
		
			[image: Cover for The Infernal Machine: A True Story of Dynamite, Terror, and the Rise of the Modern Detective, Author, Steven Johnson]
		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, The Infernal Machine, Subtitle, A True Story of Dynamite, Terror, and the Rise of the Modern Detective, Author, Steven Johnson, Imprint, Crown]
			

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2024 by Steven Johnson

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			All rights reserved.

			Published in the United States by Crown, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

			Crown and the Crown colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Hardback ISBN 9780593443958

			Ebook ISBN 9780593443965

			Library of Congress

			Names: Johnson, Steven, 1968- author. Title: The infernal machine : a true story of dynamite, terror, and the rise of the modern detective / by Steven Johnson. Description: First edition. | New York : Crown, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, [2024] | Includes bibliographical references and index. Identifiers: LCCN 2023047189 (print) | LCCN 2023047190 (ebook) | ISBN 9780593443958 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780593443965 (ebook) Subjects: LCSH: Anarchists—New York (State)—New York—History. | Detectives—New York (State)—New York—History. Classification: LCC HX846.N7 J646 2024 (print) | LCC HX846.N7 (ebook) | DDC 335/.8309747—dc23/eng/20240205

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2023047189

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2023047190

			Excerpted lyrics from “Ludlow Massacre” words and music by Woody Guthrie. © Woody Guthrie Publications, Inc. Used by permission.

			Photograph on this page: The History Collection/Alamy Stock Photo.

			crownpublishing.com

			Book design by Jen Valero, adapted for ebook

			ep_prh_6.9a_152634190_c0_r1

		

	
		
			
				CONTENTS

				Epigraph

				Dedication

				Cast of Characters

				Preface

				PART ONE: FUSE 1866–1892

				CHAPTER 1: The Controlled Explosion

				CHAPTER 2: Mutual Aid

				CHAPTER 3: A Nature-Copy of the Forever Unchangeable

				CHAPTER 4: The Dynamite Club

				CHAPTER 5: The Terrible Power of the Powerless

				CHAPTER 6: Dancing on the Surface of a Volcano

				CHAPTER 7: The Reaper Works

				CHAPTER 8: Comrades

				PART TWO: BLASTING CAP 1892–1913

				CHAPTER 9: The Pivot Around Which the Story Is Written

				CHAPTER 10: Western Penitentiary

				CHAPTER 11: Le Département d’Anthropométrie

				CHAPTER 12: A Little Joan of Arc

				CHAPTER 13: September 6, 1901

				CHAPTER 14: The Black Hand

				CHAPTER 15: Palermo

				CHAPTER 16: The People Versus Charles Crispi

				CHAPTER 17: The Body and the Blood

				PART THREE: DETONATION 1914–1919

				CHAPTER 18: Down Inside the Cave to Sleep

				CHAPTER 19: The Siege of Tarrytown

				CHAPTER 20: The Blast

				CHAPTER 21: The Italian Squad, Revisited

				CHAPTER 22: Cathedral

				CHAPTER 23: A Madman and a Marriage

				CHAPTER 24: They Are Fine and Beautiful Characters

				CHAPTER 25: The Radical Division

				CHAPTER 26: Ellis Island

				EPILOGUE: Aftershock

				Notes

				Bibliography

				Acknowledgments

				Index

			

		

	_152634190_

	
		
			
				When compared with the suppression of anarchy, every other question sinks into insignificance. The anarchist is the enemy of humanity, the enemy of all mankind.

				—THEODORE ROOSEVELT

				Disobedience, in the eyes of anyone who has read history, is man’s original virtue. It is through disobedience that progress has been made, through disobedience and through rebellion.

				—OSCAR WILDE

				The bomb is the ghost of your past crimes.

				—ALEXANDER BERKMAN
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			PREFACE

			July 5, 1915

			Police headquarters, Centre Street, Manhattan

			The bombs came in all kinds of packages.

			Often they arrived in tin cans, emptied of the olive oil or soap or preserves the cans had originally been manufactured to contain, now wedged tight with sticks of dynamite. Sometimes they were wrapped with an outer band of iron slugs, designed to maximize the destruction, conveyed to their target location in a satchel or suitcase, “accidentally” left behind in the courthouse, or the train station, or the cathedral. Many of those devices were time bombs running on clockwork mechanisms. The more inventive ones utilized a kind of hourglass device, releasing sulfuric acid into a piece of cork, the timing determined by chemistry, not mechanics: how long the acid took to eat its way through the cork, until it began dripping onto the blasting cap below. Many were swaddled in old newspaper pages. One of the most notorious bombing campaigns sent the devices through the mail, dressed up in department-store wrapping.

			And sometimes the bomb was just a naked stick of dynamite, with a fuse simple enough to be lit with the strike of a match, ready to be flung into an unsuspecting crowd.

			Many bombs were delivered anonymously. But others were accompanied by missives sent to a local paper, or left on a doorstep: threats, intimations of further violence, delusional rants, and more than a few manifestos. The smaller bombs—the ones detonated by a storefront, a few notches up from fireworks—were the mobster version of an “account overdue” mailing: the big stick of the extortion business. A few came from clinically insane individuals without a cause, propelled toward the terrible violence of dynamite by their own private demons. But most of the explosions that made the national news during those years were expressions, implicit or explicit, of a political worldview.

			The political bombers were a diverse bunch: socialist agitators, Russian Nihilists, Irish republicans, German saboteurs. But of all the bomb throwers of the period, no group was more closely associated with the infernal machines—as the press came to call the bombs—than the anarchists. The forty-year period during which anarchism rose to prominence as one of the most important political worldviews in Europe and the United States—roughly from 1880 to 1920—happened to correspond precisely with the single most devastating stretch of political bombings in the history of the West. Indeed, the whole modern practice of terrorism—advancing a political agenda through acts of spectacular violence, often targeting civilians—began with the anarchists.

			What was anarchism, really? Start with the word itself. Today the word anarchy almost exclusively carries negative connotations of chaos and disorder. But when the political movement first emerged in the middle of the nineteenth century, the word’s meaning was much more closely grounded in its etymological roots: an-, meaning no, and -archos, the Latin word for “ruler.” The anarchists believed that a world without rulers was possible. At times, they convinced themselves that such a society was inevitable; imminent, even.

			The anarchists maintained that there was something fundamentally corrosive about organizing society around large, top-down organizations. Human beings, its advocates explained, oftentimes at gunpoint, had evolved in smaller, more egalitarian units, and some of the most exemplary communities of recent life—the guild-based free cities of Renaissance Europe, the farming communes of Asia, watchmaking collectives in the Jura Mountains of Switzerland—had followed a comparable template, at a slightly larger scale. These leaderless societies were the natural order of things, the default state for Homo sapiens. Taking humans out of those human-scale communities and thrusting them into vast militaries or industrial factories, building a society based on competitive struggle and authority from above, betrayed some of our deepest instincts.

			At its finest moments, anarchism was a scientific argument as much as it was a political one. It had deep ties to the new science that Darwin had introduced, only it emphasized a side of natural selection that is often neglected in popular accounts: the way in which evolution selects for cooperative behavior between organisms, what Peter Kropotkin—anarchism’s most elegant advocate—called “mutual aid.”

			As a theory of social organization, anarchism was equally opposed to the hierarchies of capitalism and the hierarchies of what we would now call Big Government. For this reason, it lacks an intuitive address on the conventional left-right map of contemporary politics, which partly explains why the movement can seem perplexing to us today. Whatever you might say about Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman and Peter Kropotkin—the three main anarchists in this book—they should never be mistaken for free-market libertarians. They wanted to smash the corporate regime as much as they wanted to smash the state.

			But the other confusion about the movement lies in the language itself. The main reason that the word anarchy now carries the implicit connotation of troublesome disorder is because a century ago, a wave of anarchists insisted on blowing things up, again and again and again, in the name of the movement.

			That sense of unruly chaos that the word anarchy triggers in our mind today is the aftershock of all those explosions, part of the debris field they left behind. For the anarchists, it was arguably one of the most disastrous branding strategies in political history. They turned a word against their cause.

			

			—

			Why exactly were the anarchists so intent on blowing things up? That is, by definition, a technological and scientific question as much as it is a question about radical ideologies: How did anarchism and dynamite—born in the same decade but otherwise unrelated—come to be so closely intertwined? Dynamite gave small bands of humans command of more energy per person than they had ever dreamed of having before. Dynamite, quite literally, gave them power. The anarchists happened to be the first political movement to embrace that new power. But why were they compelled to make that choice? Could they have made a more persuasive case through less destructive means? To even begin to answer those questions, we need to understand where the anarchist’s appetite for political violence originally came from, its complex symbiosis with the everyday violence that industrialization had unleashed into the world. For every death at the hand of a bomb-wielding anarchist, a hundred or more would die from factory accidents.

			We also need to understand what that appetite for violence—enabled by the energy density of the dynamite-based explosion—helped bring into the world. When the anarchists began dreaming of a society unfettered by institutional authority, there were no forensic detectives, no biometric databases of identity, no anti-terror agencies. Where official police forces did exist, they were usually in bed with urban crime syndicates and political machines; national and international investigatory bodies like Interpol or the FBI or the CIA were decades from being created. But in the end it turned out to be those institutions that triumphed over the stateless dream of the anarchists. In many key respects these techniques and organizations were prodded into being by the emerging threat of the infernal machines, like an immune response to an invading virus. The innovation of dynamite-driven political terrorism created a counterreaction from the forces of top-down authority, one of those stretches of history where some of the most powerful institutions in the world are shaped by the activities of marginal groups, working outside the dominant channels of power. In this case, though, the legacy of the anarchist movement ultimately possessed a kind of tragic irony: the dream of smashing the state helping to give birth to a regime of state surveillance that would become nearly ubiquitous by the middle of the twentieth century.

			

			—

			In the summer of 1915, the site in the United States that best represented that new regime was the Identification Bureau of the New York Police Department, created originally by a cerebral detective, Joseph Faurot, and eventually overseen by Commissioner Arthur Woods, a well-born Bostonian turned social reformer. The bureau was on the ground floor of the NYPD headquarters in Lower Manhattan, lined with file cabinets containing tens of thousands of photographs and fingerprints, organized by intricate classification schemes. In a predigital era, the Identification Bureau was the closest thing imaginable to the U.S. government’s plan for “Total Information Awareness” that would become so controversial in the months after 9/11.

			The Identification Bureau had an equally revolutionary idea at its core, one that had first developed in Paris and London at the end of the nineteenth century before Faurot and Woods brought it stateside: the idea that crime and sedition were fundamentally problems that could be solved with data. The way to combat individuals or groups who were intent on disrupting society was not to overwhelm them with physical force. Such naked expressions of power only inflamed the passions of the radicals. It was better to contain dissent through more subtle means: file cabinets filled with information, undercover operations, a web of invisible oversight stretching across the country and, increasingly, across the world.

			This book, then, is the story of two ideas, ideas that first took root in Europe before arriving on American soil at the end of the nineteenth century, where they locked into an existential struggle that lasted three decades. One idea was the radical vision of a society with no rules—and a new tactic of dynamite-driven terrorism deployed to advance that vision. The other idea—crime fighting as an information science—took longer to take shape, and for a good stretch of the early twentieth century, it seemed like it was losing its struggle against the anarchists. But it won out in the end. How did that come to happen? And could the story have played out differently?

			The history of the struggle between those two ideas involves a global cast of some of the most fascinating characters of the age: most of all Berkman, Goldman, Kropotkin, Woods, and Faurot. But doing justice to that story demands that we take a wider view of the historical timeline: venturing back to the original invention of dynamite itself and its first deployments as a political weapon in czarist Russia, the growth of anarchism as a political worldview in the late 1800s, the pioneering innovations of forensic science in Paris that evolved in part to counter that growth—all the way up to a terrifying, but now mostly forgotten, stretch of New York City’s history in the early twentieth century, when the metropolis experienced thousands of bombings over the course of just two decades.

			If you had to select the one point on that timeline that marked the apex of the struggle between anarchism and the surveillance state, the point where you might get even odds as to how it was all going to turn out, you could make a good case for the night of July 5, 1915. Despite the late hour, the Identification Bureau was bustling with activity. A bomb had detonated two days earlier in the U.S. Capitol building; the financier J. P. Morgan, Jr., had been attacked at his home in suburban Long Island the following morning; and the detectives had just discovered that the suspect in both crimes had recently purchased two hundred sticks of dynamite in New York, only six of which had been accounted for. For weeks Joseph Faurot had been receiving death threats in the mail from anarchist groups, reminding the detective of the fast approaching one-year anniversary of one of the most devastating explosions in the city’s history, a blast that destroyed an entire apartment building on the East Side, the work of anarchists plotting an attack on another titan of industry. That damage had been wrought with only a few sticks of dynamite. The trove of explosives currently missing threatened to make the previous year’s blast look like a bottle rocket by comparison.

			But the clash between the anarchists and the NYPD was not only visible in the frenetic activity inside the Identification Bureau itself. To see it in its full scope, you needed to leave the file cabinets and the fingerprint studios behind, walk out the plate glass doors into the hall, venture down a set of fire stairs into the darkened hallways of the basement. There you would have seen a cheap suitcase, leaning against a doorway. Below the muffled hum of activity in the Identification Bureau directly above, if you listened very intently, you might just have heard the quiet metronome of a ticking clock.
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			CHAPTER 1

			The Controlled Explosion

			August 1866

			Krümmel, Germany

			Seen from afar, the dunes rising up over the River Elbe, cradling the ruins of the nitroglycerin factory, appeared to be composed of ordinary sand. Only their vivid white coloring betrayed their true origins. Millions of years before, they had been living organisms: diatoms, the single-celled algae that produce more than a third of all the oxygen on earth. In the dunes looming over the Elbe, all that remained of these creatures were their exoskeletons, forming a soft powder easily carried by the wind. The Germans who first discovered it called it kieselguhr. Under a microscope, kieselguhr turned out to possess a secret geometry of intricate honeycomb-like fragments. A few years earlier, Darwin had extolled the splendor of these ancient skeletons in The Origin of Species. “Few objects are more beautiful than the minute siliceous cases of the diatomaceæ,” he wrote. “Were these created that they might be examined and admired under the higher powers of the microscope? The beauty in this latter case, and in many others, is apparently wholly due to symmetry of growth.”

			Each morning in the final weeks of August, a brooding, bearded man in his midthirties made his way along the edge of the dunes to a barge anchored just offshore. The barge was a floating chemistry lab, cluttered with the tools of his trade: vials, beakers, pipettes, microscopes, thermometers, Bunsen burners, scales, powders, oils. All through the long, warm days of late summer, the man labored over his workbench, measuring and weighing and tinkering. Once or twice a day, he would venture back on land and set off what seemed from afar to be fireworks. The construction workers rebuilding the nitroglycerin factory a few thousand feet away would hear the booms reverberating across the kieselguhr dunes. Each time, they would pause for a few seconds, glance at each other nervously, wondering if Alfred Nobel had finally managed to blow himself up.

			The nitroglycerin detonations that Nobel was triggering were still a relatively new phenomenon in the mid-1860s. The compound had only been discovered two decades before, by the Italian chemist Ascanio Sobrero, who nearly killed himself when a small amount of nitroglycerin oil detonated in his face in 1846. Sobrero’s discovery had been a momentous one. Humans had been using chemistry to create explosions for more than a thousand years, dating back to the Chinese invention of gunpowder circa 800 CE. Occasionally, this new capability was employed for peaceful purposes: in fireworks displays or mining operations. But mostly gunpowder was used for military ends, making the invention of guns, cannons, and rockets possible. But over that entire period, up until Sobrero first started investigating nitroglycerin in the mid-1840s, gunpowder remained the primary means of triggering a manmade explosion. The ingredients changed slightly over the centuries, as people tinkered with the formula to make it more powerful. But gunpowder effectively had no rivals for a thousand years.

			Sobrero is now mostly a footnote in the history of nitroglycerin, in large part because he walked away from his creation after that brush with death in his lab in 1846. Nitroglycerin is far more unstable than gunpowder; to this day, it is considered one of the most explosive materials known to man. Gunpowder required a spark or an active flame to trigger its explosions. But as Sobrero discovered, above a certain temperature, a nitroglycerin detonation could be triggered just by jostling it in a glass vial.

			The power of nitroglycerin was evident from the very beginning. The problem was how to control that power, how to deploy it reliably. That was the problem Alfred Nobel was wrestling with in his floating chemistry lab on the Elbe.

			

			—

			The summer of 1866 was not the first time Nobel had set up a working lab on a boat. Two years before, he had retreated to a barge on Lake Mälaren outside of Stockholm after the death of his beloved younger brother, Emil. Nobel had been born in Sweden and had spent his early life shuffling back and forth between Stockholm and Saint Petersburg, where his father had built a lucrative business as an arms merchant. It was in Saint Petersburg that a teenage Nobel first developed his obsession with chemistry: watching his father tinker with new gunpowder-based devices in the lab, and studying with two dynamic science tutors who were professors at a local university. One of those tutors introduced nitroglycerin to Nobel in the late 1840s, pouring a droplet of the compound on an anvil and then slamming a hammer on it. Nobel later recalled that the hammer strike produced a “report like a pistol shot.” The experience left a deep impression on the young man, and in the following years, he began an investigation into the mysteries of the substance that would continue the rest of his life.

			Taming nitroglycerin involved two primary challenges. The first was figuring out how to reliably trigger a detonation. Gunpowder’s explosive force relies on combustion, effectively a very fast form of burning, which makes it easy to detonate with a lit fuse. But nitroglycerin does not burn. Its power derives from supersonic shock waves generated by atoms of oxygen, nitrogen, and carbon rearranging themselves to form more stable bonds after a physical disturbance.

			In 1862, Nobel first demonstrated a solution to the detonation problem through the invention of what he called a blasting cap. He had spent years trying to figure out how to create the kind of pressure wave that would cause the nitroglycerin to explode. Ultimately, he realized that the solution lay in the very material he was trying to make obsolete: gunpowder. While gunpowder relied on combustion to do its work, the explosion generated by that rapid burning was itself a pressure wave. Nobel’s blasting cap placed a small amount of gunpowder next to the nitroglycerin and connected the gunpowder to a traditional fuse. Igniting the gunpowder unleashed the supersonic shock wave of the nitroglycerin.

			Those investigations gave Nobel his first commercial product, but they came at a terrible cost. In 1864, his brother was killed in an explosion in a laboratory Nobel had designed on the family estate in Stockholm. The accident was a public scandal and a private tragedy; the blast itself was audible in many parts of the city and the papers had covered it extensively. Within weeks of the explosion, Stockholm officially banned the manufacture of nitroglycerin inside the city limits, and landlords outside the city laughed in Nobel’s face when he inquired about leasing space for further experiments.

			There is a version of Nobel’s story in which he fits the familiar mold of the tenacious entrepreneur who plugs away at a promising but somehow fraught new idea and eventually succeeds in making it a reality. (To his credit, Nobel had little interest in nitroglycerin as a weapon, despite his father’s line of work; he thought its primary use would be as a blast agent for engineering projects.) But there is another version of Nobel’s life that can be told, one that probably has just as much truth in it, which is a story about a man so obsessed with an idea that he is willing to sacrifice a staggering amount of human life to bring it into the world. Conjuring up a new technology so unstable that it directly caused the death of your own brother would have dissuaded most budding innovators. But not Alfred Nobel. Prohibited by city ordinance from continuing his investigations on land, Nobel retreated to the barge on Lake Mälaren, which turned out to be a literal lifeboat for his struggling company in those first months. Nobel juggled many different roles: managing director, accountant, chemist, head of publicity. He began officially selling “Nobel’s Patented Explosive Oil” for 2.50 crowns per pound, the equivalent of fifteen dollars today, all of it manufactured with primitive tools on Lake Mälaren. Somehow, he managed to keep himself and the barge in one piece.

			

			—

			The blasting cap made it possible for the first time to detonate nitroglycerin on command, from a distance. By the mid-1860s Nobel was selling his oil to industrial companies all around the world. It was roughly five times more efficient than traditional gunpowder-based explosives, making it far easier to blast through rock to build the railroads that were spanning the continents of Europe and North America. But the material itself remained dangerously volatile. While you could trigger an explosion reliably thanks to the blasting cap, transporting the oil was still a deadly business. Headlines around the globe announced accident after horrific accident: fifteen dead in an explosion at a Wells Fargo office in San Francisco; eighty-four killed on board a German ship bound for New York; dozens dead after a warehouse explosion in Sydney.

			The nitroglycerin accidents were particularly troubling because of the gruesome damage they did to the bodies of their victims. Even on the field of battle there was very little precedent for that level of carnage. Cannons would occasionally explode if they were poorly maintained. Primitive mines could maim, and gunpowder reserves would accidentally ignite from time to time. But nitroglycerin explosions introduced a whole new level of physical destruction. The news reports of accidental detonations would often refer delicately to the fact that the remains of the victims were not readily identifiable, a polite way of pointing out that the bodies of people near the explosion had been separated into dozens of bloody fragments. This was, historically speaking, a new outcome for the human body. Humans had been stabbed, poisoned, impaled, burned, shot at, and hung. But getting blown to bits was a novel way to die.

			In the summer of 1866, during a promotional tour of the United States, Nobel got word that the new nitroglycerin factory that he had just constructed in Germany had been destroyed in an accidental explosion. He cut short the American trip—which was already failing to assuage his critics—and returned to the factory rubble by the Elbe. The rising body count from his invention—at home and worldwide—had made it clear that solving the detonation problem was only half the job. The dream of the controlled explosion would never be realized until Nobel figured out a way to store and transport the compound safely as well.

			The solution turned out to be all around him, as he labored on the barge on the Elbe: in those white kieselguhr dunes rising over the river. The diatomite powder was highly porous, and through a series of experiments conducted that August, Nobel discovered that mixing nitroglycerin and diatomite created a paste that made the blasting oil far less prone to accidental explosions. And the paste could be sculpted into semisolid forms, perfect for customizing into a range of products, each optimized for a different industrial use.

			Nobel ultimately settled on a ratio of three parts nitroglycerin to one part diatomite. He packaged it in convenient and portable cylinders, using the blasting cap that he had perfected five years before as a detonator. On September 19, 1866, Nobel filed a patent in Sweden for his new invention. In the application, he wrote: “My new explosive…is simply nitroglycerine in combination with a very porous silicate, and I have given it a new name, not to hide its nature, but to emphasize its explosive traits in a new form; these are so different that a new name is called for.”

			In actuality, Nobel gave his invention two names. One was a variation on his earlier product’s branding, with an emphasis on its newfound stability: Nobel’s Safety Powder.

			But it was the other name that stuck: Dynamite.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Mutual Aid

			As Alfred Nobel toiled on his floating laboratory, a thousand miles to the east another man with longstanding ties to Saint Petersburg rode on horseback through the dense forests of larch, spruce, and pine that wind between the towering granite peaks of the Yablonovy Range in southeastern Siberia. While Pyotr Alexeyevich Kropotkin was only twenty-three years old, he had already spent four years exploring the vast and hostile terrain of Russia’s eastern provinces. He had rowed two thousand miles down the Amur River, nearly drowning several times in the massive waves kicked up by the typhoons blowing in from the East China Sea. He had traveled through the tundra of northern Siberia in the depths of winter, wrapped in fur and lying in a horse-drawn sledge, surviving temperatures fifty degrees below freezing. Now, in what would prove to be his final expedition, Kropotkin was attempting to find a navigable route through the Yablonovy Range, connecting the gold mines north of Irkutsk to the warm, cattle-rich plains of Transbaikalia, on the present-day border of Mongolia and China.

			Kropotkin had been born into an aristocratic family, with a bloodline that reached back to the Rurik dynasty that ruled Russia for seven hundred years, before the rise of the Romanovs. As a child, he had been formally known as Prince Peter Kropotkin, though he dropped the honorific at the age of twelve, under the spell of a tutor who described French aristocrats renouncing their own titles during the revolution. While the gesture was a hint of the radical thinking that was to be the hallmark of his future intellectual life, Kropotkin spent most of his childhood surrounded by the power elite of czarist Russia. When Alexander II—the reform-minded Romanov most famous for liberating the serfs in 1861—heard that Kropotkin had overruled his father’s objections and secured a post on the Siberian frontier, the czar had shrugged and given a lukewarm blessing: “Well, go; one can be useful everywhere.”
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					Pyotr Alexeyevich Kropotkin, 1864

				
			
			Kropotkin was not the first Russian to seek a route through the Yablonovy Range. Several expeditions had previously attempted to find a pass, most of them coming from the south, but all had given up hope upon confronting the “dreary mountains spreading for hundreds of miles,” as Kropotkin later described them. For his expedition, Kropotkin was accompanied by a zoologist and a topographer, along with an indigenous guide—“an old Yakút hunter”—who claimed to have traversed the desolate region twenty years earlier. Before departing the gold mines, Kropotkin had stumbled across a crude map carved with a knife into a piece of birch bark, delineating a path through the river valleys and gorges of the Yablonovy Range. The map “so struck me by its seeming truth to nature,” Kropotkin wrote in his memoirs, “that I fully trusted to it.”

			The trust paid off. “For three months we wandered in the almost totally uninhabited mountain deserts and over the marshy plateau,” Kropotkin wrote, “till at last we reached our destination.” He gave most of the credit to the Yakút hunter. “He really accomplished this wonderful feat,” Kropotkin noted, “even though there was no track of any sort to follow, and all the valleys that one sees from the top of a mountain pass, all equally filled with woods, seem, to the unpracticed eye, to be absolutely alike.”

			The czar’s benediction—“One can be useful everywhere”—turned out to be an understatement. Kropotkin’s adventures uncovered much more than a navigable route through the Yablonovy Range. After his return to Saint Petersburg, Kropotkin would propose a radical new understanding of the orientation of the mountain ranges he had explored, literally redrawing the map of Asia. (The editors of the Encyclopaedia Britannica would later invite him to write the entry on Transbaikalia for their 1888 edition.) But Kropotkin had also been puzzled by the many Paleolithic remains he had encountered in the “dried beds of shrunken lakes” in the desiccated mountains of southern Siberia. Subsequent surveys of glacial moraine in Sweden and Finland would lead him to an insight that he considered his most meaningful scientific contribution: the idea that glaciers had once extended down through most of the Eurasian steppes as far as the 50th parallel, and in retreating had left behind a network of lakes and marshes that had been inhabited by early humans until the changing climate turned them into barren deserts. According to environmental historian Mike Davis, Kropotkin’s theory—originally published in the mid-1870s—was “the first scientific attempt to make a comprehensive case for natural climate change as a prime mover of the history of civilization.”

			Kropotkin’s long sojourn in Siberia did not just contribute to geography and the emerging science of climatology. It also profoundly shaped the way he saw the world, planting seeds in his mind that would continue to germinate for the rest of his life. Kropotkin had embarked on the trip under the spell of Darwin’s recently published The Origin of Species, with its radical new account of natural selection operating through the competitive struggle for reproductive success, quickly paraphrased as the “survival of the fittest” by Darwin’s ally, the sociologist Herbert Spencer. But in the extreme conditions of Siberia, Kropotkin witnessed a different kind of struggle—not the struggle between different organisms but rather the shared struggle against the environmental conditions themselves. “Real competition and struggle between higher animals of the same species came very seldom under my notice,” he later wrote, “though I eagerly searched for them.” Instead, Kropotkin saw abundant evidence of a different kind of interaction: networks of cooperation among and between species, what Kropotkin would later call “mutual aid.” Inhabiting such an extreme ecosystem for so many years left Kropotkin with a sense of wonder at all the ingenious ways that organisms managed to survive despite the environmental obstacles—and at how much of that survival depended not on fighting off rivals but instead on lending them a hand. Kropotkin detected the pattern of mutual aid at all scales: in insect colonies, in flocks of fallow deer crossing the Amur River, in communities of seabirds gathered on archipelagos in the Arctic Sea—and even in the small human villages that formed organically in the more remote regions of Siberia.

			Spending time in those remote villages also set in motion another, related idea—an idea that would go on to inspire a generation of radical thinkers and activists around the world. Part of Kropotkin’s original assignment in Siberia had been to assist in a forced settlement scheme, where groups of convicts and former serfs had been rounded up and dispatched to the eastern front. This was not the Siberian exile that would become such a flagrant emblem of Soviet-era repression; the men (and women, though there were far fewer of them) sent to Siberia were delivered there not as a form of punishment but rather in the hopes that they would plant roots on the eastern steppes, slowly but steadily building up a local supply of workers to extract the region’s copious natural resources. But everywhere Kropotkin looked, he saw the folly of these top-down administrative interventions. Most of the communities planned out in exquisite detail back in Moscow and Saint Petersburg didn’t survive their encounters with the tundra and the desert mountains of northeast Asia. But the indigenous tribes of the region, who had settled there through their own migrations thousands of years before, had built a sustainable relationship of mutual aid with the unpromising wilds of Siberia, entirely without the help of a domineering centralized state. “To live with natives, to see at work all the complex forms of social organization which they have elaborated far away from the influence of any civilization, was, as it were, to store up floods of light which illuminated my subsequent reading,” he wrote more than thirty years later, in his autobiography, Memoirs of a Revolutionist. “I lost in Siberia whatever faith in state discipline I had cherished before. I was prepared to become an anarchist.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			A Nature-Copy of the Forever Unchangeable

			Right at the moment that Peter Kropotkin and other radical minds of the 1870s began dreaming of stateless societies modeled on the mutual aid of the natural world, another idea began to take shape in Europe that would ultimately consolidate state power, not eradicate it. The first incarnations of that idea did not initially seem to have anything to do with political philosophy or governance systems at all. They were merely observations about a strange quirk of human physiognomy: the spiral grooves of skin on our fingertips.

			In February of 1880, Charles Darwin received an unusual letter postmarked from Tokyo, written by a Scottish doctor and missionary named Henry Faulds. The letter shared some puzzling discoveries that Faulds had made regarding what he called “the skin furrows of the hand,” more commonly known as fingerprints. He had come to the topic through a serendipitous finding: a fingerprint accidentally left on a piece of prehistoric Japanese pottery, with the distinctive loops and whorls preserved in paint. Inspired by this ancient trace of identity, Faulds developed a series of techniques for capturing and studying the unique marks of these “skin furrows.” Faulds had a specific reason to share these findings with Darwin: he believed a comparative study examining the fingerprints of lemurs might offer some new insight into the evolutionary origins of Homo sapiens. But he also noted, at the end of the letter, that these markings could potentially be useful for criminal investigations. “When bloody finger marks, or impressions of clay, glass, etc. exist, they may lead to the scientific identification of criminals.” He even suggested the idea of maintaining an archive of fingerprints that could be used in forensic investigations. “There can be no doubt as to the advantage of having, besides their photographs, a nature-copy of the forever unchangeable finger-furrows of important criminals.”

			The idea of a “scientific” mode of identification was a novel one. Well into the nineteenth century, law enforcement agencies were chronically inept at—almost indifferent to—keeping track of the identities of potential or suspected criminals. Only a few brute-force methods were deployed. France maintained a practice until 1832 that allowed the state to brand individuals convicted of crimes with a red-hot iron, marking them as criminals for life. But those “finger-furrows,” Faulds suggested, could do the same work far more accurately. Branding someone a criminal merely told you that he had at one point been a criminal in the eyes of the law. Fingerprints, on the other hand, could help solve a new crime.

			Faulds’s vision of biometric-based identification—and its application to law enforcement—were of little interest to Charles Darwin, who was near the end of his life and more concerned with completing (and defending) his grand unified theory of natural selection than with the nascent science of forensics. He never took up Faulds’s offer to collaborate on a fingerprint study, but he did take the time to pass along the letter to his cousin Francis Galton.

			Galton was a brilliant multidisciplinary thinker who made a number of important contributions to fields as diverse as statistics, meteorology, and psychology. He was also, as it happens, an appalling racist of the worst order: the founding father of the eugenics movement, largely inspired by his reading of Darwin’s books on evolution. (Galton coined the term eugenics itself.) Darwin knew that his cousin had been making exact measurements of the human body, looking for statistically interesting patterns in the data he collected, a pseudoscience then known as anthropometry. Faulds’s observations about the unique nature of the skin furrows seemed to offer another potential biometric that Galton could explore in his research.

			Galton’s research agenda at the time was less about using biology as an identification system than about revealing some innate property of the person being measured. In this respect, Galton was building on a long line of inquiry into the connection between crime and physiological traits that had inspired some of the most preposterous and openly racist scientific investigations of the nineteenth century. Anthropometry, like its close cousin phrenology, rested on the idea that certain personality types—particularly the “deviant” ones—had distinctive physiological features. It was a poisonous intellectual tributary that would flow directly into the pseudoscience used to rationalize the Final Solution.

			What exactly Francis Galton did with Faulds’s letter is a matter of heated debate among historians of forensic science. Some believe that he deliberately buried it; others think the note from his cousin planted the seed of an idea that unconsciously took root. Galton himself never acknowledged receiving the letter, but a little more than a decade after Darwin forwarded it, Galton published the first scientific treatise on those skin furrows that had so fascinated Henry Faulds. It was called, simply, Finger Prints. (The original cover of the book featured a full set of Galton’s own prints.) In the book, Galton proposed a classification scheme for the distinctive patterns that make up a human fingerprint—what are now called “Galton details.” Drawing on his statistical training, he claimed that the odds of two people having the same fingerprint pattern was one in sixty-four million.

			And while Galton made many attempts over the course of his career to link biological traits to criminal ones, in his fingerprint study he came to the conclusion that there was no correlation between the whorls and loops and an individual’s psychological profile. In modern terms, they were closer to the seemingly random numeric string of your Social Security number than your DNA. But if you captured the salient properties of each fingerprint, Galton realized, and translated those properties into some kind of standardized code, you could build a reliable system of identification based on the “forever unchangeable” furrows of skin on our fingers.

			In one of many similar cases of simultaneous discovery in the annals of science, just as Henry Faulds was contemplating using the biological traits of fingerprints as unique identifiers, an equivalent thought was taking shape in the mind of a young clerk at the prefecture of police in Paris: Alphonse Bertillon. The son of a statistician, Bertillon had discovered through a series of photographic experiments that a systematic series of measurements of the human body could provide a biometric identifier equivalent to Faulds’s skin furrows. During his spare time, Bertillon began measuring inmates at La Santé, the famous prison in Montparnasse. (Predictably, his superiors saw the twenty-six-year-old Bertillon’s penchant for wandering around a maximum-security prison with a ruler and a notepad as more than a little eccentric.) In Paris, Bertillon developed a parallel approach based on body parts, standardizing around five key measurements: the length and breadth of the head, the length of the middle finger, the length of the left foot, and the length of the cubit—the ancient unit that corresponds to the distance between the elbow and the tip of the middle finger. String those measurements together and you had a biological identifier that was almost as unique as the fingerprint itself.

			

			—

			While European pioneers like Bertillon were beginning to imagine a new paradigm in fighting crime using the soft power of data as a weapon, across the Atlantic the state of law enforcement was much less promising. National investigative institutions were effectively nonexistent, and local police forces were appallingly corrupt and inefficient. For the first half of the nineteenth century, crime prevention in cities like New York had been the responsibility of a loosely organized group of constables—effectively, watchmen whose lack of training was matched only by their meager compensation. Even after the official creation of the municipal police force—the predecessor of the NYPD—in 1845, murder rates in the city remained roughly five times higher than they are today. In part, the crime problem reflected the poisonous connection between the police department and machine politics, with many officers of the law functioning as a kind of crime syndicate of their own. Tammany Hall officials would appoint their cronies to prominent positions in the police force, where they took in a steady stream of bribes from underworld figures in return for turning a blind eye on their prostitution rings, gambling parlors, and opium dens. But the police also lacked the institutional and methodological techniques required to fight crime. Patrolmen were simply muscle on the street, glorified security guards. Not only did they lack the science of forensics, which hadn’t been invented yet, but the very act of collecting and analyzing evidence in the service of solving crimes was simply not part of the job description. New York City, for instance, would not have a dedicated detective bureau until the 1880s.

			Despite their absence on the payrolls of big-city police departments, detectives had played an outsized role in the European and American imagination for much of the nineteenth century. In many ways the idea of a detective first took root in fiction, and only later migrated over to the real world. Edgar Allan Poe’s Auguste Dupin—the sleuth in stories such as “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” published in 1841—is generally considered the progenitor of the literary detective, followed by Dickens’s Inspector Bucket in Bleak House and Wilkie Collins’s Sergeant Cuff in The Moonstone—a lineage that would ultimately lead to Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes and the whodunit genre that continues to enchant readers and viewers well into the twenty-first century.
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					Allan Pinkerton, President Abraham Lincoln, and Major General John A. McClernand, 1862.

				
			
			For many Americans in the 1800s, the first encounter with actual detectives came courtesy of a Scottish émigré named Allan Pinkerton, founder of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency. While the agency would ultimately become tarred as a private army working to destroy the labor movement on behalf of industrial titans, Pinkerton himself had progressive roots, fighting for universal suffrage in Scotland as a Chartist as a young man in the early 1840s before immigrating to America, where he became an active participant in the abolitionist movement. He rose to national fame providing private security for Abraham Lincoln, allegedly breaking up a plot to assassinate him in Baltimore on the way to his first inauguration, and went on to oversee espionage efforts for the Union Army during the Civil War.

			But Pinkerton’s big break commercially arrived as a secondary effect of the country’s westward expansion: with gold mines and oil fields opening up on the American frontier, large quantities of vulnerable cash and other securities had to be transported via railroad through desolate, generally lawless territories. Embezzlement and graft flourished. To fill the law enforcement vacuum, Pinkerton sold his company’s services to the railroads, both supplying security forces to protect the transport of valuable goods and investigating crimes when they occurred. (The security force side of the business, as we will see, eventually metastasized into a mercenary army.) While the Department of Justice had been officially created in the early 1870s, it lacked a proper investigative force; rather than train its own detectives, the government effectively outsourced the work to the Pinkertons, making them de facto representatives of state power.

			The relentless surveillance of the Pinkerton detective was famously embodied in the all-seeing eye of the corporate logo and its vaguely menacing slogan: “We never sleep.” Like Poe’s Dupin, Pinkerton detectives were not so much scientists as they were rationalists, capable of outfoxing the suspect through the sheer power of their intellect. (The “scientific” detective, using data analysis and physiology to solve crimes, would be a twentieth-century phenomenon.) “Crime can and must be detected by the pure and honest mind obtaining a controlling power over that of the criminal,” Pinkerton wrote. The agency also helped lay the groundwork for another crucial role that would become standard in police departments: the undercover agent. While Pinkerton stressed that his detectives must have “a keen analytical mind,” he also demanded that they be social chameleons: “[The detective] must possess, also, the player’s faculty of assuming any character that his case may require…His movements should be quietly conducted; his manner should be unobtrusive, and his address agreeable. He should be able to adapt himself to all persons, in all the various grades of society.”

			Though he probably employed more actual, practicing detectives than any other human in the nineteenth century, Pinkerton also advanced the profession through another means: storytelling. Starting in 1874, Pinkerton published more than a dozen nonfiction thrillers documenting the exploits of his force. The first, The Expressman and the Detective, was a suspenseful picaresque that followed a team of undercover Pinkertons traveling through the American south in an attempt to expose a thief accused of stealing $10,000 from a private delivery company. Thanks to the reading public’s growing fascination with fictional detectives, the books were runaway bestsellers. Between the glowing press coverage of the firm’s triumphs and Allan Pinkerton’s sideline work as an author, the agency became one of those brand names that is used interchangeably with the product category: Kleenex tissues, Xerox copiers, Pinkerton detectives.

			Pinkerton died in 1884. He had one of the great career arcs of the century: from agitating for voting rights to overseeing a de facto Secret Service to commanding his own private army. He transformed the detective from a fictional character into a legitimate job description. And in his spare time, he helped invent the genre of true crime.

			The alliance with the railroad made Allan Pinkerton a wealthy man, and in the long run helped perpetuate the idea of the detective operating in the service of reason, an idea that would flourish in the decades after his death. But for the agency itself, throwing its lot in with the industrial magnates proved to be a Faustian bargain. Before long, the Pinkerton men would find themselves on the wrong side of it.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			The Dynamite Club

			Peter Kropotkin’s journey through the Siberian frontier didn’t just lay the groundwork for ideas that would ultimately be deployed against centralized state power, it also helped transform the identity of the Russian nation-state. A few decades after Kropotkin returned to Saint Petersburg, the tracks of the Trans-Siberian Railway—to this day the longest contiguous rail line on earth—were laid along the exact path that Kropotkin mapped through the Yablonovy Range. Before the Trans-Siberian line, Russia was effectively a midsized European nation with an immense, distant frontier that might as well have been its own country—much like the United States before the building of the Transcontinental Railroad. Connecting the dense, affluent cities of Moscow and Saint Petersburg to the agricultural and mineral riches of the Asian steppes was one of the defining acts that created the modern Russia we know today.

			Epic engineering projects like the Trans-Siberian Railroad were not just dependent on fearless explorers and surveyors like Kropotkin and his guide. Even the most promising mountain pass required moving massive amounts of earth and stone to make way for the march of iron and steam. And where no viable pass could be located, tunnels needed to be carved through granite and gneiss and schist.

			Alfred Nobel’s dynamite made all this possible.

			No chemistry experiment conducted in the nineteenth century shaped the infrastructure of the world as profoundly as Nobel’s mixture of nitroglycerin and diatomite. Perhaps because his father had been in the munitions business, Nobel’s critics often accused him of being an accomplice to the war machine. But dynamite turned out to be a peripheral player in the history of warfare. Its primary application proved to be in the realm of engineering and public works, allowing an unprecedented surge in the creation of rail tunnels, sewer systems, and subways around the world—major engineering projects that would have been impossible to pull off without the controlled explosions of dynamite. Almost all the iconic engineering triumphs of the period—the London Underground, the Brooklyn Bridge, the Transcontinental Railroad, the Panama Canal—relied extensively on the new explosive. (Nobel’s invention even partially enabled Allan Pinkerton’s detective agency, given the latter’s dependence on the rapid expansion of the railroad networks.) Mining operations, too, benefited from Nobel’s Safety Powder: new reservoirs of coal to power the industrial age became accessible thanks to Nobel’s invention. By the mid-1870s, Nobel was selling his explosives in markets all around the world. The ambitious young chemist had become a titan of industry.

			Drawn to the literary and philosophical scene thriving in Paris, Nobel moved to France and bought a palatial home near the Bois de Boulogne, with a glassed-in winter garden and a state-of-the-art laboratory. The days of mixing compounds on a floating barge were long behind him. In Paris, Nobel cultivated relationships with intellectuals like Victor Hugo, who based a character on the industrialist in his book Le Ventre de Paris. But Nobel’s immense commercial success had little impact on his temperament. He retained his Nordic melancholy and was prone to spells of deep depression. Nobel spent countless hours alone in his Paris laboratory, tinkering with his latest innovations. He was known as “the loneliest millionaire.”

			In part that gloom derived from the fact that Nobel could not free himself—and his name—from the gruesome violence that had long haunted his nitroglycerin obsession. Even if its military use had been negligible, the compact format of the dynamite canister enabled an entirely new form of political violence. “As a weapon, it required little skill or effort,” the historian Beverly Gage writes.

			
				Dynamite was cheap, available, and easy to use. Like a gun or a knife, it could be easily hidden, carried around for deployment at strategic moments. Dynamite gave its owner the ability to act anonymously; bombs could be planted on an enemy’s doorstep or tossed from afar. Most of all, it provided the working class with firepower to match the armies of the state.

			

			Nobel’s invention enabled a different kind of destruction, perpetrated in the cities and palaces of Europe, carried out not by soldiers but by political revolutionaries and anarchists—many of them inspired by the writings of Peter Kropotkin. The press dubbed them “the Dynamite Club.”

			And as it happened, the very first head of state to be killed by Alfred Nobel’s invention was the man who had sent Kropotkin off to be “useful” in Siberia so many years before: Czar Alexander II.

			

			—

			The young carpenter Batyshkov cut a striking figure in the servants’ quarters of the Winter Palace. Just twenty-two years old, he was tall with a mane of thick hair, rosy cheeks, and a ready smile. Batyshkov was the son of a peasant, not versed in the urban sophistication of Saint Petersburg, but he was a first-rate carpenter, and he quickly found himself assigned to repair work throughout the enormous compound, the seat of Romanov power since 1734. He seemed to enjoy his new employment, flirting with the chambermaids and roaming through the immense royal chambers on the second floor of the palace, restoring furniture and performing other handiwork where needed. A few weeks into the job, in the fall of 1879, his coworkers noted that he had come down with some kind of seasonal flu: his flushed cheeks turned gray and clammy, and he complained of headaches. But then one day he announced to his roommates that he was engaged to be married, lugging an oversize trunk to house his bride-to-be’s trousseau into his cramped quarters in the cellars beneath the palace. He lived frugally, using all his extra cash to purchase nightgowns and petticoats for his fiancée, storing them in the trunk. The imminent nuptials seemed to improve his health: the color returned to his cheeks and the headaches disappeared.

			Batyshkov’s work soon gave him an intimate knowledge of the palace’s elaborate structure, more than a thousand rooms strung out along

			
			

			—
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