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For Sybil





Few men tried more, gave more, dared more and suffered more for the Russian people.

—Winston Churchill

There is no more sometimes than the trembling of a leaf between success and failure.

—W. Somerset Maugham






CONVENTIONS

All dates for events in Russia prior to 1918 are given in the Old Style (OS), or Julian, calendar that was used until the beginning of that year and that was thirteen days behind the New Style (NS), Gregorian, calendar used in the West during the twentieth century. During the nineteenth, it was twelve days behind. Occasionally a double date is given for clarity in connection with events that were also important in the West: e.g., Bloody Sunday on January 9/22, 1905, which means January 9 according to the OS calendar and January 22 according to the NS calendar.

There is no single system for transliterating Russian that accomplishes everything one could wish. In the body of the book, I use a system that helps the reader approximate Russian pronunciation. However, in the references I use a system that is conventional in scholarly bibliographies. As a result, the names of some individuals and places appear in two variants, but their equivalence should be obvious (e.g., Moiseyenko = Moiseenko). Well-known names of people and places are given in their most familiar forms—thus Nicholas II, not Nikolay II; Saint Petersburg, not Sankt-Peterburg. I also preserve the transliterations of names as used by authors themselves and in references.

Traditional Russian naming practices for people consist of first names, patronymics (derived from the father’s first name), and surnames. For the sake of simplicity, I leave out most patronymics.

Estimates of what different sums of money from the past would be worth in today’s dollars are determined by calculators at http://www.measuringworth.com/uscompare.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is the story of a remarkable man who became a terrorist to fight the tyrannical Russian imperial regime, and when a popular revolution overthrew it in 1917 turned his wrath against the Bolsheviks because they betrayed the revolution and the freedoms it won. If any of the extraordinary plots he hatched against the Bolsheviks had succeeded, the world we live in would be unrecognizable.

Boris Savinkov was famous, and notorious, during his lifetime both at home and abroad because of the major roles he played in all the cataclysmic events that shook his homeland during the first quarter of the twentieth century. The story of his life has an epic sweep and challenges many popular myths about the Russian Revolution, which was arguably the most important catalyst of twentieth-century world history. Although now largely forgotten in the West, Savinkov is still a legendary figure in Russia, and a controversial one—so much so that many documents about him remain locked away in the secret archives of the FSB, the security agency that succeeded the KGB.

It is hard to believe Savinkov’s life because of all the triumphs, disasters, twists, and contradictions that filled it. Neither a Red nor a White, he forged his own path through history. He chose terror out of altruism, although what he did bears no resemblance to what “terrorism” means today. He closely supervised teams of terrorists and agonized over the morality of his actions, but never killed anyone himself. He was a cunning conspirator, but fell victim to the greatest deception in the annals of Russian political skullduggery. He spent years evading the tsar’s police, but became a government minister during the revolutionary year 1917. He could be as hard as stone and instilled fear and loathing in his enemies, but was admired by international statesmen and became close friends with world-famous artists. He yearned for family life and strived to be a loving husband and father, but sacrificed his personal happiness for political goals. He sent men and women to their deaths, but could recite Romantic poetry for hours and wrote novels and memoirs that are read to this day. He believed in the inviolable rights of human beings, but concluded that only a dictator could guarantee them during periods of great national upheaval. He was fiercely loyal to his comrades-in-arms, but decided to deceive them when he took an immense final gamble in his fight against the Soviet regime. Trying to understand Savinkov’s beliefs and the choices he made often forces one to think what might have seemed unthinkable.

Savinkov’s life also refracts two issues that remain critically important today: the character of the Russian state and its role in the world. All his efforts were directed at transforming his homeland into a uniquely democratic, humane, and enlightened country—one in which the people control not only their government but also the economic system under which they live, one that welcomes self-determination for all its nationalities, and one that seeks harmonious relations in the international community. The support Savinkov got for his goals from numerous countrymen during his career suggests that the paths Russia took during the twentieth and twenty-first centuries—the tyranny of the Soviet period, the authoritarianism of Putin’s regime—were not the only ones written in her historical destiny. Savinkov’s goals are a poignant reminder of how things in Russia could have been and how, perhaps, they may still become someday.

Boris Savinkov’s life is also an exceptionally good story—too good to be left untold any longer. All that follows really happened, and everything that is between quotation marks comes from a memoir, a letter, or another historical document.




CHAPTER ONE THE PERSONAL IS ALWAYS POLITICAL IN RUSSIA

The doorbell rang shortly after 1 A.M., shattering the quiet just when everyone in the Savinkov household had gone to bed.

“Police!” a commanding male voice answered the maid’s anxious question; then, before she could even start unlocking the door, the voice added angrily, “Hurry! Open up!”

What better time than late at night to ensure that everyone is home and so disoriented by sleep that they cannot resist or even argue effectively? The Gestapo and KGB would perfect the method in the twentieth century, making the dreaded nighttime knock or ringing doorbell the subject of countless nightmares and the herald of millions of disappearances. But in the more innocent nineteenth century, even in the notoriously autocratic Russian Empire, the practice was still too rare for the average person to feel anything but shock and surprise.

It was December 23, 1897, and Boris Savinkov, aged eighteen, and his brother Alexander, twenty-three, had come home for Christmas to the family’s apartment in Warsaw earlier that day. Both were university students in the imperial capital, Saint Petersburg—Boris was studying law, Alexander mining engineering—and had not seen their parents and four siblings since the beginning of the school year. They had all just spent a wonderfully warm family evening together, talking excitedly, happy to see one another again, the parents filled with delight, marveling at how much their sons had matured in just several months, and very proud of their passionate desire to do something good and important for their country.

When Sofia Alexandrovna, their mother, heard who was at the door, she hurried to their room. Even though the family’s life had flowed peacefully until then and no one had ever had any problems with the police, her instinct told her that her sons were involved. Both were already up and dressing hurriedly, with their father, Victor Mikhailovich, standing by, looking anxious.

A moment later, in a uniform with epaulettes, a saber at this side, and the spurs on his boots ringing, Colonel Utgof of the gendarmes, the Russian imperial political police, strode into the room. A dozen other people—policemen, official witnesses, the building’s custodian—crowded in after him.

“Excuse me,” the colonel began with a formal bow as he brought his heels together in an elegant foot scrape. “By order of the authorities, I must carry out a search.”

The parents looked at each other with horror. Victor Mikhailovich was a well-known and respected justice of the peace in the Russian imperial court system in Poland. To have police search an official’s home in those years was almost unheard of.

Over the next four hours, the police dug through everything in the large, high-ceilinged apartment, dumping clothing and books on the floor, scrutinizing photographs, riffling through documents, reading letters, ripping open furniture upholstery, and leaving filthy footprints everywhere amid the chaos. It was sickening to see strangers’ hands do whatever they wanted with the family’s most intimate and cherished possessions. The youngest son and the three daughters were also roused from their beds, and their mattresses, pillows, and bedding prodded and groped. Boris and Alexander were thoroughly frisked as well. No one in the family would ever forget the stinging humiliation they felt that night.

The number of police and the effort they expended might have been appropriate if they had been searching for a cache of guns or explosives, or even an illegal printing press. However, what they were looking for was far more innocuous, and the colonel and his minions found it in Boris’s wallet and in a basket that Alexander had brought with him and had not even unpacked yet—nineteen envelopes containing copies of a protest by students in Saint Petersburg against imperial policies in Poland, and part of a student organization’s bylaws. Their oldest sister, Vera, also surrendered two additional envelopes that she had torn in half and tried to hide under her pillow.

In the eyes of the police, this little pile of paper was damning evidence of sedition.

“Say goodbye to your parents,” the colonel commanded Boris and Alexander. “You’re coming with me!”

The parents could not believe what was happening. Their eyes filled with tears, and Sofia felt sobs rising in her throat as they rushed to embrace their sons. The young men had turned pale but seemed calm.

Acting as if he had completed a social call, and adding another surreal note to his rude violation of a family’s peace and privacy, the colonel once again went through his bowing and foot-scraping routine; then, letting the young men go first, the entire pack of police and officials trooped out.

The brothers were taken by carriage to the Alexander Citadel, which the Russian authorities had built on the northern edge of Warsaw to fortify the city after suppressing a rebellion, and locked up in its notorious Tenth Pavilion, where dangerous political prisoners were kept.

In Russia, History Is Never the Past

This event triggered a change in Boris that would define his life. For the first time, he had been confronted—not in the abstract and not at second hand—with the implacability of the Russian imperial regime, which loomed overhead like a mountainside ready to give way at the slightest touch. All he had done with his brother was raise a small voice of protest against Russia’s heavy-handed policies in Poland, but this was enough to trigger police retribution that demonstrated he was less a citizen of his country than an abject subject.

What drove Boris and his fellow students was a desire for justice. But what drove the imperial regime was a fear of history repeating itself.



The relations between Russia and Poland were long, convoluted, and bloody, and had entered their current phase over a century earlier. In 1772, during an event that became known as the First Partition, Russia, Austria, and Prussia—Poland’s stronger neighbors—seized parts of its territory (because they could). There was a Second Partition in 1793, when Prussia and Russia took even more. Finally, in 1795, after defeating Polish armies led by Tadeusz Kościuszko, a hero of the American Revolution and friend of Washington and Jefferson, Russia and Prussia split what was left in the Third Partition. Russia got the lion’s share, and Poland disappeared as an independent state from the map of Europe for the next 123 years.

But although the Poles had lost their country, they remained a proud people and nation. Many fought on Napoleon’s side when he invaded Russia in 1812. Poles rose unsuccessfully against Russian imperial rule in 1830 and again in 1863, with numerous insurrectionists killed, hanged, and sent to Siberia. Russia tightened her grip after this and began barbaric programs to suppress Polish secular and Catholic religious identity. In 1879, Russian was proclaimed the only language of instruction in Polish territories.

It does little to mitigate Russia’s miserable behavior in Poland—although it helps explain it—to point out that analogous policies existed in Polish territories that Prussia had seized. (And as is usually the case between neighboring states whose relative strength varies over time, the pendulum of history had swung the other way in the past, when the Poles occupied Moscow and attempted to take over the Russian throne in the early seventeenth century.) Even more broadly, the end of the nineteenth century was a bad time for smaller peoples and weaker states everywhere as European and American imperialism marched across Asia, Africa, the Pacific, the Caribbean, and Latin America. Think of just the United States grabbing Hawaii, Puerto Rico, Cuba, Guam, and the Philippines in the 1890s, or the widespread prohibitions against Native American languages and religious practices on reservations and in boarding schools that lasted well into the twentieth century.

Because of the recurring uprisings in the nineteenth century, the long history of Russian oppression was never far out of mind among Poles. But just three months before Boris and Alexander were arrested, an event occurred that inflamed all the old passions on both sides. It also made the historical past into a living present for Boris and prompted him to act.

On October 3, 1897, in Vilnius, which is now the capital of independent Lithuania but was then an important city in Russian Poland, the cornerstone was laid for a monument to Count Mikhail Muravyov-Vilensky, the Russian governor-general who put down the Polish uprising in 1863 (and who received his title of nobility and the second, honorific part of his surname—which means “of Vilnius”—as rewards). Liberal Russians and nationalist Poles reviled him as “The Hangman” because of the number of people he executed, especially in Vilnius itself, which was the seat of the uprising. To nationalist Russians, however, he was a heroic figure who suppressed a mutiny against legitimate order and defended Russian and Orthodox Christian interests against Catholic Poles in the northwestern region of the empire.

That anyone would even think of erecting such a monument incensed students at Warsaw University. (An American analogy might be the monument to Confederate general Nathan Bedford Forrest, the first grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, which was erected in Selma, Alabama, in 2000, although it did not last very long.) The students’ outrage increased when six of their professors sent a telegram to Vilnius supporting this tribute to a man who, as they put it, “freed the northwestern region [of the Russian Empire] from the Polish-Catholic yoke and confirmed the truism that it was and is purely Russian.” Believing that their sycophantic teachers had betrayed them, the Polish students sought to widen their protest by appealing to peers elsewhere in the empire. They received a strong positive response from university students in Saint Petersburg. And the primary organizers of the Russian student protest against the Warsaw professors were Boris and Alexander Savinkov. The batch of letters they had brought home and that the police had seized criticized the six professors and was supposed to be mailed to other members of the faculty in Warsaw University.

A Childhood in Russian Poland

It is hard to imagine Boris behaving any differently, given his childhood and youth, although by itself his family background could not have predicted all the phases of his tempestuous future life.

He was born on January 19, 1879, in Kharkov, a historic city that was then in the Kiev Governorate of the Russian Empire and is now in northeastern Ukraine. His parents were ethnic Russians and belonged to the country’s hereditary minor nobility, which was a social status at the time that provided some privileges but by itself did not usually imply wealth. Boris had five siblings: in addition to his older brother, Alexander, he had a younger one named Victor, an older sister named Vera, and two younger sisters, Nadezhda and Sofia. Shortly after Boris’s birth, his father received a new judicial appointment, and the family moved to Warsaw. That is where Boris grew up, and this influence proved seminal.

Boris’s parents were unusually liberal for Russians of their class, even if their lives had not been openly political before their sons’ arrest. As Boris’s mother recalled in her memoir, poignantly titled “Years of Sorrow,” prior to that event they lived the way any fairly prominent government official’s family did—without any special cares, social interests, or questions, except for the everyday. She and her husband raised their children in a close-knit atmosphere of cultured gentility. They indulged but did not spoil them and guided them toward practical and socially useful occupations. For example, and as was typical for their class, they sent their firstborn, Vera, to a school in Kharkov that was called the Institute for Well-Born Young Women and stressed French and deportment. Despite its finishing-school flavor, however, the school also prepared its charges for careers as teachers, and Vera would show genuine grit later in life by becoming a seasoned frontline nurse during the Russo-Japanese War.

The Ministry of Justice paid Victor Mikhailovich a good salary, which allowed him to provide his family with a comfortable if not lavish lifestyle. A well-educated and enlightened man, he was very sensitive about interpreting the law fairly. He also tried to be lenient and never distinguished among those who appeared before him—whether they were Russian, Polish, or Jewish, educated or not, rich or poor. As a result, he quickly became popular with the region’s intimidated population, to the extent that locals would address him to his face as “zacny sędzia” (“honorable judge” in Polish); even more significantly, they also did so behind his back. Victor Mikhailovich took pride in the fact that during his twenty-year career in the Polish territories, he never compromised his conscience or yielded to his superiors’ pressure, a stance that earned him the reputation of being “difficult” and a “red” among other Russian officials. He feigned indifference to these characterizations in public. But in private, he complained often and bitterly to his wife about the police brutality he witnessed and how ashamed this made him feel that he was Russian.

Sofia Alexandrovna, Boris’s mother, had a rebellious streak that would resurface in her children. Her father was a general in the Russian army, staunchly conservative and fervently loyal to the imperial throne and the Orthodox Church, and her parents arranged her marriage when she was only seventeen and had just left finishing school. It was her great good fortune that the man chosen to be her husband proved to be loving, humane, and liberal, even if significantly older. Sofia Alexandrovna quickly turned against her family’s traditions. An intelligent, strong-willed, and idealistic woman, she became an agnostic, developed progressive views, and took an interest in literature and philosophy; she also did some writing herself, in addition to her memoir. Her marriage to Victor Mikhailovich was very close, and Sofia dedicated herself to her six children and their education, tutoring them in French and German, and encouraging them to learn Polish, despite the imperial regime’s attempts to discourage the language.

Boris’s parents enrolled him in Warsaw’s First Gymnasium, an elite institution comparable to an American prep school that was attended by the children of Russian officials and Russophilic Poles (collaboration with foreign occupiers was not just a twentieth-century phenomenon), from which he graduated in the spring of 1897. Boris left few recollections about his childhood, and what he said about his schooling does not suggest it had a positive or even a formative role in his youth, even though he got good grades.

The gymnasium was run by ex–military officers who tried to instill a martial spirit in their pupils, and the boys wore uniforms every day, including regulation peaked caps. The early years were filled with the gray tedium of rote memorization and grinding intimidation by eccentric teachers who did not hesitate to give stinging fillips to the boys’ ears when they failed to answer correctly. In the middle school years, the boys suffered through translations from Greek and Latin, struggled with algebra while fighting off sleep, and relished the occasional romp of quasi-military drills in the countryside on warm spring days. When the boys were older, predictable adolescent preoccupations took over: planning for a formal ball with girls from their sister school, sneaking cigarettes and beer in the hallways when no one was looking, and maneuvering in class to distract teachers from homework assignments or to escape hard questions on oral exams. Boris’s disparaging recollections of the gymnasium were likely colored by his distaste for the school’s mission, which was intended to foster intense loyalty toward official Russian imperial ideology.

Despite this, Boris did form friendships at school, and one in particular would be the most important in his life—Ivan Platonovich Kalyaev. The future notorious terrorist was born in Warsaw to a retired Russian police officer and the daughter of a ruined Polish nobleman. His years in the First Gymnasium ensured that he would be fluent in Russian, to the extent that he would write accomplished poetry in the language (Boris nicknamed him “The Poet”), but he always spoke Russian with a Polish accent. The young men became close friends despite their differences. Kalyaev practically lived in the Savinkov apartment and was treated like a son by the parents.

If Boris was buttoned up and somewhat shy as a youth, Kalyaev was the opposite. He wore his heart on his sleeve and seemed ready to open himself up to anyone with whom he felt rapport. There was also something otherworldly about him: people remembered especially the pallor of his thin face and the innocent and sorrowful expression of his enormous eyes, as if he were partially lost in some other dimension of being. Boris always found this very moving in his friend, even though his own character was more down to earth.

By the time he graduated from the gymnasium Boris had acquired a worldly polish—he was intellectually sophisticated, ambitious, well dressed, a charming conversationalist, well mannered, and even an elegant dancer. He was also good-looking in a somewhat feral way, with a sensuous mouth and a quizzical expression in his slanting eyes set into a narrow, high-cheekboned face.

Boris’s mother also influenced his education by giving him her love for literature. In addition to classic Russian writers—Pushkin, Gogol, Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky—he liked the romantic works and tales of adventure by Lord Byron, Sir Walter Scott, Alexandre Dumas, Victor Hugo, Mayne Reid, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Jack London. For a high school pupil in late imperial Russia, these were all entirely orthodox tastes, and Boris’s avid reading would have a lasting effect on him.

Another important influence on him and in the Savinkov household generally was Sofia’s brother, Nikolay Yaroshenko. His ideological path was similar to his sister’s, and he also rebelled against their father, albeit in a curiously hybrid way. He began by embarking on a military career—he would rise to the rank of major-general—before committing himself to art and became a leading member of the influential Wanderers group, who were famous for realistic paintings with socially conscious themes. Several of his canvases, which are now in the collections of major Russian museums, became iconic condemnations of tsarist inequities: The Stoker (1878) depicts a powerfully muscled worker illuminated by a lurid red light from a furnace, suggesting the degradation and potential revolutionary strength of the working class; The Prisoner (1878) shows a man in a dark cell peering out of a small high window, a visual metaphor for life in Russia; Life Is Everywhere (1888) portrays a peasant family with a young child framed by the barred window of a prison railway car, but done in the style of Renaissance paintings of the Holy Family. There was even a painting called The Woman Terrorist (1881, repainted), inspired by Vera Zasulich, a heroine of the Russian revolutionary movement, who in 1878 tried to kill General Fyodor Trepov, the governor-general of Saint Petersburg (and who, coincidentally, had distinguished himself during the suppression of Polish rebellions in 1830 and 1863). It is one of the paradoxes of Russian imperial society—and a reflection of the sometimes contradictory forces at play in it—that a highly ranked career army officer could also dedicate himself to a critical and politicized art with impunity.

Nikolay Yaroshenko was close to his sister and her family, especially his nephews Boris and Alexander. When the boys were ten and fifteen, he took them on a trip to the fashionable spa town of Kislovodsk in the Caucasus Mountains, in the south of Russia, a region that Russians associated with freedom, picturesque landscapes, exotic native tribes, and romantic adventures, rather like the West was for Americans. The uncle did not hesitate to speak freely in front of them about his admiration for the student revolutionaries of Zasulich’s generation or for their present-day heirs.

Uncle Nikolay also introduced several of his famous friends into the Savinkov household, including the writer Gleb Uspensky, who wrote with great sympathy about the plight of Russian peasants and was the model for the man in the painting The Prisoner (Boris would later marry his daughter), and the writer Mikhail Saltykov-Shchedrin, who bitterly satirized imperial Russian society and whose works Boris later eagerly absorbed. Another visitor was the internationally celebrated chemist Dmitry Mendeleyev, creator of the periodic table of elements. Boris would have little interest in science, but the progressive and humanitarian ideals of his uncle and the legacy of the uncle’s writer friends would resonate throughout his life.

These influences had a formative effect on the young Boris. Another, less liberal uncle and his wife remembered how during his visits to their country house Boris would demonstratively shake hands with all the servants when he walked into the dining room, an action that underscored his democratic beliefs but shocked the couple. Boris’s strong opinions also impressed his younger cousins, who adored him and followed his lead in everything. When he declared that he had decided to become a vegetarian and that it is immoral to eat animals, they immediately followed suit and avoided eating the meat on their plates by hiding it in napkins.



Warsaw itself, which was the center of Polish cultural and economic life, left an imprint on Boris as well. It was a busy, flourishing, and cosmopolitan place that looked far more Western European than Russian—with broad squares, grand colonnaded buildings, royal palaces, and imposing Catholic cathedrals. The numerous Russian officials and officers who lived in Warsaw and the Orthodox churches that had been built for them—to the annoyance of Poles—gave it a partially Russian veneer. There were many Jews, too, more than a third of the population, most of them poor and all discriminated against by imperial policies. In light of this, it is notable that Boris never shared the blight of anti-Semitism that was widespread among Russians; indeed, many of his closest revolutionary comrades would be Jews.

But despite the Russian overlay, Warsaw was still a resolutely Polish city. Upper-class Poles preserved a culture of personal behavior and style that marked them to such an extent, and so differently from Russians, that Baedeker’s famous early twentieth-century tourist guide to the Russian Empire tried to prepare potential visitors to Warsaw: “The contrast between the lower classes and the noblesse is very striking, the latter being physically and in character refined to an almost excessive pitch of elegance. Polish women are renowned for their grace and beauty.” Boris’s own courtliness and urbanity, which some of his political enemies would later characterize as pretentiousness, more likely reflected conventional upper-class Polish (and Russian) social norms and etiquette.

As a result of his family’s liberalism and because of where he grew up, Boris developed a deep affection and respect for Poles. He sympathized with their national aspirations, admired their culture, and learned to speak Polish fluently with a Warsaw accent, all of which would have a decisive effect on his life decades later. He also became aware of Poland’s fraught relations with Russia early in life. He claimed that he felt deep indignation at the sight of a monument facing the city’s main Catholic cathedral that was dedicated to “Poles who remained loyal to the tsar during the uprising.” He was indignant as well that he and his fellow pupils were prohibited from speaking Polish in school. He was indignant that officially Poland did not exist at all but that, as imperial political geography would have it, there were several “provinces on the Vistula River populated by Russians of the Catholic faith.” And most importantly, he was indignant that people could be arrested and “left to rot” in the city’s Citadel or exiled to Siberia simply because they loved their country.

In the Hands of the Imperial Police

When Boris and Alexander arrived in the Warsaw Citadel’s prison they were questioned by a different officer of the gendarmes—one Colonel Motov. Both denied they were members of a secret organization, declined to say anything about others involved in the plan to mail the protests, and claimed they did not remember the names of the professors in Warsaw to whom they had already sent letters. Boris also lied that the student organization whose bylaws had been found on him was merely a study group.

Back in the apartment, Sofia Alexandrovna wandered, despondent and angry amid the disorder and ruin left by the police. She noticed with horror that her husband, who looked older than his fifty-eight years, had turned deathly pale and started clutching at his chest because he had difficulty breathing. She quickly put him to bed and sent for a doctor, who succeeded in calming him. But she was far too upset to go to bed herself and sat down to dash off a blistering letter to Warsaw’s governor-general about the violence that had been done to her family; she then rushed outside to post it herself.

Results followed with surprising speed. Perhaps it was because Victor Alexandrovich was a judge and thus not without influence in the city administration; perhaps it was because the governor-general, Prince Alexander Bagration-Imeretinsky, proved to be relatively humane for a man in his position. Whatever the cause, he quickly summoned the city’s chief prosecutor and the commanding general of the gendarmes to explain themselves. He also sent an adjutant to the Savinkov apartment to convey his apology. Three days later Boris and Alexander were freed.

They spent the Christmas and the New Year holidays at home, trying to forget what had happened. But they could not; the outrage was too great, and their mother watched apprehensively as they kept rehashing the details of their arrest, their eyes burning with hostility. Their father had taken the blow especially hard, and Sofia began to worry about the long-term effect on his health. When the parents accompanied their sons to the train station for the trip back to Saint Petersburg, they could see that the affair was far from over.



And they were right. Just two months later, in February 1898, Boris telegraphed that Alexander had been arrested. Sofia immediately left for Saint Petersburg.

This was her first descent into the nightmare world of tsarist police bureaucracy, and its inhumanity produced an impression that she never forgot: rude officials who avoided her or gave her the runaround; officers who either refused to identify Alexander’s supposed crime or threatened appalling punishments for his unnamed offense; interminable waits in squalid anterooms with other petitioners who searched in vain for encouragement in one another’s frightened eyes.

The dark and bewildering world she entered was a shocking contrast to the magnificent outward appearance of this severely beautiful northern capital. Founded by Tsar Peter the Great to “cut a window through to Europe” and to give landlocked Russia access to the seas and oceans of the world, Saint Petersburg radiated the grandeur of imperial ambition and achievement. Unlike Moscow, with its often-crooked streets, medieval Kremlin, and many old onion-domed churches, Saint Petersburg looked Western and modern, with vast ministries encased in rhythmic stone façades, extensive parks and squares, imposing multihued palaces, granite-lined canals, and broad, straight boulevards. There were churches everywhere, too—this was Russia, after all—but the biggest, Saint Isaac’s Cathedral, was built in the style of European Neoclassicism, and Kazan Cathedral on the city’s main thoroughfare, Nevsky Prospect, was modeled on Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome.

The empire’s military power was everywhere on display as well, and martial music was integral to the city’s soundscape. Bands playing bravura marches accompanied infantry and cavalry as they passed through the streets on the way to parades and drills, their serried rows of bayonets, helmets, and cuirasses flashing in the sun. The imperial ideals of authority and discipline seemed imprinted everywhere on the city’s male population, nearly one-tenth of whom wore uniforms of one kind or another—military officers, civilian officials, even students and schoolboys.

Sofia Alexandrovna spent two months navigating the police labyrinth in Saint Petersburg before she was finally allowed to visit Alexander, and even then, it was for just twenty minutes twice a week. He had been in solitary confinement the entire time and looked terrible, his face pale and swollen. But there was nothing she could do for him, and she had to leave him as he was, because her husband and four younger children, some of whom had fallen ill, needed her back in Warsaw. She never did find out what the charges against Alexander were.

Then things got even worse. Because of their son’s troubles, Sofia and her husband’s old acquaintances in Warsaw’s official circles began to look askance at them. Four months later the parents were shocked to hear that the police had searched Boris’s room in Saint Petersburg, but fortunately they had not arrested him. A month later came yet another blow: Sofia received a message that Alexander’s health had deteriorated to the point that she needed to do everything possible to have him freed. Again, she rushed to the capital, and this time succeeded, thanks to a more humane director of the police department, Alexey Lopukhin (ironically, he would play a crucial role in upending Boris’s life years later, but in a way no one could have predicted). Because of his prison ordeal Alexander now looked like an invalid—thin, hunched over, and so pale there was a greenish tint to his cheeks. Sofia brought him home, but her joy would be brief.

Youthful Fire

Early in 1898, after returning to Saint Petersburg University from his home visit and arrest in Warsaw, Boris threw himself into student protests. At first his focus was limited to reforming the antiquated curriculum and defending students’ civil rights. His childhood friend Ivan Kalyaev was also a student at the university, and together they took on leading roles by joining the student Organizing Committee. But the imperial regime and its ministry of education resisted change in this as in everything else, passions on both sides inevitably flared, and students began to go into the streets to demonstrate. From the regime’s perspective, such protests were a disruption of public order and an additional provocation. However, for many Russian students at the time, this dynamic of escalation became a well-trodden path to more serious forms of rebellion. Indeed, there were few revolutionaries of any political stripe who came to prominence during the next two decades who had not been radicalized while at university.

As the student protests began to morph into something approaching a revolutionary movement, Boris became progressively more active. He also began to develop into a passionate and effective advocate, one who could persuade people—or at least win arguments, which is not the same thing—via the force of his eloquence and personality.

A fellow student, Mark Gorbunov, whose revolutionary career began in the same student circles but who would later become a Bolshevik and a poison-tongued defamer of Boris’s legacy, recalled a memorable encounter they once had in the room of a mutual acquaintance, an attractive young woman. The subject was the People’s Will Party, which had assassinated Alexander II in 1881. Boris found the terrorists of the past and their tactics not just fascinating but appealing, while Gorbunov questioned their political effectiveness. The two were arguing so intensely that the young woman—Vera Glebovna Uspenskaya, the daughter of the famous writer who had visited the Savinkovs in Warsaw—looked frightened and enthralled at the same time: she turned pale and wrapped herself in a big shawl as she watched, her large dark eyes open wide.

Boris did most of the talking during the encounter with Gorbunov, which had become typical for him. He was quick, witty, and self-confident; his style was never to defend, but always to attack. He also had an excellent memory, which allowed him to ornament his arguments with apt quotations, including long passages from the satirist Saltykov-Shchedrin, another of his uncle’s friends who had visited the Savinkovs in Warsaw. Gorbunov was powerless to stop the flood of Boris’s arguments, he recalled, and said that he felt like a man on horseback who was losing his balance during a headlong gallop.

At the same time, Boris revealed a trait that dampened Gorbunov’s admiration for him somewhat—his tendency at times to get carried away with a deftly turned phrase, and then to pause, together with his listeners, as if admiring what he had just said. Boris’s motivation seems to have been a mix of self-assertion and a touch of theatricality as much as the ideas themselves. This is hardly a sin in a young man, especially if he has an admiring female audience, and Gorbunov’s recollection is tinted by his later animosity. But the “theatricality” of Savinkov’s nature would become one of the hallmarks of how his enemies described him in the future as well.

However, none of this put off the young woman—quite the contrary. Vera was two years older than Boris, tall, slender, and not so much pretty as handsome, with clear-cut features, dark hair, and large, determined eyes set into an oval face whose matte pallor made it seem well scrubbed. She eschewed any makeup and pulled her hair back into a somewhat unruly chignon, as if proclaiming that she did not believe in doing anything to enhance her appearance because it would have been frivolous in light of her dedication to progressive ideas and radical politics. But Vera was also a passionate woman and easily excitable. She tended to speak fitfully when agitated, although the sweet expression on her small, mobile face softened the awkwardness.

Boris and Vera’s growing closeness did not stop their involvement in the student protest movement in Saint Petersburg. Boris was especially active, although he proved to be more effective as a speaker and polemicist in small private settings than at big public meetings because his skills were more intimate and not oratorical in the classical sense. The demonstrations kept increasing in size and intensity. In March 1899, one large gathering near the grand Kazan Cathedral, just a half mile from the Winter Palace, the tsar’s residence, was broken up by mounted, knout-wielding Cossacks and police. Vera and Boris tried to help a young woman and were beaten themselves: Vera’s coat was torn and her hand was badly swollen from a blow, and he had been struck on the head. Over 600 students, men and women, were arrested.

Later in the spring of 1899 the protests reached a climax. After students in the capital organized a nationwide strike against police brutality, many hundreds were arrested throughout the empire, including one-third of the entire student body of Saint Petersburg University. Most escaped prison and were quickly remanded into the custody of their parents, which was a surprisingly mild punishment. But for some, like Boris, the consequences were more serious. He had given an inflammatory speech during a student meeting, and a prosecutor in the Saint Petersburg regional court, Maximilian Trusevich, singled him out for special punishment. Because Boris’s official home was in Warsaw, he, like other students who did not live in the capital, was expelled, and enrollment in any other Russian university was now closed to him as well. It could have been even worse, however: the imperial regime would soon start conscripting unruly students into the army.

Without any other alternatives in Russia, Boris decided to try to finish his education abroad. But first he and Vera cemented their relationship in a traditional Orthodox Church wedding in the summer of 1899.

On the one hand, given their commitment to radical politics, this is somewhat surprising because the Russian ceremony is very elaborate and “high church”—icons and frescoes on the walls, the priest garbed in gold brocade vestments, a choir, chanting and singing in Old Church Slavonic, groomsmen holding crowns, processions, incense, candles—and neither the bride nor the groom evinced any interest in the church or in organized religion later in their lives. But on the other hand, their choice reflects the mores to which they subscribed and which they did not see as contradicting their desire to transform Russian society. These could be called “Victorian” and were widespread among others of their set in Russia—personal loyalty and respect, rectitude, politeness, prudence, commitment to family and children, and concern for their educational and moral development. From this point of view, a church wedding was the proper thing to do. More radically inclined revolutionaries often saw things very differently.

Boris’s parents and siblings welcomed Vera very warmly into their tight-knit family. Not only was the wedding a joyous occasion, but it was also a relief from the ceaseless thrum of anxiety caused by Boris’s and Alexander’s risky political activities. Vera became especially fond of her gentle, aging father-in-law and characterized spending time with him as a “genuine pleasure.” She even began to prefer his company to that of her own mother, who was prone to painful neurotic episodes during which she spent “entire days grumbling at everyone” and complaining that “everything is a burden to her.” The life of Vera’s own family had been darkened for the past decade because her father suffered from a progressive mental illness that led to his being institutionalized in a psychiatric clinic in 1892.



After the wedding, Boris left Vera in Saint Petersburg, where she had family and friends, and went to Germany and France with a Polish friend from his Warsaw days in the hope of continuing his education. He first tried attending the University of Berlin for several months and then moved to the University of Heidelberg, but neither experiment went well. Boris remained unseduced by the intellectual prominence of either institution or by the picturesque charms of Heidelberg, whose university dated to the fourteenth century and was one of the oldest in Europe. Moreover, despite the modernity of German society as a whole, he found its materialism distasteful. Things did not go any better for him in Paris.

While he was abroad, Boris also did not focus on his studies as much as on gauging both countries in terms of their potential for revolution. This too proved a disappointment. He found the German socialists to be politically timid and repulsively chauvinistic. He was further disillusioned by the open cooperation between the German police and the Russian Okhrana—the imperial political police (the word means “protection”) that operated at home and abroad—who monitored the subversive activities of Russian students and émigrés. The students themselves were far too timid for his taste, as he did not hesitate to proclaim at a meeting he attended, and needed to be more “revolutionary.”

What Boris did enjoy during his European sojourn was the contacts he began to make with various Russian revolutionaries who were living and plotting in Germany and France. French agents employed by the Okhrana in Paris kept an eye on him while he was there and reported that although he identified himself as a student, he spent “very little” time in the universities, consorted with politically “suspect” Russians, and went to all the Russian émigré meetings.

The Judas

However, the French agents who shadowed Russian revolutionaries in the streets of Paris, lurked around their meeting halls, and bribed maids for the contents of their wastepaper baskets were not the Okhrana’s only source of information. The police had another weapon that was far more important and effective—a secret informant at the heart of one of the most important Russian revolutionary groups, a man who had been providing the Okhrana with details about the revolutionaries’ rosters, meetings, movements, and plans since 1893, when Boris was still a schoolboy in Warsaw. During the previous half-dozen years, this informant’s value to the Okhrana kept increasing as his stature among the revolutionaries also grew and he became privy to increasing amounts of secret information. The fees the Okhrana paid him grew accordingly, as did their trust in his loyalty to the imperial regime.

But he was something other than the double agent the imperial police believed him to be, as his activity over the course of the next decade would demonstrate, which was also when Boris Savinkov’s life became inextricably tied to his. Even in the crowded field of larger-than-life figures populating Russia at the turn of the twentieth century—some grotesque and outlandish, others noble and heroic, yet others criminally negligent or pathetically misguided—he loomed over the historical landscape like a monstrosity.

His name was Evno Fishelevich Azef, and his humble origins could never have predicted his diabolical career. He was born on July 11, 1869, to a very poor Jewish family in Lyskovo, a small town in the Grodno Governorate of Russian Poland, which was part of the empire’s notorious Pale of Settlement. This was the region bounded by what had been independent Poland’s borders in the eighteenth century, and it was the ancestral home of Poland’s Jews. When the region was incorporated into Russia, its Jewish population was required to remain where they had lived before. By the turn of the nineteenth century this amounted to some five million people. Few ever managed to leave, and those that could did so only with great difficulty.

Because Jews were not allowed to own farmland in the Pale, they lived mostly in semiurban villages, or shtetls, where most men worked as small artisans, craftsmen, or businessmen. Poverty was rampant, families were large, and religious traditions strong. There was no love lost between the Jewish population and their Russian overlords, or between the Jews and their Russian, Polish, and Ukrainian neighbors in the Pale. Anti-Semitic policies were part of the empire’s legal and social fabric, and Russia had become notorious around the world for its discrimination and the bloody pogroms that erupted in its territory with depressing regularity. There had been a wave in the early 1880s; worse was to come in 1903–1906. It is hardly surprising that shtetls became a breeding ground for resentment and that Jews would gravitate to Russian revolutionary movements.

Evno’s father, Fishel, was a tailor who struggled to provide for his wife and six other children. When Evno was five years old, the family managed to move to Rostov-on-Don, a rapidly developing commercial city near the Sea of Azov in southern Russia. Despite the father’s efforts in starting a business, they remained poor. Nevertheless, the move caused a dramatic change in Evno’s life because he was exposed to a bustling urban center with a varied population where Jews were a small minority. Even more important is that his father set him on a secular path by enrolling him in a technical high school, thus breaking with the Jewish tradition of having young men pursue a purely religious education centered on the Torah and the Talmud.

The cost of schooling was high for the poor family, and the father’s inability to pay fees in a timely manner forced Evno to prolong his studies. He graduated only in 1892, when he was twenty-one, several years older than his peers. It was a degrading experience that was probably aggravated by the fact that the majority of students were Christian and that Evno’s relations with them were hostile. It also did not help that he was strikingly ugly—heavily built, with a puffy yellow face, thick lips, and a squeaky high voice—which led some of the pupils to abuse him by calling him “a fat pig.”

Evno’s resentments had multiplied in high school, and that is where he also first came into contact with Russian radical circles. He fell in with some other pupils who were reading and disseminating antigovernment literature and had ties to revolutionaries in the city. But when he learned that a number of them had been arrested and that he could be next, he decided to flee. By then, he had already concluded that even with a high school diploma his prospects for good employment in Russia were very dim, and that, as a Jew, it would be difficult for him to gain admission to a Russian university. He resolved to seek a higher education abroad.

This required money, and Evno got it through theft, thereby beginning what could be called the theme of “dirty money” in his life. A merchant had hired him as a traveling salesman for a consignment of butter. When Evno sold it for 800 rubles (equivalent to perhaps $10,000 today), he pocketed the money and fled to Germany. He first enrolled in a polytechnic institute in Karlsruhe, a small provincial city in the southwest of the country, which is where he also became involved in Russian émigré revolutionary circles. However, his interest in radical ideology, which was never strong to begin with, was soon eclipsed by a desire to improve his own lot by any means necessary. And when his stolen Russian money ran out, he hit on the idea of informing on his fellow students in Germany and his old revolutionary acquaintances in Rostov.

The procedure he followed was remarkably simple: on April 6, 1893, he wrote a letter to the gendarmes headquarters of Rostov-on-Don to offer his services. Four days later he wrote in the same vein to the head of police in Saint Petersburg. The police quickly bit, and when, a month later, Azef asked for a monthly salary of fifty rubles, they agreed. The success of this initiative allowed Azef to transfer to Darmstadt, where he studied electrical engineering at one of Germany’s best technical colleges. In 1899 he passed his examinations and, after working for firms in Germany, was posted to Russia.

From that point on, he systematically climbed the steps of a career that proved to be duplicitous or even “triplicitous,” to coin a word (standard terms fail to capture his grotesque exceptionalism), as he shuttled back and forth across Russia’s frontier whenever his machinations required. On the one hand, he kept rising ever higher in the Okhrana’s esteem because of the value of the information he provided. But on the other, and although he never showed any genuine commitment to revolutionary ideology, his reputation among the revolutionaries kept rising as well. They valued him as a hardheaded pragmatist and, especially, as an expert on the practical and technical aspects of terrorism, for which he was exceptionally well equipped by virtue of his scientific training.

By 1901, Azef had handed the Okhrana a major coup when he revealed the location of an underground printing press in Russia used for publishing revolutionary materials, which was seized, and the personnel operating it were arrested. Simultaneously, the revolutionaries had begun to think of him in a leadership role.

But this was just the beginning of his astonishing career, and many people on both sides of the revolutionary struggle would die as a direct result of his actions. Boris would meet Azef for the first time in 1903.

From Rebellion to Revolution

By the time Boris Savinkov returned from Europe to Saint Petersburg in 1901 (the exact date is uncertain), he had made a fateful decision about his future: he would become a full-time revolutionary and dedicate himself to overthrowing the imperial regime. In light of the catastrophic social, political, and economic problems besieging Russia, student grievances were simply too limited a concern.

At the turn of the twentieth century, not only rebellious students and revolutionaries but many moderate liberals believed that Russia was in a perilous state. As they saw it, a thick pall of stagnation, reaction, and hopelessness had blanketed the country for two decades, ever since the assassination of Alexander II in 1881 ended a period of tepid, albeit promising reforms. The current tsar, Nicholas II, was, like his father, Alexander III, an absolute monarch who was constrained not by laws or governmental institutions but only by historical traditions, by advisers who served at his pleasure, and by his own limited imagination. He was not a cruel man, but he was weak-willed, conservative, pious, and easily swayed, especially by his narrow-minded and credulous wife, the German-born Tsaritsa Alexandra. All power across the entire empire, which was the largest country in the world and spanned a dozen time zones, flowed from the throne down. Without the tsar’s agreement, no one anywhere could do anything to initiate political change from the ground up. The only institutions that allowed an individual to effect very limited social change were either strictly local or charitable, and the imperial bureaucracy could always override any initiative even on this level.

This imperial system was paternalistic by inclination and tried to act benevolently, but its long-term practical effects were dire for the majority of its subjects. The peasants, who made up 80 percent of the population and whose labor was the backbone of the empire’s predominantly agricultural economy, lived largely in archaic poverty and ignorance; the workers in Russia’s developing industries were exploited and impoverished; the educated classes were disenfranchised and often disillusioned. And as Savinkov knew well, everyone was at the mercy of the regime’s reactionary whims.

“What is to be done?”: the eternal question—the despairing howl—of Russian history resounded over the country seemingly without an answer, until the revolutionaries, for the most part socialists and Marxists of different stripes, decided that the time to do something was now and took matters into their own hands.



However, this was not the whole story of Russia before the early 1900s, and one did not need to be a reactionary or a monarchist to see that there were still glimmers of hope and not just unequivocal reasons for despair.

Like an old mansion that still has sturdy timbers and walls even though parts of the foundation and roof have been attacked by rot, the Russian Empire also had areas of strength. It had experienced a decade-long period of promising, even if patchy, economic growth at the end of the nineteenth century. Government revenues had doubled, the length of the railway system had increased by 50 percent, foreign investments had flooded in, and hundreds of new corporations and companies had been established. For much of this period Russian credit was high and the ruble was stable. By 1902, Russia had become the fifth-largest steel producer in the world and was emerging as an industrial power.

Even with the disheartening signs of economic weakness toward the end of the decade—a series of crop failures in the late 1890s and 1901 hit the peasantry hard; this was followed by an economic depression that spread throughout the country—it was not a foregone conclusion that Russia was doomed to descend in a downward spiral. By 1910, a new economic boom was underway. The country had enormous, largely untapped wealth in its natural resources. There were some strong and talented men with vision who could provide leadership in a time of great turmoil. Moscow, the old capital, was leading the country in growth. It had become a major transportation hub, an industrial and trade center, and one of the biggest cities in the world. Its energetic and independently minded business elites played a major role in the local government and poured money into social improvements and cultural initiatives, even in the face of systematic resistance by the imperial bureaucracy in Saint Petersburg. These civic-minded businessmen and their city provided models for what could have spread across the country. But there were other forces at play that would prevent it.



Initially, before Savinkov found his footing, he briefly embraced Marxism and its cardinal belief that the future belonged to the industrial working class, which was destined to revolt against its bourgeois oppressors and establish a socialist state. Because the labor movement in Russia was relatively poorly developed in the late 1890s—the country’s industrialization was still far behind Western Europe and the United States—Savinkov, like many other former students who had joined the revolution’s ranks, committed himself to awakening factory workers to their plight and rallying them to the coming revolution.

Savinkov now also had a deeper and more personal stake in the country’s future because he recently had become a father. On April 26, 1900, while he was still abroad, Vera gave birth to a daughter, Tatyana. His absence had been hard for Vera because there were some health complications initially, although in the end mother and the baby were fine.

Vera also fully shared Boris’s commitment to the revolutionary cause, and after he returned, the young family settled in a scruffy district on the outskirts of Saint Petersburg, where he organized a propaganda circle for a group of factory workers, giving lectures and leading discussions. There were risks in such a life, and Savinkov could not have had any illusions about them. The police had files on him from his two arrests. They were also doing everything they could throughout the empire to uncover and stamp out sparks of revolution, no matter how small. To avoid detection, Savinkov began to develop his skills in clandestine operations. Eva Broido, who worked with him at the time and who would later become a prominent revolutionary herself, remembered him as “a born conspirator, a master of dodging the police.” He regularly used disguises that combined a theatrical flair with attention to detail: whenever he went to meet his workers he put on a shabby worker’s coat, a paint-stained cap, and smeared paint or whitewash on his hands and face.

This is also the time when Savinkov began to write, as he would continue to do in a variety of genres for the rest of his life. His first piece was published in 1900, when he was only twenty-one, and has the sober title “The Petersburg Movement and the Practical Tasks of the Social Democrats.” It is noteworthy for several reasons, including the fact that it got the attention of Vladimir Lenin, the future Bolshevik leader and one of the most influential political figures in twentieth-century history.

Savinkov’s essay appeared in a Russian émigré political journal published in Geneva and was based on his experiences with the factory workers. As would become typical of him both in his life and in his writings, he focused not on ideological questions but on practical methods—specifically, how a revolutionary movement should be organized and what individual members should do in it. His argument was simple: there were not enough people agitating among the workers, and those involved were not sufficiently conspiratorial. As a result, he explained, individuals had to carry out several revolutionary functions at once, and this made it easy for the police to arrest entire groups.

Lenin commented on Savinkov’s piece in his 1902 brochure “What Is to Be Done?” (whose title repeated the primary existential question of Russia), which became famous in the annals of international communism because it contributed to the fateful split in the Marxist Russian Social Democratic Party that gave rise to the Bolsheviks. As such, Lenin’s brochure is one of the most influential documents in twentieth-century revolutionary history.

Lenin singled out for praise Savinkov’s argument that there were not enough leading figures in the revolutionary movement. This resonated with Lenin’s own belief that a “vanguard” of committed revolutionaries was essential to spread Marxism among workers, an idea that also foreshadowed his own future authoritarian behavior. However, such agreements between Savinkov and Lenin would not be repeated. When they met in 1917, it would be at daggers drawn.

Prison

The concern that Savinkov expressed in his essay about inadequate secrecy among revolutionaries was prescient because his disguises failed to shield him for very long. On April 18, 1901, the police arrested him for possessing illegal literature. A more thorough investigation resulted in a second, more serious and accurate charge being added later—that he was engaged in antigovernment propaganda among workers in Saint Petersburg.

Savinkov was no longer merely a self-proclaimed revolutionary: he had been canonized as one by the ultimate authority—the imperial police. The new dossier they started on him would grow very thick over the coming years. In light of his future career, it is noteworthy that at this early stage during questioning by the police he proudly acknowledged his socialist worldview but rejected violence: “The use of force… from my point of view, is impermissible under any circumstances and for any reasons.”

Vera hurried to inform Sofia, who got the news just when it seemed that the worst was finally behind her: only one week after she had brought her oldest son, Alexander, home to convalesce from his prison ordeal. Vera was pregnant again, but she managed to sound chipper and brave in her letter. She tried to persuade Sofia not to come to Saint Petersburg because even she was not allowed face-to-face visits with her husband. Sofia agreed, and for the time being decided not to mention Boris’s arrest either to Alexander or her husband, who was becoming increasingly distraught and whose health was deteriorating under the blows that kept falling on the family.



Savinkov spent a total of ten months in two prisons in Saint Petersburg while his case crept through the judicial system. The same prosecutor who had played a role in his expulsion from Saint Petersburg University, Trusevich, also had a hand in his imprisonment, as he would in several other dark moments later in his life. Vera was eventually allowed to visit him with their baby daughter, to deliver parcels with clothing and books, and to write to him.

Savinkov kept these letters for the rest of his life, as he would several hundred others she sent him over the next dozen years. The fact that the letters survived at all is nothing less than remarkable in light of how unsettled his life would be in Russia and abroad during the next quarter of a century. And that he saved them in spite of how his relationship with Vera would change is also very revealing.

From the first, Vera sounds as if she is buffeted by alternating gusts of hope and despair. This duality is captured even in the physical appearance of the letters, all of which have ugly yellow streaks across the pages—signs that they had been tested for secret writing by prison censors.

It is only a few weeks after Boris was arrested and Vera begs him not to worry about her, even though she admits that she is miserable without him; she tries to cheer him up, as well as herself, by reminding him that they “are still young” and by assuring him that she is “deeply convinced” the future will bring them happiness. She of course never mentions his revolutionary activities, but they are implied in her hopes. She laments that during a visit to the prison she was allowed only to glimpse him through a grate in a dimly lit room and “couldn’t even squeeze your hand.” She praises “Tanyurka”—an affectionate and humorous Russian diminutive for “Tatyana”—because she “conducts herself very nobly” for a one-year-old, and assures him that they are both “hale and hearty women who know how to wait until you are released, whole and unharmed.” Boris had worried that the prison’s dark and depressing appearance might frighten the little girl and emotionally scar her, but Vera assures him that this cannot happen because she is too young.

Later Vera writes that even though their families and friends are of course upset about what has happened to him, she still feels quite alone because no one can share fully the depth of her yearning: “if you only knew how much I miss you, you wouldn’t judge me for crying sometimes”; and then, to soften her lament, she adds: “but this happens rarely.” She reports that she corresponds frequently with his parents, “who are very caring about me,” especially his father, who writes often. She continually revels in their daughter, who is “such a wonderful little girl that it’s simply a marvel,” and includes a photograph of her: curly-haired, dimpled, and poised in a crisply ironed dress.

The last letter in this series comes six months later and is dated October 26, 1901. Vera writes that it is 5 A.M. and that she is leaving for the hospital. She insists that she is not at all afraid and urges him not worry about her or Tanya. Boris would once again miss the birth of his child. Their son must have been born the same day or soon after—the actual date is not known—and they named him Victor, after Boris’s father. In the family, his diminutive would be Vitya.

A Revolutionary Finishing School

In the spring of 1902, Boris Savinkov unexpectedly received a temporary respite. Because he had not committed a capital crime, he was released from prison and exiled to Vologda, a provincial city 350 miles to the east of Saint Petersburg, to await his final sentence.

The change was very timely. Savinkov’s psychological constitution was stronger than his brother’s, and he had not been broken by the ordeal of imprisonment the way Alexander had, but it still took a toll on him. He now looked older than his twenty-three years—thinner, pale, jittery—and had developed a slouch. He had also lost a lot of his hair, and what was left he cut very short, but he compensated for this with a thin, spreading moustache, the ends of which he curled jauntily up.

Savinkov’s treatment as a political prisoner was not unusual in imperial Russia. In the late nineteenth century, hundreds and then, as the twentieth century unfolded, thousands of revolutionaries were exiled to Vologda and other provincial cities for varying periods of time. Because of its “convenient” location in relation to Saint Petersburg—convenient from the point of view of the police—Vologda became known unofficially as “Siberia-by-the-Capital.” The actual Siberia began a thousand miles farther east, and that is where the likes of Vladimir Lenin, Lev Trotsky, and Joseph Stalin were sent when their turns came.

But for all the brutality with which the imperial regime treated political prisoners, it was also surprisingly and paradoxically humane at times in the conditions it imposed on exiles, although this could vary greatly depending on the location and the zeal of the local police and administration. Before he was sent to Vologda, Savinkov was allowed to visit his parents in Warsaw for three days with his wife and children.

Even more surprising from a contemporary standpoint is that after being settled in Vologda for a while, Savinkov was free to bring Vera and the children to live with him; moreover, he could live wherever he chose. Initially, Savinkov found an apartment to rent in a building that also housed the city’s Catholic chapel, which had been established in this unlikely location because of the numbers of Polish political exiles who had been sent to Vologda over the decades. The presence of the church and the Poles, with whom Savinkov quickly established friendly relations, was a poignant reminder of his first act of rebellion against the empire.



Vologda itself was a backwater of
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