Burning with indignation at having been kept in the dark for so
long, Rochefort turned to Victor Hugo for advice. ‘Don’t remain
any longer with a party of men who deceive everybody, yourself
included’ affirmed the novelist, but for Rochefort simply to sub-
mit a letter of resignation would have gone against his scheming
nature. Instead, he leaked Trochu’s secret disclosure to Flourens,
with only an empty promise that it would go no further as a fig
leaf for his mischief-making. The next day, news of the fall of Metz
was splashed across the headlines. Frayed nerves finally gave way,
and crowds burned the newspapers in public, while the headstrong
commander of the fortress of Saint-Denis, inflamed to insubordina-
tion, launched a surprise attack on a salient that the army had pre-
viously abandoned as indefensible. Paris went wild for a glimmer
of solace but speedy victory turned to even more sudden defeat as
the Prussian guns opened fire on the jubilant French troops. Then,
just as the city thought it could bear no further disappointment,
rumours began to circulate of the armistice negotiations.

In a heavy drizzle, angry crowds converged on the Hotel de Ville,
steaming sulphurously under their umbrellas. While the drums
and trumpets of the National Guard sounded, Flourens seized his
chance. Dressed in a theatrical uniform from his service in the Cre-
tan uprising against the Turks three years earlier, scimitar swing-
ing by his side, he arrived at the flashpoint with his personal ret-
inue of devoted sharpshooters, several hundred strong. Concilia-
tory officials invited him in to the council room to discuss the situa-
tion, but once there he leaped on to the great table to assert his will,
carelessly shredding the baize surface with his spurs while he spat
out denunciations of government treachery. In scenes more wor-
thy of a second-rate farce than an attempted coup d’état, the stand-
off lasted late into the night, by when the Hoétel de Ville was packed
with 8,000 Guardsmen, the air fetid with their nervous sweat. Not
until three o’clock in the morning was a settlement brokered by
Edmond Adam, the prefect of police: municipal elections would be
staged within eight days, with immunity from reprisals for the in-
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The highest priority was still the maintenance of robust commu-
nication with the outside world. Recollecting his first, hated job
at the Department of Patents a year before, Rochefort may have
regretted dismissing too hastily the myriad proposals for balloon
guidance mechanisms that had then crossed his desk. In the ab-
sence of any great leap forward in the years since, it seemed that
the most outlandish suggestions were now to be encouraged with
funding. Pigeons equipped with whistles to deter Stieber’s falcons
proved especially effective, the pellicles strapped to their legs carry-
ing photographically reduced letters. Each delivery kept a team of
hunched copyists busy for several days, transcribing from a megas-
cope projection. Even the eccentric Jules Allix’s twenty-year-old
notion of a communications system based on ‘sympathetic snails’
— pairs of molluscs rendered telepathic over huge distances by the
exchange of fluid during mating, whose synchronised movement
could communicate letter codes — saw a brief revival of interest.

Like the endless hours that the National Guard spent in drill,
however, such displacement activities could keep the radicals of
Paris occupied only for so long. As suspicion mounted that the
government was preparing to sell out the country, the talk in Batig-
nolles and Belleville became as feverish as the inventors’ imagin-
ings, and demonstrations more frequent and more heated: as long
as Gambetta’s Army of the Loire was awaited, the true patriots
of the left, it was argued, deserved their chance to claim victory
where the armies of the empire had failed. Trapped in a political
no-man’s-land, Rochefort was finally presented with a way out of
his predicament on 26 October, when the commander-in-chief of
the republic, General Trochu, confided in him that the fortress city
of Metz, which alone had stood unconquered in the path of the
Prussian advance for the previous month, was about to surrender.
What was more, he was told, Jules Favre and Adolphe Thiers, the
government’s leading doves, had already entered into secret nego-
tiations with Prussia.
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radical visions of a new society, Rochefort could not resist the
offer of a place as the token radical on its twelve-man executive,
tied in to collective responsibility as a minister without portfolio.
As a deputy, in 1869, Rochefort had campaigned for universal
conscription to the French army. Now, though, his arguments that
Paris should resist to the end found little favour with colleagues
in the executive who hoped for an accommodation with the
Germans. Meanwhile, fearing mob rule, the government equipped
the burgeoning National Guard with only the most antiquated
weapons. Rochefort was torn: stay and compromise, or rebel.
To take the former option, he insisted to old friends among the
radicals, required his descent ‘to all but the most impenetrable
cellars of my conscience’. And yet, for the moment, he decided to
retain his position.

In the midst of the brewing storm, Rochefort’s responsibilities as
president of the Barricades Commission at least afforded him the
chance to rehabilitate his reputation for leadership while proving
that he ‘was not given by nature and temperament to systematic op-
position’. Throwing his energies into the practical work of organis-
ing Paris’ civil defences, he signed the appeal, posted around Paris,
for every home to prepare two bags of earth for the barricades
that would provide a last line of resistance against any Prussian as-
sault. Meanwhile, bottom drawers and overwrought minds were
ransacked in search of national salvation. ‘Hardly a day passed’,
Rochefort recorded, ‘without seven or eight Archimedes coming
in to propose some infallible means of destroying the besieging
army in one blow.” A giant hammer could be lifted by balloons and
dropped on the Prussian lines, suggested one proposal, another
that lions from the zoo be set loose against the enemy. Most of
the ideas received were rather less practical, but the republic of-
fered a broad church for scientific talent: the commission for de-
signing a super-explosive for use against the Prussians went to the
man responsible for the bomb with which Orsini had failed to kill
Napoleon III.
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Until recently, Rochefort’s political future had looked so promis-
ing. Every Saturday morning during 1868, subject only to intermit-
tent bans that the government would have liked to make perma-
nent, the orange-red ink from the cover of La Lanterne had bled on
to the hands of well over 100,000 eager readers, who were happy
to flaunt their complicity with its virulent republicanism. Then, he
had preferred exile to silence, fleeing Paris for Brussels, from where
he had smuggled the weekly editions into France while enjoying
the hospitality of Hugo, who adopted him as ‘another son’. And
when, at the time of the 1869 elections to the republican Cham-
ber of Deputies, Elisée Reclus had written to a friend that ‘those
who have the most resolution, the most love of progress and jus-
tice, those whom the government detests the most’ must vote for
‘the most revolutionary’ candidate on the ballot, it had been Henri
Rochefort to whom he was referring.

The funeral of Victor Noir the previous January, though, had
revealed the cowardice that flawed Rochefort’s character. Hav-
ing stoked up the marchers to a high pitch of militancy with his
rhetoric, at the very moment when the crowd was slavering for
Napoleon’s deposition, Rochefort had gone missing. Hunger had
made him faint, the radical marquis claimed. In his absence, the
mob’s ardour had cooled and the insurrectionary moment passed.
The debacle had sent his credibility tumbling. Without the proof of
resolute action, erstwhile friends asked, did his satirical journalism
and revolutionary pronouncements amount to anything more than
a safety valve for popular exasperation, dissipating pressure rather
than bringing it to a head? Even a spell in prison, from where he
was liberated by the jubilant crowds on the day of the republic’s
birth, failed to restore his reputation.

Following Gambetta’s departure to Tours, the gulf between
Rochefort and hard-line colleagues such as Gustave Flourens,
Paschal Grousset and Benoit Malon from his old paper, La Mar-
seillaise, seemed set to widen further. For whilst they remained
free to challenge the Government of National Defence with more
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combative and scurrilous La Lanterne to his Jewish nose’ and re-
semblance to a ‘Polish Jew’. And had they looked for a lead to the
reaction of their long-standing hero, Victor Hugo, easily identifi-
able in the crowd by the kepi that he had worn since the fall of
Napoleon had allowed his return from exile, they would have seen
standing next to him the very editor responsible for the insidious
slanders, the marquis de Rochefort-Lucay.

A tall figure, whose dark, pointed beard, high cheekbones and
inimitable brush of wild hair created an appearance somewhere
between Mephistopheles and Don Quixote, Rochefort was a con-
trarian to his fingertips and, more than that, an inveterate egotist.
Both he and Hugo waved off the balloons, but Rochefort did so
with gritted teeth. For whilst Gambetta was supposedly an ally,
who had gifted Rochefort his own unused seat in the Chamber of
Deputies little more than a year earlier, Rochefort seethed with re-
sentment at the prospect of his benefactor being greeted in Tours
as a ‘Messiah fallen from the sky’, convinced no doubt that he could
have played the part with more panache than the grocer’s son from
Cahors. Even the graze that Gambetta’s hand received from a Prus-
sian sharpshooter’s bullet irked him: a veteran duellist of notorious
cowardice, he knew only too well how effectively, by conceding a
flesh wound, one could win sympathy even in defeat.

Had Rochefort sincerely wanted the honour of the balloon flight,
it might conceivably have been his, since Gambetta, though always
a promising candidate, had been chosen only by default after his
cabinet colleagues had cavilled at the risks. Yet just as Rochefort
was adept at eluding death at the hands of one of his enraged chal-
lengers, despite his dauntless audacity in print, he had also revealed
himself to be equally good at absenting himself whenever real dan-
ger threatened. What now troubled Rochefort most was a growing
but unspoken anxiety that his own lack of nerve would forever pre-
vent him claiming the demagogic leadership of the radical left: a
position that alone, for all his vaunted egalitarianism, might have
freed him from the compromises he found so painful.
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Introduction

In the early years of the twenty-first century, a British Home Secre-
tary 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 immi-
grant communities had been radicalised by preachers of an extrem-
ist 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 ap-
peared almost comforting. Yet, such references are largely mis-
leading 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 in-
deed 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 writ-
ing 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 conse-
quences of the flaws in that world are not to be repeated. Through-
out 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 possibil-
ity of violent upheaval. It was an age characterised by many con-
temporary social commentators as decadent or degenerate, a mo-

With a supposed tally of 36,000 agents under his control in the oc-
cupied territory, and a base in the pleasant park-city of Versailles,
whose monarchist population appeared for the moment to hate the
Parisian republic even more than they did the Teutonic invader,
the Prussian spymaster could now indulge in a subtler and more
finessed form of intrigue.

Already he had rewritten the details of Napoleon’s defeat
at Sedan for propaganda purposes, inventing a scene in which
Napoleon was seized while struggling to fire a jammed mitrailleuse
at the approaching enemy. Facile in its symbolism, the account
expressed a still unsatisfied desire for France’s utter humiliation.
Stieber was astute enough, however, to realise that Bismarck’s
plans for German unification were not necessarily best served
by a straightforward victory; France must rather be weakened
for a generation, divided and impoverished. He would have been
pleased to see that in the ranks of her new republican rulers, there
were already signs of dissent, ripe for exploitation.

With a favourable weather forecast, eleven o’clock on 7 Octo-
ber marked Gambetta’s moment of destiny. The bulging eye of
which caricaturists were so fond stared anxiously as he held the
lip of the gondola of the Armand-Barbes with a tightening grip,
his usually florid face blanching at the prospect of flight. ‘Lachez
tout!” shouted the pilot, the mooring ropes were cast off and the
crowd gathered in place Saint-Pierre cheered as France’s putative
saviour raced into the sky, accompanied by a second balloon, the
George Sand, carrying sympathetic American arms dealers. Both
behemoths then dipped alarmingly, descending towards the Prus-
sian lines from where a barrage of shots was heard. The hearts of
those watching from Paris dropped with them, before rising again
as the gas warmed and Gambetta soared away.

At Gambetta’s moment of apotheosis, however, those republi-
cans in the crowd of a racist disposition doubted whether he could
truly be trusted, influenced by repeated, knowing references in the
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the tsar wished to discuss, according to his own account, Stieber
instead worked to keep France and Russia at loggerheads. Among
the most valuable resources he possessed was a burgeoning index-
card register of subversives, containing information extracted from
police and underworld contacts, including at least one from the
Batignolles district of Paris. Stieber claimed to have consulted this
informant immediately upon arriving for the 1867 Expo on Tsar
Alexander’s train, and that it was he who provided the advance
warning of Berezowski’s assassination plans.

Tall tales were a speciality of Stieber’s and his memoirs recount
them compellingly, but the ability to manipulate or even rescript
the seemingly inevitable course of events in the real world was also
an essential aspect of his extraordinary talent for intrigue. The mise
en scéne in his recollections of the parade at Longchamp is superbly
facetious: the glittering silver cuirasses and polished bayonets of
40,000 French soldiers, lined up to witness the unveiling of the mi-
trailleuse. And then, when the moment arrives to prevent the as-
sassination, technology and cavalry elan are shown to be equally
futile beside Prussian good sense: it takes only a well-aimed el-
bow by Stieber to jog Berezowski’s arm as he steps from the crowd
with a double-barrelled pistol, and so deflect a bullet meant for the
tsar. Discrepancies between Stieber’s account and that of other
first-hand witnesses are of little consequence. His version might
have been true or false, his informant real or not; he might have
had no foreknowledge of Berezowski’s attack, or arranged for it to
be provoked. All that mattered, finally, for Stieber, was the larger
message: that for all its pride and pomp, France could not be relied
upon when it came to matters of life or death.

Surveying Paris in the distance that misty October evening in
1870, Stieber could reflect that he had served Bismarck well. France
had been provoked to war by the doctored ‘Ems Telegram’, that
bore all the hallmarks of Stieber’s cunning, and now, in her hour
of greatest need, Alexander II refused to be drawn by the envoys
of the Government of National Defence into offering assistance.
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ment 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 ex-
posed 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 sci-
entists, 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 hind-
sight they emerge instead as plausible visionaries. Even the so-
cial democratic heirs of their fiercest critics would be hard pressed
to deny that history has vindicated many of their remedies: fe-
male 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 cen-
tralisation, 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 pre-
figures 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 evo-
lutionary 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 ar-
gued, was for the accreted institutions, hierarchies and privileges
that had corrupted society to be swept away; left to their own de-
vices, people would quickly and surely create a cooperative par-
adise. And yet it was this naive 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 according 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 phe-
nomenon of the all-encompassing ‘conspiracy theory’ was able to
take root. The fanciful notion of an internationally coordinated an-
archist revolution of which the isolated attacks with bombs, knives

Always sailing too close to the wind, Stieber had eventually been
dismissed from the Prussian secret police for abuses of power, but
the scurrilous charges levelled at him by the press seemed only to
excite suitors for his services. Installed as manager of the Kroll
restaurant and Opera House in Berlin’s Tiergarten, a sinecure ob-
tained through the good offices of influential friends, Stieber one
night received an invitation from the Russian Embassy that would
propel him into the secret realm of realpolitik. That it was a pivotal
moment in his career is apparent from his excitedly embellished
account of his ensuing journey across Berlin, concealed in a laun-
dry basket, to avoid detection by a mob still thirsty for his blood.
Having helped unpack him, the young Arthur von Mohrenheim, a
consular attaché, hired him on the spot. After only a short time
in St Petersburg, his recruit had transformed his basic intelligence-
gathering role into one of effective control over Russia’s entire for-
eign intelligence service. So impressed was the Prussian ambas-
sador there, Otto von Bismarck, that when appointed president in
1863, he took Stieber back with him to Berlin to serve as director
of the very police force which, only a few years earlier, had hung
him out to dry.

Stieber’s continued involvement with Russia created inevitable
conflicts of interest. He would provide indispensable advice and in-
telligence to the tsar for many years to come in his struggle against
sedition, but from this time on his ultimate loyalty would always be
to Prussia, or rather to Bismarck and his vision of a strong and uni-
fied German state. No lover of socialists and revolutionaries, it was
always a pleasure for Stieber when their persecution was his clear
imperative. But when, as occasionally happened, the greater ben-
efit for Bismarck lay in their manipulation, he was quite prepared
to do whatever was required, regardless of his other freelance loy-
alties.

Such, it appears, was the situation in 1867, when Alexander II
asked Stieber to contrive for him a seemingly chance meeting with
Napoleon III. Fearing that it was cooperation against Prussia that
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Though Stieber would not have known it, his path and that of
the geographer in the balloon had run strangely parallel. Some
years the senior of Elisée Reclus, when Stieber was dispatched to
London in 1851 by the Prussian police, he already had several no-
table successes under his belt as a deep-cover agent, first during
the bloody suppression of an uprising by Silesian weavers in 1844,
then six years later in Paris, when his intrigues at the heart of the
Communist League had destroyed the organisation from within.
The former escapade had led the police president to dub him a ‘de-
generate subject’, but the latter had won him the admiration of the
Prussian minister of the interior, Ferdinand von Westphalen, who
promptly handpicked him for the delicate mission in England. Its
ostensible purpose was the protection of precious objects loaned
to the Great Exhibition of that year; the real aim, though, was to
discover evidence for the prosecution of Karl Marx, who had mar-
ried the minister’s own half-sister and dragged her into shameful
and penurious exile.

Posing as Herr Dr Schmidt, journalist and physician, Stieber
had quickly inveigled his way into the Marx family’s home in
Soho. His reports back to Berlin were full of blood and thunder as
they attempted to frame Marx and his colleagues as conspirators
in a planned campaign of assassination that would usher in a
general European revolution. However, his claim that ‘the murder
of princes is formally taught and discussed’ failed to persuade a
British government whose distaste for foreign spies outweighed
that for their victims. Worse for Stieber, Marx deftly outflanked
his campaign of provocation, writing to the Spectator to denounce
the attempt to lure him into a conspiracy. ‘We need not add
that these persons found no chance of making dupes of us’, he
concluded. Determined to have the last word, Stieber would
counter that, on the contrary, Marx had fallen for his medical
disguise so completely as to ask his trusted guest to treat his
haemorrhoids. Subsequent fabrications by Stieber saw the grudge
between the two men deepen into a lifelong vendetta.
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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 fic-
titious 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, provoca-
tion, 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 na-
tionalism of the fin de siécle, which itself embraced elements from
the radical left, may have been the progenitor of Nazism. My inter-
est here, however, is merely to unpick the elaborate deceptions and
intrigues generated by all sides, in an attempt to discern the con-
fluence 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 Pro-
tocols, 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 it-
self, 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 rul-
ing 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 Amer-
ica of the Okhrana’s Paris archive following the revolution in Rus-
sia, unveiled at the Hoover Institute in the 1950s, has preserved a
rich resource; so too have the archives of the Paris Prefecture of Po-
lice, whose basement contains box upon box of material, including
agents’ field reports, readily accessible to the public on request. Of-
ficial documents jostle with a fascinating mass of material of more
questionable reliability: reports from duplicitous informants, ea-
ger to prove themselves indispensible by passing off conjecture as
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watched the speck of the tethered meteorological balloon with a
degree of equanimity, confident that the dice were increasingly
loaded against any aeronautic politician foolish enough to attempt
an escape.

For more than a week, Stieber’s agents had been close to
choking the last lines of communication in and out of Paris.
They had tapped and then cut a telegraph cable laid secretly in
the waterways between Paris and Tours as the Prussian armies
approached; meanwhile, all possible sites of signal exchange with
the semaphore stations on the Arc de Triomphe, the Panthéon and
the roof of the newly built Opéra were under tight surveillance.
To interdict the return flights of hundreds of homing pigeons that
had been exchanged between Paris and the provinces prior to
hostilities, Stieber had equipped the army with trained falcons.
And as for the decrepit balloons that occasionally limped out of
the city with no hope of return, delivery was expected any day of
a new wagon-mounted gun from Krupps, with a trajectory high
enough to send whatever small store of the gas-filled leviathans
remained in Paris plummeting to the earth in flames. But sealing
the city off from the world was only the start of Stieber’s strategy.

Stieber had first applied his talents to military intelligence dur-
ing Prussia’s rapid victory over Austria in 1866, but it was in the
clandestine struggle against revolutionary elements that he had
made his name. Amply rewarded for his nefarious efforts, he could
boast the unique honour of having served concurrently as a leading
figure in the political police of both Prussia and Russia and, even as
he masterminded the intelligence campaign against France for Bis-
marck, he remained a senior security adviser to the tsar. The key to
his success, in conventional war as in the fight against subversion,
lay in a simple truth: that by controlling the flow of information,
he could shape reality to his own design. It was a lesson he had
learned long before and whose application he had been refining
ever since.
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and a precursor to a federal republic that would span the world.
Strikingly tall, gaunt and bearded, forty years of asceticism had
sculpted him into the image of a medieval saint, and he had the
temperament and kind but penetrating gaze to match. Yet his days
of religious devotion had long since given way to a faith only in a
new and just social order. As he peered down from the balloon, be-
tween taking measurements of air pressure, the view below would
have revealed to him a future fraught with difficulties.

Away to the south-east, Paris lay spread out below in all its
glory, Haussmann’s great radial boulevards arrowing out to the
suburbs, evidence of France’s defeat and not far beyond. Along
the roads that extended towards the forty miles of walls that gir-
dled the city, lines of yellow tents marked where the reserve bat-
talions of the French army were encamped, mingling with those
defeated units that had fallen back on the capital following the re-
cent debacle in Alsace. Meanwhile, in the Bois de Boulogne - laid
out by Haussmann as a great, green public space — evidence of the
siege was everywhere. Hardly a tree remained standing amidst a
stubble of stumps, while the grass was cropped by a flock of 250
sheep brought into Paris in a wholly inadequate gesture towards
self-sufficiency.

From time to time, close to the perimeter of Paris, a dark droplet
of troops would coalesce and trickle out in formation through the
city’s gates to relieve the garrison in one or other of the fourteen
great fortresses that comprised the capital’s outermost line of de-
fence. Every such movement drew heavy fire from German ri-
fles and cannon. For outside the embrace of the ramparts, 200,000
conscripts from Prussia and the North German Confederation sat
warming themselves beside braziers, ready to starve the City of
Light into submission.

From his headquarters at Versailles, Colonel Wilhelm Stieber,
secret councillor to Bismarck’s government and head of military
intelligence for the North German Confederation, could have
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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.

The world that this book sets out to portray is one of slippery
truths, where the key to success lies in the manipulation of popular
opinion, where masters of deception weave webs of such complex-
ity that they will ultimately trap themselves, and a clinical para-
noiac offers some of the most perspicacious testimony. I have cho-
sen to represent it in a mode that emphasises narrative over analy-
sis, and in order to capture something of the subjective experience
of those involved, at times I have taken the protagonists at their
own estimation, recounting stories that they told about themselves
as fact. For the fullest exploration of those decisions, as well as
for additional material relating to certain areas covered, the reader
should look to the online notes that accompany this book: those
published here offer only minimal citation.

Works of literature that are more ostensibly fictional, or offer a
creative interpretation of the period in some other form, are pre-
sented more critically. Radical politics and cultural bohemia fre-
quently rubbed shoulders, each in search of new truths and on a
quest to reshape reality, and the art and literature of the period
are uncommonly revealing about both the life of that milieu, and
the ideas that informed it. The fantastical genre of ‘anticipatory’
fiction, then so popular, at first articulated the promise of techno-
logical progress to which the anarchists looked for the foundations
of a utopian future, but latterly evoked the destructive horrors of
which anarchism was thought capable. Similarly, the social realist
novels of the day offer an unequalled insight into the hardship and
injustices of everyday life, and occasionally open windows too into
the underworld of intrigue.

Chimerical though the notions of an international conspiracy
largely were, the geographical scope of the anarchist movement
and activities of the associated revolutionaries was truly global.
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Rarely at rest for long, the group of protagonists with whom the
book is particularly concerned were time and again dispersed by
exile, deportation or flight, travelling to make a stand wherever
the prospects of insurrection appeared most auspicious. Their in-
terweaving paths are tracked across five continents, while the com-
munities in St Petersburg, Paris, London and elsewhere where they
occasionally coalesced, for congresses or in search of refuge, are
more closely explored. Equal attention, though, is given to the
police officials who hang on the anarchists’ tails, or else lurk in
the shadows with dubious intent. The book’s overall progression
is chronological, though the reader should be aware that consecu-
tive chapters often overlap in time to keep pace with the disparate
lives of their subjects. Individuals and themes may disappear into
the background for some time, but their strands of story are more
likely to resurface.

Russia, although a relative backwater for anarchism, figures
prominently as a disseminator of terrorism and focus of revo-
lutionary zeal. Paradoxically, Spain and Germany, hotbeds of
anarchism and socialism, remain largely offstage except where
events there impinge on the story elsewhere: more discrete in
their national movements, they each warrant books to themselves,
of which kind many exist. At crucial junctures in my story, much
original research is deployed. Elsewhere, the panorama described
is largely a work of synthesis, and I am therefore grateful to all
those on whose specialist research I have drawn, especially where
it is yet to be published.

To the Victorian public, proud of their national tradition of lib-
eral policing and of Britain as a beacon of tolerance, the very idea
of a political police carried the stigma of foreign despotism. In the
nineteenth century, Britain’s elected politicians would never have
dared venture anything resembling the kind of legislation that re-
cent years have seen passed with barely a blink of the public eye,
to threaten civil liberties that have for generations been taken for
granted. That changing times demand changing laws is hard to
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Guard to all able-bodied men of military age. Elisée Reclus was
among the 350,000 volunteers who would enlist in the weeks that
followed, but he at least was under no illusion that the Guard alone
would be able to raise the siege. That would require the reserve
Army of the Loire to be marshalled to liberate the capital. With
this in mind, Gambetta was chosen for an audacious mission: to
leave the encircled city by balloon for Tours, from where he would
rally the counter-attack. It was a venture in which there was a
promising role for Reclus, who had recently written to Félix Nadar,
now head of emergency aerostatic operations, to offer his services
as ‘an aspiring aeronaut ... and something of a meteorologist’.

Whilst the preceding month had been warm and breezy, the
September nights starry over Paris, now that the survival of
the newborn republic hung in the balance, the windmills on
the slopes of Montmartre had suddenly stopped turning. On
6 October 1870, an accurate forecast of the easterly winds that
could carry Gambetta safely across the Prussian lines was of vital
importance. Elsewhere in the city that day, Gustave Flourens, the
political firebrand from La Marseillaise, led a demonstration that
demanded the restoration of the municipal government of Paris,
banned during the Second Empire. The marchers’ cries of ‘Vive la
Commune!” recalled the insurrectionary government of 1792. That
evening, though, in the place Saint-Pierre, revolutionary fervour
was set aside and all thoughts anxiously fixed on the present, as
sailors paid out the tethering ropes of a meteorological balloon
that rose slowly into the misty sky.

Other novice aeronauts who rode up into the Paris sky in the
weeks that followed would recount how, as the horizon curved
with increasing altitude, they experienced a revelatory oneness
with the ‘pantheistic “Great Whole” . The globe was already long
established as a potent symbol of the deep brotherhood of man for
Reclus, a committed advocate of the fledgling International League
of Peace and Liberty, whose congresses called for a United States
of Europe as a solution to the hazard posed by feuding dynasties

33



acceptance of the need for surrender to save further futile loss of
life led to his own capture and exile.

Despite the military defeat, Napoleon’s opponents in Paris re-
ceived the news with elation. “We shook off the empire as though
it had been a nightmare, wrote Juliette Adam, the feminist and
journalist, as those imprisoned for political crimes were freed and
borne aloft on the shoulders of the crowd. Amid rapturous scenes
at the Hotel de Ville, on 4 September Léon Gambetta appeared at
a window to proclaim a republic to the packed square below, the
names of prospective members of the new Government of National
Defence confirmed by popular acclamation. Outspoken critics of
the old regime, lawyers who had campaigned against its injustices
in particular, received key roles, with Gambetta himself appointed
as interior minister. Descending to the crowd that thronged the
steps outside, Jules Favre, the new minister for foreign affairs, em-
braced the most radical figures present, among them students to
whom he taught politics and science at night school, calling them
‘my children’ in a gesture of the inclusiveness with which he and
his colleagues meant to govern. The harmony did not last long.

France had achieved the creation of a new republic, which all on
the left had devoutly craved, but as the armies of general Moltke
closed in to encircle the capital, the question of what that repub-
lic should aspire to be was thrust to the fore. Informed of devel-
opments in Paris, King Wilhelm fretted that France’s new govern-
ment might somehow conjure a levée en masse. He was old enough
to remember tales from his childhood of how, in 1793, just such a
popular army had risen to drive out the forces of the First Coalition,
Prussia’s among them, when they attempted to suppress the orig-
inal French Revolution. The mirror image of those thoughts now
preoccupied the more extreme radicals who saw, in an embattled
France, fertile ground from which a true social revolution might
grow, reversing the setbacks of the past eighty years.

Although reluctant to strengthen the extremists’ hand, the new
government agreed to throw open recruitment to the National
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dispute, but if new powers are to be conceded it is essential that
we be ever more vigilant in guarding against their abuse. Likewise,
if our political leaders are allowed blithely to insist that ‘history’
should be their judge, then we should at least be in no doubt that
the historians of the future will have access to the material neces-
sary to hold those leaders to account for any deceptions they may
have practised. Histories bearing an official sanction, of the kind
that appeal to today’s security services, are not a satisfactory alter-
native. This book is a pebble cast on the other side of the scales.
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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 unthreaten-
ing, with his twinkling eyes, bushy white beard, paunch and distin-
guished, 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 Schlisselburg 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 con-
finement, in cells designed to prevent any communication, they
were there as leaders of the organisation that had assassinated Tsar
Alexander ITin 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 Sureté, 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 revolu-
tionary pantheon — had been summoned to form a Jury of Honour,
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the vacationing King Wilhelm during his morning promenade in
the spa town of Bad Ems to express Napoleon’s outrage, Bismarck
leaked to the press the king’s version of the encounter, carefully
edited to impugn France’s breach of diplomatic etiquette. It was
the eve of the 14 July celebration of Bastille Day in France and his
timing was perfect. With leisure to debate the insolence of Prussia,
and wine coursing hotly through their veins, the French buoyed
Napoleon III up and along on a wave of chauvinism. A pope who
within days would declare himself infallible gave his blessing, and
the emperor declared war on Prussia.

‘A Berlin! A Berlin!’ resounded the cries of the Paris crowds
on 19 July, and among the voices were those of many republicans,
who later preferred to deny it, or else to claim that they had wel-
comed France’s aggression only as a prelude to revolution. In-
conveniently, though, the archetypal bumbling Teuton pilloried by
French popular culture failed to materialise on the battlefield. In-
stead France was wrong-footed by its own incautious rush to war:
its railway system had been too busy introducing its hedonistic citi-
zens to the pleasure of seaside holidays to prepare proper mobilisa-
tion plans as Prussia had done; its artillerymen were untrained to
operate the army’s secret wonder-weapon, the mitrailleuse, and its
regiments were optimistically given maps of Germany but none of
France. The result was chaos when, engaged by a well-organised
and highly manoeuvrable enemy, the French armies were forced
to retreat.

Only six weeks later, the emperor found himself leading the last
stand of the Army of Chéalons, outside the citadel of Sedan. Nearly
20,000 French soldiers had already been killed in the attempted
breakout and a similar number captured, with over 100,000 now
encircled. According to the loyalist press, Napoleon rode before
the ramparts to rally the defenders; in reality he was dosed with
opiates, and courting a bullet to end the agony of his gallstones
that France’s military shame exacerbated. The courage he showed
the following day, 2 September, was of a greater kind, when his
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chance of an alliance disappear almost before the smoke of the as-
sassin’s pistol.

The three years following the Exposition saw the emperor’s au-
thority at home further eroded and the opposition to his regime
mount as republicans of all colours increasingly made common
cause. A disastrous intervention in Mexico, where France installed
a puppet king only to abandon him in the face of a powerful in-
surgency, was compounded by a messy victory for French auxil-
iaries over an Italian nationalist force led by Garibaldi, whose at-
tempt to liberate Rome from the deeply reactionary Pope Pius IX
enjoyed the approval of the French left. Sensing Napoleon’s weak-
ness, the republican press in Paris tested his powers of censorship
with growing audacity until, in January 1870, journalistic activism
crossed from the page on to the streets.

The occasion was the funeral of Victor Noir, a journalist with
the radical La Marseillaise, who had been shot dead by the em-
peror’s cousin, Pierre Bonaparte, in murky circumstances, having
visited him regarding a challenge to a duel. Up to 200,000 repub-
licans joined the procession, which briefly threatened to become
violent before fizzling out for lack of clear leadership. The arrest
and imprisonment of the ringleaders bought Napoleon III time, but
a month later another journalist from the newspaper, the glam-
orous and flamboyant Gustave Flourens, attempted to stage an in-
surrection in Belleville. On that occasion, the weapons issued to
his troops proved to be mere replicas, stolen from the props room
of the local theatre, but a full performance seemed certain to follow
the dress rehearsal before long. Having tried repression, concilia-
tion and reform over many years, the only option left to Napoleon
was the fallback of every struggling leader: the distraction of war.

When the Spanish throne fell vacant in the early summer of
1870, Bismarck baited the trap, proposing a Prussian candidate in
what was both an affront to French pride and a tacit threat of en-
circlement. After the French ambassador to Prussia importuned

30

for a trial convened by the central committee of the Socialist Rev-
olutionary 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 con-
cerning 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
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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 in-
stinct 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 emo-
tionally 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, oth-
ers pressed, did Burtsev refuse to name his witnesses, if they actu-
ally existed, unless they were of such questionable reliability as to
make protecting their anonymity a safer strategy for him to pur-
sue? Vera Figner, whose long imprisonment had done nothing to
soften her pitiless dark eyes, snarled at Burtsev that once his in-
famy 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 be-
fore 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
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left eight people dead and 156 bystanders injured. During recent
months, however, first Tsar Alexander II of Russia and then Chan-
cellor Bismarck of Prussia had narrowly escaped assassination at
the hands of the young radicals Dmitri Karakozov and Ferdinand
Cohen Blind. That both King Wilhelm and Tsar Alexander were
to visit the Expo at the same time and appear alongside Napoleon
III for a military parade at Longchamp racecourse should have
seen the French police at their most vigilant. Somehow, though,
a young Pole by the name of Boleslaw Berezowski, seeking
vengeance for the brutal repression of a revolt in his Russian-
occupied homeland, took his place in the crowd and discharged a
pistol at the tsar, only narrowly missing his target.

The event represented the coincidence of the two great threats
that faced Napoleon, and would trouble the Continent for decades
to come. For it was from the Red clubs of Batignolles that Bere-
zowski had emerged to make his attempt on the tsar’s life, one of
many foreign revolutionaries who swelled the ranks of the indige-
nous radicals, and fired their imaginations with tales of political
uprisings. And it was France’s desire to redress a prospective im-
balance of power in Europe that suffered as a consequence of his
attack.

Industrialisation in the German states was rampant, their birth
rate growing even faster than France’s declined, and their produc-
tion of coal - the key energy source of the age — was approach-
ing that of France and Belgium combined, with no slowdown in
sight. Whilst little love was lost between the tsar and the par-
venu Bonaparte, whose ancestor had once entered Moscow as con-
queror, France courted Russian friendship as a much-needed coun-
terweight to the growing power across the Rhine. Now, though,
Napoleon III had failed adequately to protect his guest from attack.
In an attempt to redeem the situation, the French emperor turned
to the tsar, who was flecked with the blood of the horse that the
bullet had struck. ‘Sir, we have been under fire together; now we
are brothers-in-arms. Alexander’s brusque response saw any small
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ing and exhibition spaces alike had originated in the strike-ridden
foundries at Le Creusot. And when they looked at examples of
ideal workers’ houses, they chose to ignore the reality that occu-
pancy was offered only as a reward for those workers who toed
the line. The radicals of the Red districts, though, were not so eas-
ily misled. Expelled from the city centre to make way for Hauss-
mann’s grand new urban scheme, they seethed with resentment,
seeing in Napoleon’s proposed welfare provisions for new mothers
and injured workers projects proof that the emperor lacked either
the will or the hard political support to implement in full.

Nor was it only in the realm of social reform that the Expo ex-
hibited the overconfidence of the Second Empire. The crowds in
the Champs-de-Mars who inspected the impressive scale model of
the submarine Le Plongeur, and watched demonstrations of the se-
cret mitrailleuse machine gun, spitting fire from concealment in a
tent, were comforted that France possessed the ingenuity to protect
her status as the Continent’s pre-eminent military power. They ad-
mired with misguided equanimity the steel bulk of the enormous
Krupps cannon sent to represent Prussia, Europe’s rising power.
And when the hot-air balloon Géant, owned by the satirical cari-
caturist and pioneering photographer and aeronaut Nadar, or the
Impérial, Napoleon’s state-commissioned balloon, carried tourists
up for a bird’s-eye panorama of the exhibition, few remarked on
the stinking gas leaks that made their ascent so laborious, any
more than they had concerned themselves over Le Plongeur’s failed
tests of seaworthiness. Rather, they covered their noses and imag-
ined themselves pioneering passengers on what Henry Giffard, the
other aerostatic impresario at the Expo, brazenly touted as a jour-
ney to the first station of a Paris—Moon Railway.

Yet whilst the technological sensations on display appeared
to promise a future of brilliant accomplishments, one dramatic
incident two months into the Exposition came far closer to
revealing what the immediate future would hold. Nine years had
passed since the bomb attack on Napoleon III by Felice Orsini had
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before he entered his compartment. Lopukhin might have been ex-
pected 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 shut-
tered windows. Instead, encountering one of his enemies on neu-
tral territory, he treated him like an honoured foe. At Burtsev’s sug-
gestion, 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
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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 com-
merce, hierarchy and oppression that stunted and distorted human
nature were torn down. Until then an anarchist programme of ed-
ucation 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
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Société du Crédit au Travail to offer workers a better deal. Then,
finally, they founded a journal, L’Association, to propagate their
ideas. The aim, Elisée wrote, was ‘to contribute to a promotion of
the relations between the republican bourgeoisie of goodwill, and
the world of the workers’. Each project failed, in turn, for lack
of popular involvement. Even those friends that Reclus had made
in the radical clubs of Batignolles and Belleville, the heartland of
Red Paris, were reluctant to explore the viability of alternative eco-
nomic models that depended on such ‘goodwill’, preferring sim-
ply to prepare for confrontation. Disillusioned, Reclus joined their
ranks, and by 1867 had become a close associate of such prominent
French members of the International as Benoit Malon. He even un-
dertook to translate Marx’s Das Kapital into French: a pressing con-
cern to its author, who wished to ‘counter the false views in which
Proudhon buried them, with his idealised lower middle classes’.

In the early summer of that year, Napoleon III welcomed the
world to Paris for a Universal Exposition of his own. On the sur-
face it was a triumph of optimistic modernity. Those visitors able to
afford the entry price could wander through an enchanted world
where extraordinary feats of European engineering were demon-
strated within a stone’s throw of stalls staffed by tribesmen from
the depths of French colonial Africa or the remotest islands of Poly-
nesia, and could witness the autopsy of a freshly unwrapped Egyp-
tian mummy or inspect the model homes and ideal villages that
Napoleon had designed for workers in the iron foundries of Le
Creusot. Beneath the vast glass dome of the main pavilion, every
important field of human endeavour was celebrated, while night
after night in the Tuileries Gardens, hordes of ball-goers spun to
the new waltz tunes of Johann Strauss the Younger.

Beneath the fairy-tale twinkle of tens of thousands of electric
bulbs, however, lay a darker truth. Travellers arriving by train to
wander the vaulted glass galleries of the exhibition halls, or prom-
enade through Haussmann’s new boulevards, could easily forget
that the tracks of the railways and the iron substructure of hous-
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a decade of repression, the radical factions had little appetite for
what they perceived as half measures. Every concession Napoleon
II granted, it seemed, merely released another outburst of re-
sentment, or provided a further opportunity for plotting against
his regime. Nothing better illustrated the emperor’s predicament
than his decision to sponsor sixty representatives of France’s
workers to attend a conference of their international peers that
was to be held in London during the Universal Exposition of 1862,
an event that carried considerable significance in an age when a
nation’s status was defined by technological change, commercial
innovation and the fruits of expanding empire. The relationships
they formed led directly to a strong French involvement two years
later in the foundation of the International Association of Working
Men, which encompassed a wide range of revolutionary socialist
views, and whose statement of principles Karl Marx would draft.

Elisée Reclus might have felt the occasional twinge of unspo-
ken sympathy for the emperor, as he too tried in vain to realise
his ideals on the impossible middle ground of moderation and re-
form. At a time when Jules Verne had coined a new genre of ‘sci-
ence fiction’ and was writing a series of books ‘that would de-
scribe the world, known and unknown, and the great scientific
achievements of the age’, Reclus’ scientific insights and literary
talent commanded great interest. The prestigious Revue des Deux
Mondes was delighted to take his scientific articles, while Verne’s
own publisher, the masterful Jules Hetzel, made bestsellers of his
more popular works of geography. No such success, however, at-
tended Reclus’ attempts to chart his own map of Utopia, as he and
Elie poured their political energies into developing a series of mu-
tual organisations.

The brothers began their project by establishing Paris’ first food
cooperative, on principles similar to those pioneered at Rochdale in
England some years earlier. Next, infuriated by the failings of the
Crédit Mobilier, a supposedly socialist bank that pandered to bour-
geois prejudices in its granting of loans, the brothers formed La
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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 move-
ment’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 be-
come, 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 mysteri-
ous leaves and tendrils of its decorative wrought iron, that curled
up from the ground like smoke, then whiplashed back - ideas cen-
tral to his political creed had been distilled into a compelling vi-
sual 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 ex-
pressed 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 elo-
quently 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 develop-
ments in the political and social spheres. While the years had
mellowed the elegant masonry in which Baron Haussmann, Em-
peror Napoleon III’s prefect of the Seine, had rebuilt Paris in the
1860s, the crushing bourgeois values of self-interest and confor-
mity celebrated in his mass-produced blocks still held sway. Fear
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of a rising Germany had ten years earlier driven the French Re-
public into a shameful alliance with despotic Russia, and more re-
cently it had become a full and eager signatory to the draconian
St Petersburg protocol on international anti-anarchist police coop-
eration. 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 re-
birth 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 fu-
ture, 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 Bis-
marck’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 ad-
dressed. 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 cre-
ate 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 Com-
munards’ 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.

20

own suffering on the “Trail of Tears’ to the reservation. Equally,
the campaign for the abolition of slavery affirmed the survival of a
human decency amidst the corrupt capitalism that was visible all
around them in America. ‘Every negro, every white who protests
in exalted voice in favour of the rights of man, every word, every
line in all the South affirms that man is the brother to man, Elisée
reassured his brother.

Having long since repudiated religious dogma, Reclus embraced
the alternative, secular article of faith found in the enlightenment
philosophy of Rousseau which had inspired the prime movers of
the French Revolution of 1789. Man was innately perfectible, he
asserted, not fallen for some long-dead ancestor’s sin; nor was he
to be saved by divine intervention, but by his own hunger for jus-
tice and equality. Schooled by Elie in the new utopian socialism
of Saint-Simon, Charles Fourier and Joseph-Pierre Proudhon, it
seemed to Reclus that the old revolutionary doctrines of the pre-
vious century merely needed to be recast in new terms.

The France to which Reclus finally returned in 1857 proved even
less receptive to radical politics than that which he had abruptly
left six years earlier. When Louis-Napoleon had seized power and
proclaimed himself emperor as Napoleon III, the move had been
presented as a just response to efforts by vested monarchical inter-
ests to stymie his supposedly popular policies of paternalistic so-
cialism by refusing to alter the constitution to allow him a second
presidential term. Once installed as emperor, however, he had held
back from implementing his progressive vision, on the grounds
that ‘liberty has never helped to found a lasting political edifice,
it can only crown that edifice once time has consolidated it.

Not until 1864 did Napoleon’s success in seducing the bour-
geoisie, by way of their bulging purses and swelling national
self-confidence, create a climate conducive for him to begin
the risky transition from autocratic rule to a democratic, liberal
empire. In a bold gamble, the prohibition on strikes was lifted and
the draconian restrictions on the press eased, but after more than
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cal values of science. One inheritance from his father that Reclus
had embraced, though, was the desire to evangelise. Recalling pro-
posals for a great spherical ‘“Temple to Nature and Reason’ made
by the visionary architect Etienne-Louis Boullée at the height of
Robespierre’s influence during the French Revolution, Reclus be-
gan to dream of building an edifice vaster still. It would celebrate
a world stripped of such artificial impositions as national borders,
and symbolise one in which race, class and property no longer di-
vided mankind.

In its review of Wyld’s Globe, Punch had commented on how
the positioning of the central iron staircase, which impeded a
panoramic view, demonstrated ‘how one half of the Globe doesn’t
know what the other half is doing’. Several months in London
had greatly enhanced Reclus’ understanding of contemporary
currents in socialist thought, but his practical ignorance of the
world demanded redress. Departing England in the continued
company of Elie, his scientific purpose was to discover those laws
of nature that, throughout history, could explain the relationship
between the physical environment and the beliefs, institutions
and languages on which human society was founded. Above all,
though, the journey that would take him halfway around the world
over the coming years was to be one of political self-discovery.

At every stage of his travels, Reclus encountered the bitter real-
ity of the division between powerful and oppressed, and the wilful
ignorance that sustained it: an Irish farm whose emerald green
pastures were used to fatten cattle for export to the English mar-
ket while famine racked the country; African slaves, torn from
their homes and worked like beasts for profit on the plantations
of Louisiana; even the rivalries of the supposed free-thinkers in
Panama with whom he entered a doomed collaboration in com-
munal living. Yet in the solidarity of the oppressed he detected a
glimmer of hope. The displaced Choctaw tribe, on whose ancestral
lands the Reclus brothers set up home on first arriving in America,
had sent a large donation to the starving Irish, remembering their
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It had been stories of the Paris Commune that had helped in-
spire Kropotkin to leave behind his life as a leading light of Rus-
sia’s scientific Establishment and devote himself to the revolution-
ary 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. ‘T will never for-
get’, 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, brav-
ing 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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1. A Distant Horizon

Paris, 1870

A blizzard was blowing when Elisée Reclus arrived in London
in the winter of 1851 and took lodgings in a modest garret, shared
with his older brother, Elie. Yet it was the search for shelter of a
very different kind that had brought the twenty-year-old pastor’s
son to the British capital: a haven where he could engage in politi-
cal debate, free of censorship or persecution.

Having abandoned his theological training when the great wave
of revolutions had swept Europe in 1848, Reclus had occupied him-
self in its aftermath with a new course of studies under the radi-
cal geographer Carl Ritter in Berlin. On his return to France after
graduation, Reclus found himself in a country braced for renewed
political turbulence, as Bonaparte’s nephew Louis-Napoleon edged
towards the coup d’état that would overturn the infant Second Re-
public and elevate him from the presidency to the imperial throne.
Reclus decided to go to London. And if he had any doubts about
his decision to leave France again so soon, they were quickly dis-
pelled when he was repeatedly stopped by the police, stationed
along the roads to the Channel, and interrogated as to the purpose
of his journey.

From the famed Italian socialist Mazzini, to the little-known Ger-
man political journalist Karl Marx, London alone offered reliable
asylum to the political renegades of the Continent. Although 7,000
had fled there after the turmoil of 1848, there was little sign of
Britain’s hospitality diminishing; freedom fighter Joseph Kossuth’s
arrival only a few weeks before Reclus, after the revolutionary had
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been ousted by Russia from the presidency of Hungary, had been
greeted by cheering crowds. Reclus, who increasingly counted
himself a fellow traveller, could venture out without fear to pub-
lic lectures by such exiled luminaries as Louis Blanc and the Rus-
sian Alexander Herzen, or to rub shoulders with the Freemasons of
the Loge of Philadelphes, who were pledged to reverse Napoleon’s
usurpation of power. Yet amidst the excitement of open debate, it
was Reclus’ visits to a showman’s marvel in Leicester Square that
left the strongest impression on him.

Sixty feet in diameter and named after Queen Victoria’s geogra-
pher, Wyld’s Globe offered tourists the chance to stand on a central
staircase that ran from pole to pole, and gaze up at the contoured
map of the world that covered its inner surface. ‘Here a country
looks like an immense cabbage-leaf, flattened out, half green and
half decayed, with an immense caterpillar crawling right over it in
the shape of a chain of mountains, reported Punch. “There a coun-
try resembles an old piece of jagged leather hung up against the
wall to dry, with large holes, that have been moth-eaten out of it’
Whatever the globe’s aesthetic shortcomings, crowds were drawn
by the chance to wonder at the glorious extent of the British Em-
pire, or identify the provenance of the many luxuries with which
global trade provided them. Reclus saw the construction rather
differently. Tutored in Ritter’s holistic vision of the natural world,
and inspired by his pioneering work on the relationship between
mankind and its environment, his thoughts were animated instead
by the globe’s potential as an instrument of humanitarian instruc-
tion.

Growing up in the countryside of the Gironde, one of fourteen
children, Reclus had been forbidden by his strict and self-denying
father from wandering in the fields around their home, lest his fas-
cination with nature distract his younger siblings from their de-
votions. The vision that Wyld’s Globe now afforded Reclus, of a
world open to curiosity and enquiry, more than vindicated his con-
version from the cast-iron certainties of the Church to the empiri-
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pathos of some of the subjects they thrashed out could not have
been predicted at the time: of the group who engaged with the
question of ‘Suicide and Psychosis’, tsarist persecution would later
impel five to take their own lives.

When the Swiss hosts expressed concern over the young
women’s supposedly lax attitudes, the opportunity was seized
upon to practise their developing powers of rhetoric. The vicious
rumours of sexual orgies — the usual slanders used throughout
history to undermine independent women and radicals — were
most likely promulgated by the network of Third Section spies
that Wilhelm Stieber established in Switzerland some years before
his involvement in the Siege of Paris. In reality, the darkest secret
of their gatherings was their addiction to an expensive import
from the Orient, which crippled their finances and blunted their
dynamism: tea. When it came to sex, by contrast, the women
may have appeared to embrace Chernyshevsky’s free-love ethos,
but their creed of renunciation far outweighed any tendency to
libertinage.

Kropotkin was not alone in being lured to Switzerland by the
prudish, caffeine-addled temptresses of Zurich, but he was among
the most pure-hearted. Week after week he worked through the
night in the socialist library that Sofia Lavrova had established with
her room-mate, gorging on the theoretical literature of which he
had for years been starved. By day, he sampled the melting pot of
revolutionary and utopian ideas that the different exile traditions
had created in the city, until his desire for further knowledge out-
stripped even his fascination with Sofia. Eager to further his educa-
tion, it was not long before Kropotkin packed his bags for Geneva,
for centuries a centre of religious as well as political dissent and
now the scene of a simmering dispute between the followers of
Karl Marx and Michael Bakunin.

When Michael Bakunin had visited London in 1865 as a fugitive
from Siberia, Karl Marx remarked with barbed generosity that he
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surgents. Two days later, though, the government reneged, arrest-
ing some leading radicals and driving more underground, where
they would regroup with an even sharper sense of righteousness
and entitlement.

Commentators in the Parisian press mistakenly agreed that,
with the ‘Red threat’ exposed as impotent, the danger had passed.
More pragmatic minds merely hoped that the arrival of the
army from Tours might stymie the threat of revolution and save
the republic. In Versailles, however, Colonel Stieber was doing
everything in his power to ensure that both were proved wrong.

For all Stieber’s boastful letters to his wife claiming that six aero-
nauts had been seized in a day - more, in fact, than were cap-
tured during the entire siege — the Krupps anti-balloon gun had
scored few hits. Meanwhile, new balloons continued to float off
the production lines under the vast vaulted roofs of the Gare du
Nord and Gare d’Orléans. Seamstresses worked overtime along
platforms from which the trains had nowhere to run, to produce
vessels blessed with the names of Rationalism’s heroes: Kepler,
Galileo, Newton and Lavoisier. But by forcing Nadar to switch to
night launches, Stieber’s strategy of targeting the balloons proved
a decisive factor in the conclusion of the war.

Midnight was close to striking when the Ville d’Orléans took off
into a cold fog, carrying essential information to the Loire army.
Not until daybreak did the crashing waves of the North Sea down
below alert its crew to their navigational error. Having cast all ex-
cess weight overboard, including the mailbags, they finally made
land in Norway after a record-shattering journey of more than
1,000 miles, tumbling into thick snow when their basket became
entangled in pine trees. Amazingly, the key message concerning
the movements of the two armies, from inside and outside Paris,
was caught in fishermen’s nets and finally forwarded to Tours, only
to arrive too late. Without the key information, it had been impos-
sible to coordinate the French attack and the Army of the Loire
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were forced back in disarray, while the 100,000 troops who crossed
a pontoon bridge over the River Marne from Paris were decimated
when they encountered the strongest sector of the encircling Prus-
sian front line.

The North German Confederation had demonstrated to the dis-
senting southern states that it could hold together far beyond the
first thrilling rush of war, and attention now returned to prepara-
tions for the official unification of the German Empire.

Short of a humiliating surrender, the Government of National
Defence had no more answers to offer, nor many remaining conces-
sions to pacify the radicals. As the frosts of a harsh winter ate into
the resolve of those in the capital, and even the middle-class popu-
lation was reduced to eating rats or, for the lucky few, exotic cuts
from the animals in the zoological garden, the fault lines in Parisian
society widened. In the revolutionary clubs, growing crowds gath-
ered night after night to listen to Rochefort or Flourens press for
ever greater freedoms for the people. Half starved and frozen, grief-
stricken for the infants who had died on a diet of cloudy water
masquerading as milk, those attending warmed themselves with
the wine that was the only consumable which Paris had left in
abundance, and swore that all their suffering should not be in vain.
Meanwhile the Montmartre women'’s group, chaired by the revolu-
tionary virago Louise Michel, thrashed out details of long-mooted
social projects that made the prospect of a better world seem tan-
talisingly close to souls in desperate need of some source of hope.

Then, on 27 December, the city was suddenly shaken by the on-
set of a thunderous bombardment. From the Chétillon Heights,
the newest Krupps cannon, Grande Valérie, rained down shells of
an unprecedented calibre, each weighing 119 pounds. One by one,
the outer ring of forts — Issy, Vanves, Montrouge — were pounded
into submission, and the capital braced itself for a direct onslaught.
General Moltke recorded the shift in tactics in chillingly abstract
terms: ‘An elevation of thirty degrees, he observed, ‘by a peculiar
contrivance, sent the shot into the heart of the city” The first shell
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émigré in an alcove of the same room. For the male friends and
tutors who agreed to marry the aspiring female doctors, however,
separate bedrooms were usually considered a sufficient sacrifice.

The earnest young women of the émigré colony were neverthe-
less uncompromising in their expectations, and not least of the
men who wooed them. Whilst the privileged male youth of Rus-
sia might dabble in socialism and empathise with the peasantry at
arm’s length, without necessarily causing undue damage to their
career, for their female counterparts the success or failure of the re-
formist enterprise had huge personal ramifications. Accepting the
case for sublimating their feminist agenda in the cause of a wider
‘social revolution’, they were determined to instil in their male col-
leagues a shared sense of determination, and a commitment to the
cause that demanded almost monastic austerity.

Vera Figner vividly captured the earnest atmosphere of this radi-
cal milieu. Years later, when she wrote her memoirs, she could still
remember her arrival in a dreary, drizzly Zurich, and the drab view
of tiled roofs from the window of her room. Having married to se-
cure freedom to travel, and then sold her wedding gifts to cover the
cost of several years’ study abroad, not even the severe temptation
(for a tomboyish country girl) of a lake teeming with Switzerland’s
famously sweet-fleshed fish, the fera and gravenche, could distract
her. Twon’t even go fishing!” she primly assured her diary, ‘No!
There’ll be no fishing or boating! There’ll be nothing but lectures
and textbooks!’

Studious attendance on the courses soon forged strong bonds be-
tween her female companions — Auntie, Wolfie, Shark and Hussar,
as they called themselves — who encouraged each other’s awak-
ening political awareness. Thirteen of the women formed a dis-
cussion and study circle, on the model of those then flourishing
in Russia, and named it after the Fritsche boarding house where
most of them lodged. ‘Mesdames — all of Europe is watching you!’
the chairwoman - most often Lydia Figner, Vera’s sister — would
declare, grandiosely paraphrasing Napoleon Bonaparte. The full
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In the aftermath of the Europe-wide upheavals of 1848, the
Swiss authorities had briefly bowed to international pressure,
handing over a number of political refugees to their own govern-
ments. Since then, though, trust had gradually returned, with
Zurich and Geneva now a cacophony of foreign voices, and only
the lurking presence of spies to remind the political refugees
of their troubles back home. Unsurprisingly, Switzerland had
become the most fecund source of the banned works of literature,
history or philosophy that were smuggled into Russia to feed its
more enquiring minds. But from the late 1860s cities like Zurich
also held a less cerebral attraction for male émigrés, being home to
an unusual concentration of passionately idealistic young women.

Medicine was a favoured subject for student radicals, offering
an opportunity to alleviate suffering — of the individual, if not of
society as a whole — and the pride of having embraced a truly ratio-
nalist vocation. For young women, the thought that their parents
might be shocked by the notion of their cosseted daughters dissect-
ing cadavers in anatomy lessons may well have held its own appeal.
But there were many practical obstacles to be overcome. In 1864,
the St Petersburg Medical-Surgical Academy excluded women, and
they were subsequently banned from taking the final exams neces-
sary for a medical degree in any institution in the country. The
result was a continuing exodus to Switzerland, where a medical
diploma could be obtained.

Domineering fathers who withheld their permission were out-
flanked by means of marriages of convenience with male friends,
which combined cunning with the frisson of moral transgression.
Those impressionable youths who had read Chernyshevsky possi-
bly considered the role of cuckold an honourable one: taking his
feminist and free-love principles to an extreme, the author himself
insisted on remaining faithful to his wife, despite her attempts to
contrive affairs for him, while goading her into taking numerous
lovers herself. It was said that on one occasion he had even con-
tinued scribbling away while she took her pleasure with a Polish
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to land smashed into the home of Madame Montgolfier, whose fa-
ther and uncle had made the pioneering balloon flights that had so
thrilled rational France in the years before the Revolution of the
previous century; before long, the Panthéon and Salpétriére hos-
pital, the pride of Paris, were targeted directly. Placards appeared
across the city: ‘Make way for the people! Make way for the Com-
mune!’

Two weeks into the bombardment, King Wilhelm of Prussia was
crowned kaiser of a united Germany in Louis XIV’s Hall of Mir-
rors at Versailles. Military dress boots clattered across the pol-
ished floors under the protective eye of Colonel Stieber, who had
secured the palace against a mass assassination attempt by French
partisans to avenge the grotesque affront. In fact, the patriots of
Paris were too busy with other matters. Returning to his residence
that evening, the secret councillor received gratifying news from
his spies. Even as the new Germany celebrated its victory, the
first shots had been exchanged between the troops of the regular
army and the radical battalions of the National Guard during a con-
frontation around the Hoétel de Ville. By the end of the month an
armistice was agreed, subject only to ratification by a new National
Assembly.

Elected to the Assembly, Elisée Reclus was clear, if hopelessly
idealistic, about his duty: ‘Orléanists, legitimists, simple patriotic
bourgeois have said to us: dream now, guide us, triumph for us, and
we shall see what happens! Let us accept the dream, and if we carry
out our mandate, if we save France, as we are asked to do, then the
republic will be secured and we shall have the pleasure of begin-
ning for our children an era of progress, justice, and well-being’
Arriving in Bordeaux, where the Assembly was to sit, the scales fell
rapidly from his eyes as the ‘morally perilous’ nature of the venture
on which he had embarked revealed itself. Elected by the whole of
France, the body was republican in name only, and overwhelm-
ingly monarchist, Catholic and conservative in complexion; less
than a fifth of the 768 delegates were genuine republicans, barely
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one in forty a radical. By choosing as its leader the seventy-three-
year-old Adolphe Thiers, the strongest proponent of the armistice
in the Government of National Defence, the Assembly signalled its
intolerance of anyone who advocated continued resistance.

Despite Rochefort’s presence on the Assembly’s executive, even
his attempts to plead for the protection of ‘a young and tottering re-
public against the clerical element that menaced it’ were barracked
into inaudibility. Reacting to near certain defeat by developing a
case of almost asphyxiating erysipelas, his resignation this time
was prompt, followed by an extended rest cure in the Atlantic re-
sort of Arcachon. Gambetta opted to spend his conveniently timed
convalescence in Spain.

That the stresses of the previous months should have made both
ill is hardly surprising, but their absence was also politic, allowing
them to remain temporarily above the fray as Paris and metropoli-
tan France reacted with inevitable anger to the Assembly’s per-
ceived betrayal of the national interest. Even the normally buoyant
Reclus struggled to disguise his despondency. ‘Now that every-
thing is lost, he wrote to Nadar, ‘we must begin life over again,
as though, waking from a 1,000-year sleep, we realise that every-
thing is there for us to gain: homeland, liberty, dignity, honour ...
A similar sense of determination led his more extreme associates
in Paris, and those of Rochefort, to start preparing in earnest for a
revolutionary year zero.

When the German army marched through the capital on its vic-
tory parade, it can have derived little pleasure from the experience.
Crowds of Parisians watched its progress in lowering silence, while
any innkeepers who might have thought to sell the enemy a drink
were deterred by the threat of a beating. Nevertheless, the guer-
rilla attacks that Stieber feared had failed to materialise: having
dragged the hundreds of cannon, bought for their use by public sub-
scription, to the safety of the Red districts, the National Guard were
keeping their powder dry. And whilst great pyres were lit to fumi-
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the world, wrote one prominent young firebrand at the time, ‘Jesus
Christ, Paul the Apostle, and Chernyshevsky’

Chernyshevsky’s character Rakhmetov in his 1863 novel What
is to be Done?, written in the Peter and Paul fortress while he was
imprisoned on charges of sedition, was seized upon as the very
model of a revolutionary. A university dropout who renounces
wealth, God and all the mores of a moribund civilisation, Rakhme-
tov pledges himself to a life of extreme asceticism, without wine,
women or cooked meat and with a bed of nails on which to prove
his powers of will and endurance; science and socialism are the sole
object of his devotion, and cigars his only pleasure. That Cherny-
shevsky had intended the characterisation as a critique of the fol-
lies of youth did nothing to deter young people from aping Rakhme-
tov’s manners and demeanour, any more than Ivan Turgenev’s
satirical intention when creating Bazarov in Fathers and Sons dis-
couraged them from adopting the label of ‘nihilist’ coined by the
author. The nihilists were easy to identify: with shoulder-length
hair, bushy beards, red shirts and knee boots for the men, bobbed
hair and dark, unstructured clothes for the women, and a unisex
fashion for blue-tinted glasses, walking staves and smoking end-
less cigarettes, they stood out a mile. When it came to policing
them, however, and censoring their reading or the course of their
education, the reversals in the reform programme had left one cru-
cial loophole.

Since 1861, male Russian citizens had enjoyed far greater travel
rights: a passport and official permission to leave the country were
still required, but their acquisition was usually a formality. The
consequence was burgeoning émigré communities, especially in
Switzerland, that had long been bolt-holes for dissidents of all hues.
It was not merely the chance to applaud revolutionary sentiments
that brought the younger sections of the audience to their feet at
every performance of Rossini’s William Tell in the St Petersburg
opera house; they were applauding the example set by Switzer-
land’s legendary liberator in resisting oppression.
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made to claw back property through the landed class’ domination
of local government. Still tied to their village communities, unable
to afford better land elsewhere, those serfs who had been freed
looked back on their indentured days with more than a little
nostalgia.

Under intense lobbying by vested interests and the grinding pres-
sure of a deeply conservative culture, Alexander II's bold plans
had crumbled faster even than Napoleon III’s progressive social
schemes had in France. With unrest brewing among large elements
of society, ambitious reforms to the army, judiciary and the edu-
cation system were all reversed: schools, maternity facilities and
homes for injured workers were either closed or else never opened,
and censorship was reimposed. The second wave of emancipation,
which many hoped would prove more thorough and genuine than
the first, broke and lost its force before it reached land. And follow-
ing the attempt by the young radical Dmitri Karakozov to assassi-
nate the tsar in 1866, hardliners had the perfect excuse to reassert
themselves at court, accelerating the drift towards repression; in-
eptitude and a lack of resources were the only brake on the conser-
vative backlash.

The educated youth of Russia felt the collapse of the reforms
as both a moral outrage and a personal disaster, restricting as it
did their own intellectual and political freedoms, while exposing
the hypocrisy of their parents’ generation. Seeing how their fa-
thers shamelessly mouthed idealistic platitudes while continuing
to act as petty autocrats, they had adopted an attitude of excori-
ating candour, in defiance of all the hollow proprieties of social
convention. Where they could be acquired, the writings of for-
eign authors and philosophers were read and discussed in search
of possible solutions to the extreme injustices of a sclerotic society,
a process stymied by the tsarist censor’s restrictions on books and
papers that contained the faintest hint of sedition. Among home-
grown writers, the St Petersburg novelist Nicholas Chernyshevsky
developed a huge following: ‘there have been three great men in
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gate the place de I’Etoile after the Germans had passed through,
they did nothing to dispel the germs of civil war.
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2. Communards

Paris, 1871

Louise Michel wiled away the early hours of 18 March 1871 at
the sentry post on the rue des Rosiers in Montmartre, drinking
coffee with the National Guardsmen stationed there. A teacher
by profession, with her own school in the rue Oudot that she ran
on progressive principles, her political views had made her an in-
creasingly prominent feature of the radical landscape of Paris. As
comfortable now among political extremists and citizen soldiers as
in the classroom, she rarely missed the chance to preach the social
revolution. This time, though, it may have been the prospect of the
funeral later in the day for Victor Hugo’s son that kept her awake.

The months of the siege had provided ample cause for mourn-
ing, but the thirty-six-year-old Michel’s deep affection for the great
writer and republican lent her grief that day a special poignancy,
for since she and Hugo had first met twenty years earlier, they
had developed an intimacy that transcended his usual philander-
ing habits. The ‘N’ in Hugo’s diaries beside her name suggests that
they had, at least, been naked together, but for Michel, their rela-
tionship was above all a meeting of poetic souls. To the novelist
she was his ‘Enjolras’, so named after the heroic student revolu-
tionary in Les Misérables, and perhaps in teasing reference to her
strong and somewhat masculine features; she addressed him sim-
ply as ‘Master’. Only he, she felt, could truly appreciate her ‘exalted
temperament’ and the mystical imaginings that filled her mind and
her verse: of ravening wolves, boiling oceans, revolution and mar-
tyrdom.
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many fringe benefits from membership of the Russian elite. Geog-
raphy rather than politics claimed most of his attention, on expe-
ditions that filled the state’s coffers: charting new routes to the
gold fields to increase their profitability helped win him a gold
medal from the Imperial Society. When the hazardous dynamit-
ing of cliffs for the construction of one road prompted a revolt by
the Polish slave gangs, leading to the execution of five of their num-
ber, Kropotkin was sickened. Nevertheless, he found it hard to re-
nounce the joy of scientific discovery that his work afforded him:
‘the sudden birth of a generalisation, illuminating the mind after a
long period of research’, such as he felt on apprehending how ge-
ological folding had formed the Asiatic mountain ranges. And his
glittering career promised many more such moments.

In years to come, Kropotkin applied these same powers of ana-
lytical and synthetic thought to the question of how to create the
ideal human society, and the form it should take, dismissing any
‘study of nature without man [as] the last tribute paid by modern
scientists to their previous scholastic education’. For the moment,
though, he salved his conscience by compiling a comprehensive
guide to the soils and topography of Russia, to assist the peasants
in their productive cultivation of the land. It was a token gesture
of solidarity with the twenty million or more serfs, whose predica-
ment had only worsened under the ill-considered terms of their
recent emancipation.

The greatest threat to the peasants’ economic independence,
however, came not from any shortcomings in their husbandry
of the land but from the rapacious attitude of their former mas-
ters, whose greed had not been satisfied by compensation with
government bonds. Once released from the tacit contract of
mutual obligation that had provided the foundation for centuries
of feudalism, Russia’s landowners embraced the capitalist ethos of
the market with a rough passion, while continuing to pocket the
government’s cash. Rents were doubled, land reclaimed for the
slightest infraction on the part of its new owners, and every effort
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personal luxuries by the local officers responsible for the purchase
of rescue tugboats.

Promotion brought Kropotkin further dismal insights into the
canker of corruption and callous self-interest that infected the
Russian Empire. Having secured an appointment as secretary
of the prison reform committee, the condition of the Siberian
transit camps had horrified him, but his recommendations were
disregarded, leaving him no alternative but to resign. Beneath
the casual brutality and venal incompetence that confronted
him at every turn, in the exploitation of the workers Kropotkin
had started to perceive an underlying dynamic that was more
pernicious still: the harsh imperatives of Western capitalism, as
it rapidly colonised a Russian economy built on the robust and
flexible foundation of the village mir. “This is where one can gaze
every day to one’s heart’s content upon the enslavement of the
worker by capital, he wrote to his brother Alexander following a
visit to the Lena gold mines, ‘and at the great law of the reduction
in reward with the increase in work.

Years later, Kropotkin made an even bolder claim in his Memoirs
of a Revolutionary. ‘I may say now, that in Siberia I lost all faith
in state discipline. I was prepared to become an anarchist” The
sight of hungry peasants handing crusts to prisoners more fam-
ished than themselves, the ‘semi-communistic brotherly organisa-
tion’ of the political prisoners, and the non-hierarchical structure
of the indigenous tribes of Asia all seemed evidence that altru-
ism, mutuality and cooperation were the true bedrock of a well-
functioning human society. Meanwhile, his experience of military
command, in the most adverse conditions, reinforced the belief that
collective effort lies at the heart of all successful social enterprises,
while the best leadership inspires rather than directs.

During the latter years of the 1860s, as vested interests at court
seized upon any pretext to roll back the reformist agenda initiated
by the tsar, Alexander Kropotkin was the more active of the broth-
ers in opposing the tsarist regime, while Peter continued to enjoy
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As well as being confidant and mentor, Hugo was also the de-
pendable protector that she desperately needed, as the illegitimate
daughter of the heir to a family of provincial gentry now making
a name for herself as one of the most outspoken radicals in Paris.
For Michel had an uncanny ability to place herself at the centre
of historic events, where the danger was greatest. She had been
among those embraced by Jules Favre, her old night-school instruc-
tor, on the steps of the Hotel de Ville after the proclamation of the
republic the previous September; when she had returned there in
January, rifle in hand, to join in the firefight between the Breton
army regulars defending the building and Flourens’ brigade of in-
surrectionary sharpshooters, it had taken Hugo’s intervention to
secure her release from custody. The escapade had been the most
violent manifestation to date of the rumbling resistance of radical
Paris to the authority of the National Assembly, and had demon-
strated a seriousness of intent that the government could not afford
to ignore. Now Michel was about to find herself caught up in the
decisive showdown.

It was three o’clock in the morning when the soldiers of the 8
regiment of the line, loyal to the Assembly, marched up the wind-
ing road towards Montmartre, their tramp muffled by ground left
soft after a recent fall of snow. A Guardsman named Turpin, taking
his turn on sentry duty, peered through the thick fog, before chal-
lenging their approach. Suddenly, a crack of gunfire rang out in the
dark and he slumped to the ground. Rushing to assist the wounded
man, with a characteristic disregard for her own safety, Michel was
instantly apprehended by the troops of General Lecomte.

One of fourteen operations launched simultaneously across the
city under cover of night, Lecomte’s objective was the artillery park
on the Buttes Chaumont, where the National Guard had, following
the peace agreement with Germany, secured half of the cannon
bought by public subscription during the siege. While dragging
them to safety, the Guardsmen had sung the ‘Marseillaise’, and the
guns, pointing towards Versailles, where the Assembly was now

8th
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based, represented a practical symbol of their independence. Their
confiscation would deliver a crippling blow to the National Guard,
whose shadowy central committee had in recent weeks begun to
assert itself as an alternative power in the city. In Michel’s eyes,
Lecomte’s mission exposed the government’s wholehearted con-
tempt for the disproportionate sacrifice that the capital’s poor had
endured in the national cause, but more than that its timing, on
the day of the funeral of Hugo’s son, struck her as a deep personal
affront. For it was under Hugo’s patronage that the campaign to
buy the cannon had been conducted.

Intoxicated with indignation, hands bloody from her attempts
to staunch Turpin’s wound, by her own account Michel eluded her
captors and made a run for it. Down the cobbled streets of Mont-
martre to raise the alarm she careered, past the creaking windmills
that crowded the upper slopes of the hill. The denizens of Mont-
martre were slow to wake despite the vehemence of her cries and
not until almost eight o’clock did a sizeable crowd gather, by which
time the captured guns should have been long gone. In fact, they
were still there, an administrative oversight having delayed the ar-
rival of the horse-drawn limbers needed to carry the artillery away.

From atop the Buttes, the beat of the tocsins could be heard in
the streets below; ‘All that miserable sound, Louise Michel mar-
velled, ‘produced by a pair of sinewy wrists clutching a pair of
fragile sticks” Then up the hill the mob surged, women in the
lead, draping themselves over the cannon, challenging the soldiers
of the 88 to open fire. A tense stand-off ensued, during which
the mayor of Montmartre, Georges Clemenceau, a trained doctor,
pleaded with Lecomte to be allowed to move Turpin to his surgery
for treatment. The general refused. With discipline among his tired
and hungry men rapidly breaking down, as they accepted breakfast
from motherly hands and stronger refreshment from the National
Guard, it was a fatal mistake. In an attempt to assert order, Lecomte
ordered his men to stand clear and fire. No one moved. Fix bay-
onets! For a moment, nothing; then his own soldiers turned on
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snapped when Kropotkin tried to comfort him after a whipping at
the local barracks, “‘When you grow up, you think that you won’t
be exactly the same?’ The rebuke stung the young prince and, as
a cadet, a display of intolerance for unjust authority, of the kind
that permeated society from top to bottom, had landed him in
solitary confinement for six weeks on a diet of bread and water: a
foretaste of what was to come.

Kropotkin’s journey to Irkutsk in 1862 offered an education he
would not forget. It took him past endless scenes of human suffer-
ing: a living hell of a kind he could never before have conceived.
In the labour camps of the east, convicts mined gold waist-deep
in freezing water, or quarried salt with frostbitten hands for the
few short weeks that they could expect to survive the appalling
conditions: to be sent there was a death sentence. As fast as they
expired, others replaced them, transported from occupied Poland
in their thousands, and in soaring numbers after the Polish rebel-
lion of 1863 was ruthlessly suppressed. Kropotkin was relieved to
discover that there were at least humane, even liberal men serving
among his colleagues in the regiment, though it soon became ob-
vious that they were very far from representative of the imperial
administration as a whole.

Shortly after Kropotkin’s arrival, his commanding officer Gen-
eral Kukel, who had taken the new recruit under his wing, was
removed and disciplined for wilful negligence, having allowed
Michael Bakunin, the lionised revolutionary, to escape and plague
the regime with his plotting from abroad. Eager to avoid Kukel’s
hard-line successor, Kropotkin volunteered to oversee a convoy
of barges along the River Amur, a ‘new world’ ceded to Russia by
China only a few years before. But the job served only to deepen
his disillusionment. When a storm wrecked the convoy, Kropotkin
undertook a breakneck mercy mission back to St Petersburg -
by means of sled, horse and train - to demand assistance from
the capital. Funds were forthcoming, but soon squandered on
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that fiery tradition of independence. Peter’s rectitudinous cousin,
Dmitri, then serving as Tsar Alexander II's aide-de-camp, had tried
to intervene, urging him to stay and pursue the glittering opportu-
nities that awaited him in St Petersburg. Even the tsar himself had
taken an interest, insisting that his erstwhile page de chambre ex-
plain his eccentric decision in person. On being told by Kropotkin
that he hoped travel might afford him insights into how society
could be improved, Alexander II had appeared overwhelmed with
world-weariness. Kropotkin would later conclude that the tsar was
already predicting defeat in the great programme of reforms that
he had set in motion only months before. Fortunately, however,
the young Peter was owed a favour. When mysterious fires had
swept through the adminstrative district of St Petersburg, the ini-
tiative Kropotkin had shown in raising the alarm had saved much
of the old wooden city from devastation. He chose the Siberian
posting as his reward.

The twenty-year-old Kropotkin took with him to Siberia a
smouldering disdain for all arbitrary authority. As children on
the family’s feudal estate in Nikolskoe, deprived of their dead
mother’s tender attentions, Peter and his brother Alexander had
considered themselves fortunate to enjoy ‘among the servants,
that atmosphere of love which children must have around them’.
But it was the kindness and fellow feeling of the oppressed. Little
had changed for the serfs since the days of Ivan the Terrible, and
to Kropotkin’s father and his ilk, they remained mere property:
‘souls’ to be traded without regard to ties of blood or affection and
ruthlessly exploited. Not even death could free them from their
bondage, as the teenaged Kropotkin would have learned when
helping his tutor translate Gogol’s Dead Souls: in the vicious world
it satirised, beatings were liberally administered, and those serfs
punished by being sent into the army as cannon fodder, where
the floggings were still crueller, and those who expired under
the whip would have the remaining quota of lashes administered
on their corpse. ‘Leave me alone, one of his father’s serfs had
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the general, hauling him from his horse. Amidst scenes of jubila-
tion, rifle butts were tossed skywards and fraternisation turned to
desertion. From the big guns themselves, a salvo of three blanks
was fired, and the scenes at the Buttes were repeated at the smaller
artillery compounds across the city.

After facing the famously loyal Breton soldiers holed up inside
the Hoétel de Ville two months earlier, Michel had asserted her
faith that ‘One day you’ll join us, you brigands, for you can’t be
bought. For a blissful moment that March morning it seemed that
the dreamed-of day had at last arrived, and that a peaceful revo-
lution might be under way. Such hopes barely lasted into the af-
ternoon, as festering resentments were given murderous vent, and
the tensions between radicalism and reaction that had long trou-
bled French political life finally revealed themselves in a mutual
desire for outright confrontation to settle matters once and for all.

The first violence occurred where the debacle of the guns had
itself begun, in Montmartre. Clemenceau had instructed that
General Lecomte should be taken, for his own protection, to the
Chateau-Rouge dance hall, one of the bohemian pleasure palaces
for which the area was famous. Overruling him, Théophile Ferré,
the young deputy mayor, ordered Lecomte’s transfer back to the
guardhouse in the rue des Rosiers. Barely five feet tall, Ferré’s
bespectacled air of fastidiousness belied a ruthless streak echoing
that of the Jacobins who had perpetrated the Terror in 1793, when
ideological purity had been pursued by means of the guillotine.
Though he was sixteen years her junior, Louise Michel was infatu-
ated with him. Entering the spirit of the wild carnival breaking out
around her, she joined the horde that followed Lecomte’s journey
back, only to be met, unexpectedly, by a second mob arriving from
place Pigalle with General Clement Thomas, the loathed ex-chief
of the National Guard, as its captive.

The mood of mockery quickly turned into a clamour for retribu-
tion. Forcing open the doors of the guardhouse, the mob poured
in and drove the two captive generals into the walled garden
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of the building to face its rough justice. Powerless to intervene,
Clemenceau witnessed the terrible scene. ‘All were shrieking like
wild beasts without realising what they were doing, he would
write. T observed then that pathological phenomenon which
might be called bloodlust” General Thomas was the first to die,
staggering to stay on his feet, cursing his assailants, until riddled
by bullets; Lecomte was dispatched with a single shot to the back.
Of the rifles fired, most belonged to his own mutinous troops. The
identity of those who then desecrated the corpses is less certain.

Sated or sickened by its own violence, the mob quickly ebbed
away, leaving the rue des Rosiers in eerie silence. The other, lesser
prisoners were immediately released, with Ferré claiming that he
wished to avoid ‘cowardice and pointless cruelty’; Michel later in-
sisted that she had only demanded that the dead men be kept pris-
oner, without any intent to do them injury. But it was already
too late for either scruples or denials to carry any weight or serve
any purpose. For the time being, no authority remained in Paris to
judge their crimes.

Senior officials at the Hotel de Ville and those ministries still
based in Paris had begun their evacuation to Versailles early in the
afternoon, while events were still unfolding in Montmartre. Not
long after, Adolphe Thiers himself, chairman of the executive and
de facto head of the interim government, had made his escape, rid-
ing out to his new capital at the head of a great column of troops,
who had been ordered by General Vinoy to withdraw en masse
from their barracks in the city. Jules Ferry, the mayor of Paris, had
to sweat out his fate for a few hours before following them in ig-
nominious style. But their departure had been neither a rout nor
flight, suggesting a premeditated strategy in case the confiscation
of the cannon provoked resistance, and their disdain for the disre-
spectful crowds that lined the streets boded ill for how they might
avenge their humiliation on the people of Paris.

By dusk the central committee of the National Guard was in full
control of the city. The gas flares usually reserved for the celebra-
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in St Petersburg, charming him with her intellect and challenging
him over his lack of political engagement. When their friendship
prompted the political Third Section of the police to search his
rooms for smuggled seditious literature, Kropotkin was torn be-
tween outrage at the intrusion and contentment from finally being
deemed worthy of their attention. When the withdrawal of gov-
ernment funding for his next Arctic expedition was withdrawn, he
had the excuse for which he had been waiting: he would visit Sofia
in Zurich and use his time in Switzerland to take stock.

Until only a few years earlier, the final stage of the journey
would have been arduous, travelling by coach along the military
roads that Napoleon had laid across the Alpine passes, before
concluding his journey with a rapid descent on the far side of the
mountain range by sledge: ‘like being precipitated downstairs in
a portmanteau’ according to one English traveller of the time. A
Fell railway had offered a questionable improvement in 1868, its
locomotive heaving soot-blackened carriages over the Saint-Cenis
route by means of a cogged ratchet on a notched rail; by the time
Kropotkin set off in February 1872, Alfred Nobel’s dynamite had
blasted a route clear through the mountains to the promised land
beyond. A man used to challenging travel, he would nevertheless
have appreciated what it meant to live in an era of remarkable
technological progress.

A decade earlier, Kropotkin had graduated from the Academy
of the Corps of Pages with the highest distinction and a choice of
the most prestigious military commissions. To the shock of the im-
perial court and his family, he had enrolled instead in a regiment
of Cossacks stationed in the depths of Siberia, deliberately cutting
himself adrift from his privileged background. His hectoring father
was apoplectic: all the military discipline he had imparted to his
son, all the gifts of rifles and sentry boxes, had failed to inspire Pe-
ter to better his own rather undistinguished army career. It did not
help that his late wife, whose memory Peter’s stepmother had done
everything she could to erase, had herself been a Cossack, with all
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3. From Prince to Anarchist

Russia and Switzerland, 1871-1874

In 1871, Prince Peter Kropotkin, one of Russia’s most eminent
young scientists, reached a watershed, his growing awareness of
social injustice leading him to question whether he could remain
a part of the Establishment. During the previous decade he had
led expeditions by the Imperial Russian Geographical Society
into Asia and beyond the Arctic Circle, travels that informed his
groundbreaking reconstruction of the geological changes that had
reshaped the earth during the glacial period. Now, when offered
the post of its secretary, he declined. In the face of the widespread
human suffering that he had witnessed in the course of his life,
the honour struck him as an empty vanity. ‘What right had I to
these higher joys, he reasoned, ‘when all around me was nothing
but misery and the struggle for a mouldy bit of bread?’

For more than ten years, after the ‘Saviour’ tsar, Alexander II,
had first granted the serfs their freedom then backtracked on a
slew of other reforms that might have made the gesture mean-
ingful, the youth of Russia had postured as nihilists. During that
time, Kropotkin and his older brother, Alexander, had remained fo-
cused on the theoretical challenges of effecting social change. In
1871, however, a female friend of Alexander’s wife had crystallised
Kropotkin’s dilemma. Sofia Nikolaevna Lavrova was a graduate of
the Alarchinsky courses, which from 1869 had offered women in
Russia a non-degree programme of higher education. She was now
studying in Switzerland and, during a trip back home to Russia
for the summer, became a regular visitor to Kropotkin’s apartment
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tion of military triumphs were lit to illuminate the facade of the
Hotel de Ville, celebrating the first time since 1793 that Paris as
a whole had been subject to insurrectionary rule. Yet as Benoit
Malon, the leader of the International in Batignolles, would rue-
fully reflect, for all their bellicose posturing of the previous months,
‘Never had a revolution taken the revolutionaries more by surprise.

The mood of the Montmartre vigilance committee that night was
reflective, its young members pondering, perhaps, whether a rev-
olution born in such brutality might not be fated to end in like
manner. Louise Michel’s veins alone still coursed with adrenaline.
Like a child eager for approval, she proposed to set out directly
for Versailles, where she planned to assassinate Thiers in the sup-
posed safety of his palace and ‘provoke such terror that the reaction
against us would be stopped dead.’ It took the combined efforts of
Ferré and his young friend Raoul Rigault, usually the most extreme
voices in the group, to dissuade Michel from an action that would
surely have been suicidal. Yet her instinctive sense that swift ac-
tion was needed to press the advantage would soon be confirmed
by the advice of General Duval, who demanded an immediate sor-
tie of the National Guard to catch the Versaillais government on its
heels. That his warnings went unheeded was perhaps the greatest
error made by the insurrectionists.

Determined to erase the memory of the generals’ murder, the
central committee of the National Guard instead set out to demon-
strate its legitimacy as a responsible and effective civic government.
Even while the roadblocks thrown up around the city to impede
the removal of the guns were being dismantled, it was announced
that municipal elections, suspended for almost two decades un-
der Napoleon III, would be held within a fortnight. When the re-
sults were returned, the left had a fat majority of sixty-four seats.
Though war and the subsequent tensions had driven many bour-
geois families from the city, the turnout was still a good two thirds
of what it had been for the Assembly elections, making it difficult
for Thiers, try as he might, to declare the result invalid. The corre-
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spondent for The Times in London was right to discern in the vote
‘the dangerous sentiment of Democracy’.

On 28 March, the ‘Paris Commune’ was officially declared, ‘in
the name of the people, in a benign spectacle staged outside the
Hotel de Ville, with red flags flapping in the wind and red sashes
worn with pride. That the representatives of the city, whose elec-
tion had restored to Paris after a long absence the same adminis-
trative rights enjoyed by ‘communes’ of villages, towns and cities
throughout France, should have chosen to adopt a similar corpo-
rate appellation was unsurprising. An already nervous bourgeoisie,
however, would have received the news with profound unease, for
it had been ‘the Commune’ of Paris that had deposed Louis XVI
in 1792, and that had wielded substantial power behind the scenes
throughout the Terror, growing ever more monstrous in its whims.
Nevertheless, for many the ceremony was to be cherished as a rare
cause for jubilation.

‘What a day!” proclaimed Jules Valles, editor of Le Cri du Peuple.
“That clear, warm sun that gilds the gun-muzzles, that scent of flow-
ers, the flutter of flags, the murmur of passing revolution ... What-
ever may happen, if we are to be again vanquished and die tomor-
row, our generation is consoled! We are repaid for twenty years
of anxiety’ Michel celebrated the occasion by leading a procession
that bedecked the statue representing Strasbourg in the place de
la Concorde with swags of flowers, and left a tricolour propped in
the crook of its arm in a pledge of the Commune’s commitment
to the integrity of France that the Assembly had traded away for
the benefit of the affluent few, by ceding Alsace and Lorraine to
Germany.

Popular expectations were sky-high, buoyed up on a sense of
empowerment. ‘We are not rogues and thieves, we are the people,
nothing more, and nothing is above us, one young craftsman wrote
to his family in the country, assuring them of his safety and warn-
ing them against the lies of the reactionary press. He then went
on to list the Communards’ aspirations: ‘We do not want looting
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‘Childhood, individual liberty, the rights of man — nothing was
respected. It was a mighty letting loose of every sort of clerical
fury — a St Bartholomew to the sixth power, Rochefort would later
record of the Semaine Sanglante, recalling the terrible massacre of
Huguenots by Catholics 300 years earlier. He underestimated by
half. The death toll of the 1793 Terror too was overshadowed, as
was its rate of execution. Then, only 2,500 had been guillotined in
eighteen months; in a single week of 1871, ten times that number or
more died from bullets sprayed by the mitrailleuses. The Paris mu-
nicipality paid for the burial of 17,000 Communards, but the bodies
of many more disappeared into the fabric of the city, buried hap-
hazardly beneath the overturned barricades, in the Parc Montceau,
or in the chalk mines under the Buttes Chaumont, the pleasure gar-
den gifted to the working class four years earlier, where now the
tunnels were dynamited to conceal the dead.

Rochefort himself was arrested on a train outside Paris, attempt-
ing to escape via a route operated by the Masons that had previ-
ously spirited Elie Reclus to safety. He had been betrayed, it was
said, by Paschal Grousset, one of the Jacobins with whom he had
verbally crossed swords. Louise Michel’s route out of Paris was
guaranteed, as a member of one of the columns of prisoners a quar-
ter of a mile long that bled out of the city towards the army base on
Satory Plain, now a concentration camp. “‘We walked and walked,
she would recall, ‘lulled by the rhythmic beat of the horses” hooves,
through a night lit by irregular flashes of light ... We were marching
into the unknown ...
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with powder-blackened hands or shoulders bruised from the
recoil of rifles were selected for summary execution, while the
general himself picked out others to die simply for their ugliness.
Somewhere among the carnage, Rigault was killed by a shot to the
head, his body dumped in a gutter among the piles of corpses.

‘All around us fall from the skies, like black rain, little fragments
of burned paper; the records and the accounts of France, wrote the
novelist Edmond de Goncourt, reminded of the ash that had smoth-
ered Pompeii. For others the agony of the city brought to mind ‘a
great ship in distress, furiously firing off its maroons’. From the
boulevard Voltaire, the last small remnant of the Commune’s sol-
diers retreated, but with almost nowhere left to go. Turning, they
saw their leader Delescluze climb the barricade and offer himself
to the enemy’s rifles, silhouetted against the sunset. ‘Forgive me
for departing before you, he had scribbled to his sister, ‘but I no
longer feel I possess the courage to submit to another defeat, af-
ter so many others. The report of the shots that felled him would
have merged into the ambient noise of killing that filled the balmy,
sun-soaked evening.

Mostly it was the whirr of the mitrailleuses doling out deadly
punishment: ‘an expeditious contrivance’, said The Times, that
‘standing a hundred yards off, mows them down like grass’. In
the Red neighbourhoods its distant sound blended with that of
flies that buzzed over the makeshift mortuaries, gorging on the
spilled blood. A few score men, the final defenders of a society
that believed that ‘property is theft’, would hold out for one more
night in the Pére Lachaise cemetery, sheltering behind the tombs
and gravestones, on plots bought and owned by their occupants
‘in perpetuity’. The following morning they were coralled over the
crest of the hill towards the rear wall, against which they would be
butchered. And yet the Semaine Sanglante, or Bloody Week, still
had several days to run. ‘No half measures this time. Europe will
thank us when it’s over, a priest in Versailles reassured a friend.
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or theft, we do not want pomp and ceremony. Here is what we
want and nothing else. A united and indivisible republic; the sepa-
ration of Church and State; free and compulsory education by lay
teachers; the abolition of all permanent armies and every citizen
to bear arms, but in his own district, that is, as the National Guard’
Across France, revolutionary communes were declared in Lyons
and Marseilles, Toulouse and Le Creusot, Saint-Etienne, Limoges,
Perpignan and Cette. Viewed from Paris, the country appeared to
be ablaze with revolutionary fervour.

Yet victory would not be quite so easy to achieve. Even in the
capital there were pockets of reaction to be found, with the newly
formed ‘Friends of Order’ offering a standard to which those who
feared the Commune could rally. And the Commune ignored at its
peril the guiding hand of Thiers, who had orchestrated the ‘Friends’
as an early part of his far larger strategy to take back the capital
and rid France for good of the troublemaking radicals.

In Versailles, Thiers watched and waited, presiding over the af-
fairs of the Assembly with an air of lawyerly predation, his cropped
head and thick neck swivelling within the high, starched collars
he favoured, his hooked nose befitting his owl-like nature. The
weeks preceding the debacle over the cannon had seen Chancellor
Bismarck and other foreign leaders urge Thiers to confront his en-
emies on the left. Evoking a conspiracy hatched in London, that
had supposedly cast its net across France and which, if unchecked,
might spread far beyond its borders, their aim was the extirpation
of the International, led by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. That
the German pair’s influence over how the ‘desperate folly’ of the
Commune unfolded was quite negligible was disregarded by Eu-
rope’s forces of reaction. Colonel Stieber and the Prussian leader-
ship may have vacated Versailles, leaving many tens of thousands
of German soldiers to garrison France until the agreed reparations
were paid in full, but Thiers, installed in the same offices, needed
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little encouragement to act resolutely from a shared hatred of so-
cialist sedition.

Some would later suggest that Thiers had conceived the attempt
to seize the guns as a ruse to draw the sting out of the revolution,
pointing as evidence to the notorious unreliability of the regiment
handed the job and the failure of the limbers to materialise. Either
way, he had a long-cherished plan available to exploit its failure,
following the government’s withdrawal from Paris. During 1848,
when wildfire uprisings had spread across Europe, he had been
France’s prime minister, advising King Louis-Philippe on how to
stamp out radicalism: the fourteen fortresses surrounding Paris, in-
cluding Mont-Valérien, had been built under his supervision with,
some said, half an eye on implementing just such a strategy of in-
ternal control. He would now pursue the very policy he had recom-
mended in vain back then: playing for time, to allow the army to
regroup outside the capital, he would then launch a massed attack
on Paris that would silence radicalism for a generation to come.
Nothing, though, was a foregone conclusion.

Had the leaders of the Commune realised the true fragility of
Thiers’ position, both political and military, General Duval’s argu-
ment for a swift and decisive attack out of Paris might have re-
ceived a more positive hearing. For Thiers’ very legitimacy, like
that of the National Assembly as a whole, was fading by the day,
with hard-line monarchist representatives sniffing for any signs of
weakness that might allow them to usurp power. Even the crack
battalions filled with ‘the flower of French chivalry’ that Thiers
claimed to have at his disposal were a chimera, comprising no more
than the 12,000-strong residue of the regular army, a force vastly
outnumbered by the National Guard in Paris. And most trouble-
some of all for Thiers’ strategy was the fact that, in the rush to with-
draw loyalist units from Paris, the key fortress of Mont-Valérien
that loomed over the road out to Versailles had been unintention-
ally abandoned to the rebels.
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blue silk sheets they found in the nearby home of Baron Hauss-
mann, whose urban redesign with its long straight boulevards was
proving so useful to the Versaillais army’s manoeuvres.

‘I proclaim war without truce or mercy upon these assassins,
the Versaillais commander General Gallifet had warned more than
a month earlier. It was the women of the Commune above all who
were demonised by the Catholic country boys of Thiers’ army, the
sexual revolution that had taken place an unwelcome challenge to
their conventional sense of masculine prerogatives. At Chateau
d’Eau, among the last of the barricades to fall three days later, the
female defenders would be stripped and brutalised before being
slaughtered. Michel, captured at some point along the way, mirac-
ulously managed to avoid their fate, but with every misstep by the
Commune’s defenders, any hope of quarter receded.

During the weeks since Rigault had taken them hostage, the
Archbishop of Paris and his fellow prisoners had remained
untouched, despite mounting Communard losses. Now, finally,
Rigault’s self-restraint cracked. Ferré, his recent successor as
prefect of police, signed the death warrant for the archbishop,
who had generously written of his persecutors that ‘the world
judged them to be worse than they really were’; Rigault himself
commanded the firing squad at Saint-Pelagie prison. Though he
and the archbishop had been bitterly at odds during the recent
Vatican Council, Pius IX would condemn his murderers as ‘devils
risen up from hell bringing the inferno to the streets of Paris’, and
the Versaillais treated them accordingly. The harshest persecution
of all, though, was reserved for the pétroleuses, crones rumoured
to have set Paris ablaze in a diabolical hysteria, in what rapidly
came to resemble a witch hunt.

‘T am known to be cruel, but I am even crueller than you can
imagine, Gallifet snarled at a column of prisoners containing
Michel. She sang a mocking tune in reply, but once more seemed
strangely invulnerable, amid scenes that became more hellish by
the hour. Among the general population, any suspects found
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shoot down their defenders from behind. It was a bewildering
battlefield even for veterans, let alone those experiencing war
for the first time. National Guard reinforcements would arrive
to find themselves in the eerie stillness of a killing ground from
which the battle had moved on, their dead comrades left propped
against the walls under a drifting pall of gunpowder smoke. And
when saboteurs were blamed for the explosion of the avenue Rapp
arsenal that cost 200 lives, fear spread in Communard Paris that
the enemy was already in their midst.

As dawn broke on 23 May, Louise Michel was back in Mont-
martre where the adventure had begun, awaiting an assault more
ferocious by far than when General Lecomte had come for the guns.
In the quiet of the night, amid the perfume of early summer, she
picked flowers for the dead, and must have wondered whether she
would join them before the day’s end. There were scarcely a hun-
dred Guardsmen to defend the Buttes, while in the previous six
weeks the cannon in the artillery park had been allowed to rust be-
yond use. Once again descending the hill to summon help, Michel
found herself caught up in the fighting in the streets below. Be-
fore she could return, the hill had fallen. The captured National
Guard were marched directly to the garden of the rue des Rosiers
guardhouse where the generals had been killed, one of the many
liquidation centres that were springing up across the city, and mas-
sacred.

East along the boulevard de Clichy the Commune fighters were
pushed back. A fierce resistance was mounted in place Blanche,
where a battalion formed from the Union des Femmes and led by
Michel’s friend, Natalie Lemel, was said to have been in the thick
of it; women whose loved ones had died and had nothing left to
lose, they fought with abandon. Falling back, Michel passed Gen-
eral Dombrowski, the Polish commander of the Right Bank, who
shouted that all was lost; the next moment a bullet knocked him
dead from his horse. His comrades improvised a shroud out of
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To capitalise on the challenging circumstances that prevailed,
Thiers required all the considerable cunning he could muster. Des-
perately needing time for the army to rebuild, he deftly confided
to the press that he expected the city to be back under the rule
of the Assembly within three weeks. Meanwhile, protracted talks
with the Communards, carried out through proxies, allowed him to
pose as a peacemaker. By indulging the hopes of conciliation still
harboured by those who had found themselves Communards more
by accident than design, he delayed for the moment any military
offensive from the capital.

Meanwhile, Thiers set about harnessing the defeated French
army to his will by manipulating its impugned sense of martial
honour. The Communards flattered themselves that they were
the true defenders of the republic, who alone had held out when
the rest of France buckled. To counter the perception of their
diehard patriotism, Thiers labelled them as treacherous fanatics
whose subversion of the state was to blame for the fall of France
and the loss of Alsace and Lorraine: they were ‘communists’ not
‘Communards’, the Paris administration’s choice of name twisted
to conjure the phantasm of global conspiracy against which the
Catholic Church so vehemently inveighed, as a heretical pestilence
that threatened civilisation. Eliminate the communists, Thiers
seemed to wink at the troops, and your own, unfairly tarnished
reputation will be restored.

In their naive enthusiasm, the insurrectionists played into his
hands. Publishing a letter from a general at Prussian headquarters
to the new government in Paris, Paschal Grousset, a firebrand jour-
nalist, colleague of Rochefort and now the Commune’s minister
for foreign affairs, carelessly translated as ‘friendly’ the general’s
far vaguer assurance that ‘peaceful’ relations existed between Ger-
many and the Commune. It was all grist to a Versailles propaganda
mill that was busy grinding out rumours, including one that de-
tailed how the Prussians had stood on the terraces of their billets
around the city and laughingly watched through telescopes the
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events of 18 March unfold, while military bands played a jaunty
accompaniment to the folly of the French.

Meanwhile, resentment of the Commune was further fermented
by the cost to the National Assembly, in money and pride, of the
predicament in which it now found itself. Lacking access to the
National Bank of France, there were humiliating delays in paying
the indemnity due to Germany. ‘Paris has given us the right to
prefer France to her, Thiers had announced after the killing of gen-
erals Lecomte and Thomas, and la France profonde now rallied to
his cause.

After a fortnight’s hiatus, on Palm Sunday, 2 April, the support-
ers of the Versaillais government were finally given something to
cheer when its guns opened up with a brief bombardment of the
suburb of Courbevoie. ‘Thank God!” Thiers confided to his di-
ary, ‘civil war has begun. His Catholic and monarchist opponents
would have been gratified that the deity’s shadow fell heavily over
the first clash of arms. ‘Vive le roi”” shouted the Zouaves as they
charged and broke the Communard lines; only six months ear-
lier they had been serving in the international regiment that pro-
tected Pope Pius IX as he strong-armed a fractious Vatican Coun-
cil into declaring him infallible in all matters of faith and morality.
The atheistic Communards may not have considered themselves
to have much in common with the Protestant Huguenots massa-
cred 300 years earlier in the French Wars of Religion, but in the
weeks and years to come they would discover a growing affinity
with their heretical forebears.

Despite the initial rout of the Commune’s forces, optimism in
Paris was undimmed. The previous two weeks had seen so many
changes. Labourers and artisans had emerged from the sumps of
poverty into which Baron Haussmann’s social zoning of the city
had penned them, blinking into the bright light of freedom and
self-rule. Their ‘descents’ into the affluent heart of the city revealed
to many a world of opulence and luxury that previously they had
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the arts commission would be blamed for inciting the vandalism.
For three hours that afternoon they hacked and sawed and pulled
on ropes until the column toppled. Laid out on manure straw, its
verdigris mass provided a spectacular backdrop for photographs,
in which Communards arranged themselves in formal rows, as
though attending some bourgeois festivity. Few there would live
long enough to have their picture taken again. “This colossal sym-
bol of the Grand Army - how fragile it was, how empty and mis-
erable! It seemed to have been devoured from the middle by a
multitude of rats, like France itself, their glory tarnished’ was how
one survivor remembered the grand act of destruction.

For the previous week, the enemy from Versailles had been ad-
vancing, overwhelming the forts and fighting their way across the
Bois de Boulogne. The Communards may have disparaged the en-
emy troops as lackeys of the rich and powerful, but the release
by Bismarck of over 200,000 prisoners of war had made them a
formidable opponent. The failings in military discipline were all on
the Commune’s side, where too many of those who had revelled in
their new freedoms now spurned Delescluze’s rallying call to ‘save
the country, though possibly now only behind the barricades’ in
favour of further symbolic gestures of retribution.

As the Versaillais pressed forward, the Tuileries Palace, the Ho-
tel de Ville, the Palais de Justice and the prefecture all went up in
flames, along with dozens of other public buildings. In the case
of the Tuileries, the central dome of the Salle des Maréchaux was
blown up with gunpowder less than forty-eight hours after the
last Sunday concert in the gardens had attracted an audience of
1,500. The Communards’ explanation, that the arson was strategi-
cally necessary to slow the advance of the Versaillais, was plausible
only in rare instances.

Day after day the enemy pressed on, fighting from street to
street, flanking the barricades thrown up in their path, charging
through alleys and courtyards, or sledgehammering their way
through the internal walls of apartment blocks to emerge and

73



but if the propaganda exaggerated her courage, then Michel was
more than happy to live the lie.

‘It’s not heroism, I assure you, she wrote to Victor Hugo, T just
love danger! Perhaps that’s the savage in me.” The role of Enjolras,
in which Hugo had cast her in their playful communications, now
fitted like a glove, and Michel seemed ubiquitous. From service on
the front line as a member of the National Guard she rushed to chair
meetings of the revolutionary clubs and vigilance committees, then
on to a hospital to tend the wounded. Nothing could sap her ‘ex-
alted’ spirit so long as new schools such as one that would teach
industrial arts to girls continued to be opened, or whilst she could
play her part in redistributive justice, levying a tax on the convent
of St Bernard to help pay for the care of the injured. But while
she soldiered on, others sought distraction from their impending
doom.

When the shells had begun to fall on 1 May, softening up the
city for the assault, public performances continued to draw audi-
ences. There was even an appetite for operas with what seemed
like morale-sapping themes, though the success of Le Prophéte,
Meyerbeer’s dramatic account of the crushing of the Anabaptist
insurrection in sixteenth-century Munster, might simply have
been due to the ice ballet choreographed with dancers on roller
skates that was introduced to lighten the tone. “This grandeur,
this tranquillity, this blindness in an assembly of men already
menaced by 100,000 chassepots, is one of the most stupefying facts
ever given to a historian to record” wrote the twenty-one-year-old
Gaston Da Costa, Rigault’s secretary from the Prefecture of Police.

Da Costa’s reaction to the complacency was to climb on to the
roof of Thiers’ town house, urging on the crowd that accompanied
him to loot its contents and burn it to the ground. The next day, 16
May, it was the Vendéme Column that was targeted, crowds filling
the square to witness the demolition of the great monument that
Napoleon had erected in celebration of his victory in the Battle of
Austerlitz. ‘We wanted it all’ remarked Courbet, who as head of
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seen, at best, from afar. A small contribution to a fund for recent
war widows bought them admission to the Tuileries Palace, the
one-time home of emperors, with its acres of gilding, while they
could sample the refined musical fare on offer at the new Opéra
entirely gratis. Surrounded by the conspicuous pleasures and priv-
ileges of the bourgeoisie and aristocracy, yet with no cause now to
be daunted by rank, Parisians greeted each other as ‘citoyen’ and
‘citoyenne’.

‘We are free, proclaimed Louise Michel, ‘able to look back with-
out unduly imitating 93 and forward without fear of the unknown.
They were bold words but her hopes were not without foundation.
Idealistic decrees had begun to pour from the Hétel de Ville. Gam-
bling was banned to save the poor from themselves, the Church dis-
established, and a three-year moratorium declared on debt. It was
only the beginning of what would become an extensive programme
of legislation, yet immediately the virtuous example of the Com-
mune seemed to begin trickling down. As the spring sun shone,
observers claiming impartiality recorded that, in the absence of
envy and oppression, crime spontaneously ceased. Only cynics
whispered that the explanation lay in the abductions of trouble-
some elements by the Commune police under cover of night, or
else suggested sarcastically that the criminals no longer had time
to break the law, now that they themselves were in power.

It was a holiday mood, too, that infused the tens of thousands
of the National Guard who mustered in the squares and parks of
western Paris before dawn on 3 April, ready to march on Versailles.
Some blithely likened the atmosphere to that of a picnic party set-
ting out for the country, and hopes were high that by nightfall they
would have secured the heights of the Chatillon plateau and con-
trol of the road to Versailles, barely a dozen miles further on. Elisée
Reclus was there, as was his brother Elie, posted to different reg-
iments. Leading the central tine of the trident of three columns
was the flamboyant Flourens, his blond locks floating in the wind,
the heroic role he had so long imagined finally his to command.
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Such was the abounding optimism that no one had thought to de-
ploy the big guns that had seemed so precious to their defenders
in Montmartre only a fortnight before.

‘Vive la République!” cried the first Versaillais battalion to engage
the National Guard on the right flank, as if in fraternal greeting.
The Communard troops felt vindicated in their hopes and lowered
their rifles as the seemingly congenial foe advanced from cover.
Once at bayonet’s length, however, the Versaillais jerked back into
an offensive posture. ‘Vive la République is all well and good, they
barked, ‘but now surrender!” Beaten by a ruse, the credulous men
of the Guard were bound together at the wrists, five and six abreast,
and made to submit to a gauntlet of sticks and curses by the bour-
geois inhabitants of Versailles as they were led through the town
towards an uncertain fate. The absurd hopes that had allowed the
Commune troops to become so fatally trusting was less damaging,
however, than the Commune’s complete failure in military intel-
ligence concerning Mont-Valérien, the fort abandoned by the As-
sembly’s troops in their rush to withdraw from Paris but whose
massive gates had subsequently been left invitingly open by the
National Guard entrusted with its defence.

Undaunted by the setbacks on his right flank, Flourens had rid-
den on, the romantic spirit of the Commune embodied. Intent on
punching through to Versailles, his column followed the straight-
est route, directly under the fortress’ imposing walls. Were he and
his generals ignorant of its reoccupation by the enemy, some days
earlier, or did men whose previous campaigns had been fought at
second hand, in bars and revolutionary clubs, merely underesti-
mate the significance of its loss? Holding fire until the head of
the column had passed, the fort’s cannon and mitrailleuses then
roared out, ripping into the ranks of the National Guard at close
range. Within minutes, scores of bodies lay shattered in the fort’s
lines of fire, with many hundred more untried recruits limping or
carried back towards the city. When the Versaillais cavalry rode in
to finish the job, what remained behind of the straggling column
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dismissal of his predecessor for casting doubt on their chances of
victory against the Versaillais. “These people have good reason
for fighting; they fight that their children may be less puny, less
scrofulous, and less full of failings’ Rossel announced; but only
6,000 men of the 200 regiments of the National Guard responded
to his summons to defend the city from imminent attack, and on 8
May he resigned and went into hiding.

Rigault and his friends, among them Louise Michel, seized
their opportunity and appointed Charles Delescluze, the much-
imprisoned veteran of ’48, to lead the coming battle. ‘Enough of
militarism!” he declared, ‘No more general staffs with badges of
rank and gold braid at every seam! Make way for the people, for
the fighters with bare arms! The hour of revolutionary warfare
has struck!” Dressed like a remnant of a bygone age, his health
ruined by consumption, Delescluze was an oddly fitting figurehead
for what the Commune had become as its moment of destiny
approached.

Fifty dawns had come and gone since Louise Michel had raised
the alarm in Montmartre, but none can yet have seemed more
ominous than that which broke over the fortress of Issy on 5
May. Visiting as a journalist for the Commune’s Journal officiel,
Clemenceau described the scenes of ruined masonry, smashed by
German Krupps guns and now blasted by ten Versaillais shells a
minute, and noted the bodies of the 500 soldiers killed by their
own countrymen, stored in a makeshift morgue in the cellars.
The focus of his piece, though, was his friend Michel, ambulance
woman turned virago, who four days earlier had rallied the troops
to retake the key salient at the Clamart rail station, and was now
keeping watch alone as the enemy earthworks came ever closer.
‘In order not to be killed herself, she killed others and I have never
seen her to be more calm’ reported Clemenceau. ‘How she escaped
being killed a hundred times over before my eyes, I'll never know.
And I only watched her for an hour’ It was morale-boosting stuff,
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say, “I'm very fond of you, but circumstances unfortunately com-
pel me to have you shot. I am, therefore, going to do so!” ’

On 27 April, Rigault was promoted to procureur of a newly insti-
tuted Revolutionary Tribunal. With the announcement of a com-
mittee of public safety the following day, the Jacobins were in the
ascendant, and grim memories of 1793 and the reign of Revolution-
ary Terror came flooding back. The Paris guillotine had been de-
stroyed by crowds on 6 April, but no one doubted that there were
now even more efficacious means available for the state to rid itself
of its enemies, and it was feared that the ‘new political era, experi-
mental, positive, scientific’ might produce a new form of terrorism
all its own.

In a further echo of the glorious days of the French Revolution,
anticlericalism ran rife. Across the city, churches and nunneries
were raided, floors dug up and walls pulled down in search of evi-
dence of crimes and moral corruption. In the convent at Picpus,
three aristocratic madwomen were discovered in a shed, where
they had spent the last nine years locked away to save their fam-
ilies from shame in a clear case of abuse, while magistrates were
summoned to investigate infanticide after bones found in the crypt
of Saint-Lazare were thought to belong to the illegitimate children
of the nuns. A naturalist who ventured that they were more likely
animal bones, mixed with the mortar for structural strengthening,
barely escaped a lynching. Under the guise of rationalism, the
flight of reason became increasingly widespread.

Though generally supportive of the Commune, Rochefort had
maintained a careful journalistic detachment from its politics.
Now, though, he wrote vehemently against Prefect Rigault, re-
ferring especially to the nauseating glee with which the clerks
referred to the hostages as his ‘private prisoners’, arguing the
need for a dictator to counterbalance the Jacobin’s growing con-
centration of power. His preferred candidate, a year younger even
than Rigault, was General Rossel, who had recently been elevated
to commander-in-chief of the Commune’s forces, following the
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was too disorientated to mount any effective resistance. It was not
yet midday.

Taking shelter at an inn, Flourens allowed himself a brief rest,
but awoke to find himself surrounded. The witty intellectual and
eloquent rabble-rouser must finally have realised how utterly dif-
ferent a real-life revolution was to the stage-play antics in which
he had indulged a year before, using weapons from a theatre’s
props store. Immune to the charms of ‘Florence’, a Versaillais gen-
darme serving under Boulanger strode forward, raising his sabre,
and cleaved the vaudeville general’s handsome head in two.

Alone now, on the left flank of the attack, General Duval showed
what might be achieved if the National Guard was marshalled with
a degree of professionalism. His men, Elisée Reclus among them,
managed to fight their way up on to the Chétillon plateau. But lack
of logistical foresight meant a night without cover or rations, and
in the morning Duval had no choice but to order his men to lay
down their weapons. Herded along in a pathetic column of the de-
feated, Reclus witnessed those of his comrades who had deserted
the regular army to join the Guard lined up for summary execu-
tion. Duval himself was dragged out from the ‘miserable scum’
and gunned down, to the jeering of the victors, in front of a sign
advertising ‘Duval, Horticulturalist’.

‘Never had the beautiful city, the city of revolutions, appeared
more lovely to me, Reclus would remember, the panorama of Paris
before him as he gazed down from the pathetic column of the de-
feated, only for a Versaillais officer to interrupt his reverie. “You
see your Paris! Well, soon there will not be a stone left standing!’
Further on Reclus might have watched local women prodding the
brains that spilled from Flourens’ split head with their umbrellas.
After such experiences, not even the most idealistic believer in the
perfectibility of man could fail to comprehend the visceral passions
that had riven French society, nor the depth and intensity of the ha-
treds that had taken root.
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Only days before the National Guard had marched out, the artist
Daumier had made a drawing that envisioned the apocalypse that
might engulf Paris in almost mystical terms. ‘Death disguised as
a shepherd playing his pan pipes among the flowers of a water
meadow beside the Seine, every flower a skull’ was how Jules Verne
described Daumier’s picture, published in the magazine Charivari.
Already, the image seemed horribly prescient and if the credulity,
unprofessionalism and lack of organisation demonstrated by the
National Guard’s catastrophic sortie proved representative of the
Commune as a whole, further tragedy was inevitable. As long
as the opportunity remained to them, however, the Communards
would allow themselves to dream.

During the hard winter of the siege, Louise Michel had been a vo-
cal advocate of the immediate needs of the poor, as well as of their
wider aspirations, petitioning the mayors of the arrondissements
to assist with food for the starving and help meet the educational
needs of the young. Clemenceau had responded to her pleas as
best he could in Montmartre, and in Belleville it was Benoit Malon
who had answered her call, a figure familiar to Michel from visits
before the war to the Paris offices of the International on the rue
de la Cordonnerie, where it seemed to her that the narrow, dusty
staircase led to ‘the temple of a free and peaceful world’.

If Bismarck and Thiers truly believed the International to be a
tight-knit and disciplined conspiratorial network, they could not
have been more wrong. When attending its founding conference
in London seven years earlier, Malon had, he would insist some-
what disingenuously, known of Karl Marx merely as ‘a German
professor’. Whilst Marx and Engels had imposed their will on the
organisation in the years since, the French section had yet to be
converted to their ideological dogmatism. ‘T frequent all the par-
ties, democratic, radical, Proudhonian, positivist, phalansterist, col-
lectivist ... Fourierist cooperations, etc.... I see everywhere men of
good faith and that teaches me to be tolerant, Malon had written of
his pre-war position. Despite Marx endorsing Leo Franckel and the
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won and lost, set to a melody that tugged the heartstrings. It had
been a strange anthem for a springtime filled with hope and ela-
tion, but as the days lengthened towards summer, it assumed a
bittersweet relevance. For whilst not consciously despairing or de-
featist, it began to seem as though those Communards who per-
sisted in laying the foundations for an ideal society were, in reality,
storing up happy memories for the hard times which, they secretly
suspected, lay ahead.

As the last hopes of reconciliation ebbed away, so did the Com-
mune’s more moderate leadership. Its original leaders were ground
down by physical and nervous exhaustion after weeks of catching
naps on hard benches as they worked through endless nights, strug-
gling to change the world by mere strength of will. Military and
political leaders had been drafted in and then dismissed, or had re-
signed in short order, having tried and failed to assert control over
a society for whom the abandonment of deference and rejection of
all authority was an article of faith. Now, with a dangerous power
vacuum developing, the most extreme Jacobin elements were only
too eager to step into the breach.

As a teenager Raoul Rigault had spied on the Prefecture of Po-
lice through a telescope, imagining what he might achieve were he
prefect. Two days after the abortive seizure of the guns, still aged
only twenty-five, he had achieved his ambition. His rule since then
had been ruthless. In the ten days following his installation, over
400 men and women had been arrested as suspected traitors and
whilst more than half were soon released, rumours circulated of
arbitrary punishments meted out to ideological opponents and of
a certain lasciviousness in his treatment of women in custody. But
it was his imprisonment of the Archbishop of Paris and other reli-
gious figures that had cemented his reputation. Held hostage both
against any repeat of the Versaillais’ brutality following their de-
feat of Flourens’ army, and as a bargaining chip for the release of
Auguste Blanqui, their lives had so far been spared. But as Henri
Rochefort remarked of Rigault, ‘He was exactly the sort of fellow to
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permission or approval, to promote the cultural life of Paris. The
salon was re-established and museums thrown open to the pub-
lic, while Elisée Reclus’ brother Elie, who unlike his sibling had
avoided capture during the Flourens sortie, took over the super-
vision of libraries. Paris is a true paradise!” the painter Courbet
swooned on 30 April, ‘no nonsense, no exaction of any kind, no
arguments! Everything in Paris rolls along like clockwork. If only
it could stay like this forever. In short it is a beautiful dream!” Dis-
tracted by their ideals, however, the Communards were sleepwalk-
ing to disaster.

The portents were already unsettling. Four days before Courbet
recorded his sense of wonderment, a long procession of Freema-
sons had marched out to the Paris ramparts, wearing their secret
insignia in public for the first time, and carrying a white banner
that bore the legend ‘Love One Another’. The leadership of both the
Commune and the Versailles government counted Masons among
their number, but Thiers had repeatedly responded with scorn to
attempts by the Paris Lodges to act as disinterested peace-brokers.
Ever since the French Revolution, Catholics had been expressly for-
bidden to join Masonic lodges, and Masons had been placed next
to communists in the list of those held to be anathema; by his at-
titude, Thiers had aligned himself with their paranoid vision of a
French society steeped in conspiracy and polarised beyond repair.
Standing braced against the wind along the ramparts, their aprons
and pennants flying, the Masons had bravely presented Versailles
with a final challenge to respect their neutrality, but sharpshooters
picked them off like the fairground ducks on which Louise Michel
had practised her marksmanship.

Wistfulness was a recurring sentiment in letters and diaries of
the time, while the strains of ‘Le Temps de Cerises’ that drifted out
of clubs and cafés, or were whistled by workers on their awestruck
promenades through the city, provided the mood music. ‘T will
always love cherry-blossom time, and the love that I keep in my
heart’” went its nostalgic refrain, its story that of a beautiful woman
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young Elizaveta Dmitrieva as his two emissaries to the Commune,
while he stayed in London to nurse a conveniently recurring kid-
ney complaint, the same pragmatic ecumenicalism now applied to
the Commune’s attempts to mould a new and ideal society in mi-
crocosm.

Malon’s own sympathies lay with the federalism of the Russian
Bakunin, Marx’s rival for influence over the International, but it
was the older anti-authoritarian theories of the Frenchman Pierre-
Joseph Proudhon with which the experiment in social revolution
now initiated in Paris was most strongly stamped. On 16 April, re-
viving the legacy of the Ateliers Nationaux of 1848, all workshops
that had been abandoned or stood unused were taken into national
ownership. The initiative provided the basis for a federalised, coop-
erative model of industrial organisation, and less than a fortnight
later the system of fines imposed on workers as a means of unjust
social control was abolished. Franckel’s efforts to secure a prohi-
bition on night baking, which had entailed notoriously inhumane
working conditions, provided Marx with a rare success.

For all Louise Michel’s admiration for the late Proudhon,
however, she could hardly condone his conservative and some
said misogynistic views on the role of women. For whilst the
deliverance of the working men of France appeared to be at hand,
Michel was adamant that for the social revolution to be truly
radical, women would have to win their portion of liberty too; not
only for reasons of justice and equality, but because it was they
whose experience of oppression taught them the extent of what
was required. ‘Men are like monarchs, softened by their constant
power’ had been the sermon preached at the women’s clubs in
which she had been so active over the winter. To break through
the final barrier of male tyranny she would embrace whatever
alliance was necessary, even with one of Marx’s envoys.

The relationship between Michel and the twenty-year-old Eliza-
veta Dmitrieva contained more obvious grounds for rivalry than co-
operation. Dmitrieva was as spirited and inspiring as Michel, but
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half her age and far more conventionally beautiful. Like Michel,
who had worn the black of mourning ever since the funeral of
Victor Noir, Dmitrieva too dressed to be noticed, in a black vel-
vet riding habit with a red silk scarf slung around her neck. And
whereas the romantic life of the Red Virgin always seemed tinged
with obsession, the Russian flaunted the kind of carefree attitude to
romantic passion that Michel must have envied. But their common
background of illegitimacy bonded them, and in the newly formed
Union des Femmes they found a vehicle for the social change to
which they both aspired. The combined pressure they brought
to bear on the Commune’s legislature quickly produced policies
that would constitute the Commune’s most humane achievements,
many of them more than a century ahead of their time.

A guarantee that unmarried widows would receive the same pen-
sion as those who had been married was adopted on 10 April; a
week later a law was passed banning discrimination against illegit-
imate children, while a groundbreaking commitment to equal pay
for women would follow. Yet even then the battle would only be
half won, with education the key to further success. For if the new
society were to allow women to participate fully, it would need
not only to alleviate their present burdens, but assist them in the
essential task of raising the enlightened citizens of the future. ‘Po-
litically, Michel would write, ‘my goal is the universal republic,
which is to be achieved through the development of the highest fa-
cilities of each individual, the eradication of evil thoughts through
proper education, the profound comprehension of human dignity’

Michel was not alone in seeking to redress the skewed and inad-
equate syllabus of France’s Catholic schools: the Freemasons had
been prominent in recent years as campaigners for reform. Never-
theless, the methods she advocated, based on ideas innovated with
the 200 children taught in her own school, must have seemed some-
what esoteric: the use of a pedagogic language that children could
naturally understand, of easily legible visual aids and of learning
through play. And yet the programme for universal state education
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that she submitted to the Commune found influential advocates,
with Edouard Vaillant, the commissioner for education, shepherd-
ing through legislation for compulsory free schooling until the age
of twelve, together with provision for children of nursery age that
would allow their mothers to train for work. Only the ideal soci-
ety being forged in Paris in the spring of 1871, with its uncertain
future, could afford to countenance ideas so far ahead of their time.

Across the Channel, the Commune struck many commentators
as a fascinating social experiment. With Samuel Butler delivering
Erewhon to his publisher on 1 May, and The Coming Race by the
bestselling Edward Bulwer-Lytton evoking an extraordinary future
world in which genetic difference had replaced class divisions as
the defining feature of society, the theme of Utopias — and their
dystopian flip sides — was in the air. On the Commune’s espousal
of federalism, British opinion was divided over whether it offered
a taste of the future or retreat into the past. The Times considered
curious the Commune’s ‘wish to imitate the small Italian republics
or the French communes, at the moment when other nations are
grouping together and condensing in order to club their forces and
their interests’, while the positivist philosopher Frederick Harrison
argued that ‘the idea of the gradual dissolution of nations into more
similar aggregates and truer political union is the idea of the future’
In light of the Commune’s social achievements, however, the edu-
cationalist and social critic Matthew Arnold felt bound to concede
‘that all the seriousness, clear-mindedness and settled purpose is
hitherto on the side of the Reds’

The Commune’s proclamation of 19 April that “The Communal
Revolution ... inaugurates a new political era, experimental, pos-
itive, scientific’ chimed too with the insistence of the English bi-
ologist Thomas Huxley, ‘Darwin’s bulldog’, that the Pope’s latest
syllabus of acceptable knowledge was meaningless, since power
was now vested in science. But the arts too were accorded a privi-
leged role in the Commune’s vision of society, with a central com-
mittee of forty-seven practitioners appointed, some without their
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Kravchinsky’s admission at this time into the Chaikovsky Circle,
unopposed and at the first attempt, was hardly surprising: he had
already demonstrated a ready talent for the circle’s main business,
having smuggled illicit pamphlets on his own initiative for some
time. His knowledge of the French Revolution also struck a chord
with members, who self-consciously modelled themselves on Dan-
ton, Desmoulins and the Girondists of the 1790s. The welcome he
received was in marked contrast to the group’s more circumspect
reaction a few weeks later when Dmitri Klements put forward the
name of Prince Kropotkin for membership.

The thirty-year-old Kropotkin appeared, at first, an antiquated
anomaly to a group that was bound in most cases by connections
from school and college days, but there was more to their resis-
tance than this. German Lopatin did not mince his words. “What
prince do you have now? Perhaps he wishes to amuse himself be-
neath the mask of democracy, he argued, ‘but later he will become
a dignitary and cause us to be hanged. Eventually, Kropotkin was
elected thanks to the testimony of the recently released Sofia Per-
ovskaya that he was reliable and ‘completely young in spirit’; but
whilst those who had suspected him of a hidden agenda mistook its
nature, they were not altogether misguided. Lev Tikhomirov prob-
ably came closest to the truth when he recognised in Kropotkin
an intellectual impatience with his colleagues: ‘A revolutionary
to the core [he was] already at that time an anarchist, [while] an-
archism for us was still entirely new. Even Kravchinsky lagged
behind Kropotkin in this respect, for despite his later profession
to have been an anarchist at this point, his erroneous claim that
‘in 1870 the whole of advanced Russia was anarchist’ suggests a
certain ideological confusion.

Few in the circle would have disagreed with Kravchinsky’s pros-
elytising atheism, and most would have thrilled to Bakunin’s claim
that the traditional Russian village community, the mir, would be
in the vanguard of the eventual revolution, ‘freed from the oppres-
sive tutelage of the state to become an ideal form of anarchical
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was ‘one of the few people improved by prison’. Since then the
relationship between the two men had deteriorated to an extrava-
gant degree. Marx, busy insinuating his way into the leadership
of the newly founded International Working Men’s Association
and intent on making it a vehicle for the dissemination of his own
theories, was adamant that a hot-headed Slavic rival like Bakunin
should not be allowed to challenge his monopoly of influence. In
this he had the support of his friend and financial supporter En-
gels, whose skill as a propagandist was a huge asset to his cause.
Bakunin, meanwhile, though born into an aristocratic family with
extensive estates, possessed an impressive if rather over-inflated
reputation as a revolutionary whose mettle had been tested on the
barricades of 1848, with an exciting story to tell of his escape from
prison in Siberia, and racial prejudices that even exceeded Marx’s
own. What he lacked, however, after years of enforced absence in
Siberia, was a formal organisation to sustain his self-image as the
high priest of socialism.

During the second half of the 1860s Bakunin had gained a ten-
uous foothold in the International, brokering alliances with other
radical groups whose grand titles belied their infinitesimally small
membership. But with Marx increasingly intolerant of Bakunin’s
presence, the battle lines between them were drawn: Bakunin’s
doctrine of federalism and grass-roots activism on one side, Marx’s
vision of a centralised authority guiding the workers towards the
coming revolution on the other. Bakunin would doubtless have
put it more simply: freedom and autonomy against authority and
repression.

The bitterness between the two men and their supporters had
grown in intensity since the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War.
Bakunin’s early and abortive attempt to inspire the creation of a
federal, revolutionary France by his declaration, in October 1870, of
a commune in Lyons had prompted Marx to comment that ‘At first
everything went well but those asses, Bakunin and Clusuret, ar-
rived at Lyons and spoiled everything. And yet, despite the paucity
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of Marxists among the leading figures of the Commune and his
initial opposition to the Paris insurrection, it was Marx who had
contrived to emerge, in the summer of 1871, as the perceived mas-
termind of the international revolutionary movement and all its
actions.

After listening to Engels present a summary account of the Com-
mune’s origins to the executive committee of the International in
late March 1871, Marx had been content to accept the commission
to write a longer address on the subject. Surfacing only to repu-
diate the most egregious slanders against him, Marx had kept his
head down for the duration, digesting every scrap of information
to emerge from Paris. Only when the Bloody Week was drawing
to a close had he read On the Civil War in France to the central com-
mittee in London. Quickly and widely disseminated, it presented
a powerful first draft of history to counter the Versaillais lies.

‘Working men’s Paris, with its Commune, will be for ever cel-
ebrated as the glorious harbinger of the new society, boasted his
opportunistic obsequy, and Marx was gleeful when his address was
mistaken as something akin to a general’s valediction to his brave
but defeated troops, that promised a counter-attack across an even
wider front. ‘Thave the honour to be at this moment the best calum-
niated and most menaced man of London, he wrote to a German
benefactor, ‘which really does one good after twenty years’ idyll
in my den’ But while the prestige that accrued to Marx may have
encouraged him to face down Bakunin once and for all, it was a
sensational murder case in Russia that provided him with the am-
munition to assert his ascendancy over the International.

Sergei Nechaev had arrived on Bakunin’s doorstep in March
1869 like some irresistible Lucifer: young, handsome, bright
and charismatic, with a matchless pedigree in the political un-
derground. He was, he claimed, a collaborator in the ‘Secret
Revolutionary Committee’ — the inner core of the ‘European
Revolutionary Committee’ set up by an associate of the tsar’s
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tions does reflect a mood of resolute unity, as they are always fol-
lowing a common aim’ In reality, by mid-1872 that unity was be-
coming increasingly fragile, and even after the departure of mem-
bers who favoured a more direct form of action, the whispered de-
bate over future policy continued.

Into this simmering uncertainty stepped the dashing figure of
Sergei Kravchinsky. Intense and solitary by disposition, when he
joined the Mikhailovskoe Artillery Academy as a cadet he already
spoke four languages and, having honed his revolutionary creden-
tials since adolescence, possessed a grasp of radical ideas far in ad-
vance of his years. Strikingly handsome, with a rich mane of brown
hair and the beginnings of a fulsome beard, he was remembered
by one contemporary, Shishko, as ‘an exceptionally serious and
even sombre young man, [with] a bit of a stoop, a large forehead
and sharp features’. The strongest impression that the nineteen-
year-old Kravchinsky had made on Shishko, though, was during a
summer camp in the forest near Lake Duderhof when, addressing
a clandestine gathering of cadets on the imperative of revolution,
his oratory had taken flight. Invoking the great and expeditious
changes wrought by the French Revolution, compared to which
the endless examples from history of concessions from above ap-
peared meagre and easily reversible, Kravchinsky’s seditious ideas
left his audience shaken and intoxicated.

Weeks after his barnstorming performance the restless
Kravchinsky had abruptly abandoned his studies for an unglam-
orous posting to Kharkov, a provincial backwater turned railway
boom town. Fellow junior officers remembered how his room
was stripped of all furniture except a stool, so that nothing should
distract from his reading, which he continued even while walking
around the barracks. If the other soldiers viewed such eccentric-
ities with some suspicion, their respect for his burly frame and
innate acumen in military matters deterred mockery. He was a
man over whom women would swoon and men hover in the hope
that something of his aura might rub off on them.
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ity, lost none of their passion in the transition, ‘Every one of us
would have gone to the scaffold and would have laid down his life
for Moleschott or Darwin.’ The positivist efforts of Karl Marx to
anatomise the social condition, diagnose its ailments and prescribe
a cure were yet to make anything like such a deep impression.

Following Natanson’s arrest and imprisonment in February 1872,
Nicholas Chaikovsky emerged as a calm influence to which the cir-
cle’s members looked in the midst of the ideological ferment that
engulfed them. Even the heavy-handed policemen who had de-
tained the pioneers in their raid on the Kusheliovka summer colony
in 1871 appear to have recognised something exceptional in him:
while the other suspects were subjected to prolonged grilling, he
had been left in peace to study for his university exams. Taking
the lead in the circle’s endless correspondence with bookshops, li-
braries and their new sister groups, the circle became closely identi-
fied with him. All members should fund the cause to the utmost of
their ability, he determined, while themselves maintaining a habit
of frugality in order to encourage self-discipline, and foster solidar-
ity with the privations of the Russian peasantry. When the book-
trading business found itself in urgent need of capital, one of the
Kornilova sisters even went so far as to marry a fellow ‘Chaikovsky-
ist” with the express aim of extracting a generous dowry from her
father, an affuent merchant, to augment the regular contributions
that she and her sisters made from their allowances.

For a while, difficult decisions were taken by Chaikovsky almost
unilaterally, but such a style of leadership was so at odds with
the group’s guiding principles that it could not last. One appli-
cant to the circle, who on failing to receive the unanimous agree-
ment of members necessary for admission had turned informer for
the Third Section, evoked their devoted and egalitarian beliefs with
surprising generosity. “There are no “juniors” and “elders” among
them, all are equal, everyone acts according to the circumstances,
unaffected by the wishes of others, though the manner of their ac-
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would-be assassin, Karakozov - and codenamed simply ‘Hell’.
Having been arrested in St Petersburg, he was on the run. And
lest anyone should doubt the sincerity of his commitment, he was
dedicated to a life of fanatical asceticism.

Bakunin was wholly enchanted. For years, his bravura asser-
tion that Russia was ripe for spontaneous revolution had rested
on nothing but wishful thinking; now here was the son of a serf,
a factory worker who had clawed his way up by dint of will and
intellect, come to vindicate his claims with the most compelling
personal testimony, and bearing fiery tidings that their time had
come. If Bakunin wanted an acolyte, though, Nechaev was not go-
ing to be an easy conquest. The twenty-year-old made clear that he
was seeking not a mentor but an equal, whose sponsorship could
burnish the lustrous aura he already possessed. Bakunin agreed,
and a potent but misbegotten manifesto soon emerged from their
collaboration.

When presenting his ideas, the manifesto had long been
Bakunin’s preferred form, the assertive nature of such documents
punching through the tedium of the essay, their titles claiming
‘secrecy’ and promising deliciously occult insights. The Revolu-
tionary Catechism was no exception, but for its new-found vigour
and razor-sharp edge; Nechaev’s nihilist influence led Bakunin’s
zeal to new extremes. ‘We devote ourselves exclusively to the
annihilation of the existing social system. To build it up is not
our task but the task of those that come after us, asserted one of
its more restrained statements, while others advocated terroristic
murder outright. The document gifted Bakunin’s enemies the
opportunity to caricature his theories as advocating senseless
violence. When Nechaev returned to Russia with the aim of
preparing a full-scale revolution for 19 February 1870, his actions
seemed to prove their case.

Travelling in disguise between St Petersburg and Moscow, with
a certificate from Bakunin declaring him to be ‘an accredited rep-
resentative of the Russian section of the World Revolutionary Al-
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liance No. 2771’°, Nechaev set about creating his own cell-based
organisation called the People’s Revenge (Narodnaya Rasprava).
Members were expected to adhere to the imperatives of the Cat-
echism: “The revolutionary is a dedicated man. He has no personal
interest, no business, no emotions, no attachments, no property,
not even a name ... In his innermost depths he has broken all ties
with the social order, not only in words but in actual fact’. Most
importantly, however, they were required to submit themselves un-
questioningly to Nechaev’s will and the instructions he conveyed
to them from the central committee.

When a member of the St Petersburg cell, Ivanov by name,
astutely questioned the very existence of this secret committee,
Nechaev decided to eliminate the threat to his authority. Each
of Ivanov’s colleagues was to take a hand in his murder to
demonstrate their absolute commitment to the cause. Nechaev
had already acquired the habit of incriminating students in order
that their punishment by the authorities should radicalise them,
and this was the next logical step. Following the macabre farce
of Ivanov’s killing, Nechaev had succeeded in escaping back
to Switzerland before the crime was discovered, but had been
tried and convicted in absentia in 1871 and was, at the time of
Kropotkin’s visit, fighting extradition.

That Nechaev had all along been a terrible liability was now ob-
vious to Bakunin yet still he could not bring himself entirely to
disown his protégé. ‘No one has done me, and deliberately done
me, so much harm as he, Bakunin would write, and yet he main-
tained a correspondence with Nechaev. It was a fatal error, both
for the future of revolutionary socialism and, more immediately,
for Bakunin’s reputation.

Accusations concerning the pair’s ongoing conspiratorial activ-
ities were collected by Utin, the leader of the Marxist faction in
Geneva, or else fabricated. For his pains, Marx rewarded Utin with
recognition of his group as an official splinter of the International
in Switzerland. He then convened a meeting of his cabal at the
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By the beginning of the 1870s, though, the ground was shifting.
A new generation of radicals was coming to the fore who insisted
that there was ‘more out there than the social sciences, that the
anatomy of a frog won’t get you very far, that there are other im-
portant questions, that there is history, social progress ... Along-
side the elevated political and historical tracts that formed their
staple reading, the high-minded youth of Russia developed an ap-
petite for intrepid stories of adventure — by Fenimore Cooper and,
especially, Verne — and they craved intellectual heroes who were
similarly single-minded.

Before 1871, Darwin had been known in Russia merely as a
disciple of Lamarck, who held that inheritance was subject to only
limited environmental influence. The publication of The Descent of
Man gave him a distinct and compelling reputation of his own, as
a scientist whose daring new ideas might, by extrapolation, help
unravel the whole tightly wound mythology of Russian hierarchy,
in which the tsar’s position was guaranteed by divine will and the
instinctual deference of the masses. For if evolution discounted
the Genesis story, then the rationale of Adam’s fall and Christ’s
promise of redemption surely came tumbling down, dragging
with it any claim to authority for God’s intermediaries on earth.
Moreover, Darwinism confirmed mankind’s shared birthright,
while Thomas Huxley and others tenaciously teased out the
social significance of ‘the survival of the fittest’; the political and
economic subtext was not lost on those determined to work deep
change in Russian society.

When an anxious Alexander Kropotkin wrote to his brother Pe-
ter in 1872 that he feared himself to be under police surveillance,
he drew comfort from the imminent appearance in Russia of trans-
lations of Darwin’s most recent work. ‘Those nice children’, he
wrote facetiously of the tsarist goverment, ‘simply don’t compre-
hend that it is more dangerous than a hundred A. Kropotkins. Ex-
followers of Nechaev, abandoning terrorism for the subtler chal-
lenge that evolutionary theory posed to religious and state author-
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the potential of scientific enquiry to reveal solutions to society’s
problems — had become a touchstone for progressive Russians.
These were ‘civilised’ men, as the exiled political theorist Lavrov
termed them, intelligentnyi and kul’turnyi, who understood Pis-
arev’s imperative to test both scientific knowledge and atrophying
cultural convention to the point of destruction. In a letter to the
tsar, Comte even offered his scientific system as an audacious
means for Russia to bypass the interim phase of democratic rule
and head straight for a new dispensation based on the religion
of humanity, but his proposal went unanswered. Instead, the
tsarist regime became ever less tolerant: practitioners of science
were no longer to be considered irrelevant bores, but as possible
threats to the state. At a moment rich in scientific promise —
from Dmitri Mendeleev’s classification of the elements by their
chemical properties in his Periodic Table of 1869, to Viacheslav
Manassein’s overlooked discovery of the properties of penicillin
two years later — the censor’s blue pencil regularly filleted Znanie,
Russia’s first popular scientific journal, of any taint of positivism.

Inevitably, a climate stifling of imaginative playfulness and
emotional release was to prove dangerously counterproductive for
those who wished to maintain the status quo. In those rare cases
when utopian science fiction was written and published in Russia -
such as Prince Odoevsky’s novels The Year 4338 and The Town with
No Name - it was earnest in its preoccupations: concerned less
with the extravagant possibilities of space travel and underwater
exploration that so fascinated French and British authors, than
with the new world that might be realised in the here and now
by social renewal. Even the utopian section of Chernyshevsky’s
What is to be Done?, “Vera Pavlovna’s Fourth Dream’ — by far the
most notable example of utopianism from Russian literature of
the period — alludes to futuristic architecture and food production
only as background detail for its vision of a society made perfect
by free love, socialism and the disappearance of religion.
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Blue Posts pub in Soho for what he termed the London Congress
of the International. The challenge of travel in post-Commune Eu-
rope prevented many delegates from attending, while the émigré
Communards in London, who had begun to distrust Marx’s ego-
tism and challenge his dominance within the organisation, were
excluded on the grounds that they might be French police spies.
Having eliminated all sources of disagreement, the congress did
Marx’s bidding: Nechaev was indicted and Bakunin thoroughly
smeared as an accessory to and beneficiary of his violent crimes.
The German Marxist Wilhelm Liebknecht topped off the character
assassination by labelling Bakunin as a tsarist agent, paid to under-
mine the International.

The feud between Marx and Bakunin now spilled over into
open warfare. Convening a congress of its own in the Swiss
village of Saint-Imier in late 1871, the Jurassian Federation - the
anti-authoritarian core of Bakunin’s support, which had been
founded in the Swiss canton of the Jura a year before — denounced
the London event as a partisan farrago. Some delegates countered
Liebknecht’s charge by asserting that it was Marx himself who
was the spy, hired by Bismarck. In fact, Bakunin sincerely saw
strong similarities between the two autocratic Prussians, while
the new Germany itself seemed to him the very embodiment of
the modern nation state: one ‘based on the pseudo-sovereignty
of the people in sham popular assemblies’ while exploiting them
for the ‘benefit of capital concentrated in a very small number
of hands’. Writing his pamphlet Statism and Anarchy in 1873,
Bakunin presciently identified in Bismarck’s Germany the roots
of a kaiserism and militarism that would generate something
monstrous. Where his judgement carried less moral weight,
however, was in his accusations of anti-Semitism.

Hypocritically, Bakunin insisted that he was ‘neither the enemy
nor the detractor of the Jew’, while denouncing ‘this whole Jewish
world which constitutes a single exploiting sect’, and ‘reign[s]
despotically in commerce and banking. Having become the victim
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of its machinations, Bakunin now decried the London Congress
of the International as ‘a dire conspiracy of German and Russian
Jews” who were ‘fanatically devoted to their dictator-Messiah
Marx’. From a man who possessed both strong conspiratorial and
millenarian tendencies himself, his words sounded like a bitter
and vicious howl of envy. Such anti-Semitic sentiments, however,
were far from unusual, and would only become more vehement
and widespread with the passage of time.

Once in Geneva, it took Kropotkin a certain amount of trial and
error to discover his natural political allies. Home to the city’s
branch of the International, the Masonic Temple Unique was an
obvious first port of call for someone of his background and social-
ist inclinations. In Russia, Freemasonry had for a century provided
a haven for, in Bakunin’s words, ‘the choicest minds and most ar-
dent hearts’ from among the gentry, where they could nurture their
social conscience. But whilst it had been Masons who were im-
prisoned in Schliisselburg for their radicalism under Catherine the
Great, the fire had long since gone out. ‘A jabbering old intriguer
... useless and worthless, sometimes malevolent and always ridicu-
lous, was Bakunin’s verdict of Italian Freemasonry when he had
tried to co-opt it to the revolutionary cause, and Kropotkin could
only concur. And whilst Kropotkin admired the enthusiasm of the
workers attending the classes run by the International, ‘the trust
they put in it, the love with which they spoke of it, the sacrifices
they made for it’ seemed to him wholly misguided. Dominated by
the followers of Marx, its meetings struck him as fatuous: a display
of intellectual vanity that bamboozled those who deserved better.

Preferring the company of the workers to that of the Marxists
from the International, Kropotkin, ‘with a glass of sour wine ... sat
long into the evening at some table in the hall among the workers,
and soon became friendly with some of them, particularly with
one stonemason who had deserted France after the Commune. The
stonemason, like many hundreds of Communards who had flooded
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It had long been a corrosive paradox of Russian intellectual life
that a fierce passion for imaginative science among many in the
educated sections of society was matched by indifference, or even
outward hostility on the part of the authorities. Ever since Cather-
ine the Great had failed to invest in Ivan Polzunov’s refinement
of the steam engine for the gold-mining industry in favour of the
tried and tested British model, Russia’s discoverers and inventors
had struggled for lack of encouragement. Whilst groundbreaking
research continued to thrive in the country’s chemistry, engineer-
ing and medical faculties, society rarely saw the practical benefits.

The military ministry was the solitary exception, in the inter-
mittent support it gave to aeronautical and rocket technology. In-
deed, the previous twenty-five years had seen striking proposals
emerge for balloon guidance systems such as might well have al-
tered the outcome of the Franco-Prussian War, had they been avail-
able to the besieged Parisians. Whilst the ministry backed Alexan-
der Mozhaisky’s development of a prototype aeroplane during the
early 1870s, even the successful flight of a scale model could not
sustain its interest for long. Scant attention was paid either to the
invention, some years before Edison’s success, of the filament light
bulb by Alexander Lodygin, as the curious by-product of his work
on helicopter design.

Ironically, the very lack of any Russian tradition of implement-
ing such innovations afforded great freedom to the empire’s most
enquiring minds, which were left untramelled by the practical re-
quirements of production. Every conceptual breakthrough, how-
ever, appeared only to feed the growing tension between the claims
of progressive thought, which challenged convention and pushed
the boundaries of knowledge, and a moribund regime intent on
holding the line. It was a tension symptomatic of that between re-
form and conservatism with which tsarist society as a whole was
riven.

Throughout the 1860s, the positivist philosophy of Auguste
Comte — a ‘religion of humanity’ whose central article of faith was
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of the struggle against prejudice we might try dog’. That summer
also provided most with their first taste of Third Section tactics
when the students were first raided and then, despite the absence
of incriminating evidence, hauled in for intensive questioning and
photographed for the police records.

The attention of the authorities was not easy to shake off and
the arrest of Natanson the following February brought home to
members the seriousness of the risks. The less resolute soon with-
drew, concerned that being implicated in such an enterprise would
cause irreparable damage to their academic careers. Behind them,
though, they left a determined core of activists, eager to carve their
mark on Russian history.

Beside the Paris Commune, the other event that had marked the
year 1871 for radical thinkers was the trial in absentia of Bakunin’s
dangerously charismatic protégé Nechaev, whose belief in the role
of violence in maintaining discipline within his revolutionary grou-
puscule had led to the brutal murder of Ivanov. In reaction to this,
the tight-knit Chaikovsky Circle adopted a firm policy of rational
persuasion and set out to propagate further groups on the model
of their own. Rejecting the strict hierarchy that Nechaev had es-
poused, the circles were to be characterised by equality and trans-
parency, in which each member could be trusted to play their part.
A national organisation for the publication and distribution of af-
fordable editions of banned texts was rapidly established, the pro-
fessionalism of which was said to have shamed the legitimate book
trade. Seminal works, the most illicit of them printed in Switzer-
land and smuggled into the country, became available to readers
for the first time: familiar names like Chernyshevsky, Dmitri Pis-
arev and Peter Lavrov, but also revolutionary French texts from
the eighteenth century, as well as books by Marx (the translation
of whose Das Kapital Lopatin initiated), Herbert Spencer, J. S. Mill
and, perhaps most inspiringly of all, Charles Darwin.
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into Switzerland in the wake of the Bloody Week, had little left to
do but reminisce.

Tales of the utopian dreams that had briefly flickered into life in
Paris the previous spring touched Kropotkin with inspiring visions
of a future in which society might be comprehensively refashioned.
The contrast between this spirit of optimism and the power-hungry
machinations of the local Marxists shocked Kropotkin - in particu-
lar, reports of how Utin was conniving to get an influential Geneva
lawyer elected to the local government by suppressing workers’
plans for strikes — and brought a moment of revelation. T lived
through it after one of the meetings at the Temple Unique, he rec-
ollected in his memoirs, ‘when I felt more acutely than ever before
how cowardly are the educated men who refuse to put their educa-
tion, their knowledge, their energy at the service of those who are
so much in need of that education and that energy’ If his friends
and acquaintances in Zurich, most of them supporters of Bakunin,
had left him in any doubt of where he should look for a political
ideal that still burned hot, the Communard workers in Geneva set
him firmly on the right path. The final stage of his journey of self-
discovery led him to the Jura, where Bakunin had his strongest
following.

The industry that had made the Jura so hospitable to federalist,
anti-authoritarian politics — the dawning ‘anarchist’ movement —
owed its origins, ironically, to the autocratic instincts of a radical
who had preceded Marx by three and a half centuries. As part of
Jean Calvin’s programme of moral reforms, the wearing of jewels
had been banned in 1541, driving the city’s goldsmiths into a new
trade that would employ their miniaturist skills towards a utilitar-
ian rather than sumptuary end: watchmaking. By the end of the
century, Geneva boasted the first watchmaker’s guild in the world,
and the success of the industry during the following hundred years
led its practitioners to spread out from the saturated confines of the
city along the Jura mountain range. Over time, villages set amid
the meadows of the Jura became home to specialist workshops that
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worked in a process of cooperative manufacture, each contribut-
ing distinct parts of the mechanisms. This innovative division of
labour helped make the region a centre of precision horology, with
the Grand Council of Neuchatel founding an observatory in 1858 to
provide a chronometric service, and the initiation of the Jura’s fa-
mous time-keeping competitions. Accuracy to within one second
a day was the minimal requirement for all products, with prizes
for the watches that best withstood a range of environmental fac-
tors. Little can the winners — Edouard Heuer with his workshop
in Saint-Imier, and Georges Piaget in nearby La Co6te-aux-Fées -
have guessed the glamour and prestige that before long their names
would represent.

The luxury enjoyed by those who bought their products, how-
ever, was not reflected in the lives of the majority of watchmak-
ers. Working within a scientific context, and with high demands
made of their skill by the intricate engineering, they were never-
theless part of a community that was intellectually alive and re-
ceptive to new political ideas. Already living on the poverty line
and now threatened by the mass-production processes being de-
veloped in the United States, those working on a small scale from
their homes were ready recruits to a movement that drew inspira-
tion from their own autonomous society. Content in its isolation
and self-sufficiency, how glorious it would be, the Jurassian Feder-
ation argued, if its example could only convert the world.

Kropotkin’s way into Jurassian society was through James
Guillaume, a young teacher from the Jura town of Le Locle and
Bakunin’s trusted lieutenant. The young ladies of the Fritsche
circle had met Guillaume at the congress of the anti-authoritarian
International at the village of Saint-Imier in the autumn of 1871
but any initial introduction they provided was not effective. At
first Guillaume received Kropotkin frostily, being overwhelmed
by his many responsibilities as an editor of the movement’s
newspaper. It was only when Kropotkin volunteered to help in
the task that he received a warm handshake. In return for his
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headquarters in the Summer Garden, up several flights of stairs
and past endless pairs of guards, to the suite of cells on the top
floor. While other detainees had often been left to stew, some-
times for months, before they were interrogated, at four o’clock
in the morning, three days later, Kropotkin was dragged to the hot
seat. Bleary-eyed, he refused to divulge anything but his name and
a smattering of irrelevant detail and was soon transferred to soli-
tary confinement in the notorious Peter and Paul fortress. His cell
was in the old artillery embrasure of the Trubetskoy tower, whose
walls had been padded to prevent the tapped communication that
kept the other inmates sane. It was a chilling end to an adventure
that had begun with so much hope.

The Chaikovsky Circle had its origins in the socialist library that
a young Mark Natanson had created for his fellow students at the
Medical-Surgical Academy in 1869, so that they might read and dis-
cuss banned works of political theory from abroad and censored
Russian literature. Not until 1871, however, had the circle coa-
lesced into something close to its final form. That summer, mathe-
matics student Nicholas Chaikovsky graduated into a world rocked
by the events of the Paris Commune. To meet the urgent need for
a safe space in which the most daring young freethinkers of St Pe-
tersburg could take stock and look ahead, he arranged a retreat in
the village of Kusheliovka, a few miles upstream from the city on
the River Neva. Devoting themseles to study, those present fully
embraced the circle’s ethos of earnest commitment and austerity.

As well as Chaikovsky himself and Mark Natanson, the group
included German Lopatin, a member of the general council of the
International and a young veteran of conspiracy, Sofia Perovskaya,
the estranged daughter of the ex-Governor General of the capital,
and two sisters by the name of Kornilova. Their course of reading
and discussion was sustained on a monotonous diet of soup and
horse-flesh meatballs, varied only when they resolved to sacrifice
the puppies who played under their balcony, ‘so that in the name
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5. To the People

Russia and Switzerland, 1874-1876

On 22 March 1874, as the humming wires of the telegraph cables
carried news of Rochefort’s audacious escape from New Caledonia
around the world, St Petersburg awoke to startling news of its own.
The previous evening, Prince Peter Kropotkin had been taken into
custody by the infamous Third Section of the police while on his
way home from the Geographical Society after delivering a long-
awaited lecture expounding his new theories about the Ice Age
in Siberia. St Petersburg society was stunned, its salons feverish
with rumour and outrage. Apparently Kropotkin had been tricked
into responding when an undercover police agent, feigning dis-
tress, called to him by the code name ‘Borodin’. Now he was being
held at police headquarters, awaiting interrogation about his sus-
pected involvement in the city’s foremost subversive organisation,
the Chaikovsky Circle.

A few weeks earlier, nearly all those members of the Chaikovsky
Circle still at liberty had escaped south from St Petersburg in the
hope of inciting a popular uprising. Kropotkin alone had insisted
on remaining in the capital as part of a desperate recruiting drive
intended to rebuild the underground networks that the police were
busy uprooting. The plan had been that Kropotkin would join the
others at the crucial moment of rebellion, but his obstinate con-
fidence that his apparent respectability would protect him from
arrest had proved pitifully misplaced.

Still wearing the formal dress required by the Geographical Soci-
ety at its public events, Kropotkin was led into the Third Section’s
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work, he would be introduced to the community of watchmakers
and learn all he wished about the federation. Kropotkin felt that
he had found his spiritual home, and was determined to adopt a
trade that would allow him to remain, after his twenty-eight-day
travel permit had expired.

The months that Kropotkin spent in the Jura exposed him to yet
more stories of the Paris insurrection of spring 1871. Among the
illustrious Communards who had sought refuge there was Benoit
Malon, ex-mayor of the Batignolles district, now working as a bas-
ket maker in Neuchatel and also assisting Guillaume with his news-
paper. Malon’s stories of the Commune brought the dream to life
for Kropotkin in a way that the testimony of the Geneva exiles had
failed to do. They also reinforced the true horror of the Commune’s
suppression. Kropotkin recalled how ‘the lips of Malon trembled
and tears trickled from his eyes’ when he recollected the tragic
slaying during Bloody Week of thousands of young men who had
rallied to the radical cause. Trawling the international press to bet-
ter understand the disaster in Paris, Kropotkin was ‘seized by a
dark despair’.

It was while Kropotkin was staying in the Jura that Elisée
Reclus too finally reached Switzerland, arriving on 14 March.
After months of imprisonment, his sentence of transportation
had finally been commuted to ten years’ exile thanks to the good
offices of the American ambassador to France, an admirer of his
four-volume geological history The Earth. The experience had
left him traumatised: ‘T felt around me the impenetrable wall of
hate, the aversion of the entire world to the Commune and the
Communards, he wrote. But in Switzerland he could at last begin
the slow process of recovery.

There is no record that the two great geographers met in 1872,
though had they done so, the grey-faced, haunted survivor of the
prison barges with the faint aura of holiness would surely have
made a strong impression on Kropotkin. It would be three decades
before Reclus agreed to set down in writing his thoughts on the

97



Commune, but he had resolutely upheld the prisoners’ oath to de-
fend it. He later recollected how, on his first day in Switzerland, he
gently converted an old woman from her horrified prejudices about
the insurrection in Paris to a warm respect for its aims. Bakunin,
who had some years earlier turned his back on Reclus, having erro-
neously suspected him of sympathising with Marx, could not help
but be reconciled to him. ‘There is the model of a man, the old
Russian is reported to have said, ‘so pure, noble, simple, modest,
self-forgetting ... a valuable, very earnest, very sincere friend and
completely one of ours.’ In light of Bakunin’s own uncertain tem-
perament, even his slight criticism that Reclus was ‘perhaps not
so completely the devil of a fellow, as might be desired’ might be
taken as a recommendation.

Kropotkin found it harder to gain Bakunin’s attention. Though
he longed for an audience with the great man, no invitation was
forthcoming - this despite Kropotkin’s passionate belief that his
was the right side of the socialist schism. At a time when even
Bakunin’s most fervent acolytes were beginning to question his
judgement, Kropotkin was unreserved in his admiration for the
old man’s achievements. In particular, the failed expedition that
Bakunin had led in 1870 to establish a commune in Lyons — which
Marx had brusquely dismissed — struck Kropotkin as ‘the first case
in recent years, if I am not mistaken, of a serious protest against a
war from the side of the population’

Kropotkin did not need Guillaume to shower him with evidence
of Marx’s monstrous egotism and the simmering vindictiveness of
Engels; his experiences in Geneva were enough. He was repelled
by Marx’s extraordinary belief that he was owed the gratitude of
the Communards for ‘having saved their honour’ in writing The
Civil War in France, and by Engels’ vicious slander of a Communard
exile in London by the name of Adolphe Smith who had protested
about the high-handed behaviour of the Marxists in the Interna-
tional.
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they were lovers eventually led to an acrimonious split between
the two women.

The Nouméa of 1876 was a far cry from the titular Mysterious Is-
land of Jules Verne’s new masterpiece, whose five fugitives are es-
caping not to America but from Confederate captivity in the Civil
War, and by balloon rather than ship. Driven out into the Pacific
by a storm, they land on a seemingly enchanted, uninhabited is-
land where strange forces assist them in gradually reconstructing
the sum of civilisation’s knowledge. The novel’s revelation that the
guiding hand behind the marooned soldiers’ achievements belongs
to Captain Nemo, who survived the Nautilus’ cataclysmic underwa-
ter battle and is in hiding on the island, is surely all Verne’s own.
But in its sympathy for those cut off by fate from their homeland,
and its strangely inverted echoes of the Communards’ experiences
of exile, the influence of Paschal Grousset, who would collaborate
on Verne’s next book, may already be discernible. And for all the
rancour between the fellow fugitives from New Caledonia, even
Rochefort might have found some solace in the novel’s optimistic
vision of human resourcefulness, and a consoling echo of his own
isolation in that of the proud Nemo.
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side of the frontier, only to be declared liable by the French gov-
ernment for the 320,000-franc bill to rebuild the Vendéme Column.
It was a chastening experience. Courbet’s still lifes of the time
expressed a soul locked into trauma, struggling to free itself but
numbed in the attempt. Trout lie glassy-eyed, the hooks caught in
their mouths and the fishing line tugging tortuously from out of
frame, their blood dripping on stones that recall the slippery red
cobbles of the Paris killing fields.

Invited by Courbet to view his portrait, Rochefort revealed a
rare glimpse of self-loathing, recoiling from what he saw as the im-
age of a Portuguese diamond merchant: shallow, mercenary and
self-regarding. Trapped among the dispossessed and embittered,
it would not be easy for Rochefort to reconcile himself to his own
company.

For Louise Michel, left to languish in New Caledonia, Rochefort’s
escape had made life far harder, with the imposition of a new
regime whose severity would have been unrecognisable to the
fugitives. The slightest infraction of the rules was punished with
a spell in the sweltering cells, while the only work by which the
deportees could now earn subsistence wages was on the chain
gangs. The days of night swims, fishing and hunting were over,
and while the ‘harmonious cooperation’ of the Kanaks in the
face of ever more demeaning colonial oppression continued to
encourage Louise Michel’s belief in the perfectibility of man and
society, any residual hopes of building a Rousseauist Utopia on the
island crumbled away. Money orders from Georges Clemenceau
and letters from Victor Hugo kept her spirits up, along with wholly
impractical plans for an escape by raft, but the prurient interest
shown by both her fellow Communards and the authorities in
her ménage with Natalie Lemel soured her existence. Michel
resisted attempts to separate them, insisting as always that her
only passion was for the revolution, but the malicious rumour that
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Most of all, Kropotkin distrusted Marx’s claim to have discov-
ered in the nebulous realm of economics a science of human soci-
ety. Marx and Engels could rant at Bakunin and his followers as
‘babblers of nonsense’ who had ‘no idea of social revolution ... only
its political phrases; [for whom] its economic conditions have no
meaning’, and whose theories were ‘Schoolboyish rot!” However,
the question remained: beneath all the spurious historical analy-
sis and baroque argumentation, was Marx’s hope that the state
would ultimately ‘wither away’ really any more hard-headed than
Bakunin’s expectation of a spontaneous revolution by the peas-
antry? The Marxists may have bandied about “utopian’ as a term
of disparagement, but the vestiges of metaphysical thought were
endemic to socialist theory. Surely what mattered most, Kropotkin
realised, was the practical means by which society was moved in
the right direction. And in Bakunin’s writings — even the shock-
ingly violent Catechism — there was a genuine attempt to answer
the question of how it was possible to be both truly democratic and
act decisively by embracing collective responsibility and rigorous
discipline.

Kropotkin waited for weeks in the hope of an invitation to visit
Bakunin at home in Locarno. Neither the evenings he had shared
with Bakunin’s wife and his old gaoler General Kukel in Siberia,
nor Bakunin’s friendship with Sofia Lavrova’s flatmate Natalia
Smetskaya seemed to help. Was the delay down to Bakunin’s
precoccupation with his work on Statism and Anarchy, or with the
Nechaev affair, Kropotkin must have wondered, or was the expla-
nation to be found in the imminent return to Russia of Bakunin’s
wife and children and, in light of his declining health, their
possible last parting? Eventually, Guillaume informed Kropotkin
that Bakunin would not be able to see him. He was under too
much strain in dealing with the schism. Instead Kropotkin should
abandon his plan to learn a trade — a waste of his talents, and a
position in which, as a foreign prince, he would struggle to gain
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acceptance — and return to Russia without delay, where he would
be of more use to the cause.

So it was that the man destined to become Bakunin’s ideologi-
cal heir never did crunch across the butts of cigarettes and cigars
that littered the floor of Bakunin’s study to meet his intellectual
mentor. Not until years later did Guillaume divulge that Bakunin
had, in fact, disregarded Peter Kropotkin as being, like his brother
Alexander, a follower of the more cautious and gradualist ideas of
Peter Lavrov, who urged the intellectuals of Russia to teach as well
as follow the peasantry. It was perhaps inevitable that Bakunin
should shun a fellow aristocrat. In flight from his own privileged
origins, and questioning more than ever his right to lead the people
while not being of them, even Bakunin’s ill-judged embrace of the
‘authentic’ Nechaev had not taught him to see beyond the guilt he
felt for his aristocratic birth.

Perhaps, though, the fruitless wait was not so arduous or lonely
for Kropotkin. It seems that the ‘Fritsche’ girls had developed a
taste for the pastoral beauty of the Jura and took to spending their
spring vacations there. And the Jurassic landscape, which had al-
ready given its name to a whole age in the earth’s development,
would have provided the geographer in him with abundant oppor-
tunities for observation at a time when he was working out his
theory about the ice caps that had once covered northern Europe.

Three months after arriving in Zurich, and two months after the
Russian authorities had expected him home, Kropotkin set off on a
circuitous journey back to St Petersburg: first to Belgium, bypass-
ing Paris and the suspicious eyes of post-Commune France, then
doubling back to Vienna, before heading to Warsaw, and finally
back to Cracow. Somewhere along the way he collected a large
cache of banned literature; before crossing the Russian border, he
stopped to arrange a smuggling operation that would carry it and
future material into the country under the noses of the tsarist po-
lice. Having crossed the line of legality, nothing would be the same
again for Prince Kropotkin. Years earlier, aged twelve, he had aban-
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loom above the city, a purifying presence. When it was revealed
that the site purchased for its erection in 1875 included the very
garden where the generals Lecomte and Thomas has been killed
on the first day of the Communard insurrection, the Catholic Bul-
letin du Voeu expressed disingenuous surprise at the coincidence.
Oriels of sunlight breaking from behind clouds over Montmartre
had demonstrated divine approval of the site, declared the newly in-
stalled Archbishop Guibert, but the true reason for the choice was
clear: to expiate the crimes of the Church’s enemies, on ground
made sacred by those martyred in the Catholic cause.

The Catholic Church was again ascendant, flush with new
state subsidies and with its educational function, of which it
had been stripped by the first act of the republican government,
now restored by MacMahon’s government. It was confident too,
unequivocally damning the Commune as ‘the work of Satan’ at
the ceremony to lay the first stone of the Sacré-Coeur’s choir.
There was clearly no place in this France for Henri Rochefort, the
Mephistophelian polemicist whose deference-defying journalism
many blamed for the country’s descent into nihilist chaos. Even
Gambetta appeared to turn his back on his erstwhile ally, argu-
ing, not unreasonably, that the country was not ready for his
return. And if Rochefort were tempted to test the vigilance of the
country’s security arrangements with a clandestine foray across
the border, his expedition would have been short-lived. For in
the previous three years, five million pages from the prefecture’s
archive of criminal records, destroyed by Raoul Rigault in the
Commune’s dying days, had been painstakingly reconstructed by
cross-referencing with those of every court, tribunal and prison in
France.

For his next haven, Rochefort chose Switzerland, from where the
smugglers’ routes to Paris were less well guarded than those across
the Channel, allowing him to maintain distribution of La Lanterne.
Not long after his arrival, however, he sat for a portrait by Courbet,
who had escaped back to his native region of the Jura, on the Swiss
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a long game, and it is tempting to imagine that her cultivation of
Rochefort was no exception.

During the few months that Rochefort remained in London, he
monitored events in France closely in the fervent hope of a general
amnesty that would allow the convicted Communards to return
home. It was not to be. France had plunged into collective amne-
sia, and memories of the Commune and of those diverse charac-
ters associated with it had been hastily brushed under the carpet.
Tourists continued to visit Paris as they might the ruins of Pompetii,
to witness the archaeology of catastrophe, but the City of Light was
already rising from the ashes. Observing the flowers that had be-
gun to grow among the ruins of Paris, the patron of the Café Guer-
bois in Montmartre, a favourite haunt of the Impressionist artists,
remarked that ‘Tnanimate matter, no more than men, is not made
to suffer protracted grief. He perfectly expressed the mood of the
times. The artist Monet, recently returned from England where he
had spent the war, enjoyed glittering success for the first time in his
career with paintings informed by a similar sentiment. His famous
views of the riverbanks at Argenteuil and Asniéres give no hint
of the fierce fighting that had taken place there, focusing instead
on scenes of middle-class leisure, while the Parc Monceau, one of
the bloodiest butcher’s yards of the Versaillais execution squads, is
depicted drowning in blossom.

Those seeking to lose themselves further in the Catholic and
bourgeois mythology being laid down by the Third Republic need
only have wandered up through the narrow, twisting streets of
Montmartre, inhabited now only by widows and grieving moth-
ers, to where the foundations were being laid for the most strident
symbol of what that ideal republic had become. The decision to
build the Sacré-Coeur marked an incontrovertible reassertion of
Catholic France’s dominance over its capital city. Designed in a
neo-Romanesque style intended to evoke the churches of the pi-
ous, peasant south, its bleached dome would, its architects planned,
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doned the use of his title, but only now was he ready to renounce
the last ties to his past life and the security that his privileged status
had always afforded him.
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4. Around the World in 280
Days

New Caledonia to Switzerland, 1873-1875

Henri Rochefort felt seasick from almost the moment he set foot
on the frigate Virginie. Only a few dozen metres into his four-
month ocean journey and he was already retching: not the mere
queasiness of a sensitive stomach first encountering rough waters,
but hearty vomiting that would continue for days on end until he
was bringing up only bile. Among the five men with whom he
shared his cage in the cargo hold, and the twenty-one women in
the enclosure opposite, there were those who remembered quite
well the sudden illness that had felled him during the Noir funeral
demonstration three years earlier, and the eye infection that kept
him away from Paris, recuperating, in the prelude to the Commune.
Forced to listen to Rochefort’s groans night and day, they must
have wondered whether he was not in fact suffering a nervous re-
action to the turbulent circumstances of his embarkation.

The period since Rochefort’s capture in the dying days of the
Commune had held horrors and humiliations far worse than he had
experienced during previous spells in prison in the Second Empire.
Arraigned before the military tribunal, the charges had threatened
his dignity as much as his freedom: not grand accusations of trea-
son or conspiracy that he might have batted aside with a rhetor-
ical flourish, but demeaning insinuations that he had stolen art-
works from the Louvre and bronzes from Thiers’ ransacked home.
And when it came to his inflammatory journalism, the fact that

102

night raids by the Metropolitan Police. Inhabiting the dystopian
metropolis depicted in Gustave Doré’s London: A Pilgrimage of
1872, or Thomson’s epic 1874 poem ‘City of Dreadful Night’, morale
among the London émigrés suffered, and paranoia took hold. News
of the escape of the New Caledonia fugitives provided a welcome
boost, and Rochefort’s arrival in London, just in advance of Grous-
set, was a rare opportunity for festivity. His decision to decline
the invitation to a banquet held in honour of the escapees on the
grounds that it might appear ‘incendiary and saturnalian’ sounded
a misjudged note, however, that was at once pious, high-handed
and cowardly. It seemed to confirm what his detractors had alleged:
that he was an egotistical dilettante, a mere contrarian whose rad-
icalism was superficial and self-serving. ‘Rochefort is not a revo-
lutionary, a police informer claimed to have been told by the jour-
nalist Félix Pyat, ‘he is a boy who stands next to the revolution
in order to advance himself, but he has none of its principles; he
has only hatred of governments.” Despite being Rochefort’s most
venomous rival, and a possible police agent, Pyat’s character obser-
vations were rarely less than astute.

Rochefort’s revival of La Lanterne in London, and his spirited
if thwarted attempts to have it smuggled into France using
techniques developed during the Prussian siege for the pigeon
post, do not suggest a man who planned to retire his pen from the
polemical struggle. But social standing mattered to the marquis,
who was stung to discover that Madame Tussaud’s waxworks
museum had moved his statue from the company of France’s
elite to the Chamber of Horrors. Having excited the interest
of the high-society hostess Madame Olga Novikoff, neither he
nor Grousset were in any position to decline invitations to her
cosmopolitan soirées at Claridge’s that were attended by such
luminaries as Gladstone, Matthew Arnold and the newspaper
editor W. T. Stead. In her role as an arch tsarist propagandist and
occasional Russian police agent, however, Novikoff always played
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Hypocrisy characterised the attitude adopted towards the
refugees by the Versailles government, which vehemently com-
plained that Britain was sheltering subversive criminals, yet made
no effort to close the French ports. When Gladstone’s government
responded that the immigrants imposed a heavy social burden,
there even followed an insouciant French offer to hand a subsidy
to those departing. Up to 1,500 Communards arrived, their
dependants raising the total number close to the 4,500 who had
been punitively transported. Some arrived at Dover in chains,
abandoned there for the local workhouse to feed before setting
them off on the tramp to London, unshod, on blood-caked feet.
Not until late 1872 had the stream of vagrants eased, by when the
charitable system was overflowing and the capital’s parks were
littered nightly with French families sleeping rough.

Through a mixture of self-help and public benevolence, by the
time of Rochefort’s arrival the Communards had begun to put
down roots. For the most part they congregated in the rookeries
of St Giles or Saffron Hill, or else the marginally better slums
around Charlotte Street, north of Soho, that became an expatriate
Belleville or Montmartre-in-miniature. From a top floor in New-
man Passage, a cooperative marmite fed several hundred a day,
while small tailors’ and cobblers” workshops began to market the
craft skills of which Paris found itself suddenly deprived. Keeping
the Communards at arm’s length, most middle-class British bene-
factors preferred to channel their donations through the Positivist
Society. Others shamelessly submitted their requirements, as if to
an employment agency: for every £100 from an MP, or £5 from a
cautious housekeeper, there was a request from a brothel owner
in search of willing seventeen-year-olds, or a ‘pinching housewife’
offering £1 a year for a cut-price maid-of-all-work. Compassion
fatigue soon set in, and suspicion displaced pity.

Although the British government declined to pass on surveil-
lance reports to their Continental counterparts, such dossiers were
nevertheless compiled, with the Communards subject to frequent
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Rochefort had cunningly continued to propose hypothetical vio-
lence to his readership whilst dismissing the awful notion at the
same time cut little ice. “You turned this government to ridicule
in your articles, inveighed the president of the tribunal, enthroned
beneath a vast painted crucifixion scene, ‘and you know that in
France ridicule kills’

Brutal and exemplary sentences were being handed down un-
stintingly: twenty-five of the Commune’s leaders and fiercest pro-
ponents, including Ferré and General Rossel, were shot at Satory
military camp in short order. Influential friends were concerned
that Rochefort might suffer a similar fate, or that his name might
at least slip on to the lengthening lists of lesser miscreants due
for deportation to France’s distant penal colonies in South Amer-
ica or the Pacific. The price of clemency, they ascertained, would
be Rochefort’s acceptance of humiliation. When Edmond Adam,
hero of the 1870 stand-off at the Hotel de Ville, testified that his ex-
colleague was merely a ‘fantasist who lacked prudence’, Rochefort
had sat in chastened silence; when summoned to the dock, he bore
himself with a meekness that few would have recognised. His
lawyer, Albert Joly, even persuaded him to compose a compromis-
ingly abject letter pleading with Gambetta to secure his release.
The strategy of self-abasement appeared to work and the threat
of transportation lifted, though Rochefort is unlikely to have felt
much gratitude as he sat shackled atop a stinking mattress, as a
Black Maria juddered its way to the prison fortress of La Rochelle.

Imagining himself the romantic heir of the Calvinist rebels three
centuries earlier, who had held out there against an interminable
Catholic siege, Rochefort enjoyed sufficient freedom in prison to
start work on a novel, buying off the antagonism of inmates with
abundant gifts of contraband tobacco. Even after his transfer a year
later to the slightly less congenial conditions of Fort Boyard be-
tween Ile d’Aix and Ile d’Oléron, he had watched unperturbed as
the frigates Danae and then Guerriére steamed away over the hori-
zon, carrying his old comrades to the penal colonies. The worst that
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fate might have in store, solicitous friends assured him, was a brief
spell in an apartment on the prison island of Sainte-Marguerite fol-
lowed by early release. But then, on 23 May 1873, the hard-line
General MacMahon, ex-commander of a French army whose offi-
cers found it easier to blame the Communards for the country’s
defeat than their own shortcomings, became president of the re-
public.

Rochefort, it was announced, would join the final consignment
of Communards to be shipped to New Caledonia. His friends were
horrified. What of the compassionate considerations that had
weighed upon the original judges: his weak health, and the chil-
dren he would be leaving as virtual orphans, following the death
of their mother, a servant whom Rochefort had finally married
while in prison? Victor Hugo took up the cudgels, arguing that
transportation exceeded the court’s terms: ‘By it, the punishment
is commuted into a sentence of death!’

No one who had seen the pitiful hulk of the Virginie, languish-
ing on mudflats off the Atlantic coast, could have doubted the le-
gitimacy of Hugo’s concern. The long line of sea-salts who de-
clined to captain the ship may well have suspected that President
MacMahon considered a deep-water grave to be the most conve-
nient end for her undesirable cargo. Destined to be sold as fire-
wood at the end of the journey, the ship’s minimal refit allowed
only just enough time for the Communards’ last appeals to prove
futile. Finally accepting his hazardous fate, Rochefort signed the
papers appointing Juliette Adam — outspoken feminist, wife to Ed-
mond Adam, and Rochefort’s own ex-lover — as guardian to his
children, and instructing the sale of his property for their benefit.
The anxiety he felt at his predicament as he clambered on board
was enough to have turned even a strong stomach queasy.

The first Rochefort knew of Louise Michel’s presence on the Vir-
ginie were the jokes she cracked across the narrow corridor that
divided their cages. ‘Look at the pretty wedding trousseau MacMa-
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who feared the incendiary effect of his eloquence may have con-
vinced him to leave.

Rochefort’s travels of the previous 280 days had taken him al-
most 30,000 miles. As an achievement it could not rival that of
the Bostonian radical and railway magnate George Francis Train,
who four years earlier had managed a global circumnavigation in
only seventy days, before heading off to France to try to claim the
leadership of the Marseilles commune; nor that of Verne’s fictional
hero Phileas Fogg, who had scraped in just under the eighty-day
limit stipulated by his Reform Club bet in 1873. But considering
the extraordinary circumstances under which it was undertaken,
and the enforced sojourn of several months in New Caledonia, his
adventure surely outshone the Cook’s Tour of 1872, whose well-
heeled clients had boasted at every step of their 220-day itinerary
in frequent dispatches to The Times of London. One last hazard lay
ahead when, after nine days on board, Rochefort decided to land
at Queenstown in Ireland. Finding that the Catholic country had
little sympathy for a man tarred with the Commune’s killing of the
clergy, he was lucky to escape being lynched by a priest-led mob.
London, however, promised a warmer reception altogether.

Of all France’s neighbours, Britain had probably received more
refugees from the Commune than any other country. While the
fires still raged in Paris, Prime Minister Gladstone had signalled
Britain’s hospitality by declaring that there would be no extradi-
tion of those fleeing political persecution, despite pressure from
certain quarters of the press. For decades it had been a central
tenet of British liberalism that where social unrest was widespread,
abroad at least, the causes were better dealt with by concessions
that repression. Whilst Lord Elcho argued in Parliament that an
exception be made for ‘the authors of what can only be regarded
by the civilised world as the greatest crime on record’, initially, at
least, there was strong sympathy in the country for the Commu-
nards and no little distaste for their persecutors.
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Niagara Falls, Rochefort worked through the night scribbling more
than two thousand lines of impassioned prose.

Concerned that Rochefort should not be distracted by invitations
to receptions and dinners, and doubtless to hike the value of his
exclusive rights, the Herald’s editor arranged for Rochefort to be
taken off the train as it approached New York and conveyed the
last few miles of his journey from the outskirts in a covered car-
riage. Such was the tumultuous reception of the first instalment of
his article on 31 May, however, that not even the discretion of the
Central Hotel on Broadway could seclude him from the besieging
crowds, and he was obliged to retire briefly to the New York coun-
tryside in search of peace in which to prepare his speech for the
promised public meetings.

The first lecture, delivered to a highly distinguished audience of
several hundred in the New York Academy of Music, moved many
who heard it to tears at the plight of the Communards and the fate
of the Commune. One reference to the Kanaks claimed the last
word on the subject of savagery: “We send them missionaries, he
opined acerbically in a line he would repeat, ‘while it is they who
should send us their political leaders’ Further dates were added to
a lecture tour that already included Boston and Philadelphia, but
then, quite unexpectedly, Rochefort announced that he was to re-
turn to Europe.

His own explanation was homesickness, an ailment familiar to
the exiled Communards of America: men like Edmond Levraud,
who wrote of ‘the disgust and the hatred I feel for this rotten race ...
[where] everyone is corrupt and degraded’ But Rochefort’s senti-
mentality and fastidiousness were as nothing compared to his jour-
nalistic instinct for the scoop. Grousset suggested that Rochefort
had intentionally tricked his companions in order to steal a compet-
itive lead in selling his account to the press back home: Rochefort’s
booking of the last berth on the next Atlantic steamer coincided
with news that his article had boosted sales of the Herald in Eu-
rope fivefold. Alternatively, a peremptory warning from those
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hon has sent me, she had offered by way of introduction, posing
her gangly, angular body in the regulation navy-issue clothes with
which the prisoners had been supplied. Rochefort, of course, knew
of the Red Virgin by repute. He could hardly have avoided the
tall tales of her courage during the dying days of the Commune
and had read, in prison, Victor Hugo’s poem in celebration of her
metamorphosis into the ‘terrible and superhuman’ figure of Virgo
Major. He was glad of her company.

On the face of it, Rochefort and Lousie Michel had little in com-
mon. Rochefort was a philandering aristocrat, a potentially bit-
ter reminder to Michel of her own father, with whom he shared
a predatory taste for servant girls. Moreover, in contrast to the
marquis’ supplicatory contrition before the tribunal’s authority,
Michel had been unflinching in her resolve. ‘Since it appears that
any heart which beats for liberty has only one right, and that is
to a piece of lead, I ask you for my share, she had declared, call-
ing the judges’ bluff, while threatening that ‘if you permit me to
live, I shall never cease to cry for vengeance.! From Rochefort’s
perspective, in turn, Michel might have seemed the revolutionary
counterpart of those deluded Joans of Arc whose appearance across
France as putative saviours in the face of the Prussian invasion had
attracted his scorn. Nevertheless, in the close confines of the Vir-
ginie, they discovered a complicity that went beyond the terrible
oath of loyalty and vengeance that the imprisoned Communards
had sworn. When Rochefort was moved to a private cabin for
the sake of his health, and served seven-course dinners from the
officers’ table, Michel did not join in the sniping of those who sus-
pected favouritism due to his Freemasonic connections. And when
Michel gave up her own warm clothes and shoes to other prison-
ers, Rochefort passed on a pair of felt boots supplied by the captain,
claiming that they had been given to him by his daughter, but were
too small.

Without steam engines to assist the Virginie when she was be-
calmed, the journey was long enough for a firm friendship to form,
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even before unforeseen revisions to the planned route. The ship
had only just left port when the French admiralty issued the captain
with orders to steer clear of the waters around Dakar, lest she be
intercepted by a revolutionary fleet from the Spanish port of Carta-
gena, where insurrectionists had declared a republic. The ship’s
lookouts scoured the horizon for sight of the old red and yellow
pennant of Spain with the royal crest ripped out, and a lengthy de-
tour was charted by way of the Canary Islands. In reality, however,
whilst Elisée Reclus, in Switzerland, might dream that a revolution-
ary Mediterranean federation had risen to assume the mantle of
the Commune, by the time the Virginie had set sail Cartagena was
already under intense siege by monarchist forces, and about to fall.

The hysterical propaganda that had enveloped the Commune
had left nervous officials susceptible to even the most improbable
scares. Just a few weeks earlier, the military governor of Marseilles
had assembled a hundred-strong posse of mariners to hunt down
a school of killer sharks that proved to be wholly imaginary. The
source of the misleading intelligence was letters purporting to be
from local fishermen but in reality forged by a disgruntled cub
journalist on the local paper. It was a first coup in the career of
Gabriel Jogand-Pages, as he was then known, on his way to becom-
ing the greatest hoaxer of his era. For decades to come he would
expose with mounting ruthlessness the true depths of prejudice
and credulity that was rotting French society from the core.

As the Virginie charted her slow and creaking course south
through the Atlantic, other monsters preyed on the minds of the
passengers. In 1857, a ship called the Castilian had spotted a
terrifying creature in those very waters, while four years later the
French naval frigate Alection had barely escaped the clutches of
a giant squid. Then, in 1866, there were repeated sightings, of a
pulsing, phosphorescent object beneath the waves, far longer than
any whale. By 1873, such accounts had become entrenched in the
popular mind through the fictional filter of Jules Verne’s Twenty
Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, which had first been published in
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In September 1873 the inconceivable had happened when the
great railway entrepreneur Jay Gould went bankrupt, a victim of
his own corruption, triggering an economic collapse that, within
weeks, had plunged the country into a depression. With unemploy-
ment soaring and wages plummeting, the Commune appeared to
offer the burgeoning ranks of America’s social malcontents a dan-
gerous example. The New York Times predicted a time when the
immigrant ‘socialists of the cities would combine to strike at the
wealth heaped up around them’ and the ‘native American’ would
respond with arms to the ‘rebellion against property’, just as he had
to the ‘rebellion against freedom’ that sparked the Civil War. Dur-
ing that winter, tens of thousands had turned to the International
in search of support and representation, and there was widespread
fear that a mere spark might ‘spread abroad the anarchy and ruin
of the French Commune’. Warnings received by the New York
police were terrifyingly unambiguous: plans were in hand for a
paramilitary organisation of 1,600 men modelled on the National
Guard whose battalions had occupied Paris. The great demonstra-
tion in Tompkins Square of January 1874, brutally suppressed by
nightstick-wielding mounted police, was only a first skirmish. All
New York needed, four months later, was the arrival of France’s
most polemical propagandist.

Having passed through Salt Lake City and Omabha, it was while
Rochefort’s train was halted at Chicago station that the press fi-
nally caught up with him. The proposition borne by Mr O’Kelly
from the New York Herald was a generous one: a fat fee, and a
two-page spread guaranteed over two days in return for exclusive
rights to Rochefort’s first article about the Commune and life in
New Caledonia. The chance to set the record straight, free of cen-
sorship and with no concessions required to the prejudices of his
readership, attractive in itself, was made irresistible by an under-
taking that an edition would be distributed in France, regardless
of any possible negative reaction there. While Olivier Pain visited
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their passage home, Rochefort ignored the eagerness of the city’s
socialists to feast their heroes, and the press to hold interviews,
and hid himself away. Only two days after arriving, he and Olivier
Pain were gone, leaving behind their four companions to accept
the lavish plaudits of the city’s well-wishers, together with a £165
collection that, in the absence of Rochefort’s financial help, would
eventually cover their Atlantic passage.

The America that Rochefort travelled through was one whose
press was not uniformly indulgent to his escapes. In a country still
coming to terms with its own vastly more destructive civil war,
the Commune had received a huge amount of coverage, most of
it hostile. Even the moderate Harper’s Weekly inveighed against
the supposed savagery of the Commune’s ‘cruel and unreasonable’
women, asserting that it would prefer to find itself at the mercy
of a horde of Red Indians; while even the more sympathetic Na-
tion swallowed the lie that the transportation of Communards was
‘for their mental and moral health’. Versaillais propaganda had
flooded across the Atlantic, finding a sympathetic hearing in a na-
tion whose propertied classes feared the likelihood of social strife
closer to home.

The threat had never been more real. Ever since the 1830s, im-
migrant labour from the poorer areas of Europe had been lured
to the New World of opportunity by promises of good jobs and
land for free. The chance to begin afresh appealed powerfully to
those who had suffered most from the injustices inflicted by the
Old World’s arbitrary authorities. Wave after wave of determined
poor had entered the country, to be ruthlessly exploited by estab-
lished industrialists, only for those who clawed their way up to
some small position of power to oppress the new ethnic groups
who followed them. It was a brutal and ugly system, yet hugely
productive of wealth. Now, though, the monstrous, accelerating
engine of unregulated capitalism appeared to have stalled, and the
society it had sustained looked likely to collapse into chaos.
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the run-up to the Franco-Prussian War: the phosphorescent tube
was explained as the submarine Nautilus, with the squid cast as its
mortal enemy.

Verne’s glorious anti-hero, Captain Nemo, held an obvious at-
traction for the Communards. A brooding champion of freedom
and science, he salvaged the treasure of sunken wrecks to fund
national liberation movements, and crowned his scientific engage-
ment by recognising the imperative of social revolution. “The earth
does not want new continents, he opined, ‘but new men. And
quite apart from the inclusion in the book’s second edition of line
drawings by newspaper artists who so recently had illustrated the
tragedy of the war and the Commune, Verne’s novel contained
veiled references to contemporary radical politics. Components of
the Nautilus had been fabricated at the Le Creusot steelworks and
Cails & Co. in Paris, the two main centres of recent socialist un-
rest, while only the delicate diplomatic situation between France
and Russia at the time of the book’s composition had prevented
Verne from making explicit Nemo’s background as a Polish patriot
whose young family had died under Russian occupation. The fic-
tional captain may have brought to mind comrades from the Com-
mune like Dombrowski or Wroblewski, his fellow Polish comman-
der in the doomed defence of Paris against the Versaillais. It was
his sheer force of will, however, as a traceless ‘Nobody’ hell-bent
on vengeance — ‘monstrous or sublime, which time could never
weaken’ — that would have resonated most powerfully with the
book’s Communard readers. That, together with the fate of the
Nautilus, sent tumbling to the seabed by the giant squid in the
book’s final scene, another sunken dream.

So potent and uncannily predictive did the symbolism of Twenty
Thousand Leagues Under the Sea seem to those left reeling by the
Commune’s fall and its pitiless aftermath that later, as the dates
and details of the book’s publication faded from memory, rumours
even began to circulate that the work’s true creator was none other
than Louise Michel herself, paid 200 francs by Verne for a first draft
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inspired by the Virginie’s crossing to New Caledonia. In reality,
Michel’s only personal connection to the underwater tale was the
membrane between her toes that she had inherited from her father
and which she displayed to Rochefort on board the Virginie; per-
haps to reassure him that in her web-footed company he could not
drown, or else to illustrate the Darwinism she had learned at night
school.

In later years Rochefort would talk of the kindnesses of ‘his lady
neighbour of the starboard side’ but Michel herself was not easy to
help, constantly accepting charity, only to give it away. So it was
that the felt boots that Rochefort had hoped would protect her from
the frost-coated deck were soon warming feet that Michel consid-
ered to be needier than her own. According to Michel’s autobiogra-
phy, however, she treasured far more the intellectual insights with
which Rochefort furnished her on the journey: an introduction to
‘anarchism’ that would inform the remaining thirty-five years of
her political life.

Which ideas, though, did Michel mean to encompass, in her
somewhat anachronistic application of a term yet to be properly de-
fined in 18737 Doubtless, she would already have encountered the
theories of the leading French exponents of the anti-authoritarian,
communistic tradition among friends in the Montmartre clubs. But
if not Proudhon or Fourier, perhaps it was the federalist principles
of Bakunin that were so thrillingly novel to her when expounded
by Rochefort, or else the older example of Gracchus Babeuf, a pro-
genitor of anarchism from the days of the first French Revolution.
It might even have been the ancient tradition — that reached from
before Jesus Christ, through the Gnostics and Anabaptist sects —
which Rochefort used to hook in to Michel’s mystical inclinations,
though there is little to suggest that he was a man who took the
long view.

One old, Enlightenment theme, at least, that seems certain to
have arisen in their discussions was that of the ‘noble savage’.
Charges of ‘savagery’, sometimes ‘cannibalistic’, had flown in all
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was soon recruited. Whilst Rochefort underwent a training regime
of nocturnal bathing expeditions to accustom his eyes to the dark
nights and toughen his muscles, three Freemasons among the six
prospective fugitives persuaded key guards to turn a blind eye.

By chance, the date chosen for the escape was 18 March 1874, the
third anniversary of the confrontation over the Montmartre can-
non that had precipitated the Commune. The previous evening,
the prisoners had been forced by an approaching storm to seek
cover in their huts. Rochefort slept badly; woken in the early hours
by a friendly black chicken, he seized upon it as an auspicious
sign. When he, Pain and Grousset reached the shore, however, the
swollen seascape that stretched out before them was of the kind
Michel celebrated in her wild, romantic verse, but which evinced
from Rochefort nothing but dread. Recognising that the chance
might not come again, all three launched themselves into the heav-
ing darkness. At the appointed rock, the other members of the es-
cape party hauled them out of the water and, before long, a launch
appeared to carry them to the PCE. With a 1,000-mile voyage to
Australia, they had ample opportunity to celebrate their freedom.

The long and circuitous journey back to Europe began well
with a hearty welcome in the Australian port of Newcastle. ‘It
is enough for [England] that men who struggle for freedom flee
to her for refuge, and the protection of her powerful arm will
be at once thrown around them, declared the local newspaper,
while the celebrity status accorded them by the press in general
afforded the fugitives a first inkling of how the outside world was
perceiving the Commune as France’s ‘third revolution’. The holi-
day mood persisted as they set out on a route similar to that taken
by Bakunin thirteen years earlier on his escape from Siberia, via
South East Asia, with Rochefort using a visit to Fiji and Honolulu
to cram his luggage with tribal art. In San Francisco, however,
the solidarity of the group began to fracture. Taking umbrage at
claims by Grousset that he was reneging on his promise to pay
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fathers of small children, but 251 Communard prisoners were said
to have been afflicted during the first three years, with the eight-
month lapse between sending and receiving letters home making
the torture of homesickness a perpetual feature of New Caledo-
nian life. Some simply wandered off into the forest to die, others
wasted away, like the Communard Passedouet, who, watched by
Rochefort, sat endlessly rocking and intoning ‘Proudhon, Proud-
hon’.

Survival depended on maintaining one’s morale. While await-
ing transportation, Louise Michel had secured permission from the
French Geographical society to serve as its correspondent in New
Caledonia. The society perhaps hoped that she would supply ob-
servations on the nickel deposits that had been discovered there a
few years earlier and for which state companies had begun to mine.
Michel, however, chose to disregard the public demands of the so-
ciety’s president that members embrace ‘besides a scientific end, a
political and commercial object’, and busied herself with gentler
plans to experiment with the cultivation of papayas and record
Kanak folklore. Meanwhile, to vent her fury at those who now
ruled France, on the 28" of every month, without fail, she wrote a
letter of remonstration to ‘la Commission dite des Graces’ that had
failed to commute the execution of her beloved Ferré on that day
in November 1871.

Rochefort would later insist that he had shown even greater fore-
sight than Michel, researching, even during the Prussian siege, the
geography of New Caledonia in case one day he should be called
to escape from it. In fact, rather than initiating an escape plan
Rochefort was fortunate to be allowed to join Pain’s and Grous-
set’s existing scheme. At huge risk, the pair had been scouting
opportunities for several months, concealing themselves at the en-
trance to the harbour from where they tried to hail passing ships.
What Rochefort brought to the project was the cash that could open
the reluctant ears of the ships’ masters, and the English captain of
a coal supply ship called the PCE - the Peace, Comfort and Ease -
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directions during France’s recent upheavals: against those who
had waged war on Prussia, only then to cry foul; against the
murderous mob in Montmartre; and the troops who perpetrated
the massacres of the Bloody Week. But for the deportees to New
Caledonia, home to the aboriginal Kanaks, the question assumed
a stark, new relevance. In purging French society of its regressive
strain by a policy of transportation, the pseudo-republic of the
early 1870s believed that it had definitively reclaimed the high
ground of civilised behaviour, on which national moral regenera-
tion might be founded. For those romantic souls who persisted in
cherishing both the ideals of social revolution and a faith in noble
savagery, the message of their punishment was clear: taste the
brute laws of nature in the Antipodes, and then decide whether
you were right to reject the solaces of paternalistic government.
And once converted, if they chose to act as unofficial agents of
French colonialism during their exile among the native Kanaks,
then so much the better.

The Virginie cast anchor in Nouméa harbour on 10 December
1873, four months to the day after leaving Orléron, having made
up time since rounding the Horn. After countless days in the vast
emptiness of the Pacific Ocean, even those passengers due to be-
gin a sentence of hard labour must have felt some relief at step-
ping ashore. But as the new arrivals were separated out into three
categories of convict and led off to their respective grades of pun-
ishment, New Caledonia quickly revealed itself to be among the
harshest of colonial territories.

Two hundred miles from tip to tip and twenty-five or so across,
the long, thin strip of the main island is surrounded by coral reefs
and distinguished by two mountain peaks that rise from a ridge
running most of its length. First occupied by France in 1853, its ge-
ographical features served to demarcate the island’s various com-
munities. North of the larger mountain lay the area to which the
indigenous Kanaks were now mostly restricted, their population
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already plummeting from an original 100,000 due to a range of ne-
farious French practices (though not yet halfway to the mere one
in ten who would be left at the end of the century). On Nou Island,
out in the ocean to the east, the harshest regime of all awaited those
transported as violent criminals, who were clapped into manacles
to drag out their sentence of ‘double chains’, under threat of further
dire punishments for recalcitrance. For those ‘Deported to a forti-
fied place’, the Ducos peninsula near Nouméa, the island’s capital,
offered a marginally less arduous environment, and it was thence
that Rochefort and Michel were first taken, the latter in transit to
the Ile des Pins, fifty miles off the southern tip of the main island,
which was home to those for whom deportation alone was deemed
sufficient hardship.

Eager crowds of Communard exiles from the earlier convict
ships, promised that their families would one day be able to join
them, had gathered to welcome the new arrivals. Their hopes were
swiftly dashed when they saw no sign of their relatives. Rochefort
and Michel, too, experienced a sinking of the spirits. After they
absorbed the immediate shock of finding such a concentration of
notorious radicals so far from home — among the non-Communard
prisoners, was the tsar’s would-be assassin from 1867, Berezowsky
- they would have noticed the emaciated faces of ragged creatures
who had all but given up on life in the fourteen months since their
arrival.

Rochefort was grateful to be delivered from the pathetic scene
as Olivier Pain and Paschal Grousset intervened to usher him to-
wards their huts, which they had newly extended to offer their old
journalistic colleague temporary accommodation. If, as credible ru-
mours in France suggested, it had indeed been Grousset who had
tipped off the Versaillais authorities about Rochefort’s planned es-
cape from Paris in the dying days of the Commune, then this hos-
pitality was the least he could offer by way of amends.

Michel, reunited with her bosom friend from the barricades, Na-
talie Lemel, was also drawn into life on the Ducos peninsula, where

110

she wisely insisted on staying despite demands from the adminis-
tration that she be moved on. The sketches she made here are de-
ceptively picturesque, almost Arcadian, with the huts of the small
prisoner communities grouped around a central fire and cooking
area, implying the kind of simple conviviality enjoyed by native
tribes the world over. By day, the convicts followed the custom
of the Kanaks: fishing for lampreys and hunting the island’s kan-
garoos, though the physical gulf between the sickly, clumsy Com-
munards and the strong and graceful natives, with their traditional
Stone Age methods, was all too obvious. By night, especially in the
high summer of December and January, the Europeans escaped the
clouds of mosquitoes by retreating to the basalt rocks by the sea
and the shelter of nets.

The reality, unfiltered by idealising draughtsmanship, was less
comfortable. The Communards’ solidarity with their fellow men
only went so far, a fact noted by Rochefort as he pottered about
in his regulation straw hat and ungainly moccasins, with sailor’s
culottes exposing his spindly calves. During his days as a newspa-
per editor, Rochefort had become known to the Arabs as ‘the good
man’ for his advocacy of the rights of the North African peoples
who had participated in the South Oranian insurrection against
French rule; and yet on New Caledonia he found himself almost
alone in treating the Algerian Arab prisoners with comradely re-
spect. Although victims themselves, the heroes of the Commune
were only too ready to vent their frustrations on the Africans in dis-
plays of vicious disdain that would eventually take a more deadly
form in their dealings with the Kanaks.

Then there were the cases of ‘fatal nostalgia’. Although it did not
suit the resolute tone of Rochefort’s later accounts to discuss it, he
must have found it awful to watch as, one by one, his fellow pris-
oners succumbed to the condition. Though not recognised by the
colony’s doctors, who preferred to record anaemia or dysentery as
the causes of death, terminal grief was all too real for those who
had been transported. Its favourite victims were the heartbroken
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Dr Veimar’s orthopaedic clinic in St Petersburg, Henri Rochefort
himself was on hand to offer assistance. Having fed and housed
her, however, the French anarchists revealed an ulterior motive:
arrangements were already under way for her to travel to Paris,
where it was planned that her celebrity status would draw a crowd
of several thousand well-wishers, who might then be manipulated
into a confrontation with the police.

The anarchists of western Europe longed to gild their own
abortive endeavours through association with their accomplished
Russian colleagues, but Zasulich was reluctant to be drawn into
their game. Remaining in Switzerland, she followed Klements’
example, filling her days with long mountain walks; the arrival of
news of a friend’s execution or other sorrow from the motherland
meant a day on paths not listed in the Baedeker guide, with only
the occasional goatherd or lowing, bell-tolling cow for company.
Before long, though, the mood would be temporarily lightened
by Kravchinsky’s reappearance, still wearing the Napoleonic
beard and grand style of the fictitious Georgian Prince Vladimir
Ivanovich Jandierov that he had been using as his disguise in St
Petersburg, ever since the assassination of Mezentsev. Ignoring
the risk of arrest, Kravchinsky had been determined to stay in
hiding in Russia. It had taken trickery on the part of his colleagues
to persuade him that he would be of greater use to them abroad,
where his wife had given birth to a premature baby who had since
died.

‘Just sometimes, when reminiscing, he philosophises about love
with us and teaches Vera and me the wise rules of coquetterie,
by which you can make someone fall helplessly in love with you,
wrote the other woman with whom Kravchinsky shared the moun-
tain chalet. Yet, even the mountains could not distract Vera Za-
sulich from the true path for long, and within a couple of years
of her arrival in Switzerland she would be immersed in the discus-
sions that led to the foundation of the first Russian group with an
explicitly Marxist agenda, the Emancipation of Labour; Kravchin-
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government, by all with the consent of all. For most young Rus-
sians, however, faced with the realities of a tight tsarist security
apparatus and the atrophied popular instinct for justice, any ques-
tion of a revolution within their own lifetime appeared, for the mo-
ment, delusional. Replying to his brother’s musings on the sub-
ject some years earlier, Alexander Kropotkin had expressed what
remained the majority view among the country’s dissidents: ‘Of
course I would rush to a social revolution; I would go to the barri-
cades ... But as for the success of the revolution, I wouldn’t hope
for much; it would be too early I'm sure, and they would defeat
us. Semi-clandestine visits to Russia by prominent figures from
the Commune in the aftermath of the debacle of 1871 had briefly
bolstered the extremist case, with Klements later reflecting that
events in Paris had sparked ‘a new era in the development of the
revolutionary deed in Russia’. Yet the conspicuous pathos of the de-
feated Communards’ predicament underlined the futility of insur-
rection, if launched prematurely. The fate of Marx’s envoy to the
Commune Elizaveta Dmitrieff, arrested on her return home from
Paris and sent to suffer a slow death in Siberia, offered the bitterest
reminder of the price to be paid for such sedition.

Kropotkin’s admission had nevertheless galvanised debate
within the twenty-strong circle over the nature and scope of the
change that Russia required. Still, though, the majority held that
it should be political only, rather than a more general upheaval in
the structure of society, and must be achieved by constitutional
means. Martin Langans, a leading member of the circle’s sister
organisation in the south of Russia, would offer an eloquent
expression of the limit of their hopes: ‘Back then, he wrote,
‘we believed that the state, like any powerful weapon, could
both create happiness for mankind and oppress it, and that the
mechanics lay in the creation of circumstances under which the
abuse of power would become impossible’

A visceral hatred for the tsar had yet to take hold, with the
group directing its ire against those reactionary officials who were
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perceived to mislead and misinterpret him. On the one occasion
when a member proposed assassinating Alexander II, the entire
circle rounded on him, threatening to obstruct his intentions using
whatever physical means necessary. And yet to those persuaded
by Bakunin’s analysis of Russia’s predicament, any delay seemed
certain only to weaken their position and play into their enemies’
hands. While they hesitated, the advance of European capitalism
and industry would continue to seduce the peasant from his loyalty
to the land and erode the traditions of communistic solidarity, offer-
ing the distant prospect of individualistic self-advancement whilst
plunging workers into even worse living conditions than before.

For all his admiration of the circle and its members, Kropotkin
refused to cede on the key principle of collective action, and tried
every ruse to win the majority around to his view. Initially declin-
ing to surrender his personal wealth to the communal coffers, he
made certain that no one could mistake his stance for avarice or
self-interest. It was ‘because I am saving it for a more important
time, he told them. ‘Later, when it becomes necessary to arm the
workers in order to destroy the bourgeoisie, then no one will give a
kopeck. Staking his fragile credibility with the circle on this sensi-
tive issue, he went on to reaffirm his commitment to the collective
ideal, forcing his cautious colleagues’ hand by volunteering for a
task that entailed utter submission to the group’s will.

The new role that Kropotkin proposed for himself would have
meant severing all ties with the group, to plunge back into the life
of the imperial court that he so despised. Only, this time, he would
be there with something close to treachery in mind. ‘T will agitate
among the higher courtiers, I will try to unite them, if possible,
into some form of organisation, he promised the circle, who were
eager for constitutional reform. To establish a radical cell so close
to the heart of tsarist power, where reactionary forces were in the
ascendant, risked almost certain arrest. But imprisonment was not
the greatest sacrifice Kropotkin was prepared to make on behalf
of ‘such a collection of morally superior men and women’: as a
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ier sequel was not long in coming. Moved by Zasulich’s courage,
Kravchinsky was perhaps also relieved about her poor aim. He
might still claim the footnote in the history books for which he
had so earnestly prepared, as the first assassin of a high-ranking
tsarist official.

Arriving in Switzerland from Italy, carrying the stiletto dagger
given to him as a parting gift by his fellow prisoners, Kravchinsky
had remained there for only a few weeks before setting off back to
Russia, where a St Petersburg jury had just acquitted Zasulich, de-
spite overwhelming evidence against her. Encouraged by the popu-
larity of the verdict, on 4 August Kravchinsky approached General
Mezentsev, the chief of police, as he was walking in a St Petersburg
park, drew the stiletto from a rolled newspaper, and stabbed him
dead. A carriage pulled by Dr Veimar’s champion black trotter, Var-
var, which had already given sterling service during Kropotkin’s es-
cape from prison, allowed the assassin and his accomplice to make
a clean getaway. The shocking boldness of the attack was not lost
on the public, nor the extent of the conspiratorial networks that
must be active in St Petersburg for it to have been possible.

‘A Death for a Death, proclaimed the pamphlet already rolling
off the secret presses, and in his memoir, published only a few years
after the event, Kravchinsky would write that the assassination had
ushered in the era of the ravening, moral superman. “The terrorist
is noble, irresistibly fascinating, for he combines in himself the two
sublimates of human grandeur: the martyr and the hero. From the
day he swears in the depths of his heart to free the people and the
country, he knows he is consecrated to death ... And already he
sees that enemy falter, become confused, cling desperately to the
wildest means, which can only hasten his end’

As brutal gestures of Slavic resolve, the attacks provoked
widespread exultation among the exile community in Switzerland,
and their perpetrators were lionised. When Zasulich returned
to Geneva, smuggled out by Klements after avoiding rearrest for
several weeks by means of concealment in an apartment over
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‘to act in such a manner must be downright insane. No one will
question how much harm these parasites of labour masquerading
as internationalists have done’

Nevertheless, the notion of ‘propaganda by deed’ was tak-
ing hold as a means for revolutionaries, who felt increasingly
marginalised and persecuted, to advance their cause. By 1878,
when events in Russia turned towards violence, Kropotkin would
be caught in the bind of lauding the assassins who were targeting
the tsar’s government, whilst perhaps hoping that the anarchists’
own call to action would elicit a response that eschewed the purely
terroristic in favour of something more insurrectional.

The trigger for the attack that launched the wave of violence that
swept over the tsarist regime had been a lapse in social etiquette.
When General Trepov of the Third Section had visited the Peter
and Paul fortress on a tour of inspection, Bogoliubov, one of the
young radicals imprisoned there, had failed to acknowledge him
with due deference. In contravention of all the unspoken rules of
Russian society, which demanded that a veneer of civilised respect
should be maintained between those of the better classes regardless
of circumstances, Trepov had reacted by ordering Bogoliubov to
be publicly beaten. Outrage among the radicals at his humiliation
was extreme and widespread, but it was Vera Zasulich, amorously
involved with Bogoliubov before his arrest and herself a veteran al-
ready of several years in prison and internal exile, who nominated
herself his avenger.

Zasulich had waited just long enough to avoid prejudicing the
Trial of the 193, at which many of the young radicals arrested in
recent years were finally to be judged. Then, within a day of a ver-
dict being delivered that dismissed the charges against the mass
of defendants, she had acted. Calmly awaiting her scheduled ap-
pointment with the chief of the Third Section, upon entering his
office Zasulich, her hand trembling, had discharged her pistol at
point-blank range. Trepov, though wounded, survived, but a blood-
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man who had renounced his title and his lineage, the denial of his
true sympathies that such a deep-cover operation entailed would
have amounted to a double torment. Fortunately for Kropotkin,
his brinksmanship paid off: the question of policy was revisited to
find more common ground.

On one subject all could agree: it was from the benighted com-
mon people of Russia — the narod, peasants and factory workers —
that the pressure for change must come. For Chaikovsky, the great-
est mistakes made during the reforms of the early 1860s stemmed
from a lack of consultation with the people whom they affected,
who might have anticipated the catastrophic consequences the
tsar’s advisers failed to foresee. Some of the young idealists of the
circle heeded Bakunin’s advice that they should seek to merge
with and learn from the people whilst inciting them to revolution.
Most, however, preferred the lesson of Lavrov’s Historical Letters
of 1868: that as members of the intelligentsia they had a moral
duty to lead the peasantry to enlightenment. Collectively, the
Chaikovskyists decided to follow the latter’s advice, ‘breaking all
ties with the past, leaving parents, friends, studies, social position,
and dedicating oneself to the service of the masses.’ It was to be a
great, noble, bracingly self-effacing adventure.

The precocious Sofia Perovskaya had already set a fine example
the previous year, when she had lived alongside the peasantry for
several months while administering to them inoculations against
smallpox. Now Chaikovsky, Kropotkin and Kravchinsky were
among the first to venture out, testing the water with visits to
local factories. It was an uphill struggle. Often they delivered the
same lecture to the same audience, twice in quick succession, to
be sure that they had understood. But while Kravchinsky was
greeted with ‘encores’ for his rousing, demotic style, few were
able to grasp the meaning of Kropotkin’s rarified prose.

By the summer of 1873, the early trickle of radicals had surged
into a torrent of many hundreds, their numbers swollen by the re-
turn of scores of young women from Switzerland, most trailing
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male admirers in their wake and with a moral point to prove. The
government could scarcely have encouraged domestic disturbance
more effectively than by its ill-considered and untimely threat to
bar any medical students who stayed in Switzerland from ever grad-
uating in Russia. And the government’s dissemination of vicious
propaganda claiming that the women were using their medical
knowledge to abort the babies conceived of their promiscuity had
fuelled their outrage. Like the original group of Chaikovskyists,
once back in Russia the women of the Fritsche Circle also targeted
factory workers as being ‘more highly developed mentally’ and
therefore more receptive to their message.

Nevertheless, the tactics of the narodniki were fraught with
hazards, and though well intentioned, the campaign ‘to the
people’ was propelled by intellectual arrogance and class guilt, as
Chaikovsky’s later testimony admitted: “We believed that history
itself had laid upon us the mission to open up to the narod some
truth that only we knew, and thereby ... deliver the narod from
all the suffering and humiliation that it bore for the sake of our
education and our culture! Time and again, the exuberance of
privileged youth collided with the hard realities of work and
poverty, producing consequences that were heavy with black
comedy and pathos. With their motto of ‘All for the people, and
nothing for ourselves’, the narodniki descended on unsuspecting
factories and peasant communities in groups of three or four,
yet few had any hard skills to offer in exchange for the food
they took from the hungry mouths of their hosts’ families. One
gaggle of teenaged girls who earnestly resolved to acquire a trade
in St Petersburg before departing typified the pervasive naivety:
“Their faces are young, serious, decided and clear’, reported one
contemporary observer. ‘“They talk little because there is no time.
And what is there to talk about? Everything has been decided.
Everything is as clear as day’

Nor were the privileged Chaikovskyists any longer immune
to the indignities of proletariat justice. Bored by a lecture that

136

Jacques, it was the pioneering educational theories of his name-
sake, Rousseau — who like Reclus had been an exile from France,
and who had lived only a few miles along the lake a hundred years
earlier — that underpinned his thinking,.

Kropotkin, by contrast, was insistently espousing a fierce anti-
intellectualism that may have reflected his own guilty conscience
over the educational privileges he had enjoyed. According to his
fundamentalist vision at the time, educational advancement alone
was a distraction: a pure anarchist society could only be produced
by a spontaneous and instinctual revolution of the peasant masses,
whose current state was, he erroneously insisted, like that of a vol-
cano ready to erupt. Even the new international campaign for a
weekly day of rest and leisure — intended to provide workers with
the opportunity to expand their minds and strengthen their bod-
ies through culture, sport and contemplation — appears to have
left him cold. It was a stance that put him squarely in the camp
of Guillaume and his ‘Jurassians’ of the north, in clear opposition
to the southern ‘Genevans’ who were looking to Reclus for leader-
ship. Kropotkin’s faith in such a revolution was, however, severely
shaken in the spring of 1877 by the failure of Malatesta’s peasant
revolt in the Matese mountains.

At the Berne Congress of Bakuninists in 1876, Guillaume and the
Jurassians had enthusiastically adopted Malatesta’s and Cafiero’s
proposal for a policy of ‘insurrectionary deeds’” as the most effec-
tive means of promoting ‘the principles of socialism’, and a fort-
night later, the French socialist Paul Brousse had even coined the
striking phrase ‘propaganda by deed’ to express this new strategy.
‘Everyone has taken sides for or against, Brousse had once written
of the Commune. ‘Two months of fighting have done more than
twenty-three years of propaganda’, and the same logic was now
simply to be applied elsewhere. But whilst there was near unanim-
ity among socialists when it came to celebrating the glorious failure
of 1871, the Matese debacle would not be treated so indulgently.
Reclus’ old Communard friend, Benoit Malon, even charged that
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name by which to distinguish the movement, and to which adher-
ents could rally.

Reclus, whose graveside eulogy for Bakunin had positioned him
as areliable bearer of the torch, had seized the ideological initiative
that spring, proudly declaring himself an ‘anarchist’ during the an-
niversary reunion for the Commune at Lausanne. His statement
echoed that by Italian delegates at a recent congress in Florence,
who had embraced the theory of anarchist communism: common
ownership of the means of production and distribution, but with
every individual entitled to a share according to his needs. But
what did Reclus intend the word to identify? In the original Greek,
it meant simply ‘without a ruler’, and both Proudhon and Bakunin
had borrowed casually in this regard. Concern was expressed in
the émigré community, however, about its popular currency as a
term of abuse for those whose actions created dangerous disorder.
During the French Revolution, after all, the dictatorial Directorate
had disparaged its enemies as proponents of ‘anarchism’. James
Guillaume, editor of the Jura Federation’s newspaper and the man
who had first introduced Kropotkin to the ideas of Bakunin, com-
plained that the term contained ‘worrying ambiguities ... without
indicating any positive theory’ by way of counterbalance, and that
its adoption would risk ‘regrettable misunderstandings’.

In assuming the title of ‘anarchist’, however, Reclus was inten-
tionally embracing the negative connotations with which the term
was freighted. His own experience of the Commune’s defeat had
left him horrified and humiliated, and he longed to shake potential
supporters of the anti-authoritarian movement out of their apathy.
Attracting notoriety seemed an effective means to this end. Beyond
this, though, he envisaged a revolution in pedagogy to generate
the necessary groundswell in popular support, whereby children
would be saved from the authoritarian tendencies of bourgeois edu-
cation, and instead inculcated at the earliest and most receptive age
with an appreciation of the virtues of true freedom. Though Elisée
Reclus habitualy used his second rather than first forename, Jean-
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Klements was delivering, one metalworker at a munitions fac-
tory reached round from behind to smear him with axle grease.
Kropotkin decried the affront to his friend as symptomatic of the
self-interested elitism that he had witnessed previously among
the more complacent of the Swiss watchmakers. His own failure
to find the right words to win over the ill-educated masses had
left him smarting. Even when he turned his hand to written
propaganda, in the form of a historical novella, Tikhomirov had
to step in as ghostwriter to untangle the ideological knottiness of
Kropotkin’s prose.

Undoubtedly, some narodniki were better suited to their chosen
task than others. A subscriber to the ‘great man’ theory of his-
tory, Kravchinsky’s choice of a back-breaking job as a sawyer, and
his physical strength and determination, apparently made such a
strong impression on the peasants that it prised open their minds
to his propaganda. Tikhomirov offered an equally upbeat assess-
ment of his own dynamic contribution as a teacher: a more fitting
and hard-headed choice of role than many. T would give an arith-
metic problem to one; while he was solving it I would explain the
alphabet to another. Then I would assign a lesson to one who could
read, then explain a map to others.” Yet Tikhomirov’s diligence in
responding to his pupils’ questions drew him into dangerous terri-
tory. Asked by his chemistry students about the will-o’-the-wisps
and wood goblins that filled the fields and forests, he and his col-
leagues were perfectly unguarded in explaining away such features
of rural folklore as phosphoric miasmas and magic-lantern effects;
but what appeared to such confirmed rationalists as a virtuous de-
bunking of superstition, was tantamount to an attack on the es-
sential credulity of the masses on which the entire social system
depended.

Even at the time of the supposedly liberalising reforms of 1862,
an edict had brusquely outlawed the teaching of workers as ‘likely
to undermine faith in the Christian religion and in the institution
of private property, and to incite the working classes to revolt. To a
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Third Section grappling with an ever more complex society — one
in which the emancipation of the serfs was accompanied by the
growth of independent professions and a growing intelligentsia —
the underlying principle remained crucial to their maintenance of
social order. Since Karakozov’s attempt to kill the tsar in 1866, an
anxious and uncertain Alexander II had fallen deeper under the
influence of a reactionary cabal at court, and the actions of the
narodniki were bound to provoke a forceful response.

“They ruled by fear, Kropotkin would write of this hard-line fac-
tion, led by Shuvalov and his ally Trepov, and advised by the manip-
ulative Prussian counter-subversive, Colonel Stieber. The tsar him-
self was the prime target of their alarmism, and was soon in thrall
to their exaggerated reports of ‘the spectre of revolution about to
break out in St Petersburg’. Even once it became clear that their
concerted campaign of repression had backfired, following the de-
cision to recall the female medical students from Switzerland, dra-
conian tactics continued to be advanced as the only way out of a
worsening predicament.

At first the arrests were haphazard, carried out by Third Sec-
tion officers following a vague scent and lucky enough to stumble
upon radicals clumsily disguised in their ersatz peasant costumes,
or else to receive tip-offs from locals exasperated by the hectoring
tone of their uninvited guests. The hopes of the narodniki that the
economic slump of two years earlier, and the hardship that it had
caused to subsistence farmers, might have broken the peasantry’s
deep loyalty to the tsar as their mystical leader proved misplaced.
With time, plus a thousand Tikhomirovs and Kravchinskys to of-
fer enlightenment, the peasants might perhaps have been cured of
their superstitious awe of authority; as it was, radicals across all
of Russia’s thirty-seven provinces soon discovered that they had
walked into a picturesque trap. More often than not it was they
who were seen as the enemy, and the tsar’s agents as the peasants’
protectors.
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that had shaped and been shaped by them: the work of a lifetime.
Not content with this undertaking, Reclus had also been refining
his vision of an ideal society, and how it might be achieved. He
had arrived in Switzerland in 1872, half broken by imprisonment,
but now he was regaining his strength.

Reports sent back to Paris by agents of the French police sta-
tioned in Switzerland, including the sharp-eyed informant Oscar
Testut, trace a growing vehemence in Reclus’ political engagement.
Early in 1874, Reclus’ ‘shadows’ had seen little cause for concern in
this ‘very learned man, [who is] hard-working, with regular habits,
but very much a dreamer, bizarre, obstinate in his ideas and with
a belief in the realisation of universal brotherhood’. Within weeks,
however, Reclus’ second wife had died in childbirth on Valentine’s
Day, and the balance of his interests shifted. Craving distraction
from grief and less constrained by family responsibilities, he
now embraced the revolutionary cause with such ardour that, by
1877, his activities among the émigré plotters were being closely
observed. ‘Since his arrival in Switzerland, another agent opined,
somewhat overexcitedly, ‘he has not ceased to give the most active
assistance to every intrigue of the revolutionary party’

That same year, the agents noted the return to Switzerland of
another geographer, Peter Kropotkin, drawn back to the Jura by a
hunger for passionate political companionship. But though their
shared intellectual interests might have recommended Kropotkin
to Reclus as a soulmate, the pair immediately found themselves ri-
vals in an émigré community that was traumatised by the failure
of the Commune, and increasingly polarised as to the best way for-
ward. Bakunin’s death in the summer of 1876 had left the anti-
authoritarian wing of the International rudderless. Now, as its
members gathered at socialist congresses across Europe, new lead-
ers and fresh ideas were called for. Questions that had previously
been of mere style and emphasis became a matter of genuine sub-
stance, epitomised by the disputatious search for an appropriate
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7. Propaganda by Deed

Switzerland, 1876-1879

For Europe’s revolutionaries, Switzerland was a second home,
but in the summer of 1876 it was visited too by those whose in-
terest lay more in mankind’s past than in its future. Only twenty
miles along the shore of Lac Leman from Elisée Reclus’ home in
Clarens, and nearer still to Geneva, a Roman city was said to have
been discovered, submerged beneath the water. Tourists from as
far afield as Scandinavia and Poland descended, classicists and am-
ateur antiquarians, and entrepreneurial locals rowed them out to
where the city supposedly lay, pouring oil on the water’s surface
to create a window through which they might peer. There was
a street corner, the experts gasped, and there, on the lake’s deep
bed, the statue of a horse. Learned papers verified the marvel, ex-
plaining the lost city’s position with half-baked reference to the
latest geological theories. It was, of course, a brilliant hoax. The
young radical Jogand-Pages, whose last major coup had been con-
vincing the French navy to chase imaginary sharks off the coast of
Marseilles, had once again toyed with public credulity. And once
again he had escaped undetected.

A pioneering theorist of tectonic shift, Elisée Reclus would have
given the archaeologists’ fanciful explanations short shrift, though
he was probably too busy to notice. His vast project, Universal Ge-
ography, conceived and planned during his long incarceration in
the prison barges at Trébéron, was in its early stages; every con-
tinent and country on earth would be examined, every great river
and mountain range, all with reference to the human populations
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The youthful elite of the country was picked up by the cartload
and hauled into indefinite detention. Some were indeed commit-
ted activists, many others simply friends along for the ride and
the country air, or merely unlucky acquaintances. But as the
Third Section sifted through their haul of prisoners, patterns and
connections began to emerge that made possible a further stage
of more methodical and carefully targeted police action. Colonel
Stieber’s recent reforms of the Third Section had been designed
to prepare it to confront and disrupt continent-wide networks
of diehard, professional revolutionaries; the present campaign of
persecution against untried men and women who were barely out
of their teens was like shooting fish in a barrel.

Sofia Perovskaya was among those seized in the first St Peters-
burg raid late in the summer of 1873, Tikhomirov in one of the
many that followed during that November. Piece by piece the
movement in the capital, blamed for the ineffectual rabble-rousing,
was dismantled. The exact numbers of those rounded up are elu-
sive. Count Pahlen, the minister of justice, wrote of 612 being taken
into custody in the course of the year, of which nearly a quarter
were women. Others estimated the total, including those seized
the following year, to be as high as 4,000, Pahlen’s supposedly com-
prehensive figure representing rather the number who would be
kept in detention for at least two years without trial. ‘It was as
though a disease had swept through a certain social stratum, Vera
Figner would remember. ‘Everyone had lost a friend or relative’
Chaikovsky fled the city, along with Klements, Kravchinsky and
the others; only Kropotkin, fatefully, remained behind.

As the radical movement buckled, the ideologues of reaction
cranked up their rhetoric, encouraging the police to carry on re-
lentlessly with the persecution. The contribution of Fyodor Dos-
toevsky at this time was insidious. A quarter-century before, the
novelist had himself been under sentence of death for sedition and
reprieved only at the very last moment. During his penal service
in the army, however, he had come to revile the idols of his youth
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with the kind of excoriating scorn that only those for whom reli-
gion had filled an existential void can muster. Writing to Tsare-
vitch Alexander in 1873, he presented his work on The Possessed
as a process of empathetic enquiry: ‘to pose the question, and, as
clearly as possible, to give an answer to it in the form of a novel: In
what ways in our transitional and strange contemporary society is
the emergence possible not just of Nechaev, but of Nechaevs, and
in what way may it happen that these Nechaevs eventually gather
for themselves Nechaevists?’

Whilst the literary merit of Dostoevsky’s work is beyond ques-
tion, his alarmist preoccupation was unjustified and arguably irre-
sponsible. Nechaev was imprisoned in the dreaded Alexeyevsky
Ravelin prison, a triangular moated tower, slightly removed from
the Peter and Paul fortress and entirely isolated from the world at
large; unlikely ever to re-enter society, the revelations during his
trial had lost him all support and his doctrine of murderous conspir-
acy stood discredited. Nothing short of the most brutal suppression
of dissent now seemed likely to drive the youth movement towards
violent tactics, at least in any significant numbers. And yet it was
just this kind of brutal suppression that Dostoevsky’s purportedly
‘realist’ writing risked encouraging in the members of a court that
suffered from a congenital predisposition to fear the worst and to
act accordingly. Nor was Dostoevsky alone in his distaste for the
youth of Russia. As tutor to the tsarevitch, his friend Constantine
Pobedonostsev, future head of the Orthodox synod, was busy in-
culcating the heir to the imperial throne with his own reactionary
beliefs.

Meanwhile, at St Petersburg University the fervently expressed
views of the brilliant new professor of physiology, Elie Cyon, and
his harsh marking of papers which exhibited too great an attrac-
tion to positivism’s political side, were provoking students attend-
ing his lectures to pelt him with eggs and gherkins. Thriving on
the antagonism of an audience filled with radicals whose arrest
and interrogation he craved, Cyon once even interrupted a lec-
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any illusions Chaikovsky harboured that his absence in America
might prevent charges being laid against him would have been dis-
pelled by news of the fate of Grigori Machtet, sentenced to exile in
Siberia for his role in setting up a training camp for agitators.

Toiling as a hired-hand carpenter in the shipyards of Chester,
near Philadelphia, Chaikovsky clung to the wreckage of his faith as
the twelve-hour shifts under beady-eyed supervision brought him
close to a state of complete breakdown. ‘Religion is rising, he per-
sisted in claiming, ‘and so I shall seek it no matter where, even in
the most outworn and dying Christianity” The utopian community
of Harmonists near Pittsburgh, who saw in the Great Strike ‘the
beginning of the harvest-time spoken of in scripture’, offered one
possible haven, but on the suggestion of a fellow Russian he instead
joined the Shakers at Sonyea. As time and rest healed his mental
wounds, however, he recoiled from their submission to Christian
doctrine, feeling that they should have been searching instead for
‘the presence of divinity in themselves’: the only sure foundation,
he now held, for successful communistic life. Frey wrote to him,
warning of the risks of political engagement — “The building of the
barricades and the beating of drums will drown out your voice. The
people will simply not listen to you’ — but the new-found solicitude
of the Cedar Vale tyrant could not draw him back.

With the arrival of a subscription by friends in Russia to cover
his family’s travel expenses, Chaikovsky made directly for New
York City, where his wife and daughters awaited him. Next came
a ship for Liverpool. France and Switzerland lay ahead. By the
time he arrived there, Kravchinsky would finally have staked his
unsavoury claim to fame.
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the posting of army detachments along all the trunk lines, under
the command of General Getty, broke the strikers’ will, and almost
all had returned to work by 1 August. For Pinkerton, though, this
was only the beginning.

Using undercover investigators, the agency produced an
unequivocal judgement: ‘the strikes were the result of the com-
munistic spirit spread through the ranks of railroad employees by
communistic leaders and their teachings’ Middle-class fear and
outrage was stoked, while the police, militia and army attacks
that had provoked mob violence were speedily forgotten and
the railroad bosses exonerated. The strikers were stigmatised
with that cruellest of labels: they were ‘un-American’ socialists
unworthy of the care or protection of the law in the Land of the
Free. They lacked due respect for property or the hard-won wealth
of men like the steel magnate Andrew Carnegie, who had pulled
himself up by the bootstraps. Newspapers drew comparisons with
France’s Commune and suggested ‘making salutary examples of
all who have been taken red-handed in riot and bloodshed, just
short of the bloody vindictiveness shown by the Versaillais in 1871’
In the absence of photographs of the events, the illustrated press
now commissioned draughtsmen, who had previously lampooned
the robber barons as lacking even the social conscience of the
European monarchs, to produce images of infernal destruction
and diabolic strikers.

After twenty-three days journeying through an embryonic civil
war, Chaikovsky’s fragile nerves were close to breaking. Having
seen the viciousness of American class conflict he craved a speedy
return home, but events in Russia rendered any such hopes futile.
Pyrrhic victories in the war against Turkey had inflated nationalis-
tic fervour, while the persecution of Chaikovsky’s old friends and
colleagues became ever more harsh. Up to four years on from their
arrest, hundreds were still held awaiting trial in overcrowded con-
ditions, and treated with growing contempt by their gaolers. And
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ture on the medical use of the cardiograph to venomously taunt
them with the machine’s alternative application: as a detector of
lies and hypocrisy. Provocation of a different sort would, before
long, become a consistent feature of the Russian police. Insofar as
the young radicals’ commitment to the positivist cause was tanta-
mount to a religious calling, however, Cyon’s accusations of blas-
phemous hubris held some water.

In an atmosphere heightened by grief and anger, pseudo-
religious sentiments permeated the minds of even the most
zealous atheists. “They went out as bearers of a revelation rather
than political propagandists, Kravchinsky would recall, adding
that ‘Men were trying not just to reach a certain practical end, but
also to satisfy a deeply felt duty, an aspiration for moral perfec-
tion] Mere proximity to the movement’s secret printing presses
filled him ‘with the subdued feeling of a worshipper entering a
church’, and as the narodniki huddled together with their hosts
in smoky peasant huts, solemnly discussing politics late into the
night, revolutionary hymns would spontaneously be sung. ‘One
couldn’t help recalling scenes of the first centuries of Christianity,
admitted Kravchinsky, his thoughts as much about those absent
in prison, as those active in the field. As had happened during
the Paris Commune, the radical movement in Russia was already
laying the foundations of a martyrology: one that Kravchinsky,
the arch-propagandist, hoped might counter the self-righteous
pieties of its Orthodox enemies.

Maintaining morale became ever more important. More by ac-
cident than design, the initial efforts of those who ‘went to the
people’ had indeed scored an important symbolic point, by demon-
strating the solidarity of what seemed like an entire generation
against oppression in all its forms: whether by family, state, class
or tradition. Yet such had been the pressure of the youthful energy
released that the campaign had snowballed out of control, losing
discipline and focus.
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As his friends were picked off one by one, Kropotkin seethed
with frustration. Having elicited an invitation to draft a manifesto
for the circle, he returned to the question of revolution that so
vexed the Chaikovskyists, apparently with an agenda to railroad
colleagues who were absent among the peasants or in prison, into
adopting a more robust policy to counter the depredations of the
police. Brushing aside the adamant assertions of other Chaikovsky-
ists that they were not anarchists, but rather social democrats, pop-
ulists or even democratic republicans, his document Why We Must
Concern Ourselves with the Structure of a Future Society asserted
that ‘there is not the slightest doubt that among different socialists
of the most varied shades there exists a rather complete agreement
in their ideals’. Moreover, the vision it offered — of a federal so-
ciety in which all benefited from advanced education and all par-
ticipated in ‘useful labour’ — was premised on the notion that any
lasting change in society must be revolutionary and would involve
toppling the tsarist regime by force.

While in Switzerland, Kropotkin had wrestled with his con-
science over the bloodshed that would inevitably accompany
any revolution, and concluded that a popular rising in Russia
could be justified. To succeed, however, it would need to be
far greater in scope and organisation than the Paris Commune,
and the inauspicious circumstances then prevailing could not be
allowed to delay the job of preparation. ‘By acquiring arms one
can develop arsenals, and the troops will stand with the people,
he promised and, during the winter of 1873, set about plotting the
creation of armed peasant bands, druzhiny, who even in failure
would ‘imprint their revolutionary action upon the minds and
hearts with their blood’.

Although the draft of Kropotkin’s manifesto was never pre-
sented to the Chaikovskyists for their approval, and never likely
to receive it, when a copy fell into the hands of Third Section
agents it was seized upon as powerfully incriminating evidence
for their most extravagant claims against the circle. Kropotkin
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Thousands more troops were made ready, with the navy shipping
men to Washington to secure the capital against rioters. In light
of the scruples shown by regular officers, however, even this was
deemed insufficient: mercenaries would be required to complete
the job, and they would be supplied by the Pinkerton Agency.

Back in the late 1830s, the young Scot, Allan Pinkerton, had
been among the leading firebrands of the Chartist movement,
when mass support for its reformist challenge to the British Estab-
lishment posed a genuine threat of revolution, and shared friends
in common with Marx and Engels. Under threat of deportation
to Botany Bay he had fled to the United States, and in an extreme
volte-face turned his insider’s understanding of subversive organ-
isations into a thriving business. Having established a name for
himself during the Civil War as a Unionist spymaster, in peacetime
his company’s freelance operatives had earned their spurs chasing
down Jesse James, then by infiltrating the Mollie Maguires: an
Irish labour organisation notorious for its murderous bully-boy
tactics against strike-breakers, mining company officials and any
non-Irish immigrants who threatened their ascendancy. Pinker-
ton’s exposure and extirpation of the Mollies in the first half of the
1870s had in short order sent union membership tumbling from
300,000 to barely a sixth of that number.

Like its clients, the detective agency suffered during the reces-
sion, but Pinkerton had “The Larches’ to pay for: his fortress-like
country house built with timber shipped specially from Scotland,
from whose central cupola-topped tower guards equipped with
binoculars watched for approaching assassins, and beneath which
a secret escape tunnel ran. Safe behind its defences, Pinkerton sur-
veyed the conflict racking the country with a keen professional
interest. ‘It was everywhere, it was nowhere. It was as if the sur-
rounding seas had swept in upon the land from every quarter, or
some sudden central volcano had ... belched forth burning rivers
that coursed in every direction, he wrote, calculating his profit.
The storm, however, subsided almost as quickly as it had gathered:
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exhibition to warn them of the violence: the bush telegraph of rail-
waymen conveyed the information only too clearly.

Chaikovsky had presumably left Cedar Vale before news filtered
through of the first downing of tools by railroad workers on the Bal-
timore & Ohio line on 16 July, and the shooting dead of a striker by
militiamen that followed it. He must already have been on his way
by the time he heard about the troop shipments from Philadelphia
to proletarian Pittsburgh where a new civil war seemed to be brew-
ing, this time on class lines. The strike action would soon spread to
over 80,000 workers nationwide. The wonder is that Chaikovsky
did not turn in his tracks, but perhaps he felt somehow complicit;
after all, the support and sympathy shown towards the strikers in
the small towns through which he passed - by free labourers, farm-
ers and tradesmen, and even their sheriffs — was the stuff of which
his St Petersburg circle had dreamed.

Newly inaugurated as president of the United States, Ruther-
ford B. Hayes, however, was a world apart from the ideal holder
of that office that the Chaikovskyists had described to the peas-
ants. The bulk of his votes had come from working men, and his
opposition to any unprecedented deployment of federal troops in
a labour dispute was a matter of record. But while the election’s
outcome had hung in the balance, with contested results in Florida
and elsewhere, it was the head of the Pennsylvania Railway who
had chaired the special electoral commission, and it had been while
travelling in a private company rail carriage that Hayes had finally
celebrated its ruling in his favour. Then and since, he and half his
cabinet had sold their souls to the railroad bosses, who had all but
dictated the appointment of his secretary of war.

Hayes’ resistance to his multi-millionaire puppeteers quickly
crumbled. Troops were redeployed from South Carolina, Virginia
and even Dakota to put down the strikers. From supervising
resettled ‘redskins’, soldiers turned their attention to suppressing
socialist reds, and from guaranteeing the new-won rights of blacks
to denying the basic economic rights of working men of all colours.
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was not a figure whom the authorities could easily dismiss as
a mere adolescent troublemaker: only a short time before, the
Geographical Society had again offered him an official position.
Once his secret identity as the revolutionary ‘Borodin’ was con-
firmed, however, arrest was inevitable, and yet for all Kropotkin’s
intellectual achievements, at the crucial moment his carelessness
severely compromised the movement: a letter found by agents
searching his apartment provided the key to deciphering the
movement’s coded communications, and exposed many of its
members to persecution.

Stalwart silence whilst in the Peter and Paul fortress could
now save only Kropotkin’s self-respect, and yet nearly two years
later, police records show that Kropotkin was still honouring the
Chaikovskyists’ pact of secrecy. By then, however, weakening
health was threatening him with martyrdom in its fullest sense.

Alone in his freezing cell, cramped with rheumatism and wheez-
ing with respiratory problems, the pressure on Kropotkin had been
intense. Scores of prisoners had already succumbed to the terrible
conditions in which they were forced to live. When a solicitous
visit by the tsar’s brother, Grand Prince Nicholas, failed to extract
a statement of regret and renunciation from Kropotkin, the author-
ities appeared quite content that Peter Kropotkin should be next.
‘Bring me a doctor’s certificate that your brother will die in ten
days and only then will I free him, the procurator replied, with
seeming relish, to pleas for clemency on his behalf by his sister-
in-law, whose husband Alexander had himself been arrested while
Peter was in prison, and sentenced to ten years’ exile in Siberia on
the flimsiest of pretexts. Kropotkin’s predicament seemed equally
hopeless, and the unproven claims by Nicholas Fodorov a few years
earlier, that soon he would be able to resurrect the dead, provided
scant comfort. Eventually, though, science did intervene in the
form of the chief physician of the military hospital, who insisted

143



that Kropotkin be transferred to his care for a period of convales-
cence.

Acting on Kropotkin’s smuggled suggestions, a plan was
drawn up by Dr Orest Veimar, a friend of Kravchinsky and an
independent-minded sympathiser with the Chaikovsky group.
The looser security measures in force at the prison infirmary in
the northern suburbs of St Petersburg were probed and tested: the
daily delivery of firewood noted, inside assistance procured, and a
top-floor flat overlooking the exercise yard was rented. From there
a violinist would signal the all clear as part of a complex system
of communication. A prizewinning racehorse called Varvar, or
Barbarian, was bought by the doctor and harnessed to the getaway
carriage, and the other cabs in the vicinity hired to hinder the
police pursuit.

As the day in late June earmarked for his escape approached,
Kropotkin received a message, concealed inside a pocket watch,
confirming his imminent rescue. Then, at the last moment,
calamity struck: a run on red balloons had stripped St Petersburg’s
toyshops of a key element in the gaolbreakers’ signalling system.
A few days later, they arrived better equipped.

Those present recounted their memories of the sequence of
events as a compelling montage: the bunch of red balloons
drifting up over the wall of the prison infirmary, Kropotkin raising
his prisoner’s cap to indicate his readiness, then casting off his
cumbersome coat for the 300-yard dash to the perimeter of the
courtyard; the guards distracted by conjuring tricks performed
by Kropotkin’s accomplices, caught momentarily unawares. The
fugitive then leaped into a waiting carriage, which rocked and
threatened to overturn as it rounded a sharp corner at speed;
from the barrels of the guards in the receding background puffs
of smoke exploded harmlessly. And all was set to the strains of a
wild mazurka that floated out from the violin played in a window
high above the scene. Then the final shot: the anarchist prince,
tapping a top hat firmly down on his head by way of disguise.
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Chaikovsky had done his walking during the summer of
Kravchinsky’s imprisonment, and could hardly have chosen a
worse time to be on the tramp. The spring of 1877 had seen heavy
rains turn the roads of Kansas to a quagmire, after which prairie
fires had swept the Chisholm Trail in the unseasonally harsh heat
of early summer. Elsewhere in the country, though, it was not
merely the weather that was proving tempestuous as the press
predictions of an American commune during Rochefort’s visit
three years earlier seemed set to be proved right.

After three years of recession, there appeared to be no end in
sight to the plight of America’s workers, victims of the great indus-
trialists’ rapacity: the willingness of their ruthless companies to cut
wages to below starvation levels, and then halve them again, before
knocking a dime off their shareholders’ profits. Worse, the causes
of the economic collapse lay in the robber barons’ own greed: the
overexpansion of their railroads and associated enterprises which
had led to desperate price-cutting wars. ‘Capital has changed lib-
erty into serfdom, and we must fight or die, asserted a labourer in
St Louis, and one slogan reverberated across demonstrations, and
was whispered conspiratorially in workers’ hovels: that it was ‘bet-
ter to die fighting than work starving’.

Setting out equipped with nothing but $10, a Russian chemistry
degree and ‘a dilettante knowledge of carpentry’, every step of
Chaikovsky’s three-week, 420-mile journey in search of work took
him closer to Philadelphia. It was thence that Marx had attempted
to transplant the International to save it from Bakunin in 1874, and
there that it had quickly expired, only to take on a new life during
the Centennial Exhibition of the Industry of All Nations the pre-
vious year, 1876, as the Working Men’s Party of the United States.
Of more immediate relevance to Chaikovsky, however, Philadel-
phia was also home to the railway companies that lay at the heart
of the spreading storm. No one in the eastern states needed the
telephonic apparatus that Alexander Bell had demonstrated at the
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in exasperation at the warily mute peasants, ‘If not, then go fuck
yourselves.” Yet the group persisted in their ideals: each morning
the leadership passed to a new member of the party, approximat-
ing anarchist principles of dispersed authority, and even when half
starved after a forty-eight-hour march they declined to eat a soli-
tary goat out of pity for the herdsman. But after five long days,
the game was finally up. Trapped in a farmhouse, they watched
the troops close in. The powder from their guns drenched beyond
salvation, Malatesta and his friends surrendered.

During the months of his imprisonment Kravchinsky immersed
himself in the prison community of artisans, tradesmen, ex-
Garibaldean insurrectionaries and professional intellectuals from
across the country, learning Italian and Spanish, but struggling
to keep boredom at bay. Writing to Kropotkin, he reluctantly
pleaded for ‘domestic and personal news’ in place of the ‘political
argument’ that caused letters to inmates to be confiscated, though
he appears to have had no trouble acquiring copies of Marx and
other socialist writers for his edification. Kravchinsky must have
feared that it would be a long time before he would be able to put
into practice the lessons he had learned. Even the astonishing
amnesty for political prisoners announced after the death of King
Victor Emmanuel on 9 January 1878 seemed unlikely to include
the Matese insurrectionists. At last, though, after many anxious
hours of uncertainty, the heavy doors of the prison creaked open
and Kravchinsky, Malatesta and six companions emerged into the
cold, crisp light of the New Year.

Penniless and ill-shod, Kravchinsky set off to walk the 400 miles
up the Italian peninsula to Switzerland. As a parting gift, his fellow
prisoners had pressed upon him an Italian dagger, and as he strode
on, pondering the injustices inflicted on the youth and peasantry
of Russia, his thoughts must have dwelt on its stiletto blade and the
deep mark it might carve on the psyche of their persecutors.
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Discrepancies between the the participants’ accounts of the
evening that followed perhaps suggest a degree of embellishment,
or else testify to the intensity of the celebrations, first in a private
room in Donon’s famous restaurant, and then a well-stocked
dacha on the road out towards Finland. After so many tragic
failures, the presence among the outlaws of Kropotkin, his face
pale and drawn, almost unrecognisable after shaving his fulsome
beard to conceal his identity, represented a much-needed success.
Little can any of them have guessed, however, that his escape
would mark the start of many decades of exile.

Travelling undercover from St Petersburg to Finland, then on
by ship more openly to the Swedish capital, Christiana, now Oslo,
Kropotkin finally arrived in Hull in June 1876. It was with a pro-
found sense of relief that he saw the fluttering Union Jack, ‘under
which so many Russian, Italian, French and Hungarian refugees
have found asylum’. For a restless Kropotkin, however, the search
for congenial company and a secure environment in which to de-
velop his dangerous ideas had only just begun.
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6. Forward!

America and Back, 1874-1878

Just as the defeat had dispersed Communard fugitives around
the world, so the persecution of the narodniki by the tsarist au-
thorities now began to create a diaspora of Russian radicals. For
most, the move abroad was impelled by a simple instinct for self-
preservation, while revolutionary evangelism was the motive for
others. In the case of Nicholas Chaikovsky, however, his arrival
in New York in late 1875, with his heavily pregnant wife, had a
quite different explanation. For whilst the other members of the
circle that bore his name were still risking arrest in their struggle
to galvanise the peasant masses, Chaikovsky had succumbed to a
growing sense of alienation from precisely the ‘adventurism of the
intelligentsia’ that he himself had done so much to foster in the
preceding years.

Plunged into a maelstrom of spiritual self-doubt, Chaikovsky
had experienced an epiphany whilst passing through the provin-
cial town of Oryol in the spring of 1874, when he had chanced to
meet Alexander Malinkov, the charismatic leader of a religious cult.
‘In every man there is a divine element, Malinkov taught. ‘It is suf-
ficient to appeal to it, to find the God in man, for no coercion to be
necessary. God will settle everything in people’s souls and every-
one will become just and kind” Amidst the growing attrition that
surrounded the populist project, Chaikovsky found deep consola-
tion in the message.

Chaikovsky’s old associates had greeted news of his conversion
with incredulity. How, they asked, could he have been won
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Kravchinsky and his Russian companions had good reason in
April to want to strike out against authority, as news came through
of the recent mass persecutions of their friends in St Petersburg.
Already, though, their contribution had fallen short. The funding
of the adventure by a Russian heiress, who was rumoured to have
named marriage to Kropotkin as the sole price of her support, had
never materialised: the reality was simply that Natalia Smetskaya
had been looking for a husband, to meet the conditions of a be-
quest. Far worse frustration was to follow. Returning to San Lupo
from a visit to Naples, the day before the expedition was due to
begin, Kravchinsky was intercepted at the nearby Solopaco station
by armed police. There had been a shoot-out, a carabiniere had
been killed, and Malatesta and Cafiero, together with only ten fol-
lowers and a hastily arranged mule train, had escaped up into the
mountains. Kravchinsky himself, however, was going nowhere.

Detained for interrogation in Benevento under the wittily impro-
vised pseudonym ‘Nobel’, Kravchinsky may have kept his spirits up
by imagining his friends carrying out a glorious tour of the Matese
towns and villages, a great army of righteous peasants rising in
their wake. In reality, though, such an outcome had never been
likely, and the seizure of a copy of Kravchinsky’s own guerrilla
manual at the time of his arrest may have worsened their predica-
ment, convincing the authorities to commit greater resources to
snuffing out the band’s activities. Twelve thousand troops were
mobilised for the hunt, intimidating the peasantry into spurning
their would-be liberators, and cutting off towns to starve them out.

The best that Malatesta could hope for in the circumstances was
to impress the peasantry he encountered with the zeal and honour
of the revolutionaries. Passing through the villages of Gallo and
Letino, his paltry band indemnified the custodians of the municipal
archives before making a bonfire of their tax and property records.
Without Farina to translate their words into local dialect, however,
their rousing speeches fell flat, and Cafiero was reduced to the sim-
plest rhetorical formula: ‘If you want to, do something, he shouted
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twisted noses’ could be measured and graded with calipers, it also
opened the door to political repression and racial subjugation.
For what, after all, were the doomed and stunted creatures of
his imagination, if not genetic detritus, upon whose eradication
mankind’s highest development depended?

Malatesta could not have disagreed more. Following his late
master’s dictum that ‘Popular revolution is born from the merg-
ing of the revolt of the brigand with that of the peasant’, for him,
the uneducated outlaw was to be celebrated as an avenging force of
nature and recruited to the political struggle. It was with this belief
that he and his friends focused their efforts on the Matese massif, a
mountainous region several miles inland from Naples. During the
winter of 1877 and into spring, they tramped repeatedly several
thousand feet up to the icy massif, still deep in snow and home to
packs of wolves, to build what they believed to be a strong rela-
tionship with the natives of the region: a population proud of their
warrior ancestry and indomitable independence. For this they had
the assistance of Salvatore Farina to thank, a veteran of Garibaldi’s
campaigns whose knowledge of the local dialect opened doors, and
whose enthusiastic reading of the locals’ reactions to their presence
further emboldened them.

Attuned by Bakunin’s constant urging of caution about infor-
mants, however, Malatesta had caught the scent of betrayal and Fa-
rina’s sudden disappearance confirmed his fears. The action, sched-
uled to begin on 5 May, would be brought forward by a month, re-
gardless of the wintry conditions that still prevailed in the moun-
tains. It was not enough to outwit the authorities in Naples though,
who had kept the revolutionaries under surveillance since January.
Police spies noted every arrival and departure from the hilltop vil-
lage of San Lupo, where Malatesta made his base camp, and be-
fore long the Carabinieri took up concealed positions around the
Taverna Jacobelli, where the weapons from the Puglia cache were
being stockpiled, and waited for the moment to strike.
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over by such a charlatan, whose son announced to visitors that
‘Daddy is God’, and who had once been a favourite student of the
reviled Pobedonostsev? Conveniently they failed to remember
how often Malinkov had challenged his tutor. When Chaikovsky
made the mistake of inviting fellow members of the sect to shelter
overnight in a safe house belonging to the circle, the radicals
present had made their feelings known by keeping the pacifistic
‘Godmen’ awake deep into the early hours with bitter accusations.
Chaikovsky, though, was adamant, in both his new-found faith
and his determination to emigrate.

Messianic ideas had long flourished in Russia and, consciously
or otherwise, had informed many of the socialistic theories to
emerge from its political philosophers. Even Lavrov’s popularism
was premised on the idea that the soul of the peasant, the muzhik,
contained the germ of social salvation, and that a hidden, mystical
force inherent to the peasant community would one day rise
and sweep away bourgeois complacency, bringing renewal to
the whole of mankind. Similarly, the young missionaries ‘to the
people’ regularly held up the United States as a model for the
freedom and social justice to which Russia could aspire: a country
with no tsar, but rather a president elected by and representative
of the people themselves. In the years since the Civil War, the
intelligentsia’s fascination with America had seen any number
of schemes and companies set up to assist with emigration, with
pioneers dispatched to help populate new communities.

No such preparation had paved the way for Chaikovsky, how-
ever, and having travelled to America ahead of Malinkov’s main
party of fifteen, it fell to him, in New York, to determine their fi-
nal destination. There was no shortage of existing communes that
the sect might have joined: ready-made, if flawed, Utopias that
included Josiah Warren’s Modern Times on Long Island, Noyes’
Oneida in New York State, the Fourierist Reunion in Missouri, or
the Shakers at Sonyea, to name only the most prominent of sev-
eral hundred then active. However, it was to a small colony called
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Cedar Vale, established near Wichita in Kansas, that Chaikovsky
was drawn by an open invitation from its founder, a Russian call-
ing himself William Frey, for newcomers to join him in ‘the great
laboratory of all ideas and aspirations that agitate against the con-
temporary world’.

In prospect, Chaikovsky would have found much about Frey
with which to identify. Born William Giers, a mathematical
prodigy like Chaikovsky himself, he had excelled first at the
Artillery School in St Petersburg and then in the army. But Giers’
professional life had exposed him to the suffering of the masses,
and their dispiriting political inertia had plunged him into a state
of suicidal despair. Rejecting a promotion to serve as Surveyor
General of Turkestan, he had preferred to set sail for a new life,
having adopted his new surname while passing through Germany
to denote a devotion to freedom. “‘We want persons who are kind,
tolerant, and earnestly devoted to communism as the best means
of benefiting the human race, he had written of his colony, in
the letter published by Peter Lavrov’s newspaper Forward! He
even warned potential recruits that ‘they must be actuated by
principles, and not merely selfish purposes’. The proposition must
have struck any self-regarding idealist as irresistible, but there
were reasons too for Chaikovsky to have hesitated.

While breaking his journey in London, Chaikovsky had been
warmly received by Lavrov, whose purpose in publishing Forward!
was to keep his readership informed about labour struggles inter-
nationally, including those with which the more industrialised re-
gions of America were racked, and the picture it painted of the
country on which Chaikovsky had set his sights was quite at odds
with Frey’s vision of rolling prairies and opportunity. ‘Ship after
ship departs from Europe bearing with it people who are filled to
excess with sufferings in the Old World and who naively expect to
find a different life in the New World, Lavrov wrote, warning that
“The naivety of these people is excellently made use of by clever
swindlers. Moreover, he explained, the time was at hand when the
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And the work that preoccupied him was the composition of a
pioneering manual of guerrilla warfare.

Meanwhile, Malatesta devoted himself to practical preparations,
convinced that the time was ripe for yet another attempt at insur-
rection. Although socialist in name, the national government had
been elected on the suffrage of barely one in fifty of the popula-
tion, and was dependent for its survival on support from the very
propertied classes whose inept management of the land had caused
widespread economic damage. Moreover, whilst ideologically at
odds with the Catholic Church, and demonised by the intemperate
Pope Pius IX, both shared a common enemy that was subject to
ever more ruthless government persecution: the communists and,
above all, the anarchists, whose numbers the police estimated to
be in the tens of thousands nationwide, with Naples second only
to Florence as a centre of support.

Faced with organised resistance to its half-hearted reforms in
the 1860s, the Italian authorities had cast their opponents as ‘brig-
ands’: a linguistic sleight of hand that had since earned a spurious
scientific legitimacy from a young doctor called Cesare Lombroso.
Like Malatesta, he too had been drawn to medical studies by his
social conscience, and also shared a commitment to the education
of the peasantry, the redistribution of land and a strong anticler-
icalism. One dull December morning in 1870, however, while ex-
amining the skull of Vilhella, Italy’s most famous recent outlaw, ‘a
vast plain under a flaming sky’ had revealed itself to him: the beau-
tifully simple, if horribly mistaken apprehension that the criminal
was ‘an atavistic being who reproduces in his person the ferocious
instincts of primitive humanity and the inferior animals’.

His notion of the inherently ‘delinquent man’ struck a blow
against Catholic ideas of ‘sinfulness’, but at the same time chal-
lenged the fundamental tenet of revolutionary socialism: that
man was perfectible. And whilst offering the nascent science of
anthropometry a compelling vision of a subspecies whose ‘facial
asymmetry, irregular teeth, large jaws, dark facial hair, [and]
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order to get something to live on’, but entries had already ceased
by the time of Chaikovsky’s arrival. Since then, the reality of their
shipwrecked existence had become painfully apparent to everyone:
it was the colonists themselves who lacked assistance, and Frey
who needed resisting, while the ideal future to which they aspired
lay so far over the horizon as to be quite fantastical. By late 1876,
Chaikovsky and a chastened Malinkov had moved their families to
a second shack just across the river from Frey’s own: ‘With what
shame one recalls many episodes of this life, the leader of the ‘God-
men’ later wrote.

Chaikovsky bridled at the grim fascination with which the
other residents of Cedar Vale watched their social experiment
failing, and when the Kansas authorities launched a formal investi-
gation into the commune’s supposed immorality, the humiliation
became too much. To extricate himself, though, was no easy
matter. Chaikovsky had staked everything on Cedar Vale and was
penniless. Reluctantly leaving his wife and child behind, he set off
on foot in the hope of earning the price of their escape.

While Chaikovsky shivered through the icy American winter
and spring of 1877, Kravchinsky basked in the balmy Mediter-
ranean climate of Naples, where he had arrived from Bosnia late
the previous year. Posing as a consumptive, Abram Rubliov, he
had at first attracted little attention among the other northern
Europeans there for their health, during what was then the peak
tourist season. Only the attentive care he received from a pair
of fetching young Russian ladies prompted malicious rumours
of a ménage a trois at 77 Strada Vendagliere. Far more than
Italian morality was at risk, however, for one of Kravchinsky’s
companions was Olympia Kutuzov, the radical activist who had
married Carlo Cafiero a couple of years earlier, while the other,
Natalia Smetskaya, was the ex-room-mate of Kropotkin’s Zurich
friend Sofia Lavrova, now in flight from punitive exile to Siberia.
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workers in America must fight their exploiters, and it was surely
no place for idle social experimentation.

It was advice worth heeding, but all too easy for the imper-
turbable Chaikovsky to disregard as serving Lavrov’s personal
agenda that political change at home should be the primary duty of
any Russians contemplating emigration. Chaikovsky’s discovery
that the atmosphere of growing intrigue and persecution he had
found so intolerable in St Petersburg pervaded even émigré life
in London must have made him uneasy too, and the steamer
waiting in Liverpool docks all the more appealing. For whilst
Lavrov himself was unaware that the sizeable private donation
that sustained his newspaper was actually paid by the Third
Section, the activities of its less subtle agents in Britain were
all too obvious, as they used bribery and blackmail to stiffen
Scotland Yard’s somewhat desultory efforts at keeping the Russian
community under surveillance.

On the long journey from New York to Cedar Vale with his wife
and co-religionists, Chaikovsky would have ample opportunity to
reflect on the wisdom or otherwise of his decision and to revise
his rose-tinted view of America. During the previous decade, sums
that were almost inconceivable had been spent on the expansion of
the country’s railroads, netting vast fortunes for the entrepreneurs
who had driven their development far beyond any immediate need.
In the process, tens of thousands of indigenous peoples had been
displaced from their land, and huge numbers of railway workers
had suffered injury or death, not to mention the attrition on those
toiling without safety provision in the mines and foundries that
fed the railroad with its raw materials. The risks to the brake-
men were all too obvious as they clambered over moving carriages
to set the brakes, or whipped out their fingers as the buffers of
rolling stock clanged heavily together for manual coupling. Had
Chaikovsky known in full the miserable terms of their employ-
ment, half starved and lacking legal protection of any kind, he
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might have thought the freed serfs of Russia almost fortunate by
comparison.

Every stage of the journey brought new and alarming insights,
but nowhere more so than the town of Wichita, at whose newly
built station the Russian family and their fellow ‘Godmen’ finally
alighted. ‘Leave your revolvers at police headquarters and get
a check, read the sign that greeted them, but the sound of six-
shooters being fired at flies on saloon walls spoke of a certain
laxity in the enforcement of this rule. Wichita was booming. Rail
links to the eastern cities and a steamboat connection to New
Orleans saw to that, along with the influx of cash that came from
the jangling-spurred cowboys who delivered herds of longhorn
cattle for shipment along the Chisholm trail from Texas. In the
six years since it had been founded, Wichita had already acquired
close to 3,000 regular inhabitants, outstripping its once larger
neighbours, and the building plots on its grid plan of 140 streets
were rapidly starting to fill. Bars occupied a disproportionate
number, though the Masons had already secured a prominent
position for their hall.

Arriving as they did in the final weeks of 1875, Chaikovsky and
his companions would have been just in time to witness the dregs
of the wild carnival that engulfed the town between June and De-
cember. For a few days the population of Wichita swelled to twice
its normal size with seasonal traders bringing with them an in-
flux of gamblers and whores. Brass bands blared from the doors
and windows of saloons every hour of the day and night, while
Deputy Sheriff Wyatt Earp attempted to keep order. ‘Near Brim-
stone’ was how one journalist headlined his report on Wichita, and
Chaikovsky is unlikely to have lingered long.

If he had wondered what Lavrov meant when he wrote of the
‘swindlers’ who awaited naive immigrants to America, Chaikovsky
would by now have had a range of candidates, from the exploita-
tive railroad bosses to the local card sharps. Perhaps, though, as
the train had chugged through Missouri, he would have also re-
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promiscuity had swamped the commune, and discomfort at the lib-
ertarian ethos at Reunion had similarly prompted their departure.
Whether Mary agreed with his view that they had escaped ‘the
most discordant and hellish life that could be imagined’, however,
is an open question. As a radiant young bride, eight years earlier,
she would have been entitled to expect great things of marriage to
a well-connected and highly respected scientist. Even after settling
in America, the prospect of being free to pursue her own ambitions
as a doctor would have made the hardships endurable. Since then,
though, Frey’s neglect of his wife’s romantic and libidinous needs
had led her to search for satisfaction outside the marriage.

Grigori Machtet may not have been the first to fill the gap in
Mary’s heart and bed, but after his return to Russia, she had struck
out desperately for independence, her brief visit to Chicago in
search of a baby to adopt turning into a year’s absence. When
necessity finally forced her back to Cedar Vale she had maintained
her habit of free-loving, conceiving a child by her next young
Russian paramour. Despite belonging to that generation of
Russian radicals which had held Chernyshevsky’s writings as
gospel truth, Frey’s jealousy seems to have bitten deep, and in
his ever more pedantic enforcement of the community’s rules
he may well have been sublimating the frustration he felt at the
loss of control over his personal life. With his original partners
in the foundation of Cedar Vale long gone, few of its subsequent
residents were psychologically strong enough to withstand the
Wednesday meetings that he still found so ‘electric, thrilling,
[and] beneficent’: mutual criticism followed by enforced public
confession may have been intended to clear the air, but the effect
was rarely restorative.

The commune’s manifesto had been full of fine sentiments: ‘For
the cause that lacks assistance, For the wrong that needs resistance,
For the future in the distance, And the good that we can do, it
pledged. Its journal had once recorded such sentiments as being
‘like sailors throwing the baggage overboard to save the life ... in
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lacked even the skill to milk their cow, let alone produce the cheese
or butter that might have made more appetising the ascetic diet of
unleavened bread prescribed by the vegetarian Frey. The material
challenges the group faced, however, were at least equalled by the
emotional torment they suffered.

Though a modest lifestyle was accepted as part and parcel of the
struggle for a new social order, the newcomers baulked at Frey’s
evangelical imperative to ‘break yourself’ in order to release the
true communist within, and vigorously resisted when he urged
them to renounce clothes. Mealtimes were a trial too, with any-
one late to the table forbidden to eat, even if delayed by urgent
community business, while the other families winced as Frey sub-
jected his daughter to daunting tests of mathematical prowess and
punished her failure with a dowsing of cold water. Maybe he con-
sidered such treatment physically beneficial, as well as character
building: with quinine unaffordable, a bath of rainwater was also
the proposed cure for Chaikovsky’s malaria on one occasion.

“This slow, constant mockery of man’s moral liberty’ was the
overriding impression that would stay with Chaikovsky, who
must have dearly wished that before leaving Europe he had
thought to consult Elisée Reclus’ travelogue of 1861, Voyage d
la Sierra-Nevada de Sainte-Marthe. A bible for those seeking to
establish communes in America (despite Reclus’ antagonism to
such social experiments), it warned of the perverse tendency of
utopian communities to constrain rather than encourage liberty,
and their susceptibility to petty tyrants. Reclus had no time either
for the utopian theories of Charles Fourier, with his wild promises
and bizarre symbolism, according to which two crops at least
should have flourished in Cedar Vale: the cauliflowers of free love,
and the cabbages whose leaves represented illicit liaisons.

That Frey had decided to create his own colony may have been
due to his prudish distaste for the sexual antics he and Mary had
encountered elsewhere. Their first taste of cooperative life, in New
York, had ended when ‘hungry debauchees’ with an appetite for
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flected more closely on the letter Frey had written to Forward!: “To
veto the reproduction of undesirable children ... grossly sensuous
... gratification of his own senses’: the phrases that leaped out were
troubling indications of a dogmatism regarding the physical life of
the commune. Might Lavrov’s warning have been alluding to a
swindler of a different kind altogether, who played on one’s hopes
of a promised land of freedom in the Midwest, but delivered only
another kind of servitude?

Undaunted, Chaikovsky crossed the verdant plains outside Wi-
chita with high hopes, approaching the ‘Happy Valley’ in which
Cedar Vale lay. Nor, after the final forty-mile trek, did the place
disappoint, at least at first sight: a pleasant community of seventy
farms and twenty schoolhouses spread across rolling prairie, its
people hard-working and peaceable. However, when William and
Mary Frey - thin and feverish, shivering in threadbare old Union-
ist overcoats and smiling a slightly too eager greeting — emerged
from a ramshackle building, the travellers must have felt more
like a rescue party happening upon marooned sailors than hope-
ful recruits to a thriving social experiment. Perhaps, for a moment,
Chaikovsky experienced a first twinge of the bitter homesickness
described by a previous Cedar Vale colonist in his book The Prairie
and the Pioneers, and the longing that he and his Russian cohabi-
tants felt ‘to be under our own poor grey sky, surrounded by naked
and cold plains and forests!’

Letters from the author of the Prairie memoir, Grigori Machtet,
to Mary Frey, once frequent, had become less so of late. The
reason, though, would have become plain to the colony when
editions of Forward! containing Machtet’s recent contributions
finally reached Cedar Vale. It was as if he and Chaikovsky had
exchanged places, though the world of radical St Petersburg into
which Machtet had immersed himself on his return from America
seemed already to have progressed several steps further towards
political upheaval in the short time since Chaikovsky had left.
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When the reactionary professor Elie Cyon had roused his stu-
dents to riot a year or two earlier, forcing the closure of the univer-
sity for several months, the tsar had simply dispatched the outspo-
ken academic to Paris as a privy councillor, and the tension had
been defused. Recent protests, however, had incurred a more ex-
treme and confrontational response, and none more so than the
funeral of Pavel Chernyshev. A medical student who had been
arrested in error, he had subsequently died from tuberculosis due
to the appalling conditions in which he was held. While crowds
chanted an elegiac verse hastily composed by Machtet, Cherny-
shev’s open coffin was processed around sites symbolic of the tsar’s
infamous penal system: courts, police headquarters and prisons.

In the past, the tsarist administration had paid lip service, at least,
to the basic dignities of political prisoners, but the time for such in-
dulgence was now past. On direct instructions from the tsar, the
words ‘an honourable fighter for a sacred cause’ were excised from
the dead man’s grave. ‘A great judgement day’ was coming, his out-
raged mourners proclaimed in reaction, when the thin crowds to
whom they usually proselytised would ‘be transformed into tens,
even hundreds, of thousands, who, with weapons in hand, will
go out into the square to judge the executioners, torturers, rob-
ber barons and exploitative landowners.” The authorities, however,
moved swiftly to ensure that the cataclysm would be indefinitely
postponed, with the Third Section stepping up its repression.

Having struggled against mounting odds to maintain the
Chaikovskyists’ links with the peasantry, frustration now drove
Sergei Kravchinsky to join the exodus of fugitive dissidents. His
first stop was Paris, as it had been for Chaikovsky, but his final
destination was to be not some spurious heaven on earth but a war
zone: Bosnia and Herzegovina, where the imposition of onerous
taxes by the Ottoman Empire had provoked a popular revolt in
which he meant to hone his skills a