Bloody Sunday
9 January 1905
In July 1904 terrorists had a major success. They succeeded in the murder of Plehve, the Minister of the Interior and the man who most people blamed for the war with Japan. The Tsar appointed a new minister, Prince Sviatopolik-Mirskii, a man with more moderate views. To assuage (ease) public opinion Tsar Nicholas (1894-1917) announced the lifting of some restrictions on the zemstva and an extension of press freedom. New newspapers appeared, carrying reports of public meetings and openly discussing political reform. In November, the first Congress of Zemstvo Activists met in St Petersburg, bringing together many of the Tsar’s liberal critics. As pressure on the Tsar for reform grew, Nicholas II issued a manifesto, promising, rather vaguely, broader participation in public affairs and a review of restrictions on national rights. It changed nothing immediately and only increased the popular mood of dissatisfaction. To avoid censorship, different societies held public banquet to call for constitutional government. The intelligentsia in Russia was taking the lead in pressing the regime to make fundamental reforms.
Five men were sacked from the Putilov factory in St Petersburg. Other workers went on strike demanding their reinstatement. The new spread through the capital like wildfire and by Friday 7th January 105,000 workers throughout the city had downed tools in sympathy. On Sunday 9th January 1905, a large demonstration was organised by Father Gapon, head of the Assembly of Russian Factory and Mill Workers. The march had been officially banned by the police, but Gapon continued to make the preparations. The Governor-General stationed thousands of troops around the city centre and on the bridges to stop any marchers. When they met, the crowds carried icons (religious paintings) and headed for Palace Square outside the Winter Palace (the home of the Tsars) to present a list of grievances and to ask for radical (far-reaching) reforms).
Marchers had gathered at different points throughout the city to march on the Winter Palace. It was a bitingly cold day. Father Gapon at the head of one group wore a white cassock and carried a cross. The group carried icons as well as portraits of the Tsar and Tsarina. They sang hymns and the national anthem. As the groups neared the heart of the city they met lines of armed troops who tried to disperse them, first by peaceful persuasion, but then by shooting into the crowds.
However, some marchers reached Palace Square on which stands the Winter Palace, where they faced artillery and more armed soldiers. One report says that children and women were placed in the front of the column to deter the soldiers from firing again. They opened fire. In the various ‘incidents’ perhaps 200 were killed and 800 wounded, according to modern historians.
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