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Prologue

This Thing of Darkness

Paris, 1908

In the eyes of the world, the group that assembled daily in Boris Savinkov’s spartan Paris apartment in October 1908 would have represented the most formidable concentration of terrorists history had yet seen. The sixty-six-year-old Peter Kropotkin, a descendant of the Rurik dynasty of early tsars, may have appeared unthreatening, with his twinkling eyes, bushy white beard, paunch and distinguished, bald dome of a head, but some suspected him of having incited the 1901 assassination of McKinley, the American president. With him sat his Russian contemporaries, the revolutionaries Vera Figner and German Lopatin, who had only recently emerged from the terrible Schlüsselburg fortress, against whose vast walls they had listened to the freezing waters of the River Neva and Lake Ladoga lap ceaselessly for twenty years. Locked in solitary confinement, in cells designed to prevent any communication, they were there as leaders of the organisation that had assassinated Tsar Alexander II in 1881. And among the younger generation, scattered around the room, there were others who could count grand dukes, government ministers and police chiefs among their many victims. But whatever the suspicions at the French Sûreté, Scotland Yard or the Fontanka headquarters of the Russian Okhrana, whose agents loitered in the street outside, their purpose on this occasion was not to conspire, but to uncover the conspiracies of others.

Kropotkin, Lopatin and Figner – an exalted trio in the revolutionary pantheon – had been summoned to form a Jury of Honour, for a trial convened by the central committee of the Socialist Revolutionary Party of Russia. Their task was to determine the truth or otherwise of an extraordinary accusation made by one of their number: that the movement’s most idolised hero, Evno Azef, was in fact in the pay of the Okhrana, and responsible for a shocking series of deceptions and betrayals. Commissioned for the weight of authority and experience that they could bring to bear in a case of unprecedented sensitivity, it was hoped that their status would ensure that, whatever the verdict, it would be beyond challenge.

It was a necessary precaution, for in this looking-glass trial, staffed exclusively by notorious lawbreakers, one thing above all was topsy-turvy. Vladimir Burtsev, the revolutionary movement’s self-appointed counter-intelligence expert, who had levelled the original accusation of treachery, had become the accused. Okhrana ruses to seed dissent in the revolutionary movement were all too common, and after his defamatory allegations concerning the legendary Azef, the Jury of Honour needed to settle the matter once and for all.

So it was that, for three weeks, the distinguished jurors sat behind a table and listened as the neat, intense figure of Vladimir Burtsev, with his light goatee beard and steel-rimmed spectacles, earnestly explained how the revolutionary they all knew as the ‘Frenchman’ or ‘Fat One’ at the same time figured on the Okhrana payroll as ‘Vinogradov’, ‘Kapustin’, ‘Philipovsky’ and ‘Raskin’. Their Azef had bound his comrades in a cult of self-sacrifice by his sheer charisma, relished the destruction of the tsar’s allies and fantasised about remote-control electrochemical bombs and flying machines that could deliver terror ever more effectively. The Okhrana’s Azef had set his comrades up for mass arrest by the political police in raids that stretched from the forests of Finland to the centre of Moscow, then celebrated at orgies laid on by his secret-police handler in a private room of the luxurious Malyi Iaroslavets restaurant. A St Petersburg apartment was, Burtsev alleged, reserved exclusively for the fortnightly meetings at which Raskin-Azef and the head of the Okhrana coordinated their priorities. This Azef thought nothing of murdering comrades, or betraying them for execution, to cover his tracks. And his heinous treachery was tinged with the macabre: once, on being shown the head of an unknown suicide bomber preserved in a jar of vodka by his police handler, he had appeared to relish identifying it as that of ‘Admiral’ Kudryavtsev, a rival from the Maximalist faction of terrorists.

As those in the courtroom listened to Burtsev’s allegations, an instinct for psychic self-protection closed their minds. To the veteran revolutionaries Azef was a potent avenger of past wrongs, while the younger generation had allowed themselves to become emotionally enslaved to their mentor’s mystique. For either group to entertain the possibility that Azef might be a traitor was to peer into an abyss. How, they demanded, could Burtsev possibly prove such an absurdity? That very day, Savinkov told the court, he was awaiting news of Tsar Nicholas’ assassination on board the new naval cruiser Rurik during its maiden voyage, according to a plan formulated by Azef. What comparable proof of his own commitment to the cause could Burtsev offer? Was the truth not, in fact, that it was Burtsev himself who had been turned by the Okhrana and assigned to destabilise their organisation? Why, others pressed, did Burtsev refuse to name his witnesses, if they actually existed, unless they were of such questionable reliability as to make protecting their anonymity a safer strategy for him to pursue? Vera Figner, whose long imprisonment had done nothing to soften her pitiless dark eyes, snarled at Burtsev that once his infamy was confirmed he would have no choice but to make good on his promise to blow out his own brains.

Under such pressure, Burtsev played his trump card. Shortly before the Jury of Honour had convened, he confided, feeling their rapt attention, he had tracked down the ex-chief of the Russian political police, Alexei Lopukhin, to Cologne. Discreetly, he had followed him on to a train, hesitating until they were under steam before he entered his compartment. Lopukhin might have been expected to flinch at the appearance of a possible assassin, and curse the loss of the protection he had enjoyed when in police service: the armed guard of crack agents and the locked carriages and shuttered windows. Instead, encountering one of his enemies on neutral territory, he treated him like an honoured foe. At Burtsev’s suggestion, the pair settled down to a guessing game: he would hazard a description of the police department’s foremost secret agent, and Lopukhin would confirm only whether his surmise was correct …

As Burtsev concluded his compelling tale, German Lopatin groaned. ‘What’s the use of talking?’ he said. ‘It’s all clear now.’ Azef had refused to attend the trial, arguing that a sense of affront prevented him from being present in the courtroom to clear his name. His punishment was therefore decided in absentia. A villa would be rented with a tunnel that led to a cave just across the Italian border where the traitor could be hanged without diplomatic repercussions. Realising that the man he had trusted above all others had played him for a fool, Savinkov bayed loudest for blood.

*

Until Burtsev had delivered his bombshell, only the elderly Kropotkin had been resolute in his support of his thesis. There was a personal sympathy, certainly, for Burtsev who, like his own younger self, had managed to escape from the tsarist police in the most dramatic fashion. And Kropotkin may have remembered too how, over thirty years before, he had spent many hours trying to convince a sceptical German Lopatin, now his co-juror, of his own credibility: that his aristocratic background should not stand in the way of his joining the revolutionaries. Most of all, though, he possessed a hard-earned understanding of the bottomless depths that the chiefs of the Russian political police would plumb in their scheming. In the course of his career as one of anarchism’s greatest theorists and leading activists, he had repeatedly seen idealistic men and women across the world fall prey to the wiles of agents provocateurs. Kropotkin had come to believe where persistent charges of spying and provocation were made by a number of individuals over a period of time, that the smoke nearly always signalled fire.

Stepping out into the rue La Fontaine, after the agreement of Azef’s sentence, careless of the watchful eyes that swivelled towards him over upturned collars and twitching newspapers, Kropotkin would have felt a mixture of relief and dismay: that the traitor had been unmasked, but that the struggle to which he had devoted his life had engendered such a creature. The exposure of Azef was surely to be celebrated for the light it shed into the diabolical realm of shadows where he had dwelt: a world in which the boundaries of reality and invention were blurred. Kropotkin had many regrets about anarchism’s long drift into the use of terror tactics, and must have been tempted to blame the intrigues and provocations of the secret police, and imagine the cancer excised. And yet, in many ways, Evno Azef embodied the central paradox of the political philosophy that Kropotkin had done so much to develop and promulgate. Simple in his brute appetites, yet dizzyingly adept as a conspirator, Azef’s unusual blend of attributes shaped him into a phenomenon of a sort that no one involved in the revolutionary struggle had adequately foreseen.

Anarchism’s ultimate aim was to usher in a society of perfect beings; a heaven on earth in which harmonious coexistence was achieved without coercion or the impositions of distant authority, but rather arose out of each individual’s enlightened recognition of their mutual respect and dependency. Such a world, Kropotkin believed, would flourish naturally once the age-old cages of commerce, hierarchy and oppression that stunted and distorted human nature were torn down. Until then an anarchist programme of education could usefully preserve a generation from such taint, and prepare it to claim mankind’s birthright in full. There were those, however, who acted on the impulse to hasten the advent of that paradise, or else out of vengeance or frustration, taking only their own vaunted conscience as their guide.

Though consistent with anarchism’s idealistic tenets, such a creed was a recipe for disaster in a flawed society whose injustices already drove men to insanity and crime. For when the movement’s ideological leaders refused on principle to disown murder, violent theft or even paid collaboration with the police, if it helped feed a starving mouth or might advance the cause, the scope for the malicious manipulation of susceptible minds was boundless.

The world was far from what Kropotkin had dreamed it might become, but was there no hope for the future? Adjoining Savinkov’s apartment block in rue La Fontaine stood the architect Guimard’s newly constructed art nouveau masterpiece, Castel Béranger. In the sinuous, organic forms of its gated entrance – in the mysterious leaves and tendrils of its decorative wrought iron, that curled up from the ground like smoke, then whiplashed back – ideas central to his political creed had been distilled into a compelling visual form: individualism challenged uniformity, while progress vanquished convention. And yet the Paris in which he had spent the last three weeks – a belle époque city of exclusive pleasures and spasmodic street violence – fell far short of the aspirations expressed in its architecture.

The filigree ironwork that vaulted the new Grand Palais, the crowds that issued periodically from the stations of the recently tunnelled Métro, and the soaring pylon of the Eiffel Tower eloquently expressed the great era of change that had passed since Kropotkin’s first visit to the city three decades before. But there was scant evidence that the human ingenuity expended on the technological advances of the age had been matched by developments in the political and social spheres. While the years had mellowed the elegant masonry in which Baron Haussmann, Emperor Napoleon III’s prefect of the Seine, had rebuilt Paris in the 1860s, the crushing bourgeois values of self-interest and conformity celebrated in his mass-produced blocks still held sway. Fear of a rising Germany had ten years earlier driven the French Republic into a shameful alliance with despotic Russia, and more recently it had become a full and eager signatory to the draconian St Petersburg protocol on international anti-anarchist police cooperation. Worst of all, it was old radical associates of Kropotkin’s like Georges Clemenceau, prime minister for the past two years, who bore much of the responsibility for betraying the principles on which the Third Republic had been founded.

Kropotkin nevertheless retained an unshakeable faith that the rebirth of society was imminent. Perhaps in tacit acknowledgement of his part in allowing the creation of monsters like Azef, he would devote his last years to the culminating project of his life: a work of moral philosophy for the dawning age of social revolution. That future, Kropotkin was quite certain, would be born in war and strife. A renewal of hostilities between Germany and France, which had threatened repeatedly during the three decades and more since Bismarck’s armies had besieged Paris, would at long last precipitate a fight for justice against the forces of reaction. It would come soon – next week, perhaps, or the week after – and its challenges could only be met if the lessons of past failures had been fully addressed. Those who remained of his generation, who had lived through those failures, must point the way.

He would have thought of them often during his time in Paris: the men and women of the Commune, who for eight extraordinary weeks of insurrection during the spring of 1871 had risen up to create their own autonomous government in the city. Some of them, now dead of old age, had become Kropotkin’s closest friends: the geographer Elisée Reclus, who had been captured during the Communards’ first, disastrous sortie against the Versaillais forces intent on crushing their social experiment; Louise Michel, the Red Virgin, who had still been there at the doomed defence of the Issy fortress, and throughout the Communards’ tragic, fighting retreat across the city.

It had been stories of the Paris Commune that had helped inspire Kropotkin to leave behind his life as a leading light of Russia’s scientific Establishment and devote himself to the revolutionary cause. Ten years after first hearing the wistful recollections of Communard exiles, drinking in a Swiss tavern in the immediate aftermath of defeat, he had written them down. ‘I will never forget’, one had said, ‘those delightful moments of deliverance. How I came down from my supper chamber in the Latin Quarter to join that immense open-air club which filled the boulevards from one end of Paris to the other. Everyone talked about public affairs; all mere personal preoccupations were forgotten; no more thought of buying or selling; all felt ready to advance towards the future.’ Both Reclus and Michel had died in 1905, the year when revolution had finally touched Russia, only to end before it could begin, but that optimism remained alive.

In his obituary of Reclus, Kropotkin had paid tribute to the role played by his fellow geographer during the 1870 Siege of Paris, when he had served as an assistant to the great balloonist Nadar, whose daring aeronauts ferried messages out of the city and over the Prussian lines. Had his cerebral, reticent old friend really been one of those fearless men who floated aloft in the balloons, braving the Prussian sharpshooters? Had Reclus looked down across Paris from a vantage point higher than that from the tower, that was then not yet even a glimmer in Eiffel’s eye, and dreamed of what the world might be? It mattered so much from where you saw things, and what you wanted to see. For fiction could so easily be confused with truth, and truth relegated to the realm of fiction.
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Figner, Vera. Born 1852. Returned to Russia in 1875 from medical studies in Zurich, becoming a committed revolutionary and member of the executive committee of the People’s Will, involved in plots against tsar. Attempted to revive the organisation after assassination of tsar, but betrayed by Degaev and imprisoned in the Schlüsselburg Fortress until 1905. Participated in the Jury of Honour in 1908 and was celebrated in St Petersburg in 1917. Died Moscow during Second World War.

Flourens, Emile. Born 1841. Younger brother of Gustave, served as minister for foreign affairs 1886–88.

Flourens, Gustave. Born 1838. Radical journalist and revolutionary adventurer during the Second Empire, active in Cretan rising, led insurrections against Government of National Defence in winter of 1870 and was killed while leading the great sortie towards Versailles in early days of the Commune.

Frey, William. Born 1839. Mathematical prodigy, in 1867 renounced successful career as geodetic surveyor for communal life in America. Following collapse of colony in Kansas, returned to London to establish a positivist cult. His arguments with Lavrov fascinated émigré nihilists in 1887.

Freycinet, Charles de. Born 1828. Served as chief of Gambetta’s military cabinet in Tours in 1870. Opportunist republican, he led three ministries in 1880s and early 1890s.

Gallifet, Marquis de. Born 1830. Made his military reputation during 1867 French intervention in Mexico, confirmed by heroism at Sedan. Ruthless Versaillais commander during Bloody Week. Briefly minister of war 1899. Died 1909.

Gambetta, Léon. Born 1838. Son of a grocer from Cahors, he was an eloquent republican lawyer in opposition to the Second Empire in the late 1860s. Chosen while minister of interior for the Government of National Defence to escape Paris by balloon and organise Tours relief force. Disenchanted by the National Defence but took no part in the Commune and became powerful voice of opposition to MacMahon’s presidency. His long-awaited premiership began in late 1881 but lasted barely two months. Died 1882 following an accident with a revolver.

Goldman, Emma. Born Lithuania, 1869. Emigrated to America 1885 where drawn to anarchism under influence of Johann Most, who encouraged her public speaking. Following imprisonment of lover Alexander Berkman, she became the leading figure of the anarchist movement in America, frequently courting internment. Deported to Russia with Berkman in 1919, she abhorred the Bolshevik Terror, and returned to the West to live out her days in England and Canada.

Golovinsky, Matvei. A family friend of Dostoevsky, he joined the Holy Brotherhood in the early 1880s and subsequently the Okhrana, but following exposure by Gorky as an informant he moved to Paris to work as a forger for Rachkovsky, allegedly creating The Protocols of the Elders of Zion. Joined Bolsheviks in 1917, playing an important role in the St Petersburg soviet.

Grave, Jean. Born 1854. Cobbler by trade, became acting editor of Le Révolté at the invitation of Reclus and made the role his own for thirty years, going on to edit the renamed La Révolte and Temps Nouveaux, and becoming known as the ‘Pope of the rue Mouffetard’ for his opinionated influence. Intermittently imprisoned for his views such as those in The Dying Society and Anarchy, he was acquitted at the Trial of the Thirty. Signed the Manifesto of the Sixteen in support of war with Germany. Died 1938.

Grousset, Paschal. Born 1844. Editor-in-chief of La Marseillaise, became representative for foreign affairs under the Commune, was imprisoned on New Caledonia but escaped with Henri Rochefort. Collaborated with Jules Verne on various novels as ‘André Laurie’, he was elected as a socialist deputy in 1893, having made educational reform the focus of his study and writing. Died 1909.

Guillaume, James. Born 1844. Teacher by profession and follower of Bakunin, prominent in establishing Jura Federation and St Imier Congress, and Kropotkin’s first point of contact with federalist ideas, though the two later disagreed. Biographer of Bakunin and anarchist historian of the First International. Died 1916.

Hansen, Jules. Born 1829. Well-connected Danish journalist known as ‘Shrew’ or ‘President’ recruited by Rachkovsky to coordinate propaganda campaign in Paris. Took French citizenship and appointed counsellor of embassy for French diplomatic service, he operated as high-level conduit and fixer.

Harting, Baron Arkady. Born Abraham Hekkelman. Recruited to the Okhrana while a student in St Petersburg, was adopted by Rachkovsky and sent among émigrés under cover name of Landesen. Contrived 1890 nihilist bomb plot in France, escaping five-year sentence in absentia to re-establish himself as respectable Arkady Harting in Belgium. Later appointed head of the Foreign Okhrana, but past life exposed in 1909. Disappeared to Belgium under official protection.

Hartmann, Lev. Born Archangel, 1850. Arrested 1876 and released a year later, he became member of the executive committee of the People’s Will. Fled to France following involvement in bomb attack aimed at tsar’s train in 1879, arrested in Paris but surreptitiously deported to England. Active abroad as propagandist until death in 1913.

Hekkelman – see Harting.

Henry, Emile. Born 1872. Raised in exiled Communard family, frustrated by lack of academic and career opportunities, was drawn by brother Fortune into anarchist circles. His intended bombing of Carmaux mine offices in Paris killed five in rue des Bons Enfants police station in late 1892; arrested after attack on Café Terminus in early 1894, eloquent at trial, he was executed that May.

Jagolkovsky, Cyprien. Deep-cover agent of the Paris Okhrana, active in Switzerland, France and Belgium. Would later admit to role in assassination of General Seliverstoff, and played key role in Liège bombings as Baron Ungern-Sternberg.

Jenkinson, Edward. Anti-Fenian policeman, ousted Anderson from post to run autonomous unit in Scotland Yard, contriving Jubilee Plot against Queen Victoria. Subsequently sidelined.

Jogand-Pages, Gabriel, used pseudonym Léo Taxil. Born 1854. Ferocious anti-Catholic journalist and hoaxer, expelled from Masons for scurrilous attacks on the Pope, he professed to be reconciled with the Church in 1885, turning his fire instead on Freemasonry which he exposed with supporting forged testimony as a satanic cult.

Kibalchich, Nicholas. Born 1853, the son of a local priest. Educated in engineering and medicine, he attended lectures by de Cyon. Arrested 1875 for lending a banned book to a peasant and sentenced to two months in prison at the Trial of the 193. Became technical explosives expert of the People’s Will, setting aside his groundbreaking interest in jet propulsion. Arrested in March 1881 for his part in the assassination of Tsar Alexander II, he was hanged the following month.

Kletochnikov, Nicholas. Born 1848, he infilitrated the Third Section on behalf of the People’s Will. Arrested I January 1881 having betrayed Rachkovsky, he was tried in the Trial of the Twenty in 1882 and died in the Peter and Paul Fortress the following year.

Kravchinsky, Sergei. Born 1851. Already a radical while in artillery school, resigned his commission in 1871, joining the Chaikovsky Circle the following year. Fought in the Balkans against the Turks in 1875–6, then involved in planning of Matese revolt near Naples before arrest. Amnestied in Italy, he returned to Russia where he assassinated General Mezentsev in August 1878 but escaped capture, from 1883 resident in London where active in propaganda, founding the Society of Friends of Russian Freedom and the Russian Free Press, and native socialist movement. Killed by a train in 1895.

Kropotkin, Alexander. The closest of Peter Kropotkin’s siblings to him in age, their early correspondence traces development of their political thought, Alexander adhering more closely to the moderate Lavrov. Arrested soon after Peter’s imprisonment in 1875, after decade in Siberian exile committed suicide shortly before his planned release.

Kropotkin, Prince Peter. Born 1842. Descendant of the royal Rurik dynasty, led geographical expeditions in Siberia and Arctic, but prioritised political activities over his scientific interests. Escaping imprisonment as a propagandist of the Chaikovsky Circle, he fled to western Europe where he took a leading role in development and promulgation of anarchist ideas from Switzerland, France and England, despite expulsions and further spells in prison. Developed theories of Mutual Aid and anarchist communism. Opposed Bolshevism following return to Russia in 1917, where he died four years later.

Landesen – see Harting.

Lingg, Louis. Born Germany, 1864. Experience of economic oppression made him an anarchist, known to Reinsdorf. Arrived Chicago, 1885, arrested the following year on suspicion of involvement with the Haymarket bombing and sentenced to death. Beat the gallows by biting down on explosive cartridge.

Littlechild, John. Born 1848. Dolly Williamson’s assistant from 1883, with responsibility for Irish Special Branch, became first head of Special Branch in 1888; promoted to chief inspector two years later but resigned in 1893 to pursue career as private investigator.

Lombroso, Cesare. Born 1835. Socialist in his youth, later theorist of criminal anthropology and founder of the Italian School of Positivist Criminology, he worked at University of Turin. Asserted that criminals could be identified by atavistic physiology and measurement of craniology; his work appealed to eugenicists.

Lopatin, German. Early member of the Chaikovsky Circle, he resisted Kropotkin joining. The first translator of Marx’s Das Kapital into Russian, he briefly became leader in exile of the People’s Will in 1883 before his arrest and imprisonment in the Schlüsselburg Fortress. Emerged after twenty years to sit on Burtsev Jury of Honour.

Lopukhin, Alexei. Appointed director of the police department by Plehve in 1892, became associate minister of the interior, but fell from grace. Divulged details of Okhrana agents to Burtsev and was exiled to post in Siberia.

Mace, Gustave-Placide. Head of the Sûreté 1879–84, latterly encouraging Bertillon’s methods of scientific detection.

Malato de Cornet, Charles. Born 1857. Accompanied his father, a prominent Communard, to New Caledonia. Published The Philosophy of Anarchy in 1889, was close to many individualists such as Martin and Emile Henry, and became secretary to Rochefort in London during the early 1890s and a bridge to the younger anarchists. Later acquitted of involvement with an assassination attempt on the king of Spain, he became one of the signatories of the Manifesto of the Sixteen, in support of war with Germany. Died 1938.

Malatesta, Errico. Born 1853. Expelled from medical studies, became an acolyte of and emissary for Bakunin, promoting insurrectionary tactics, then an active theorist and propagandist for anarchism in travels that took in much of Europe, Egypt and North and South America. Resident in London, working in menial jobs for many years from 1889, he was nevertheless seen as the mastermind of plots worldwide. Returned to Italy 1919, but was under house arrest by fascists for much of the rest of his life. Died 1932.

Malon, Benoît. Born 1841. One of the first French members of the International, from its foundation, became mayor of 17e arrondissement in 1870, was elected to the National Assembly and sat on the Commune council. On returning to France from Swiss exile he joined the French Workers Party. Died 1893.

Melville, William. Born 1850. Moved to London from Ireland at an early age, joined police in 1872, working for Criminal Investigation Department and Special Irish Branch, becoming superintendent of Special Branch in 1893, when known to anarchists as ‘Le Vil Melville’ for his ruthless policing of them. Later illustrious career in British intelligence.

Mezentsev, General Nicholas. Born 1827. Director of the Third Section of the police from 1876, he was stabbed to death two years later by Kravchinsky.

Michel, Louise. Born 1830. The illegitimate daughter of country gentry, she became a schoolteacher and, following her move to Paris, a socialist, joining the Montmartre Vigilance Committee and cementing her iconic reputation during the Commune. A deportee to New Caledonia, she was uncompromising regarding the amnesty, as so much else, and remained a totemic figure in the anarchist movement until her death in 1905.

Morris, William. Born 1834. Designer, author, poet, artist and artistic entrepreneur, he became one of the most prominent British socialists in the 1880s in the Social Democratic Federation, before joining the Socialist League and founding Commonweal. Disillusioned by tensions with anarchists he withdrew but remained active, publishing the utopian novel News from Nowhere.

Most, Johann. Born 1846. Socialist journalist in Austria and Germany and a Marxist member of the Reichstag from 1874, he was forced into exile in London in 1879, where he founded Freiheit. Imprisoned for celebrating the assassination of the tsar, he arrived in the United States in 1883, becoming the foremost evangelist for violent interpretation of ‘propaganda by deed’, publishing a handbook on explosives, The Science of Revolutionary Warfare. Many times imprisoned, he died in 1906.

Mowbray, Charles. English anarchist orator, co-editor of Commonweal in 1890s, he appears to have been a police spy.

Nadar, Felix. Born 1820. Celebrated photographer, writer and aeronaut.

Nechaev, Sergei. Born 1847, the son of a serf, formed a revolutionary circle as a student in St Petersburg in 1868, faked his own arrest and escape and presented himself to Bakunin in Switzerland. In Russia, he organised the murder of a rival student radical, Ivanov, again fled but was extradited and imprisoned in the Peter and Paul Fortress. Made contact with the People’s Will leadership shortly before the assassination of Alexander II to encourage their plans. Died in prison, 1883.

Neve, Johann. Born Denmark, 1844. Peripatetic from London to Paris to New York for several years, took a key role in organising the Social Democratic Club in London with Frank Kitz in 1877, and as editor of Most’s Freiheit. Established revolutionary cells in Germany and Switzerland in early 1880s, despite arrest and brief imprisonment, but betrayed by Reuss he spent ten years in terrible prison conditions before dying in 1896.

Nicoll, David. An aesthete in his youth, encouraged into anarchism by veteran John Turner, took a leading role in Commonweal. Imprisoned for incitement, he made many accusations of provocation against colleagues and was shunned for his paranoia, despite accuracy of his claims in defence of Walsall anarchists and others.

Nordau, Max. Born 1849. Author of ‘The Conventional Lies of our Civilisation’ and ‘Degeneration’, he was founder of Zionist movement with Herzl; secret lover of Olga Novikoff.

Novikoff, Olga, née Kireev. Russian propagandist deployed in London where her salon boasted Prime Minister Gladstone and editor W. T. Stead among its members, and where she became jokingly known as the ‘MP for Russia’. Later operated in Paris, where she was friends with Juliette Adam.

Papus – see Encausse

Parsons, Albert. Born 1848. Having led a militia in Texas against the Ku Klux Klan, moved to Chicago and founded the International Working People’s Association, incurring the hostility of local industrialists. An anarchist, he addressed the Haymarket Square on 4 May 1886, was sentenced to death for the bombing, though absent, and hanged in November 1887. His wife, Lucy, subsequently became a powerful speaker in the socialist cause.

Pell – see Degaev

Pinkerton, Allan. Born Glasgow, 1819. A militant Chartist in the late 1830s, he fled Britain for America, becoming Chicago’s first detective. Formed the Pinkerton Agency before the Civil War, then served as head of the Union’s intelligence service before returning to private detective business. Organised strike breaking, and acted against the Molly Maguires in the 1870s, and wrote about his exploits. After his death in the 1884, his sons continued the business, which assumed an increasingly paramilitary character.

Plekhanov, Georgi. Born 1857. An outspoken participant in the revolutionary movement in Russia from 1876, twice arrested, he attended the Voronezh Congress but remained a member of the more moderate Land and Liberty faction, opposed to terrorist tactics. Emigrated 1880 and became a leader with Zasulich of the Marxist ‘Emancipation of Labour’ group, aligned with western Social Democrats. A colleague of Lenin, he subsequently sided with the Mensheviks and left Russia in the wake of the October Revolution.

Pain, Olivier. La Marseillaise journalist, he became Grousset’s chief of cabinet in the Commune’s department of foreign affairs. Escaped New Caledonia penal colony with Rochefort, for whom he subsequently worked as secretary. As Sudan War correspondent for Figaro, was killed in 1885, allegedly as a spy on the orders of General Gordon.

Parmeggiani, Luigi. Individualist anarchist, prominent expropriator and founder of L’Anonymat group in Paris in the late 1880s, he subsequently operated out of London, where his activities roused much suspicion. Later opened an apparently respectable antiquities shop close to the British Museum and sued ex-Inspector Sweeney for libel in 1905.

Perovskaya, Sofia. Born 1854. Despised her father, the Governor General of St Petersburg, taking an early role in revolutionary agitation from 1872 as a member of the Chaikovsky Circle. Arrested in 1874, then released, she was acquitted at the Trial of the 193 and joined the executive committee of the People’s Will. Romantically involved with Zhelyabov, she took leading role in planning tsar’s assassination in 1880 and 1881, for which she went to the gallows with her lover.

Plehve, Vyacheslav von. Born 1846. Director of the police department in aftermath of Alexander II’s assassination, a hard-line conservative and anti-Semite, he rose through government to become minister of interior in 1902 and was assassinated by socialist revolutionaries two years later.

Pobedonostsev, Constantine. Born 1827. Professor of civil law until he became personal tutor to the children of Tsar Nicholas II, acquiring growing influence during the 1870s as a state councillor and general procurator of the Holy Synod. A reactionary conservative, confirmed anti-Semite and friend of Dostoevsky, as éminence grise of Alexander III’s reign he quashed mooted reforms, but lost influence under Nicholas II and died in 1907, having survived an attempted assassination six years earlier.

Pouget, Jean-Joseph-Emile. Born 1860. A delegate to the 1881 anarchist London Congress, he was arrested with Louise Michel for his role in the Invalides riot, imprisoned for eight years but released in 1886. Founded Père Peinard in 1889, was tried in absentia at the Trial of the Thirty in 1894. An early and prominent advocate of syndicalism, with Pelloutier, in 1900 he became editor of La Voix du Peuple, the organ of the CGT.

Rachkovsky, Peter. Born 1853. Third Section infiltration agent, member of Holy Brotherhood and later head of the Foreign Okhrana, based in Paris. The foremost intelligencer of his era, he was finally dismissed in 1902 on the instigation of the tsarina. Briefly restored to prominence in Russia following 1905 revolution. Died 1910.

Ravachol, born Francois-Claude Koenigstein. Born 1859. Criminal turned anarchist expropriator, after perpetrating several macabre crimes was impelled to terrorism and carried out bomb attack on the Café Véry in Paris, for which he was executed the following year.

Reclus, Elie. Born 1827. Older brother of Elisée, whom he accompanied on their early travels. Director of Bibliothèque Nationale during the Commune. Father of Paul, he was briefly arrested in 1890s on suspicion of concealing him, but joined Elisée at New University to teach comparative mythology. Died 1904.

Reclus, Elisée. Born 1830. Prominent theorist of anarchism, highly esteemed geographer and author of many books and articles in both areas, of which the greatest achievement was the nineteen-volume Universal Geography. He remained active in the cause as speaker and journalist until his death in 1905.

Reuss, Theodore. Wagnerian singer, opera impresario and supposed refounder of the Illuminati. Disruptive influence in Socialist League as German police agent who betrayed Johann Neve. Later a colleague of Encausse as Gnostic bishop.

Rigault, Raoul. A teenage radical during the last years of the Second Empire, became the Commune’s chief of police. A ruthless Jacobin, it was his decision to take hostage the Archbishop of Paris and others; later installed as procurator of the Revolutionary Tribunal. Killed during Bloody Week, though rumours of his survival persisted.

Rochefort, Victor-Henri, Marquis de Rochefort-Luçay. A civil servant and art dealer in his youth, his polemical journalism and founding of La Lanterne and La Marseillaise placed him among the foremost critics of the Second Empire. Became the most radical figure in the Government of National Defence, but resigned from the National Assembly for its defeatism. Escaped New Caledonia and lived in Swiss exile until 1880, founding and directing L’Intransigeant. Increasingly nationalistic and anti-Semitic in his politics, was among Boulanger’s closest supporters and later a virulent anti-Dreyfusard. Died 1913.

Samuels, Henry B. Incendiary member of Socialist League and later co-editor of Commonweal, widely suspected as an agent provocateur following the death of his brother-in-law Martial Bourdin in Greenwich Park bomb explosion.

Savinkov, Boris. Born 1879. Expelled from his law studies in 1899 as a radical, he toyed with Marxism while abroad before joining the Socialist Revolutionary Party and playing an important part in its Fighting Unit alongside Azef, leading the assassination of Plehve and Grand Duke Sergei. Fled death sentence in 1906 to Paris, writing fiction based on his experiences, before returning shortly after the February Revolution of 1917 to become deputy war minister in the Provisional Government. Took prominent role in resistance to Bolshevik rule, was arrested and died in the Lubyanka in 1925.

Seliverstoff, General. Ex-chief of police in St Petersburg, assassinated in Paris in November 1890.

Sergeyev – see Evalenko.

Simon, Charles, known as ‘Biscuit’. Born 1873. Ravachol’s accomplice in theft of explosives and a series of bombings in Paris during early 1892. Fled to England but was identified and arrested on his return to France, and deported to Devil’s Island in Guyana, where he was hunted down and shot dead after taking part in a rising of prisoners in late 1894.

Stepniak – see Kravchinsky.

Stieber, Wilhelm. Born 1818. Began his career as a radical lawyer, then joined Prussian police. Innovated many detective techniques, repeatedly schemed against Marx and headed military intelligence during the Franco-Prussian War, whilst continuing to advise the Russian Third Section almost until his death in 1882.

Taxil – see Jogand-Pages.

Thiers, Louis-Adolphe. Born 1797. As a liberal journalist and historian, he helped elevate Louis-Philippe to the throne in 1830, served in his thirties as interior minister, foreign minister and effectively prime minister, but persona non grata under the Second Empire. Re-emerged in 1870 to lead a failed mission to persuade Britain and Russia to intervene to end Germany’s occupation of France. Elected head of the provisional government to implement the Armistice, he evacuated to Versailles in the face of radical resistance in Paris, precipitating the Commune, which he subsequently crushed, only to be ousted as provisional president of the Republic in 1873. Died 1877.

Tikhomirov, Lev. Born 1850. A member of the Land and Freedom Movement, he attended the Lipetsk conference and joined the executive committee of the People’s Will after the conference at Voronezh. Despite weak nerves, took a prominent propagandist and organisational role in the movement, continuing after his emigration in 1882. Persuaded to recant his beliefs by Rachkovsky in 1888, he returned to Russia to become a virulently reactionary journalist. Died 1922.

Ungern-Sternberg – see Jagolkovsky.

Uzès, Duchess Marie Adrienne Anne Clémentine de Rochechouart de Mortemart d’. Militant royalist and Boulangist, she was a novelist and sculptor. She funded both the Boulangists and anarchists, supplying money to Louise Michel, whose friendship she secured over their common charitable interest in the cause of women’s rights.

Vaillant, Auguste. Born 1861. Namesake but no relation to Commune minister of education. Experience as ‘peon’ labourer in Argentina confirmed anarchist inclinations. Having escaped back to Europe, in November 1893 flung bomb into Chamber of Deputies. Executed February 1894.

Vauvelle, Charlotte. Born 1872. Thirty-five years Louise Michel’s junior, she lived with her as her devoted companion for more than a decade until Michel’s death. Brought up with anarchists, but grew to dislike them. Said to be both an Orléanist agent, who helped bring Michel into the orbit of the Duchess d’Uzes, and an informant for Special Branch.

Williamson, Adolphus, known as ‘Dolly’. Born 1830. First head of Scotland Yard’s Detective Branch and its successor, the Criminal Investigation Department. Died 1889.

Witte, Count Sergei. Born 1849. Worked in management of Russian railways during vast expansion, and may have contributed to formation of Holy Brotherhood in 1881. Finance minister for a decade from 1893, pursued progressive policies; Rachkovsky an ally. Chairman of committee of ministers 1903–5 and council of ministers until 1906. Died 1915.

Zasulich, Vera. Born 1852. When only sixteen was duped into assisting Nechaev and imprisoned for two years and then exiled for a further two years. Returned to Russia to join the revolutionary underground in Kiev. Reacted to Bogoliubov beating and tried to shoot General Trepov but was acquitted by a jury trial and spirited out of the country. In Switzerland, she lodged for a while with Kravchinsky but joined Plekhanov and Lenin in the Social Democratic Party, splitting with the latter in 1903. Died 1919.

Zhelyabov, Andrei. Born 1850 into a serf family, he joined the Volkhovsky Circle in Odessa following his expulsion from university, and was further radicalised by repeated arrests. Attended Lipetsk and Voronezh conferences, joined the executive committee of the People’s Will and took a lead role in various attempts on the tsar’s life, up to success of March 1881, though arrested three days earlier. Executed April 1881.

Zo d’Axa, Alphonse Gallaud de la Pérouse. Born 1864. Deserter from cavalry. Political and journalistic career was marked by its flamboyance and extremism, first as an ultra-Catholic in Italy, then as an anarchist of nihilistic inclinations in France. Founder of L’En Dehors, and friend of individualist anarchists whose terrorism he extolled as tantamount to artistic gestures. Committed suicide in 1930.


Introduction

In the early years of the twenty-first century, a British Home Secretary recommended that those wishing to understand what at that time was still termed the ‘War on Terror’ should look back to the 1890s. Parallels were widely drawn with the wave of bombings and assassinations that had swept Europe and America at the end of the nineteenth century, perpetrated by anarchists and nihilists for whom London and Switzerland had provided refuge. Then as now, it was remarked, disaffected young men from swollen immigrant communities had been radicalised by preachers of an extremist ideology and lured into violence. Some commentators wrote of ‘Islamo-anarchism’, while others remarked that Al-Zawahiri, the ‘brains’ of Al-Qaeda, had studied the revolutionary writings of the godfather of anarchism, Michael Bakunin.

The parallels were persuasive and the comparison of the new threat to western civilisation with one long since vanquished appeared almost comforting. Yet, such references are largely misleading when detached from any sense of the circumstances that moulded the revolutionaries of the nineteenth century, impelling them to seek an alternative and better future. When their world is viewed from the position they occupied at society’s margins, whether by choice or ill fortune, an era named for its glittering surface as a belle époque or Gilded Age is thrown into stark relief. The effect is uncanny, for many features of that landscape do indeed echo those of our own times but in ways that should shame us as well as causing deeper disquiet.

The obscene discrepancies of wealth between the rich and the poor were painfully obvious in the last decades of the nineteenth century, existing cheek by jowl in cities such as London, but they are scarcely less troublesome now, and still more extreme in the global village. Back then, the industrial exploitation of labour and the greed of the few generated social injustice and economic instability; the unwillingness of politicians to confront malign corporate and financial powers led to disillusionment, even in purported democracies; and all was set against a background of economies staggering from crisis to crisis, uncertain how to tame a rampant, savage capitalism. Organised religion, discredited by science, flailed against its loss of authority, while others saw the greater spiritual threat in the nascent consumer culture and intrusiveness of advertising. Mass migration challenged the resilience of national cultures and created a strong cross-fertilised internationalism. Meanwhile, in a multi-polar world shaped by Great Power geopolitics, shifts in the balance of economic dynamism threatened peace, with alliances wrangled in the hope of averting or retarding the dance towards the precipice.

Extreme caution should be exercised in supposing that history ever even rhymes, let alone repeats itself. Nevertheless, the news headlines during the years that I have spent researching and writing this book have time and again left me with the impression that the intervening century has in some strange way folded back upon itself. We must sincerely hope that we too are not unknowingly caught up in such a deadly dance, and that the most extreme consequences of the flaws in that world are not to be repeated. Throughout the period in question a silent, secret clockwork of intrigue and manipulation was in operation to protect the status quo, just as it is today, yet then as now the risk of unforeseen consequences was not to be underestimated.

Framed by two revolutions, beginning with the Paris Commune of 1871 and ending with that staged by the Bolsheviks in October 1917, these are years tormented by the constant fear and possibility of violent upheaval. It was an age characterised by many contemporary social commentators as decadent or degenerate, a moment of crisis, perhaps even for the human species as a whole. The anarchists, seen as advocates of destruction and promulgators of terror, were often posited as the most shocking symptom of the malaise. The control, suppression and ultimate demonisation of their fiendish sect appeared to many a moral imperative, and was clearly as much a pleasure as a duty for many official defenders of law and order. For them ‘anarchism’ was a useful shorthand for the subversive threat posed by revolutionaries of all hues. Nor could the anarchists rely on the solidarity of their supposed brethren on the political left, to whom their liberal critique of state socialism was almost as intolerable as their socialist critique of capitalism was to those who wielded political power. With anarchism exposed to enemies on all sides, the violence perpetrated in its name by a few headstrong young men was more than enough to confirm the movement’s pariah status in perpetuity.

It was a fate scarcely deserved by the leading ideologues of the movement, some of them figures of international standing as scientists, who had vied with the dogmatic Marxists for the claim to champion a form of ‘scientific socialism’. Variously derided as utopian dreamers and reviled as desperate conspirators, with hindsight they emerge instead as plausible visionaries. Even the social democratic heirs of their fiercest critics would be hard pressed to deny that history has vindicated many of their remedies: female emancipation with state support for the care and education of children, collective social security, sustainable communities with power devolved as far as possible, with a federal United States of Europe to prevent the continent-wide wars that they foretold. The human spirit was to be celebrated against the dead hand of centralisation, and self-fulfilment would be achieved through creative work rather than material gain: the essence of the political agenda of ‘well-being’ now in vogue. Even their espousal of autonomous federated communities as the basis for a new form of society prefigures the ideas of localism and sustainability that many believe must now be implemented to preserve the health of the planet.

Peter Kropotkin’s theory of Mutual Aid, which asserted an evolutionary argument that cooperation rather than competition was the natural state of human relations, has received support from recent discoveries in the field of genetics. All that was required for mankind’s best instincts to flourish, he and his colleagues argued, was for the accreted institutions, hierarchies and privileges that had corrupted society to be swept away; left to their own devices, people would quickly and surely create a cooperative paradise. And yet it was this naïve optimism that left the movement so vulnerable to attack and manipulation.

Judged by the standards of political pragmatism, the position adopted by Kropotkin and others was catastrophic on many counts. At a time when many other socialist factions were busily marshalling their troops and handing executive power to conspiratorial elites, anarchism eschewed formal organisation or leadership of any sort, recoiling from coercion and central control. By placing such deep faith in the individual conscience and allowing validity to every honestly held opinion, consensus was inevitably elusive, while the movement left itself defenceless, almost on principle, against both malicious infiltration and co-option by those who sought to use political idealism as a cover for criminal intent. And whilst the anarchist philosophers’ hopes that the social revolution might come to pass with little or no bloodshed was doubtless sincere, it is hard to excuse their failure to forestall the extremes of violence to which their acolytes were driven by frustration at the absence of any popular appetite for a more creative apocalypse. A dangerous credulity, though, was not the exclusive preserve of those who awaited Utopia.

Faced with a world of increasing complexity and rapid change, a complacent bourgeoisie craved easy explanations of anything that challenged its easeful existence. In such circumstances, the phenomenon of the all-encompassing ‘conspiracy theory’ was able to take root. The fanciful notion of an internationally coordinated anarchist revolution of which the isolated attacks with bombs, knives and revolvers marked the first skirmishes was only one example. Others drew in the credulous masses with fantastical stories of Freemasonic satanism and megalomaniac supermen. It was a fictitious conspiracy that harnessed the rising tide of anti-Semitism, though, which would truly define the genre: The Protocols of the Elders of Zion. And although public opinion was not yet ready to embrace the simplest, most ruthless solutions to such a perceived threat, the contemporary debate over criminal anthropology and eugenics darkly foreshadowed what lay ahead. That such ideas were advanced from and encouraged by the political left, with the most humane intentions, is typical of the paradoxical nature of the period.

From out of the midst of a tangled knot of forgeries, provocation, black propaganda, misplaced idealism and twisted political allegiances the horrors of world war, totalitarianism and genocide that plagued the twentieth century would grow, having already set deep roots. Credible theses have been advanced that the origins of fascism lie in nineteenth-century anarchism, or that the French nationalism of the fin de siècle, which itself embraced elements from the radical left, may have been the progenitor of Nazism. My interest here, however, is merely to unpick the elaborate deceptions and intrigues generated by all sides, in an attempt to discern the confluence of factors that led to the first international ‘War on Terror’ and the consequences that flowed from it. For amidst a welter of alarmism and misdirection, a genuine conspiracy of sorts does lie buried, less cogent and universal than that described by the Protocols, despite them sharing a common author, but far-reaching nonetheless. And if there are valuable lessons to be learned from the period, the most imperative are perhaps to be discovered here, however uncomfortable they may be.

In exploring such a murky world, I have been unsurprised that the evidence has been elusive and the official paper trail often sparse. How welcome would be the reappearance of the suitcase, last seen in Paris during the 1930s, containing the private papers of Peter Rachkovsky, the head of Russia’s foreign Okhrana and the fulcrum for so much of the intrigue in the period. How convenient if the files relating to the Okhrana’s activities in London, and its relations with the American Pinkerton Agency, had not at some point been emptied; or, indeed, if the Belgian cabinet had forgotten to instruct that key police reports should disappear into secret dossiers, never to emerge again.

What has taken me aback, however, has been the tenacity with which the Metropolitan Police’s Special Branch in London have sought to prevent access to their apparently limited records from the period: a number of ledgers, listing communications received from a wide range of sources. Along with the correspondence itself, for many years the ledgers themselves had been thought lost: pulped in the war effort, it was claimed, or destroyed by a bomb. Since their surprising reappearance in 2001, to be used as the basis of a doctoral thesis by a serving Special Branch officer, such access has not been replicated for other researchers, despite a Freedom of Information case I have pursued for several years. Following a ruling in favour of disclosure by the Information Commissioner and reprimands for the Metropolitan Police handling of the case, the police appeal to the Information Tribunal in 2009 resulted in the universal redaction of all names contained in the documents. The censored material raises as many questions as it answers.

Nevertheless, enough documentary evidence is available for a patient researcher to piece together a picture of this clandestine world of late nineteenth-century policing. The spiriting to America of the Okhrana’s Paris archive following the revolution in Russia, unveiled at the Hoover Institute in the 1950s, has preserved a rich resource; so too have the archives of the Paris Prefecture of Police, whose basement contains box upon box of material, including agents’ field reports, readily accessible to the public on request. Official documents jostle with a fascinating mass of material of more questionable reliability: reports from duplicitous informants, eager to prove themselves indispensible by passing off conjecture as fact; press coverage of false-flag police operations. And then there are the memoirs published by policemen and revolutionaries, all with an agenda to promote, or a desire to dramatise or justify their achievements.
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