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Swedish Prisoners in the Northern War and the Petrine Reforms

TANAKA Yoshihide

Abstract

The Northern War (1700-1721) caused forcible movements of people, including many war prisoners both
from Russia and Sweden. This paper attempts to examine the circumstances of the Swedish prisoners in Russia,
rapidly increasing after the Lesnaia battle (1708) and the Poltava battle (1709) , and their attitudes toward the
appeals of the Russian government under Peter I to them to serve in the Russian state organs.

Partly because of the lack of international rules on the treatment for captives, both Swedish and Russian war
prisoners at the beginning of the 18th century were compelled to endure the difficult situations. For example, in
case of the exchange of the captives, they were trifled with the intentions of their governments which tried to
get more benefits from each other. Even some of the ministers and generals from Sweden had to end their lives
in Russia without returning to their homeland. Additionally, a Swedish captive general critically reported that
some war prisoners were forced by the Russian landowners or the local governments to marry or convert their
sects.

The Petrine government, which accelerated the administrative reforms in the 1710s after the Poltava battle,
sometimes called out to the Swedish captives for service in Russia, looking upon them as useful human resources,
particularly because the new Russian organizations, including the colleges (kollegiia) , were established on the
model of the institutions in Sweden. However, although 13 of 77 non-Russian bureaucrats who worked in the
Russian colleges at the end of the 1710s were from the Swedish prisoners, many captives tended to leave Russia
after the end of the Northern war. Precisely for this tendency, Peter I seems to have given a warm reception to

the former war prisoners who early decided to work for the Russian state, such as Count Douglas.
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