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The Czar’s British Squadron

Through Oliver Locker Lampson, a
Conservative and Unionist MP, an
organisation was established in

October 1914, including a headquarters at
48 Dover Street, Piccadilly, and a depot at
Wormwood Scrubs. Vehicles including
Lanchesters, Seabrooks and Rolls Royces
were commandeered, fitted with
strengthened rear axles, and provided
with an armoured body and turret which
gave circular vision for its machine gun.

Within ADM 1/8403/428 is
correspondence in which Locker Lampson
guaranteed a sum of £20,000 to equip a squadron of armoured cars for use on the continent
under the control of the RNAS.2 However, soon after, a heavy armoured car based on the
Seabrook (and later the Pierce-Arrow) lorry chassis was designed, mounting a three-
pounder gun which could destroy enemy vehicles and artillery positions. Locker Lampson
supplied his own Rolls Royce to fight at the front. An agreement was reached with the
leadership of the Ulster Volunteer Force to provide additional funding, men and rifles for
the Armoured Car Squadron and several of the armoured cars were named after Ulster place
names. The squadron arrived in Flanders but were unable to carry out their primary role of
support for the RNAS aircraft because of conditions on the western front.3

ADM 1/8433/267 shows the squadron at its typical, heroic best with a letter of thanks
from the Belgian Cavalry Division for Number 15 Squadron’s support during the
occupation of Knocks-Labiettehoek in Belgium during August 1915. The squadron used
their machine guns to inflict a bombardment on the German trenches and their Hotchkiss
three-pounder gun to destroy a German blockhouse. The file also contains a map of the
encounter.4

Because of the changing nature of warfare in the Western theatre the RNACD was
threatened with disbandment but Locker Lampson was able to exploit changing
circumstances. The allies, to demonstrate solidarity, had sent various contingents to fight
with each other’s armies, and a Russian brigade was serving in France. In late 1915 Locker
Lampson was made aware of a Belgian armoured car squadron that had been sent to Russia
and quickly volunteered his own squadron for service with the Czar’s armies. Soon an
exchange of views with the Russian Imperial General Headquarters, STAVKA, resulted in
an agreement whereby the Admiralty provided the men and equipment while the Russians
were responsible for all expenses, including pay at existing rates. Locker Lampson’s unit
now became the Russian Armoured Car Division RNAS; and in Russia the British
Armoured Car Division.5

Included in their establishment
was a Rolls Royce armoured car,
while the Commander possessed a
Rolls Royce for his own use. The
records of the force are insufficiently
detailed to enable us to follow the
two Rolls Royces through all the
vicissitudes of the campaigns
extending from the White Sea to the
Persian frontier. However, there is
enough information available to
indicate that these cars upheld the
reputation they had gained in other

theatres of war. The information contained within a Rolls Royce promotional booklet of
Commander Locker Lampson’s car is well worth reciting. Delivered in January 1915, it was
in constant use during training in England. In March it was sent to France until the end of
October, followed by another spell of service at home. The following June 1916 saw it in
Russia, where it was disembarked at Archangel and sent by train to Vladikavkas. It was
driven over the Caucasus to Erzurum, over terrain without roads and then took part in
operations against the Kurds.6

On one occasion the car was ambushed and had to run the gauntlet for over five miles,
but with the exception of a few bullet holes through the body, no harm was sustained. Next,
the car was in Odessa, from whence it was shipped to Romania and worked in appalling
conditions. The Parson’s chains were never off the rear wheels. It was used daily during the
Dobrudja retreat and seems to have been used for towing other cars and lorries out of
trouble. After the Romanian defeat the force wintered at Tiraspol (now Moldova), where the
Rolls Royce was in use in snow. Later it accompanied the Commander to Galicia (Western
Ukraine), where it took part in the operations connected with General Brusiloff’s great
offensive and retreat. A record of the car’s travels had been kept, and at the end of the
campaigns it had covered over 53,000 miles - yet all the repairs necessary during the
prolonged period it was in use amounted to a new ball-race in one of the front wheels and
a pair of new front springs.7

During the summer months of 1917, Locker Lampson and his squadron had ample
opportunity to observe the meltdown of the Russian armed forces at first hand. Within ADM
116/1626 are eloquent descriptions of the battle for Brzezany (modern day Western
Ukraine). Communicating the chaos of war he noted in his reports a Russian General
‘receiving contradictory orders from the Staff and conflicting reports from the front, and did
not know where either he, his infantry or the enemy were’. The squadron witnessed the
looting of stores at Podgaitse (Polish/Ukraine  border), the mass retreat of soldiers and
civilians and ‘the officer class becoming the obedient puppets of their men’. Cossack
Regiments consisting of ‘Mohammedans’ from the Caucasus carried out summary
executions of Russian Army deserters. His squadron also encountered the colourful General
Lavr Kornilov, the new Commander-in-Chief of the Russian Army who would lead a failed
coup against the Provisional Government in August 1917.8

In late summer 1917, Locker Lampson was recalled home ready for the RNACD to be
deployed to Persia. However, the War Cabinet decided in December 1917 that the unit
should be recalled and re-constituted under Army control and under the overall control of
the War Office. By this point, the Bolsheviks had taken control of the Government and were
eagerly negotiating Russia’s withdrawal from the war. Many of the armoured cars, by now
in a very poor condition, had to be left behind at Murmansk in January 1918. The squadron
now became the subject of delicate negotiations regarding their withdrawal from Russia.9

In January 1918, the majority of naval and warrant officers received recall papers,
advising them that the unit had passed from Admiralty to Army control forming a brigade
of the Motor Machine Gun Corps. Under Commander Walter Smiles, the brigade sailed
from Southampton to Cherbourg and then onward by rail to Taranto in Italy. There they
boarded the R.M.S Malwa, reaching Alexandria on 15 February, and then on to the Red Sea
and Indian Ocean to the Persian Gulf. The brigade eventually disembarked at Basra.

By 1918, the collapse of the Russo-Turkish front was viewed with alarm by the British
Government. The Turks could if they wished occupy Persia, placing the Empire’s oil supply
at risk. Russia had already ceded three Trans-Caucasian provinces to Turkey. A new
Commander, Major General L. Dunsterville, led the overall mission, which became known
as Dunsterforce. The cars coped with precipitous gradients, negotiated countless fords,
never intended for
mechanical transport, and
traversed narrow mountain
ledges with sheer drops of
several thousand feet. But
the squadron succeeded in
opening the road to Baku and
stopping the Turks.10

Evidence of the heroic
deeds of the Czar’s
Armoured Car Squadron
runs through all the
documents mentioned.
Collectively, they were war
heroes who had fought
against Germans, Austrians,
Hungarians, Bulgarians,
Kurds, Turks and Persians. In
their primitive cars they had
overcome near impossible
terrain by their sheer skill and
determination. 

Michael Mahoney discusses the formation of the Royal
Navy Armoured Car Division 
In 1912 the Admiralty had founded its own air arm, the Royal Naval Air Service
(RNAS), the main function of which was to scout for the fleet. At the outbreak of
war the Belgian Army began using private cars to take pot shots at the enemy but
it was soon realised that more damage could be done if Maxim machine guns
were mounted on cars. The next step was to add armour plate for the crews’
protection. Such cars were used to rescue pilots forced down between the armies
in France. They were so successful  that Winston Churchill, First Lord of the
Admiralty, decided to form an additional wing of the RNAS, known as the Royal
Naval Armoured Car Division (RNACD).1

MPI 1/10/6 (1917): Map of eastern Europe showing rivers,
towns, cities and railways in an area between Moscow and the
Black Sea. Originally illustrating a report dated 16 August 1917
by O Locker-Lampson, Cdr RNVR. MS note reads: ‘Note. This
pictorial Map is drawn to Scale in 500 mile Squares shown in
Perspective, i.e. Each side of a complete Square is 500 miles’.
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