income to support themselves. The income that was generated from these lands was cut in half when rent and mortgages were taken into consideration. This near-poverty, combined with the fact that Gordon was not the first son of his father, virtually insured that Gordon would have to make a living for himself as he would receive little, if any, of the estate (Buxhoeveden p.7).

The Gordons were pious Catholics and steadfast supporters of the Stuart dynasty and King Charles I. Their political affiliation did not make life easy for them. In 1644, civil war broke out, and the Gordons were forced to flee from their home, which temporarily interrupted Patrick’s education. Due to their religious affiliation, they were not able to attend a Scottish university, as they were considered dissidents (Buxhoeveden p.7-9).

Patrick found himself a victim of circumstance. His family was barely able to provide for itself, and their political status made it difficult for Patrick to find a vocation. There was no army for a Stuart loyalist to serve in within Scotland. Gordon was not alone in this dilemma, as many Jacobites were soldiers by profession, but without an army or leader to rally behind. The universal solution for these individuals was to become a mercenary. In the wake of past defeats, France had been the destination of many expatriated Scottish soldiers, but now the French were too busy fighting amongst themselves to wage war with their neighbors, and were not in a fiscal position to hire droves of mercenaries. Eastern Europe, however, provided ample opportunity for a soldier of fortune. Sweden was at war with Poland, Poland with Muscovy, and the Holy Roman Empire was at one point or another fighting all three (Buxhoeveden p. 9-10).

For once, fate seemed to do Gordon a favor. He learned of a ship, which was to leave Aberdeen for the Polish port of Danzig. With the knowledge that he must go to make his fortune abroad, Gordon reluctantly left his home on June 12th of June, 1651. The gravity of this decision becomes apparent when one considers that he was not to return home until 1686 (Botfield p.139). Upon arriving in Danzig, he found no work suiting his martial inclination, and decided to set out for the capital, Warsaw (Buxhoeveden p.11).


The cold and wet climate made the journey difficult. By Gordon’s  own account, ”I had knowne ffriend in any foreigne place”(sic)(Botfield p.5). However, Gordon did have family in some sense, that family being the Scots who had been scattered all over Europe by Cromwell. Gordon was directed to seek the counsel of a merchant in Posen by the name of John Lyndsey.  Lyndsey was at first skeptical of the veracity of the credentials which Gordon presented to him, and scrutinized and examined him to assure the legitimacy of his identity. However, once he was satisfied that Gordon was indeed whom he presented himself as, Lyndsey was exceptionally generous.  He gave to Gordon a greater sum of money than that which his family had been able to muster for his endeavors. He also gave his endorsement of Gordon to a local noble, Opalinsky, who was preparing to embark on a tour of Europe (Buxhoeveden p.11-12).


Gordon’s tenure with Opalinsky was short-lived, and he departed by his own will from his company in Hamburg. It is assumed that this was in relation to Gordon overhearing that a gentleman by the name of Major Gardin was recruiting for the Swedish army in the vicinity. Gordon misunderstood Gardin to be Gordon, and was very excited to meet his kinsman, in hopes that he could garner a commission from him.  Gordon was disappointed when the misunderstanding was cleared up, and related to Gardin his intention to give up and return home. Gardin gently berated Gordon, telling him that it was his responsibility to gain as much experience in the ways of war as possible in preparation for the time when the Stuarts would return with their faithful to claim their throne. It is unclear whether Gardin was a sympathizer with the Jacobite cause, or just a silver-tongued recruiter eager to enlist Gordon. What is clear, is that Gordon (with the aid of a few pints) accepted Gardin’s proposal. Despite the second thoughts that came with Gordon’s recovery after the levity of the previous night, he was reassured when Gardin reappeared with a horse and servant for his disposal (Buxhoeveden p.14-16).

Gordon underwent his baptism by fire in Sweden’s campaign against Poland in 1655 and 1656. His first stint with the Swedes was brief, but shaped Gordon into a hard, professional soldier. He fell victim to several of the epidemics that were a perpetual threat in the camps, but was lucky in avoiding the outbreaks of the plague, which ravaged so many armies of the day. He participated in many dangerous missions and received at least one serious wound. Many men died who were subjected to less than Gordon was during his first year as a soldier (Buxhoeveden p.17-18).

 He was captured by the Poles in 1656, and was given freedom by them in exchange for agreeing to serve in the Polish army. He evidently was relegated to a position behind the front lines, and occupied himself by learning Polish and engaging in a brief affair with the daughter of the local assistant governor. In time, Gordon decided to once again take up arms, and defected back to the Swedes. He was chosen for a commission as an ensign in the elite corps of Scots under a certain John Meldrum. Gordon became quite adept at the art of  “foraging” for the army and for his own profit. At the time, marauding was not looked upon as a violation of the laws of war. Gordon demanded what amounted to protection money from Polish peasants, and was known to “collect” their cattle stealthily in the night. When the peasants found their herd missing, Gordon would offer to attempt to locate them in exchange for a modest finder’s fee. With such questionable practices, Gordon was able to build a considerable amount of savings (Buxhoeveden p.18-19).


Upon receiving the news of the coronation of Charles II, Gordon resolved to return home , and inquired in a letter to his father as to the wisdom of this decision.`

His father replied that it was not feasible for Patrick to return at that time, as most of the standing army had been disbanded and very few military men were being paid (Buxhoeveden p.24).

By this time, the war in between Poland and Sweden was beginning to resolve itself into skirmishes, which did not bode well for the continuation of Gordon’s ascension through the ranks or for the continued profitability of his marauding. Many of his friends  urged him to consider the offer of an envoy of the Holy Roman Empire, who had offered him a reasonable salary with an advance payment. He was warned by some of his other comrades of the Empire’s penchant for underhandedness when the time for payment came. True to these warnings, the Roman envoy retracted part of his generous offer on orders from home. Meanwhile, an envoy of the Muscovite Tsar offered Gordon a major’s commission, higher pay and many benefits. Gordon  was further persuaded by the fact that Muscovy was still at war with the Poles, and hoped that in Muscovy he could make his fortune and return triumphantly to Scotland. 


Moscow was rapidly beginning to appear to be a deception. The pay Gordon had been promised was paid to him in copper coins, which had a value of about one-quarter its face value (Buxhoeveden p.33). Also, Gordon wrote of the attitude of Russians towards foreign strangers. He saw that they looked on he and his compatriots as a necessary evil, a company of hirelings. He saw no opportunity for advancement to high ranks and little chance for distinguishment or honor being given (steuart p.51-52).When Gordon considered leaving, he was informed that the only destination possible for him would be exile in Siberia (Dukes p.19).

Ironically, the copper in which Gordon was dubiously paid in indirectly resulted in his advancement in the ranks and standing. When a mob of rioters descended on Moscow in protest of the worthless coins, Gordon was one of the leaders of the forces that repelled them. His actions were rewarded with a promotion to Lieutenant Colonel, more agreeable lodgings, and perhaps most importantly, payment in silver coins. A further development in Gordon’s life came when he took a wife, Catherine von Bockhoven, the daughter of a Colonel in the Tsar’s  service (Buxhoeveden p.66-83).


Gordon continued to petition to be allowed to return home to Scotland. In 1665 he was allowed to serve as an envoy to Charles II, largely in the hopes that being a Jacobite, he would enjoy a warmer reception than previous Muscovite ambassadors had (Buxhoeveden p.122-123). Although he was indeed received openly by Charles, his agreement to carry  certain correspondences on the behalf of the King to the Tsar did not endear him with the court in Muscovy. He returned in 1667 with letters requesting restoration of trading privileges and the release of several Englishmen held in Russia. Perhaps on account of carrying these correspondences, he fell out of favor with the Tsar and his court. He retained his military privileges, and in 1677 was sent to the Ukraine to subjugate it, where he remained for nearly a decade (Steuart, p.54-55).

I should note that the brevity of the sources on Gordon’s activities from 1667-1677 result in a gap in his diaries during that ten-year period. Most accounts are vague, the most concise and seemingly reasonable coming from the notes in the publication of excerpts from Gordon’s diary as translated by Beriah Botfeild. He writes of Gordon, ”In the year 1670, he was sent into the Ukraine to assist in the subduing of the Cossacks… the skill and courage which he displayed may be one cause why the Tsar kept him in this province for the long period of seven years… In the year 1677 he was summoned to Moscow to answer the complaints of some troopers of his regiment…His vindication seems to have been triumphant; he was sent back to the Ukraine to take part in action against the Turks and Tatars…his successful defense… gained him high military reputation,” (Botfield p.104-105).

All these events seem to produce a picture of Gordon and the defining aspects of his personality. We see that up to this point in his life Gordon was, in one sense or another, betrayed by the royalty that he swore allegiance to. He was swindled out of money in Russian and shunned from those in power for petty reasons despite repeatedly proving himself. Perhaps hitting the closest to home was the fact that upon the coronation of Charles II, Gordon was not invited to return in triumph to his grateful Stuart King, but instead told that there was no place for him among the ranks of the King’s paltry army. Despite these offenses, Gordon did not come to resent monarchy and remained its steadfast defender. Perhaps Gordon shared the mindset of many during his age, which was that the King was infallible, and any pain inflicted on his subjects was the result of treachery among those who surrounded him.    

Now we come to our other subject, Peter I. In order to understand how Peter came to be exposed to the foreign mercenaries, among them Gordon, one must understand some of the military policies and practices of his father, Alexei Michailovich.

Tsar Alexei, although not as willing to accept foreign culture and customs as readily as his son Peter would later prove to be, realized in some part the necessity of reforming Muscovy. His awareness of this need was expressed in his desire to modernize the equipment and techniques of the military. He was impressed by the reputation of Scottish mercenaries, and was influenced by the fact that his father, Tsar Mikhail, had formed the core of his Streltsi bodyguard around Scottish mercenaries (Buxhoeveden p.28-33).

It is reasonable to assert that Alexei also favored Scots because of their loyalty to King Charles I. Alexei refused to recognize the regicidal government of Cromwell, and upon hearing of the death of Charles I, made his inclinations known in a Ukase proclaiming the expulsion f English merchants. “At the request of your sovereign, King Charles, and because of our brotherly love towards him, you were allowed  to trade  with us by virtue of letters of commerce, but it has been made known to us that you English have done a great wickedness by killing your sovereign, King Charles, for which evil deed you cannot be suffered to remain in the realm of Muscovy.” In keeping with his abbhoration of Cromwell, Jacobites were welcomed warmly (Steuart p.35-36).

Tsar Alexei ordered his agents abroad to recruit as many Scots as possible. Patrick Gordon’s recruitment was a result of this policy. He went so far as to request of Charles II that he should send 3000 officers of his army, which had been disbanded following the Restoration, to Muscovy. Alexei already had in his service two regiments under Sir Alexander Leslie, and in 1633 had sent an envoy to Scotland to raise troops for additional regiments (Steuart p.34).

Following the death of Alexei Mickailovich in 1676, a succession crisis emerged between the Nariskin and Miloslavsky families. The Tsarita Natalia , who was Alexei’s second wife, had always been resented by the children of the Tsar’s first wife Marya Miloslavsky. Chief among these was the daughter of Alexei, Sophia. Alexei’s eldest son was Fedor, assumed the throne, and soon the Nariskins in the court were removed from their positions and replaced by Miloslavskys. The effect of this was to relegate Peter, his mother and his family to the shadows of the Kremlin. In many ways this was a blessing in disguise, as Peter was free, for the most part, to develop intellectually free from the institutions that had molded previous Tsars. Peter’s only exposure to tutoring as dictated by the Tsar’s court was through that of a man named Zotov, who was instructed to teach Peter only basic literacy and memorization of the psalms. It is fortunate that Peter was able to broaden his horizons beyond this and prevent his mind from being stunted. In fact, the only apparent negative result of Zotov’s meddling was Peter’s virtually illegible handwriting (Buxhoeveden p.234-240).

At the urging of the regent Sophia, Fedor took two wives, but was not able to produce an heir. With Fedor’s health fading, and no heir apparent in the Miloslavsky line, the Nariskins began an attempt to reassert their power. They met with little resistance, as it was recognized that they would be put back in power when Peter assumed the throne. With Fedor’s death on April 27, 1782, and the acquiescence of the mentally infirm younger brother of Fedor, Ivan, Peter assumed the throne. However, the Miloslavsky family made one last desperate grasp for power. Sophia, following Fedor’s funeral, addressed the public and made the claim that Fedor had been poisoned, and that she feared the Nariskins would cause a similar fate to befall the rest of her family. This had the effect of making the populous more sympathetic towards the Miloslavsky faction, but more importantly, the Moscow Streltsi began to align themselves with the Miloslavsky cause. Having already refused to take the oath of loyalty to Peter, they openly rebelled three days after Fedor’s funeral, claiming that they had not been paid their salary by their colonels. This uprising was quelled by a compromise, but the Streltsi's hate of Peter continued to fester (Buxhoeveden p.256-258).

The Miloslavskys hatched a plot to take advantage of the Streltsi’s sentiments and pugilistic nature. On May 15, 1682 they told the Streltsi that the Nariskins had murdered Ivan. This, with the assistance of large amounts of alcohol conveniently provided to them and promises of plunder, caused them to fly into a murderous rage. The formed a mob and marched on the Kremlin. Even the production of Ivan, alive and well, could not discourage the drunken convictions of the mob (Buxhoeveden p.259-61).


The ensuing carnage was horrific. Peter’s uncle Ivan was murdered along with his adopted grandfather, Artamon Mateev. Many others were tortured and killed in the seven days following,  the anarchy being ended at Sophia’s request. A sham election was held, and it was determined that Ivan and Peter should rule jointly as Tsar, with Sophia replacing Natalia as regent. This time can be regarded almost as a sabbatical from the burdens of leadership he would later face (Buxhoeveden p.260-265) (Hughes p.9).

It can be assumed with little doubt that Peter’s impression of the Streltsi and the inclinations of the Russian military in general were affected by their brutality in this incident. It is hard to imagine Peter putting his faith and trust in an organization responsible for brutally killing several members of his immediate family. Perhaps this is yet another contributing factor to his preference of officers from abroad. Peter was required to carry out some ceremonial duties, but on the whole was left to his own devices. His circle was composed mostly of boyars, but also contained many foreigners. Chief among them were foreign mercenaries such as Gordon. Peter seemed to have a propensity for adding martial elements to traditional institutions, such as the fact that many ceremonies were followed by firing guns. He drew up regiments formed around the foreign troops that he favored (Hughes p.10-13) (Buxhoeveden p.268). 

Patrick Gordon became a favorite of Peter. Gordon became the Tsar’s chief military adviser, and had honors given to him in droves. In Gordon, Peter found a general who felt honor bound to protect his monarch because of his fierce conviction of the sacredness of monarchy.  He was often the guest of the Tsar, and sometimes given the privilege of dining alone with him. It seemed as if Gordon was finally getting the respect and prominence, which he had earned with his years of fruitful service (Hughes p.13-17) (Buxhoeveden p.266-289).

Gordon once again was sent as an envoy to England, this time to the new king, James II. He was well received by the Stuart king, who hoped to gain Gordon’s services. He respected his military prowess, and saw need for such a man in the current state of England. Gordon was given a letter from the King requesting that he should be relieved of his obligations to the Tsar.  Somehow Sophia’s agents interpreted the letter to say that James was entering into an alliance with the Turks which made the prospect of Gordon getting his wish less likely than it already was. Gordon was met with threats to he and his family from the Regent. He was told he would be reduced in rank to an ensign, and his family exiled to Siberia. Gordon had little choice but to sign a petition in which he agreed to continue in Russian service. This was Gordon’s last real attempt to be relived of Russian service. Perhaps it is just as well that Gordon did not return to England, as James II and with him official Catholicism and the Jacobites, were overthrown during the “Glorious Revolution” of 1688. Indeed, this coupled with his affection for Peter led him to remain in Russia for the remainder of his life (Buxhoeveden p.272-289).


The last great deed of Gordon’s career came when he crushed an uprising of the Streltsi, yet another attempt by the resilient Sophia to usurp power. Gordon  rode ahead to meet the rebels, who were advancing from the Lithuanian boarder, and told them that he would intercede on their behalf if they would surrender. They responded by attempting to kill him, and Gordon fled back to his troops. He ordered a march, and when his troops intercepted the rebels, called again for their surrender. They refused, and Gordon’s troops virtually annihilated them. In the aftermath, hundreds of Streltsi were executed and tortured at the orders of Peter. Some accounts claim that Peter personally carried out some of their sentences. Alexander Gordon, the son-in-law of Patrick Gordon, discredits these rumors in his diary.


Gordon fell ill in November of 1699. Peter is said to have visited him five times during the course of his rather short illness. The last two were on the day Gordon died, the Tsar not departing until Gordon’s last breath. It is said that Peter closed Gordon’s eyes, having attentively remained at the side of his bed. This bore testimony to the great respect and affection the Tsar had for Gordon (Buxhoeveden p.316-317). 

Although it is impossible to attribute Peter’s military reforms to any one person, we see in their nature the great influence foreign mercenaries had over them.  Following the 1698 Streltsi insurrection, that body, which seemed to be so unwilling to accept the fat that reform was on it way, was completely disbanded. The Streltsi were replaced by Guards regiments, which reflected their Western European counterparts of the day. One observer claimed that these regiments were fully one-third French, being composed of Huguenot expatriates. Peter formed a modern infantry force which used European linear formation and musketry by recruiting from among the serfs and peasants. Despite the fact that later in his reign Peter began to replace mercenaries with the Russians they had trained, the groundwork was clearly laid by the foreigners (Haworth p. 34-36).

Gordon and the other mercenaries whom Peter held so dear had, and would continue to exert tremendous sway over Peter's reforms by shaping his outlook on the military. Their influence can be seen in Peter’s inclinations during his formative years. It is the record his extensive visits to the Foreign Quarter that leads me to believe that much of Peter's military expertise was derived from the foreign mercenaries that lived there. He came to revere the foreign officers and their exploits, which Peter eagerly absorbed. In essence, Peter was able to live vicariously through these experienced and battle-hardened soldiers whom he considered his friends, and in doing so was able to cultivate within himself the mind of a soldier. This no doubt provided him with an extensive and formidable understanding of military matters and theory (Hughes p.10-13) (Buxhoeveden p.268).

Gordon, having come to Russia seeking his fortune, was a witness and contributor to the events that greatly changed the course of Russian history. He seemed to have found to a great degree a kindred spirit in Peter the Great, a monarch who was able to look beyond Gordon’s foreign origins to see the wealth of service he had to offer Russia. 

Perhaps it is too much to say that Russia would not have been transformed without the influence of these mercenaries, but it is obvious that they had great effect. Their knowledge was invaluable in training the Russian military how to fight in modern wars against modern armies, and their leadership was key in Russia's wars during this period (Dukes p. 22).
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