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INTRODUCTION


On one side of Moscow’s Red Square there remains a sight familiar to anyone who knew the late Soviet Union in the Communist years. Every day, long lines of people queue patiently for a ticket to visit Lenin’s mausoleum, set within a huge marble plinth erected in the late 1920s. The wait can last an age; the tour itself just moments. Visitors enter a basement and walk along a bare corridor for a few metres in eerie semi-darkness, before reaching the coffin. Powerful lights illuminate the embalmed body which has been lying in this tomb on plush red velvet for nearly ninety years. There is such a crush of people that they are given a maximum of five minutes to pay their respects – or simply to gawp. A few of the visitors are foreigners. The vast majority are Russians.


It is a macabre place to go sightseeing in the twenty-first century, whoever is entombed there. But two and a half decades after the collapse of the USSR, it seems the strangest of anachronisms that Vladimir Ilyich Lenin can continue to draw such crowds. Everyone knows the havoc he wreaked; few people now believe in the faith he espoused. Yet he still commands attention – even affection – in Russia.


The present Russian leader, Vladimir Putin, has no intention of getting rid of the tomb. Rather, in 2011 he authorised vast expenditure to repair the mausoleum when there was a danger it would fall down. The Lenin Cult survives, if in an altered form. Putin’s grandfather, Spiridon, was Lenin’s cook after the Russian Revolution, but it is not the current President’s family sentiment that has kept Lenin’s remains in situ. The clear signal is to show historical continuity, the idea that Russia still needs – as it has always needed – a dominant, ruthless, autocratic leader, a boss, in Russian, the Vozhd. Lenin’s tomb once symbolised an internationalist ideology, world Communism. It has since become an altar of resurgent Russian nationalism.


It is not just Lenin’s body that was embalmed. His character has been ‘preserved’ too; his personality, his motivation and intentions, have rarely been reassessed over the last generation, even in the light of a mass of new information about him since archives began opening up in the former Soviet Union. In the USSR all biographies of Lenin were hagiographies, required reading in Russian schools where children were taught to refer to the founder of the Soviet state as Dyedushka (grandfather) Lenin. Even the last Communist Party chief, Mikhail Gorbachev, used to call him ‘a special genius’ and quoted him frequently. Lenin was the pillar of Bolshevik rectitude in all ways.


In the other camp the opposite was true. The line tended to be that he may not have been as bad as Stalin, but he nonetheless created one of history’s cruellest tyrannies – and a state model which at one point was copied by nearly half the world. More often than not – there are some shining exceptions – biographers were on one side or the other in an ideological divide, at a time when the Cold War mattered. Those theoretical disputes became outdated from the moment the Berlin Wall came down and the Soviet Union collapsed.


The Communist world that Lenin formed, very much in his own ascetic image, may have gone into the dustbin of history. Yet he is highly relevant today. At the end of the Cold War, neo-liberalism triumphed, along with the idea of democracy; socialism and its variants were entirely discredited. There seemed to be no alternative to the political and economic solutions offered by globalised markets. But the world looked a different place after a banking crisis and recession in 2007–08. There was a loss of confidence in much of the West in the democratic process itself. For millions of people, the certainties that two generations accepted as basic assumptions, the facts of life, were altogether less certain. Lenin would very probably have regarded the world of 2017 as being on the cusp of a revolutionary moment. He matters now not because of his flawed, bloody and murderously misguided answers, but because he was asking the same questions as we are today about similar problems.


Millions of people, and some dangerous populist leaders on the Left and Right, are doubting whether liberal democracy has been successful in creating a fair society and sustained freedom and prosperity, or can deal with gaping inequality and injustice. The phrases ‘global elite’, and ‘the 1 per cent’ are now used in a decidedly Leninist way. It is unlikely that Lenin’s solutions will be adopted anywhere again. But his questions are constantly being asked today, and may be answered by equally bloody methods.


Lenin seized power in a coup, but he did not operate entirely through terror. In many ways he was a thoroughly modern political phenomenon – the kind of demagogue familiar to us in Western democracies, as well as in dictatorships. In his quest for power, he promised people anything and everything. He offered simple solutions to complex problems. He lied unashamedly. He identified a scapegoat he could later label ‘enemies of the people’. He justified himself on the basis that winning meant everything: the ends justified the means. Anyone who has lived through recent elections in the supposedly sophisticated political cultures of the West might recognise him. Lenin was the godfather of what commentators a century after his time call ‘post-truth politics’.


Lenin thought himself an idealist. He was not a monster, a sadist or vicious. In personal relationships he was invariably kind and behaved in the way he was brought up, like an upper-middle-class gentleman. He was not vain. He could laugh – even, occasionally, at himself. He was not cruel: unlike Stalin, Mao Zedong or Hitler he never asked about the details of his victims’ deaths, savouring the moment. To him, in any case, the deaths were theoretical, mere numbers. He never donned uniforms or military-style tunics as other dictators favoured. But during his years of feuding with other revolutionaries, and then maintaining his grip on power, he never showed generosity to a defeated opponent or performed a humanitarian act unless it was politically expedient.


He built a system based on the idea that political terror against opponents was justified for a greater end. It was perfected by Stalin, but the ideas were Lenin’s. He had not always been a bad man, but he did terrible things. Angelica Balabanova, one of his old comrades who admired him for many years but grew to fear and loathe him, said perceptively that Lenin’s ‘tragedy was that, in Goethe’s phrase, he desired the good . . . but created evil’. The worst of his evils was to have left a man like Stalin in a position to lead Russia after him. That was a historic crime.


Lenin is often depicted as a rigid ideologue, a Communist fanatic, and this is true up to a point. He spouted Marxist theory constantly – ‘without theory there can be no revolutionary party’, he famously said. But a point he made far more often to his followers is frequently ignored – ‘theory is a guide, not Holy Writ’. When ideology clashed with opportunism, he invariably chose the tactical path above doctrinal purity. He could change his mind entirely if it advanced his goal. He was driven by emotion as much as by ideology. His thirst for revenge after his elder brother was executed for an assassination plot against the Tsar motivated Lenin as powerfully as did his belief in Marx’s theory of surplus value.


He wanted power and he wanted to change the world. He retained power personally for a little over four years before failing health rendered him physically and mentally incapable. But, as he said that it would, the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 ‘turned the world upside down’. Neither Russia, nor many places from Asia to South America, have since recovered.


To a biographer, though, the political is the personal, as Lenin would also sometimes say. He was a product of his time and place: a violent, tyrannical and corrupt Russia. The revolutionary state he created was less the socialist Utopia he dreamed of than a mirror-image of the Romanov autocracy. The fact that Lenin was Russian is as significant as his Marxist faith.


Lenin as a person was seldom allowed to emerge in the Cold War versions of his life. Neither side wanted him to appear human, as that would not fit neatly into their ideological baggage. He was not icy, logical and one-dimensional as he is often portrayed. He was highly emotional and flew into rages that almost crippled him.


He wrote a large number of texts about Marxist philosophy and economy, many of them unintelligible now. But he loved mountains almost as much as he loved making Revolution, and he wrote lyrically about walking in the Alps and through open countryside. He loved nature, hunting, shooting and fishing. He could identify hundreds of species of plants. His ‘nature notes’ and letters to his family show a part of Lenin which will surprise people who imagined him a distant and unfeeling figure.


One of the surprises while researching this book was to find that nearly all the important relationships in Lenin’s life were with women. It will show another little-known side to him: Lenin in love. His wife Nadezhda – Nadya – left a sanitised and dull memoir about their life together; but, in the light of new material, and by piecing together a narrative from other sources, she emerges as far more than the household drudge/secretary she is usually made out to be. Lenin would never have achieved what he did without her. For a decade he had an on-off love affair with a glamorous, intelligent and beautiful woman, Inessa Armand. Their ménage à trois is woven throughout nearly half this book as it is so central to Lenin’s emotional life – and to Nadya’s. It is a rare example of a romantic triangle in which all three protagonists appear to have behaved in a civilised fashion. The only time Lenin visibly broke down in public was at Armand’s funeral, three years before his own.


Back in the days of the USSR, while on an assignment in Moscow as a journalist, I was given a private tour of the Kremlin office and rooms once occupied by Lenin. They were preserved just as they had been in his day, or so I was assured by the senior Communist Party apparatchik who showed me around. It struck me how ordinary the surroundings were, how banal, how bourgeois, and – undiplomatically – I blurted out exactly those words. Oddly, as Party hacks in those days rarely uttered heretical thoughts, he said, ‘Yes, I have always wondered how he could have done such extraordinary things.’ I have never forgotten the conversation. This is an attempt at an answer.


Victor Sebestyen, London, October 2016
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Prologue


THE COUP D’ETAT


‘Insurrection is an art quite as much as war.’


Karl Marx, Revolution and Counter-Revolution in Germany, 1852


‘There are decades when nothing happens – and there are weeks where decades happen.’


Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, The Chief Tasks of Our Day, March 1918


He was fretting about his wig, a wavy silver-grey mop which kept slipping off his shiny bald pate, threatening to spoil his disguise. Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov – better known by the pseudonym Lenin – had struggled his entire adult life for this moment. He was on the brink of seizing absolute power in Russia and sparking a revolution that would change the world. But here he was clutching that ridiculous hairpiece, holed up in a pokey second-floor flat in a working-class suburb of Petrograd, while history was being made by others a few kilometres away in the centre of the city.


He could stand the frustration and uncertainty no longer. Lenin knew that he and his small group of fanatical socialists, the Bolsheviks, had limited popular appeal in Russia’s capital, and even less in the rest of the country. Their one chance for greatness was ‘to take power from the street’ now, by insurrection against a weak government that could claim even less support. Timing was all, as Lenin used to say with monotonous regularity. He had declared that the coup must take place by Wednesday, 25 October 1917 or his enemies would seize their moment to thwart him. He was forty-seven, no longer in prime health, and if he failed his chance might never come again.


It was now the evening of Tuesday the 24th and Vladimir Ilyich had no idea if any of the plans his comrades had made for the insurrection were actually being implemented. He was a leader cut off from his General Staff and his troops. He had appointed a ‘Military Revolutionary Committee’ to work out the tactical details of the coup, but it was based on the other side of town at Bolshevik headquarters in the Smolny Institute, a grand building which had formerly been a school for daughters of the nobility.


For security reasons Lenin’s comrades had insisted that he stay at the safe house chosen for him in the working-class Vyborg district. Secreted away in the home of Margarita Fofanova, a loyal Party worker who was ordered not to allow Lenin to leave her apartment, he had spent most of the day pacing up and down the main room of the flat growing increasingly irritable. He had received hardly any visitors and heard no news of the impending uprising until around 6 p.m., when Fofanova returned and told him that there seemed no sign anywhere in the city of the Bolsheviks’ shock troops, the Red Guards. ‘I don’t understand them,’ he said. ‘What on earth are they afraid of? Just ask if they have a hundred trustworthy soldiers or Red Guards with rifles. That’s all I need.’


Impatient, Lenin worried that his military committee, few of whom had any fighting experience, would bungle the coup. Even worse, he imagined that his civilian comrades had, in his absence, aborted the insurrection altogether. He knew that many even in his closest circle doubted the Bolsheviks could take power, let alone keep it; some feared they would be ‘hanged from lamp posts’ if they tried. Lenin had imposed his will on them, as he had always found a way to do before in nearly two decades of leadership in the underground revolutionary movement. He had bullied, cajoled and finally blackmailed them by threatening to resign, leaving the Bolsheviks rudderless. Finally, a fortnight earlier, he had secured a majority of the senior Party figures to go along with him. But still they might change their minds and call off the uprising. Power might yet elude him.


Lenin hastily scribbled a stirring plea to his comrades. ‘It is as clear as can be that delaying the uprising really would be fatal,’ he wrote. ‘Everything now hangs by a thread. We must not wait. We must at any price act this evening, tonight, or we may lose everything. History will not forgive delay by revolutionists who could be victorious today (and will surely be victorious today) while they risk losing all tomorrow. The government is tottering. It must be given the death blow at all costs.’




He told Fofanova to take the note to the local Vyborg Party headquarters close by, then hand it to his wife, Nadezhda Konstantinovna Krupskaya, ‘and no one else’. She would ensure that it reached the highest Party officials.


Lenin was desperate to get to the Smolny. The leader should be leading, not hiding away. But there was a warrant out for his arrest and he was in danger. He had been living underground since early July, in Finland for three months and for the last three weeks in Petrograd. At first the authorities had made half-hearted attempts to catch him. Days earlier the Bolsheviks had been warned that now the government was far more determined to track him down. Another hazard was that law and order had collapsed in Petrograd and casual violence from random criminals made parts of the city no-go areas. ‘Hold-ups increased to such an extent that it was dangerous to walk down side streets,’ wrote one reporter. ‘On the Sadovaya [a principal street near the Finland Station] one afternoon I saw a crowd of several hundred people beat and trample to death a soldier caught stealing.’1


* * *


Soon after 9 p.m. Lenin’s bodyguard, Eino Rakhia, appeared at the apartment. He was a Finnish Bolshevik who had become close to Lenin during many years in exile. He said that the government had ordered all the bridges across the River Neva to be raised. If that succeeded the Vyborg district would be cut off from the centre of the city and, if they could muster enough soldiers, government loyalists could take control of Petrograd quarter by quarter, cutting off Red Guard units from each other and severing communications.


‘Well then, we’ll go to Smolny,’ Lenin said.


Rakhia warned him there was no transport and they would have to go by foot. ‘It could take hours – and it’s very risky.’ Both were without passes that would allow them into central areas of the capital.


Lenin insisted that in that case they had better get going immediately. He found some paper and left a message for Fofanova. ‘I’ve gone where you didn’t want me to go. Goodbye. Ilyich.’


Lenin then put on his disguise – the old clothes of a labourer, a pair of spectacles and the wig that refused to stay in place even when he donned the workman’s peaked cap that would become familiar in coming years. He had shaved off his trademark reddish beard earlier in the summer. He wrapped a dirty handkerchief around his face. If anyone stopped him the plan was to say that he was suffering from toothache.


They then went out into the freezing, windy night. Lenin thought it would rain and wore galoshes over his shoes. They walked a few hundred metres but struck lucky when a near-empty tram came along. It took them several kilometres to the corner of the Petrograd Botanical Gardens, close to the Finland Station, the end of the line. In many later Soviet histories Lenin is said to have had a conversation with a tram conductress who asked him, ‘Where have you come from? Don’t you know there’s going to be a revolution? We’re going to kick the bosses out!’ Lenin is supposed to have laughed heartily and explained to the woman how revolutions occur – much to the annoyance of Rakhia, who feared Lenin would give himself away.


The tram stopped by the Liteiny Bridge just before midnight. This is where the journey became more difficult and dangerous. One end of the bridge was held by Red Guards, who believed the pair were true proletarians and waved them through. The other side was still in the hands of government troops who were checking for passes. At exactly this moment a group of workers was arguing with the soldiers and the two men seized the opportunity to slip past the soldiers unnoticed.


They walked down Liteiny Prospekt – close to the Smolny – but ran into two army cadets, young officers, who asked for their identification papers. Rakhia was armed with two revolvers and reckoned that if necessary he was prepared to fight it out with them. Then he had a better idea. He whispered to Lenin, ‘I can deal with those soldiers, you go on,’ and Lenin moved off. Rakhia began to distract the guards by arguing with them, swaying unsteadily on his feet and slurring his words. The cadets reached for their pistols but decided to do nothing. They let them through thinking they were merely two harmless old drunks. Marxists are not supposed to believe in luck, accident or happenstance, but rather explain life through broad historical forces. Yet the second most influential Bolshevik leader in 1917, Leon Trotsky, said simply that if Lenin had been arrested, or shot, or had not been in Petrograd, ‘there would have been no October Revolution’.


They reached ‘great Smolny’, a huge ochre-coloured Palladian building with a colonnaded façade spanning more than 150 metres. This was the ‘internal arena of the Revolution’. That night it was ‘bright with lights and from a distance resembled an ocean liner in the night sea’. Closer up it ‘hummed like a gigantic hive’. Young Red Guards stood around outside, ‘a huddled group of boys in workmen’s clothes, carrying guns with bayonets, talking nervously together’, warming their hands around bonfires. Lenin wasn’t recognised, but his problems were not over. Both he and Rakhia had out-of-date passes – white instead of the newly valid red papers issued that morning. ‘This is ridiculous, what a mess,’ shouted Rakhia. ‘You’re refusing entry to a member of the Petrograd Soviet.’ When that didn’t work, Lenin started arguing with the guards too. It was only when people behind them in the queue objected to the delay, and began to push and shove, that the guards let them in. ‘Lenin came in, laughing,’ one man in the crowd recalled later. When he doffed his cap to the guards, the wig came off.


Lenin had never been in the building before and he had no idea where to go. For weeks the Smolny had been packed with soldiers sleeping in the corridors, revolutionary politicians plotting in its warren of 120 rooms and journalists watching the story of the Russian Revolution unfold. The stench was overpowering. ‘The air was thick with cigarette smoke; the floors were covered with rubbish and everywhere there was the smell of urine. Futile signs were posted on the walls: “Comrades please preserve cleanliness”.’ Rakhia took Lenin, still concerned about hiding his identity, to the second floor. Here he was among as many opponents as friends.


At the top of the stairs he found Trotsky, head of the Military Revolutionary Committee, the man in charge of planning the coup. ‘Vladimir Ilyich, disguised, was an odd sight,’ Trotsky said later. As they greeted each other, two prominent members of an opposition socialist group eyed Lenin carefully, smiled and looked knowingly at each other. ‘Dammit, they’ve recognised me, the scoundrels,’ he muttered.


Lenin was ushered into Room 10, where the Military Revolutionary Committee had been in permanent session for days. ‘We found ourselves in the presence of a little grey-haired old man, wearing a pincenez,’ recalled Vladimir Antonov-Ovseyenko, soon to become one of the Bolsheviks’ most ruthless hatchet men. ‘You could have taken him for a schoolmaster or a second-hand book dealer. He took off his wig . . . and then we recognised his eyes, sparkling as usual with a glint of humour. “Any news?” he asked.’


In hiding Lenin had known little about the precise details of the coup. The artist of the insurrection dealt in broad brush strokes. Now he saw maps of the city spread out on tables and he was told how the main strongpoints of Petrograd would be in Bolshevik hands by the morning. There were about 25,000 armed Red Guards available, but only a fraction of them would be needed, said Trotsky. The revolutionaries would take power without firing a shot.


Some blankets and pillows were placed in the corner of the room and Lenin and Trotsky lay down. But neither could sleep. At 2 a.m. Trotsky looked at his watch and said, ‘It’s begun.’ Lenin replied, ‘I’m dizzy. From being on the run to supreme power – that’s too much,’ and according to Trotsky made the sign of the Cross.*2


It has been an enduring myth that the Revolution was an impeccably organised operation by a group of highly disciplined conspirators who knew exactly what they were doing throughout. It is a version of events that suited both sides. Soviet historians in the following decades presented ‘glorious October’ as a rising of the masses, brilliantly led by the master of timing and tactics, V. I. Lenin, and his skilful, heroic lieutenants in the Bolshevik Party, who kept to a strict timetable of insurrection.


The defeated ‘Whites’, as they would soon be called, also held to a comforting myth: that they lost power in a precisely calibrated military takeover masterminded by an evil genius whose plans, diabolical though they were, cleverly took account of chaos on the streets of Petrograd. It would not have impressed the loyalists’ supporters – or soothed their own amour propre – if it was put about that they were beaten by a group of plotters who very nearly botched their revolution. The Bolsheviks might easily have failed if at certain key moments they had met some slight resistance.


In reality the ‘plot’ was the worst-kept secret in history. Everyone in Petrograd had heard that the Bolsheviks were preparing an imminent coup. It had been discussed in the press for the past ten days. The main right-wing newspaper Rech (Speech) had even revealed the date, 25 October, and the leftist Novaya Zhizn (New Life), run by the writer Maxim Gorky, had warned the Bolsheviks against using violence and ‘shedding more blood in Russia’. The supposedly perfect clockwork timekeeping of the insurrection was so vague that nobody could tell for certain exactly when it began. At one stage the Mayor of Petrograd sent a delegation to the participants of both sides wondering if the uprising had started. He could not get an accurate answer. The Bolsheviks had little military experience. Alexander Genevsky, one of their main commanders on the ground, had been a temporary lieutenant in the Tsarist army, declared unfit after he was gassed early in the First World War. He had been asked to become a ‘general’ in the rebel forces. His orders were to keep the military planners at the Smolny up to date with events by ringing a number that he was told would always be available, 148–11. The few times it wasn’t out of order, it was engaged. The Bolsheviks failed to master the Petrograd telephone system and had to send runners throughout the city streets. The key force of sailors from the Kronstadt naval base – reliable Bolshevik supporters – arrived in Petrograd a day late.


They won because the other side, the Provisional Government and its backers – a coalition of the centre-right, liberals and moderate socialists – were even more incompetent and divided, and because they didn’t take the Bolsheviks seriously until it was too late. But mainly it was because most of the people didn’t care which side won. In fact, few people realised anything significant had happened until it was all over.3


At the Smolny, Lenin couldn’t rest during the night. He continually pored over maps and anxiously waited for news. He was short-tempered, constantly calling for more reliable information and swifter action, insisting on accelerating the revolt. ‘He worked at furious speed, spitting out panting couriers and despatching aides . . . amid the buzz of telegraphs.’ He was hastily preparing the statements and decrees he would make when power was assured. He moved between Room 10, where the Military Revolutionary Committee met, to Room 36, down a long corridor where the human odours mixed with the smell of boiled cabbage from the refectory on the ground floor of the building. This was where the rest of the Bolshevik leadership in the Party’s Central Committee met, ‘in a tiny room around a badly lit table with overcoats thrown on the floor. People were constantly knocking on the door with news.’


At one point soon after dawn the comrades began discussing the form of the new government. Lenin wondered what it should be called.


‘We must not call the members ministers,’ he said. ‘It’s a repulsive, hackneyed word.’


‘Why not commissars,’ Trotsky suggested, ‘only there are too many commissars already. How about People’s Commissars?’


‘People’s Commissars. I like that. And what shall we call the government?’


‘The Council [Soviet] of People’s Commissars.’


‘That’s wonderful,’ exclaimed Lenin. ‘It has the smell of revolution.’‡


There followed a charade of modesty among the revolutionaries, who within hours would be supreme oligarchs exercising awesome power over the lives and deaths of millions.


Lenin proposed that Trotsky should be head of the government, while he himself remained leader of the Bolshevik Party. Nobody knows whether he meant it or not, but he showed little surprise when Trotsky refused. ‘You know very well that a Jew can’t be Premier in Russia,’ he said. ‘And besides you’d constantly be disagreeing with me. You’re the leader. It has to be you.’ The decision was unanimous.4


Overnight, small groups of Red Guards seized the strategic command positions of the city. They secured all the bridges across the Neva before dawn, except for the Nikolai Bridge next to the Winter Palace. Earlier they had captured the Peter and Paul Fortress, directly across the river, whose guns held a commanding view of the palace, where the Prime Minister, Alexander Kerensky, resided and the Provisional Government met. The occasional crack of gunfire could be heard, but there had been no fighting. ‘It happened while the city was in deep slumber,’ recorded Nikolai Sukhanov, whose eyewitness account of the Revolution remains one of the best accounts of the events. ‘More like the changing of the guard than an insurrection.’




At 6 a.m. the State Bank fell, an hour later the Central Telephone Exchange, the main Post Office and the Telegraph Building. By 8 a.m. the rebels had taken all the railway stations. The Bolsheviks controlled communications throughout Petrograd and had barely fired a shot. There were no casualties. In theory the government could call on the city’s garrison troops, numbering some 35,000. But as Trotsky had predicted, even if the majority of the soldiers were not actively siding with the Bolsheviks, they weren’t prepared to fight them either.


* * *


The timing of the insurrection was crucial to Lenin’s political strategy. Since the Tsar had fallen nine months earlier power had been shared uneasily between a series of coalition governments, which had grown successively weaker, and the Soviets. In Russian the word ‘soviet’ means simply ‘council’, and they were hastily elected delegates of workers and soldiers who claimed that they had instigated and led the Revolution in February that brought down the Romanov autocracy.


Lenin had excluded the Bolsheviks from joining the government, but for the previous month they had held a small majority on the Petrograd Soviet. Lenin’s plan was to overthrow the government and claim that he was acting on behalf of the Soviets. Real power would lie with him and the Bolsheviks, but keeping the Soviet on board gave him political cover and a semblance of popular support. But there was one big snag. The Congress of Soviets was due to meet that day – in the splendid white and gold ballroom of the Smolny, just below the warren of rooms where the Bolsheviks had been planning the coup. Lenin was supposed to present the takeover as a fait accompli when the Congress convened at noon, and declare a victory for the Revolution. However, the government still survived and the Winter Palace – symbol of power in Russia since the time of Catherine the Great – had not fallen.


Lenin had been told by his military committee that seizing the palace would be a straightforward matter, over within five or six hours. But it would take more than fifteen hours, amid a catalogue of errors that would have been farcical if the stakes had not been so high.


* * *




At 9 a.m. Lenin demanded the surrender of the government. He received no reply. Prime Minister Kerensky had left soon after dawn for the army headquarters in an attempt to raise some loyal troops to defeat the rebellion. The Bolsheviks had made no effort to detain him, though his escape had not been straightforward. There were thirty cars parked outside the palace but none were in working order. He couldn’t even find a taxi to take him. An ensign was sent to see if he could requisition a car that would run. The British Embassy turned him down, but an official from the US Legation was persuaded to let Kerensky use his own car, a Renault, as long as it was returned.# Another officer managed to scrounge a luxurious open-topped Pierce Arrow and some fuel. Kerensky was driven around Palace Square and through the streets of Petrograd with the roof down, easily recognisable.


When the ministers met in the Malachite Room of the Winter Palace towards midday they refused to surrender and decided to hold out for as long as they could; ‘doomed people, lonely and abandoned, we walked around the huge mousetrap’, Pavel Malyanovich, the Minister of Justice, wrote in his diary.


Lenin was given to furious, intemperate ‘rages’, as his wife Nadya often said. They became more frequent as his health declined and the insomnia and headaches which had always plagued him got worse. He was in a fury much of this day as his military planners seemed to be bungling. He put off his appearance at the Congress of Soviets from midday to 3 p.m., but if he had to delay much further, his entire political strategy might fall apart. It was vital to present the coup as a complete success, a job well done.


In Room 10 of the Smolny, he barked orders to his aides and Red Guard commanders and fired off dozens of notes pleading for speedier action to take over the palace. The pleas soon turned into demands, and then threats. He paced around the room ‘like a lion in a cage’, recalled Nikolai Podvoisky, one of the Military Revolutionary Committee’s most senior officials. ‘Vladimir Ilyich scolded, he screamed. He needed the Palace at all costs. He said he was ready to shoot us.’5




The ministers were holding out in the vast but gloomy symbol of Imperial Russia, which had been the Provisional Government’s home since July. Much of Tsarist imperial history had been played out among the palace’s 1,500 rooms, spread out over a quarter-mile-long building fronting the Neva. Kerensky had moved into the third-floor suite that had once belonged to the Emperor, with picture windows overlooking the Admiralty Spire. Most of the building was now being used as a military hospital for war wounded, with around 500 patients on this day. In the huge courtyard at the rear of the building were hundreds of horses belonging to the two companies of Cossacks charged with defending the government. Along with the Cossacks, there were 220 officer cadets from the Oranienbaum Military School, forty members of the Petrograd Garrison’s bicycle squad and 200 women from the Shock Battalion of Death.$ From an armed force of nine million Russians, this was all the Provisional Government could muster to protect the capital – and themselves.


The ‘storming of the Winter Palace’ – centrepiece of the Russian Revolution – was so sloppy that the American journalists John Reed and his wife Louise Bryant were able to stroll into the building during the afternoon without being stopped. Palace servants in their Tsarist blue uniforms took their coats as usual and some of the cadets from the Military School showed them around. On the ground floor ‘at the end of the corridor was a large ornate room with gilded cornices and enormous crystal lustres’, wrote Reed. ‘On both sides of the parqueted floor long rows of dirty mattresses and blankets, upon which occasional soldiers were stretched out; everywhere was a litter of cigarette butts, bits of bread, clothes and empty bottles with expensive French labels. Soldiers moved about in a stale atmosphere of tobacco smoke and unwashed humanity. One had a bottle of white Burgundy evidently filched from the cellars of the palace. The place was a huge barrack.’


At 3 p.m. Lenin could delay no longer. He appeared before the Congress of Soviets at the Smolny and brazenly declared a victory, though the government had not yet fallen, the ministers were not arrested, nor was the Winter Palace in Bolshevik hands. This was the first big lie of the Soviet regime. He read a statement he had prepared early that morning when he thought the coup’s success was already complete.


‘To the Citizens of Russia. The Provisional Government has been deposed. State power has passed into the hands of the organ of the Petrograd Soviet of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, the Military Revolutionary Committee, which heads the Petrograd proletariat and the garrison.


‘The cause for which the people have fought – namely, the immediate offer of a democratic peace, the abolition of landed proprietorship, workers’ control over production, and the establishment of Soviet power – has been secured.


‘Long live the revolution of soldiers, workers and peasants!’


Declaring that the Bolsheviks had taken power was so important to his plan that he was prepared to invent it.6


When he returned upstairs Lenin could not contain his rage. He ordered the bombardment of the palace from the Peter and Paul Fortress, but the tragi-comedy and absurdity of the siege was only beginning. The clockwork timekeeping of the coup slipped further and further and, as the day went on, there ceased to be any deadlines at all. The Bolshevik gunners were complete incompetents. There were five heavy field-guns at the fortress, but they were museum pieces which hadn’t been fired in years or cleaned in months. Some lighter training guns were found and dragged into position, but no one could find the right three-inch shells for them. Then it turned out that the guns did not have sights. In the late afternoon the commissars worked out that the original guns simply needed cleaning.


Things became more surreal for the insurgents. Even the straightforward task of raising a red lantern to the top of the fortress flagpole – the signal for the bombardment and a ground assault to begin – was beyond them. No red lantern could be found. The Bolshevik commander of the fortress, Georgy Blagonravov, went out into the city to look for a suitable lamp but got lost and fell into a muddy bog. He came back, though with a purple lantern which he couldn’t fix to the flagpole. The rebels abandoned any idea of giving a signal.


At 6.30 p.m. the Bolsheviks, who had been in control of the nearby naval base at Kronstadt for the last few days, ordered the battlecruisers Aurora and Amur to steam upriver and halt opposite the Winter Palace. Ten minutes later they sent an ultimatum: ‘Government and troops must capitulate. This ultimatum expires at 7.10 p.m. after which we will immediately open fire.’


The ministers rejected the ultimatum. At 6.50 they sat down to dinner – borscht, steamed fish and artichokes. By this point the defenders were ready to give up and bow to the inevitable. ‘The soldiers just wanted to smoke, get drunk and curse their hopeless situation,’ one of their officers recalled. Most peeled off as the evening wore on. The majority of cadets went off to look for some dinner, some of the women’s battalion left. The Cossacks, the only ones with any military training, stalked off ‘disgusted by the Jews and wenches inside’. Fewer than 250 remained. The Red Guards could have walked in easily at any time.


The ‘government’ continued to pronounce edicts and reshuffle Cabinet posts; the minister left in charge by Kerensky earlier in the morning decided they had to discuss appointing a ‘dictator’ in Russia. Dictator of what, beyond the Malachite Room and its grand columns, ornate fire-places and huge table vases, he never made clear. They decided to brave things out for as long as possible, arguing that when they were overthrown by force the Bolsheviks would be condemned.7


Most people in Petrograd did not know a revolution was happening. The banks and shops had been open all day, the trams were running. All the factories were operating as usual – the workers had no clue Lenin was about to liberate them from capitalist exploitation. That evening Chaliapin was appearing in Don Carlos before a full house at the Narodny Dom, and Alexei Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan the Terrible was playing at the Alexandrinsky Theatre. Nightclubs and concert halls were open. Prostitutes were touting for business in the side streets around Nevsky Prospekt as on any normal Wednesday evening. The restaurants were packed. John Reed and a group of other American and British reporters were dining at the Hotel de France, close to the Palace Square. They returned to watch the Revolution after the entrée.


In Soviet mythology for decades to come, the Revolution was portrayed as a popular rising of the masses. Nothing could be further from the truth. Contemporary photographs show a few isolated spots around the city where a handful of Red Guards were milling about casually. There were no big crowds anywhere, no barricades, no street fighting. It is impossible to know how many people took part in the few isolated parts of the city which mattered during the insurrection. Trotsky estimated ‘no more’ than 25,000, but by that he meant the number of Red Guards he could have called out. The real number was far fewer – probably 10,000 at most, in a city numbering nearly two million.


There was no ‘storming’ of the palace, as depicted in Sergei Eisenstein’s epic, cinematically brilliant but largely fictional 1927 film October. Many more people were employed as extras than took part in the real event.£8


At 9.40 p.m., at last, the signal was given to begin the bombardment with a blank shot fired from the Aurora, which had moored by the English Embankment opposite the palace. The ministers dropped to the floor; the entire company of the women’s Shock Battalion were so scared they had to be taken to a room at the rear of the building to calm down.


Twenty minutes later the guns from the Peter and Paul Fortress began firing live ammunition. A barrage of three dozen were fired but only two hit the palace, chipping some cornices. One shell managed to miss the 1,500-room target by several hundred metres.† Podvoisky and Antonov-Ovseyenko, whom Lenin had threatened to shoot a few hours earlier, led a small group of sailors and Red Guards into the building and quickly realised when they began to search through the rooms that they faced almost no opposition. In the Malachite Room, ‘fear gripped us like the onslaught of poisoned air’, Justice Minister Malyanovich said later. ‘It was clear the end was at hand.’




At around 2 a.m. a little man with long, wavy red hair wearing a wide-brimmed hat and a floppy red tie bounded into the room – ‘an armed mob was behind him’. He didn’t look like a soldier but he shouted in a shrill, jarring voice, ‘I am Antonov-Ovseyenko, a representative of the Military Revolutionary Committee. I inform all you members of the Provisional Government that you are under arrest.’


They were marched to the Peter and Paul Fortress through jostling groups of Red Guards shouting ‘Run them through’ and ‘Chuck them in the river’. Antonov warned that anyone who tried to harm them would be shot. Throughout the day the casualty count was half a dozen dead and fewer than twenty injured, all of whom were caught in crossfire.


The Military Revolutionary Committee’s problem now was controlling their own Bolshevik troops. Room after room in the palace was filled with packing cases containing some of the former Tsar’s treasures, which were about to be despatched to Moscow for safekeeping. The Red Guards had different ideas. ‘One man went strutting around with a bronze clock perched on his shoulder,’ said Reed, who accompanied them. ‘Another found a plume of ostrich feathers, which he stuck on his hat. The looting was just beginning when someone cried, “Comrades! Don’t take anything! This is the property of the People! Stop. Put everything back!”’ Many hands dragged the spoilers down. Damask and tapestry were snatched from the arms of those who had them; two men took away the bronze clock. Roughly and hastily the things were crammed back into the cases. Through corridors and up staircases the cry could be heard growing fainter and fainter in the distance, ‘Revolutionary discipline. Property of the People.’


Others headed straight for the Tsar’s wine cellar, one of the finest in the world. It contained cases of Tokays from the age of Catherine the Great and Château d’Yquem 1847, Nicholas II’s favourite. ‘The matter of the wine . . . became critical,’ recalled Antonov. ‘We sent guards from picked units. They got drunk. We posted guards from Regimental Committees. They succumbed as well. A violent bacchanalia followed.’


He called the Petrograd fire brigade to flood the cellar with water, ‘but the firemen . . . got drunk instead’.9


The real drama was happening at the Smolny. That was where the Revolution was won. The Congress of Soviets convened again at 10.30 p.m. and there was seething anger in the smoke-filled ballroom. Lenin’s hope was that the coup would be rubber-stamped, but it was denounced by many delegates. Even a few Bolsheviks objected. Lenin’s opponents played right into his hands. The other socialist groups said they would ‘have nothing to do with this criminal takeover’ and walked out of the Soviet, never to return to any position of influence in Russia. They might have made Lenin’s position difficult if they had remained a strong opposition force united against the Bolsheviks. They might even have prevented Lenin from building his dictatorship. Walking out of the chamber was a fatal mistake, as many admitted soon afterwards. ‘We made the Bolsheviks masters of the situation,’ said Sukhanov, an opponent of Lenin. ‘By leaving the Congress we gave them a monopoly on the Soviets. Our own irrational decisions ensured Lenin’s victory.’


At around 5 a.m., with the opposition about to stage their walkout into oblivion, the Bolsheviks’ most spellbinding orator, the brilliant, vain and ruthless Trotsky, made one of the most famous speeches of the twentieth century. The uprising ‘needs no justification’, he said. ‘What has happened is an insurrection, not a conspiracy . . . The masses of the people followed our banner. But what do they [pointing to the other socialists] offer us? We are told: renounce your victory, make concessions, compromise. With whom?, I ask. To those who have left us we must say: you are miserable bankrupts, your role is played out. Go where you ought to go – into the dustbin of history.’


Two hours later Lenin appeared at the Congress. Now certain of victory, and no longer in disguise, he beamed. There were no rhetorical flourishes from him. He read out the Decree on Peace he had written that morning, promising an end to the war, and the Decree on Land pledging to take over the landowners’ farms. He was greeted with tumultuous applause. Some old Bolsheviks, hard men and women who never believed this moment would come, were weeping. To those who encountered him for the first time he did not seem like a revolutionary who would create a new kind of society and transform history, said John Reed. ‘He was a short, stocky figure, with a big head set down on his shoulders, bald and bulging little eyes, a snubbish nose, wide generous mouth, and heavy chin. Dressed in shabby clothes, his trousers were much too long for him. Unimpressive, to be the idol of a mob . . . A strange popular leader – a leader purely by virtue of intellect; colourless, humourless, uncompromising and detached, without picturesque idiosyncrasies – but with the power of explaining profound ideas in simple terms. And combined with shrewdness, the greatest intellectual audacity.’


Soon after the ‘glorious October’ Lenin said that taking power had been a simple thing, ‘as easy as picking up a feather’. He was being mischievous, misleading. In fact it had been a long, hard road.10





* Trotsky was often asked later if he was absolutely sure that a famously militant atheist like Lenin really had crossed himself at this solemn moment. He replied that he was surprised to see it but it was hardly a thing he would forget, or invent. Trotsky was equally surprised that when Lenin said he felt dizzy he very deliberately used the German expression ‘Es schwindelt’ – presumably for added emphasis.


‡ Both Lenin and Trotsky had studied the French Revolution with great care and took inspiration from it. This was a deliberate echo of the Jacobins’ ‘Commissaires’, supposedly protectors of the people. The word comes originally from the Latin commissarius, meaning the plenipotentiaries of a higher power – in this case the citizens.


# Neither the owner, US diplomat Sheldon Whitehouse, nor the driver could work out how to remove the Stars and Stripes flag from the bonnet. The loan of the car led to a formal diplomatic protest to the US government by the Bolshevik regime – the first of many over the following decades.


$ Despite their bloodcurdling title, they were mostly girls from the provinces and not at all happy to be part of the last-ditch effort to prop up the Provisional Government, which they did not support. They were marked out by their size, and with their close-cropped hair resembled young boys. The photographers who took pictures of them for the press the day before the coup noticed how small they looked compared to the Cossacks with them. They were scared – and not only of the Bolsheviks. ‘At night, men knocked at our barracks and cried out with blasphemies.’ When they had been ordered to the palace they were told they would be taking part in a regimental parade. They were not prepared to shoot fellow Russians. The besieging Bolsheviks were worried about their presence at the palace, too: ‘People will say we shoot at Russian women,’ one of them said.


£ And even more took part in the re-enactment of the palace seizure on the fifth anniversary of the Revolution in 1922.


† The explosions startled Vladimir Nabokov, the eighteen-year-old son of the Cabinet Secretary, the senior civil servant to the Provisional Government, at his home on the Morskaya, right next to the palace. He was trying to write a poem at the time.













1


A NEST OF GENTLEFOLK


‘This man Lenin . . . he’s not dangerous.’


Prince Georgy Lvov, the first post-imperial Prime Minister of Russia


All of the most important relationships in Lenin’s life were with women. He had very few close male friends and nearly without exception he lost those he made, or they fell by the wayside, because of politics. Men had to agree with him wholesale and bend to his will or be dropped from his inner circle. As a confidant for many years in exile recalled: ‘I began to separate myself from the revolutionary movement . . . and thus completely ceased to exist for Vladimir Ilyich.’ By the time he was thirty-three the only man he addressed by the intimate Russian ‘ty’ rather than the formal ‘vy’ was his younger brother Dmitry.1


For most of his life Lenin was surrounded by women – his mother, sisters, his wife of a quarter of a century, Nadya; and his mistress Inessa Armand, with whom he had a complex romantic attachment, as well as a close working relationship that waxed and waned in intensity over many years. During a decade and a half of exile, in various cramped lodging houses throughout Europe, he lived in easy, friendly familiarity with his mother-in-law, a woman of strong opinions that differed markedly from his own.


Invariably, Lenin’s women have been dismissed as mere drudges who performed domestic chores for him or were allowed to handle relatively simple and mundane political tasks. This is misleading. Lenin had more progressive and advanced views about the role of women than most of his male contemporaries in the revolutionary movement – though it is true that this does not set the bar particularly high.


In many ways, Lenin the great radical was a conventional Russian bourgeois man of the late nineteenth century: hardly a feminist in the modern sense of the term. He expected the women close to him to cosset him, fuss over him and look after him, which they did. But he listened to them and took them as seriously in political matters as he did men.


His wife Nadya is frequently portrayed as little more than his secretary, an amanuensis with no opinions of her own. Yet there was much more to her than that. She was a revolutionary when she met him, had been jailed and exiled to Siberia before she married him, and she played a vital role alongside him in the underground conspiratorial network that kept the flame of revolution alive in Russia before 1917. She wrote no works on Marxism or philosophy, seldom spoke up about political tactics or policy, and rarely contradicted him, but Lenin relied on her practical skills and sound judgement. She ‘ran’ dozens of secret Bolshevik agents throughout the Russian empire and knew every aspect of the Party organisation. Most importantly, Nadya kept her husband’s temper and fast-changing moods in check, which often demanded immense tact.


Inessa Armand was another woman whose role in his life has been misunderstood, or – in the case of the Soviet authorities after Lenin’s death – deliberately ignored. For ten years until she died in 1920 they had an on-off love affair. Armand was central to his emotional life. She was also among the best-known women socialists of her generation, one of Lenin’s closest aides, trusted to perform the most confidential tasks. Often she represented him at international gatherings of revolutionaries, a responsibility he delegated to very few people. She held positions by Lenin’s side in Moscow after the Revolution. Frequently she disagreed with him and plainly told him so, yet they remained inseparable. Everyone who knew her – including Lenin’s wife, who became her close friend in a curiously touching and devoted triangular relationship – understood how important she was to him. Yet after he died a ‘cult’ of Lenin was developed by his successors which encouraged worship of him as a secular icon representing the pillar of Bolshevik rectitude and she was all but written out of Soviet history books. In the five years before 1917 he wrote many more letters to Inessa Armand – on personal and political matters – than to anyone else. Their correspondence and her diaries were censored for nearly seventy years until the Communist state that Lenin founded collapsed.


Two of Lenin’s sisters survived past their teens and worked with him closely in the revolutionary underground. Anna Ilyinichna Ulyanova, born in 1864, was his elder by six years; Maria was eight years younger than him. Both were repeatedly jailed or exiled during the Tsarist regime for subversive activities; they helped to smuggle underground agents and socialist literature into and out of Russia. After the Revolution they held responsible jobs in the Soviet regime. For many years in exile in Europe, one or both of them – usually Maria – shared his home, with Nadya and his mother-in-law.*


Throughout his life Lenin relied on a network of devoted women totally loyal to him – and, most of them, to his revolutionary cause. They made great sacrifices for his career and at times took enormous personal risks on his behalf: Revolution was a dangerous business. He could, and sometimes did, take their faith in him for granted. But the commitments went both ways.


Many ruthless and cynical men are sentimental about their mothers. Lenin used to say frequently to family and comrades, ‘Mother . . . well, quite simply, she’s a saint.’ He saw her rarely for the last twenty years of her life – she died in 1916, while he was in Swiss exile – but he was a devoted, not merely a dutiful, correspondent. Wherever he was on his wanderings about Europe he wrote to her regularly. The letters were rarely about politics or his literary/journalistic work, but he reported, often in minute detail, on his domestic arrangements, his health and his travels. Many are of a ‘nature notes’ type about his hunting trips or excursions in the Alps, one of his great passions being walking in mountains and the untamed countryside. His letters home are invariably addressed to ‘Darling Mother’ or ‘Mamoushka Dearest’. His last, a few weeks before her death, ends: ‘I embrace you warmly my dearest and wish you vigour.’ Lenin was petulant, ill-tempered and irascible, especially as he grew older, but his mother was the one person he never complained about to anybody, the only one to whom he always showed unqualified love.


Maria Alexandrovna Blank was born in 1835 in St Petersburg. Her father was an eccentric, a martinet and – a fact kept strictly secret by the Soviet authorities after Lenin’s death – a Jew. He had been born Sril (the Yiddish form of Israel) Moiseyevich (Moses) Blank in Odessa, but while studying medicine he converted to Orthodoxy and changed his first name and patronymic to Alexander Dmitriyevich. He travelled widely in Europe after qualifying as a doctor and married the daughter of a wealthy German merchant, Anna Groschopf. She was a Protestant. Under the restrictive religious laws of Tsarist Russia, his wife was required to convert to the Orthodox faith, but she refused and brought up her six children as Lutherans.†




Alexander Blank began as an army surgeon, later became a police doctor and, finally, an inspector of hospitals at Zlatoust, in the vast province of Chelyabinsk in western Siberia. This gave him the civil service rank of ‘state councillor’, which entitled him to claim noble status. When he retired in his fifties he registered as a member of the nobility of Kazan and he bought an estate, Kokushkino, about thirty kilometres northeast of the city, with a fine manor house and forty serfs who worked the land.2


Maria Alexandrovna’s mother died when she was three. Her father began living with his late wife’s sister, Ekaterina von Essen, herself widowed. It was a shocking ménage for those days and Blank wanted to make an honest woman of his sister-in-law. He tried to marry her, but the marriage was illegal in the eyes of the Church and the couple were refused permission. Her money helped to buy the Kokushkino estate and they remained together until she died in 1863.‡


A quiet, strong-willed, introverted woman, Lenin’s mother had dark-brown hair, a slim figure and dressed elegantly, though rarely in the height of fashion. There was no kissing or embracing within the household and Maria Alexandrovna generally discouraged displays of emotion. She was the dominant figure at home, deeply respected and revered by all her children. ‘She had our love and obedience,’ the eldest Ulyanov daughter, Anna, recalled later. ‘She never raised her voice, and almost never resorted to punishment.’3


She was long-suffering and always sheltered her children from the reduced circumstances they would face following family deaths and the constant attention of the secret police. She was frugal but never mean. Intelligent and well educated, she never supported – and often did not understand – her children’s radical politics. She was certainly not a Marxist or a revolutionary of any kind. But she knew better than to quarrel with her children over a political issue or ask too many questions about their illegal activities, whatever the suffering their beliefs would bring them. Few of her letters to her son Vladimir have survived, but in those she barely mentioned politics once. To Maria Alexandrovna, family came first.


At various points all of her grown-up children were jailed or exiled, on occasions several of them at once. She would always move near their prison or to a town as close as possible to their place of exile. Often she would humiliate herself pleading with officials to release one of her daughters or sons, or to treat them more leniently. Though never rich, she was comfortably off and all of them relied on her money for prolonged periods. She sent them cash, clothes, books, food parcels and never appeared to complain about being asked. Vladimir would request help more than any of her other children, though at times he received ample funds from elsewhere. For some years he awarded himself a salary from Bolshevik Party funds, but he earned little from his books and journalism. Life as a professional revolutionary could be precarious and at times he was short of ready money; well into his forties he could not have survived without regular help from his mother.


Vladimir possessed little of the serenity and patient forbearance of Maria Alexandrovna Ulyanova, but he did inherit other features of her character. ‘No sooner had I come to know his mother than I discovered the secret of Vladimir Ilyich’s charm,’ said Ivan Baranov, a comrade from Lenin’s early revolutionary years.4


His father’s ancestry was as problematic as his mother’s for Soviet historians. The last official Lenin biography published in the USSR, which appeared in the 1950s, stated that his father, Ilya Nikolayevich Ulyanov, hailed from ‘poor lower-middle-class people from Astrakhan’, which hides more than it tells. Lenin’s paternal grandmother, Anna Alexeyevna Smirnov, was an illiterate Kalmyk woman with Central Asian roots who possessed the typical looks of her ethnic origin. Most physical descriptions of Lenin mention his ‘Mongol eyes’ and high cheekbones, but the Soviets systematically suppressed information about his grandparents. They would not have fitted neatly with the carefully burnished official image of the founder of Bolshevism, who had to be presented as a Great Russian through and through.#


Ilya was born in 1831 and both his parents died young. He was brought up and given a good education by his uncle Vasily, a prosperous tailor and merchant who ran a successful business in Astrakhan, a smelly fishing town along the delta where the Volga flows into the Caspian Sea. He qualified as a teacher of the sciences and taught at a series of secondary schools in provincial towns in southern Russia. He married in 1863 and taught in Nizhny Novgorod until 1869, when he was given a big promotion as Inspector of Schools in the Simbirsk Region, a job that won him the rank of a hereditary noble.


Of all the Ulyanov children, Vladimir looked the most like his father. Ilya Ulyanov had slanted eyes that flashed amber, a big domed forehead and reddish hair which he began to lose in his early twenties. Like his son he couldn’t pronounce his ‘r’s properly and on occasions he had a hint of a lisp. He was more outgoing than his wife and enjoyed company. He was away much of the time on tours of inspection around the vast schools district under his supervision. Lenin’s mother, although nominally Lutheran, seldom went to church. His father was religious and ensured that the children were brought up Orthodox in a traditional Russian manner.


He was a thoroughly decent man of liberal views, who believed in gradual reform and evolutionary change through education – the kind of well-meaning bourgeois that his son would come to despise and scorn more bitterly than he did a diehard reactionary. Ilya revered Alexander II, the ‘Tsar Liberator’ who emancipated the serfs in 1861 and launched a series of other modest measures to modernise the Romanov autocracy. After he was assassinated in 1881 by terrorists from the People’s Will revolutionary group Ilya Ulyanov wept for days. In full-dress civil service uniform he attended the memorial service at Holy Trinity Cathedral in Simbirsk. He was a proud member of the establishment. As far as is recorded he was in contact with only one known ‘subversive’, the Ulyanov family doctor, Alexander Kadyan, who had been sent into internal exile by the secret police and was forced under the terms of his sentence to stay within the town. But the acquaintanceship was entirely professional.


‘Our father was never a revolutionary,’ Anna wrote in her short history of the family. ‘In those years, being in his forties and head of the family, he wanted to protect us, his children, from that way of thinking.’ Her sister Maria agreed. ‘Father was totally loyal to the Tsarist regime, certainly not a revolutionary,’ she told a younger comrade. ‘We don’t really know enough to say what his attitudes were to the radical activities of the young.’


Lenin himself never tried to conceal or fudge his roots, though the Soviets later created the myth that the founder of the world’s first workers’ state ‘came from the people’ and was from ‘low social origins’. To many of those who knew him, his manner and bearing were revealing. Maxim Gorky, a convinced socialist who was born into deep poverty and really did come from the people, said that ‘Vladimir Ilyich has the self-belief of a “leader”, a Russian nobleman not without some of the psychological traits of that class.’5





* Lenin had two other sisters, both called Olga. The first, born in 1868, died in infancy, less than a year old. He was closest to the second Olga, born in the autumn of 1871, eighteen months younger than him. They were inseparable as children and teenagers. According to many family friends, she was the prodigy of the Ulyanov brood, intellectually and artistically gifted, the one destined for great things. She was formidably talented and creative, as well as pretty and graceful. She died from typhoid aged just nineteen. They shared rooms in St Petersburg at the time and Lenin nursed her in her final days. He was inconsolable that he couldn’t save her, and for months his letters home after her death were full of guilt and gloom.


† Lenin was almost certainly unaware of his partially Jewish ancestry. His sister Anna discovered a piece of the story in her thirties when she went to Switzerland for the first time and met a family called Blank. She was told that nearly all Swiss by that name were likely to be Jews. Then she found that a silver cup – an heirloom of the Blank family that had come down to her mother – was the kind typically used in Jewish religious festivals. Soon after Lenin died Anna was asked by the Lenin Institute, established in 1924 to preserve his ‘legacy’, to write a definitive history of the Ulyanov family. She did a thorough job and found out details about her grandfather that were entirely new to her. She didn’t mention her work to anyone outside the family for many years. But in 1932, shortly before her own death, she wrote to Stalin and revealed her findings. She went to his office in the Kremlin and handed the letter to him personally. ‘It’s probably no secret to you that our research on our grandfather shows that he came from a poor Jewish family,’ she told him. Publishing the facts, she said, ‘could help to combat anti-Semitism . . . Vladimir Ilyich always valued Jews highly and was always persuaded of their exceptional abilities’. Stalin read it carefully and responded immediately, ordering her: ‘Absolutely not one word about this letter to anyone.’ Stalin was himself a rabid Jew-hater and probably understood viscerally, as well as calculated politically, that it would not have helped the Bolshevik cause among Russians if it had been revealed that the founder of the Soviet state had Jewish roots. If Lenin had known, he would probably have been relaxed about the revelation. As he once told the writer Maxim Gorky, ‘We do not have many intelligent people. [Russians] are a talented people. But we are lazy. A bright Russian is nearly always a Jew or a person with an admixture of Jewish blood.’


‡ Alexander Blank frequently scandalised middle-class opinion in ways other than his domestic arrangements. He clashed with his bosses, terrified his juniors and held highly unorthodox views about what we would today call alternative medicine. He was a great believer in ‘balneology’, which involved wrapping patients head to toe for several hours in wet blankets and towels. He thought that being enclosed by water was good for hygiene and killed germs. The treatment has no scientific basis – but probably killed fewer patients than regular bleeding and the use of leeches, still common practice at the time.


# Under Stalin, evidence about Lenin’s Kalmyk heritage was destroyed. The truth came out by accident. The Armenian novelist Marietta Shaginyan stumbled on some surviving documents while working on her book The Family of the Ulyanovs, which was originally published in a small magazine in 1937 and immediately fell foul of the authorities. It wasn’t reissued until 1957, after Stalin died, during a brief cultural thaw in the USSR.











2


A CHILDHOOD IDYLL


‘Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly found, and given and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the living.’


Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, 1852


Nothing in Vladimir Ulyanov’s childhood or early adolescence suggested that he would turn into one of history’s great rebels. He grew up in a happy home, amid a loving family in solid, bourgeois comfort if not ostentatious wealth. He was taught – and shown by the example of his parents – the values of diligence, thrift, hard work and the importance of education.


He was born on 10 April 1870 in the small provincial town of Simbirsk, on the slow-moving River Volga 900 kilometres south-east of Moscow. Six days later he was baptised, in the Orthodox Church of St Nicholas, where the establishment upper-middle class of the town worshipped on a Sunday.


His sister Anna, six years older, recalled that at birth ‘Volodya’ was ‘top-heavy’; he had a large head and a short, weak body. He fell over a lot and found it hard to get up, which often made him scream in frustration. ‘He was very noisy, a great bawler, with combative, happy little hazel eyes,’ said Anna. ‘He started to walk at almost the same time as his sister Olya [Olga], who was a year and a half younger than him. She began to walk very early and without being noticed by those around her. Volodya . . . learned to walk late; and if his sister tumbled inaudibly and raised herself up independently by pressing her hands on the floor, he inevitably would bang his head and raise a desperate roar throughout the house.’




He continued to crash his head on rugs and floorboards, and his mother was for a while worried that he might be ‘mentally retarded’. The midwife who delivered him said soon after his birth that ‘he’ll turn out either very intelligent or very stupid’. He was the most boisterous of all the Ulyanov children, ‘and very demanding throughout his childhood’, according to Anna.


Like many children he had a destructive streak. Whenever he was given a new toy he began to take it apart. On one birthday, the nanny, Varvara Grigoryevna Sarbatova – a retainer who stayed with the Ulyanovs for twenty years and was part of the family – gave him a present of a papier-mâché troika, complete with horses. He disappeared to play with the gift on his own. ‘We began to look for him and found him behind a door. He stood there in deep concentration, twisting the legs of the horses until one by one they came off.’ Despite this mistreatment of her present, Sarbatova always stood up for him. She said that all the Ulyanov children ‘were gold . . . but my Voloden’ka is a diamond’.


He was the loudest and worst-behaved child in a well-ordered family. When he did misbehave, as Sarbatova would say, ‘at least he owned up and didn’t do things on the sly’. Except once, on a visit to his aunt in Kazan, when he accidentally broke a vase while he was alone in one of the reception rooms of the house. He denied all knowledge of the breakage and the incident was forgotten. But a few months later, back in Simbirsk, he couldn’t go to sleep one night and his mother found him crying in his room. She tried to comfort him and asked what was wrong. ‘I lied to Aunt Anya,’ he confessed. ‘I told her it wasn’t me who broke that vase, when it was.’


If he was closest to his sister Olga, his childhood hero was his elder brother (by four years) Alexander, a serious, somewhat sombre youngster who with a withering look could restrain Vladimir’s sometimes hot temper. ‘At first Vladimir started imitating his brother and then he began consciously to curb his quick temper,’ according to Anna. The two boys occupied adjoining rooms, worked together and played in the garden, walked by the Volga and often swam in its tributary, the Sviyaga. ‘Whatever Vladimir was asked – what game he wanted to play, whether he would go for a walk, or wanted milk or butter with his porridge – he would usually look at Sasha before answering. The latter would purposely take his time and look at his brother, a twinkle in his eye. “I’ll do as Sasha does,” he would say.’1


Home was a substantial house on Moskva Street, towards the top of the hill, in the smart area of Simbirsk where senior civil servants, a few army officers, doctors and lawyers lived in decent, stolid style, though not in luxury.


Founded on the high bank of the Volga in 1648, Simbirsk was for a while important as a military garrison to provide defence against nomadic raids. Over the decades it became an unhurried provincial backwater. By the late nineteenth century there were 30,000 inhabitants, but as yet no railway. A few poor roads linked it with the rest of Russia, and the Volga connected Simbirsk with other, similar sleepy towns down to Astrakhan at the river’s mouth nearly 1,000 kilometres to the south. In the winter, people from Simbirsk grumbled that they felt isolated, as though they were living in the middle of nowhere. On the other hand, there was natural beauty. Apple and cherry orchards covered much of the countryside for miles around. At night thousands of nightingales sang. Not much had changed in Simbirsk for a century and a half at least. It had an impressive onion-domed cathedral, two good libraries and – to some extent thanks to the liberal-minded educator Ilya Ulyanov – two excellent ‘Gimnasium’ (grammar) schools. It had sizeable Chuvash and Tatar minorities, the majority of whom worked on the Volga riverboats.*


The most famous son of Simbirsk after Lenin was the novelist Ivan Goncharov, a near-contemporary, whose masterpiece Oblomov was much admired by the future Bolshevik leader. ‘The outward appearance of my home town represented nothing but a picture of slumber and stagnation,’ Goncharov wrote. ‘One wants to fall asleep, looking at this calm, at the sleepy windows and lowered blinds, at the sleepy physiognomy of the people . . . Over the city lay the torpidity of peace . . . the calm of the generous rural and urban Russian life.’†


The Ulyanovs’ comfortable two-storey wooden house had generous reception and living areas, a library full of Russian classics from Pushkin to Tolstoy, and fiction by the best foreign authors. All the children were encouraged by both parents to read widely, in a permissive way that would have shocked Ilya Ulyanov’s more conservative civil service colleagues. For most of his early teens Vladimir’s favourite book was Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, an early influence on him pre-dating Marx or any of the Russian radicals. He kept the novel by his bedside for many years.


The house had a big, broad balcony overlooking a garden full of apple, plum and cherry trees and lilac bushes surrounding a well-maintained lawn. The whole family were passionate about croquet and tournaments were highly competitive. Indoors, the children, even the older ones, loved to play with toy soldiers. Vladimir always chose the American side and took the part of Abraham Lincoln, or the Union generals Grant and Sherman. His brothers Sasha and Dmitry (four years his junior) were usually Italians, and his sisters Spanish soldiers fighting Napoleon.


The game Lenin loved throughout his life, though, was chess. He was taught by his father from an early age on pieces that he had lovingly carved for his children. Ulyanov père was no mean player, one of the best in Simbirsk, but Vladimir was soon beating him and his older brother regularly. He became a serious player who could give the top names in Russian chess a decent game.‡2


Summers were spent at Kokushkino, the estate bought by Alexander Blank, which after his death was inherited by his five children. Lenin would remember Kokushkino all his life as a magical place where he had always been happy. He found peace and tranquillity there, ‘where the scent of mignonette, stocks, sweet peas and tobacco plant, nasturtiums, phlox, geraniums and hollyhocks suffused the garden’.


In her memoirs Lenin’s sister Anna, who became a devout Bolshevik, spoke with the authentic voice of the Russian middle classes when she talked about Kokushkino and its gracious manor house surrounded on three sides by a verandah overlooking gardens – a house at the end of a long drive and an avenue of trees. ‘We began to dream about our move to Kokushkino each year and make preparations for it long in advance. We thought there was nothing better or more beautiful than Kokushkino, a little country place that is very picturesque. I think we inherited our love for Kokushkino, and our joy at seeing it again, from our mother, who had spent her best years there. The joy of country life, the open spaces were very attractive to us. Especially after the agony of our . . . prison-like high schools and the torture of the May examinations, summers at Kokushkino seemed lovely and happy beyond compare.’ Vladimir bathed in the river, took boat trips and rambled in the forest to pick berries and mushrooms. He flew kites and there were picnics.3


The education of their children was of paramount importance for the Ulyanov parents. All of them excelled at school, but Vladimir was by far the most competitive. He had immense charm when he chose to exercise it, and as a teenager a good sense of humour. He could also be unbearably bumptious and tactless. He was exceptionally clever and let everyone else know it. Towards the end of term at the Gimnasium, when the marks were awarded, he would go home and call out his marks as he passed his father’s study. ‘Greek – five [the top mark, naturally]; Latin – five; German – five; Algebra – five, and so on.’ his sister Anna recalled. ‘I can still see the scene clearly: I am sitting in my father’s study and I catch the contented smile which father and mother exchange as their eyes follow the bulky little figure in uniform with the reddish hair sticking out from under his cap.’ Yet the ease with which he coasted through school caused his parents some concern. Occasionally they worried that it might lead him to believe life was too easy and make him monumentally arrogant. But they didn’t agonise for long.#


The curriculum was tough but narrow. There was a lot of rote learning. Almost half the classes were on the classics, and most of the rest on mathematics and the natural sciences. Under the Russian autocracy, where no politics were permitted, the rulers were scared of allowing Russian children to read some of the masterpieces of Russian literature. Very little poetry was taught. Pupils were discouraged from reading most of the great modern Russian writers – Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, Turgenev, Pushkin, Lermontov, Gogol – because at one time or another they had all faced problems with the Tsarist censors. German, French and English were taught, but for the grammar and language. Pupils were banned from reading the European writers and thinkers of the Enlightenment and Romantic Movement – Goethe, Voltaire, Rousseau, for example. Pupils from the Simbirsk Classical Gimnasium were not allowed to use the main Karamzin Library in town, which had some volumes deemed too subversive for young eyes.


Discipline was harsh at the school, but Vladimir seldom complained or expressed any hint of a rebellious spirit. He found himself in trouble only once, and even then it was a minor offence, when he was overheard by a school monitor mimicking the French teacher, whom he believed was inadequate. Discipline was only slightly more relaxed at home, at least during term time. Ilya was a hard taskmaster. Strict silence was enforced during homework hours and time was set aside each day for serious reading. Offenders who broke the ‘no talking’ rule were sent to the ‘black armchair’ in Ilya’s study for calm, silent reflection on misdemeanours. Once Vladimir was found asleep there.4




Alexander Naumov shared Vladimir’s desk at the Gimnasium. In most years he was silver medallist in the school, runner-up to Ulyanov, who invariably won gold. ‘Vladimir Ilyich was rather short but powerfully built, with slightly hunched-up shoulders and a large head, slightly compressed at the sides . . . he had irregular and, I would say, unhandsome features: small ears, prominent cheekbones, a short, wide and slightly squashed nose, and in addition, a large mouth with yellow, widely spaced teeth. With no eyebrows on his freckled face, Ulyanov had longish, blond, soft and slightly curly hair which he combed straight back. But all these irregularities were redeemed by his high forehead, under which burned two fierce little brown eyes. His ungainly appearance was easily forgotten in conversation under the effect of these small but unusual eyes which sparkled with extraordinary intelligence and energy . . . he differed considerably from all of us. Neither in the lower forms nor later did he take part in the childish and youthful games and pranks, always keeping to himself, busy either with his studies or some other written work. Even when walking between classes, Ulyanov kept to his books, reading as he walked up and down past the windows. The only thing that he liked as a distraction was playing chess, a game in which he usually came out victorious, even when playing against several opponents simultaneously.’


Another schoolfellow described the young Lenin as ‘a walking encyclopedia, extremely useful to his comrades . . . as soon as he appeared in the form, Ulyanov was immediately surrounded by his schoolmates, who asked him for a translation or a solution to a problem. He helped everybody willingly, but it seemed to me as though he nevertheless resented those who tried to live and do their schoolwork at the expense of another’s labour and intellect. Ulyanov had an even and on the whole a jovial temperament, but he was extremely secretive and cool in his relations with his fellows. He had no real friends. He said “you” to everybody [children invariably spoke to each as other as “thou”] and I do not remember a single time when he would unbend and allow himself to be intimately outspoken. On the whole he commanded respect and displayed businesslike authority, but one couldn’t say that he was liked, rather that he was esteemed.’5


At no time while he was growing up did he show any interest in politics. ‘Volodya would never have concealed them . . . at that time, in short, he had no political beliefs. We were surprised that he could read and reread Turgenev several times – in the months when he was sharing a room with Sasha, who was diligently studying works of political economy.’6


Vladimir’s idyllic childhood and teenage years were shattered, suddenly, just three months before his sixteenth birthday. His father had kept his ill health to himself, but he had been suffering from bad stomach cramps for some time and what would now be diagnosed as serious hypertension. In January 1886 he died from a stroke.


His high blood pressure was not helped by major stress in his professional life. Ilya Ulyanov had been a conscientious, model civil servant for a quarter of a century. He had supervised the opening of nearly 400 primary and secondary schools in the Simbirsk region and believed wholeheartedly that backward Russia could be modernised and thrive only through better education for all. This was a view shared by the ‘Tsar Liberator’ Alexander II, who initiated a series of reforms and oversaw the expansion of Russia’s schools. But after he was assassinated the reforms were halted and a period of harsh reaction was established.


The autocracy felt threatened and responded in a predictably Romanov fashion. Censorship was tightened, the secret police were given sweeping new powers of arrest and detention, and political activity of practically any kind was banned. A few months after ascending to the throne the new Tsar, Alexander III, placed education in the hands of a new minister, Ivan Delyanov, whose view of schooling, as he declared on his appointment, was that ‘the children of coachmen, servants, cooks, laundresses, small shopkeepers and suchlike should not be encouraged to rise above the sphere in which they were born’. The programme of opening village schools for the poor was halted; instead, a few church schools designed to prepare children for the Orthodox priesthood were established.


The new ministry gave Ulyanov awards and medals, but soon retired him. His liberal activism did not chime with the tough new regime which was determined to retreat to the past. His supporters managed to get Ulyanov’s retirement deferred indefinitely and he was reinstated, but his working life was coming to an end, unhappily.


The Russian winter of 1885–6 was one of the coldest for many years and Ilya developed a bad cough. Typically he carried on working regardless, at his usual pace. On 12 January 1886 he complained to Maria Alexandrovna that he was feeling unwell, yet he still had a meeting in his study with one of his team of inspectors until about 2 p.m. Unusually, he didn’t join the rest of the family for lunch. Briefly he appeared at the door of the dining room, but returned to his study. ‘He looked at us as if he had come to say goodbye,’ his daughter Maria recalled years later.


After lunch his wife went to find him; he was lying on a sofa shaking, unable to speak. She called a doctor and fetched the children to see their father. He was in agony, shook several times violently and died before the doctor could arrive. He was fifty-four, a year older than his son Vladimir would be when he died.


He was buried the next day and most of middle-class Simbirsk turned out at the funeral. Sasha was away studying at the University of St Petersburg and it would have taken him several days to get home. Vladimir, at fifteen, was the chief pallbearer; the others were leading dignitaries of the town.


The death of Ilya Ulyanov at a relatively early age was a terrible blow for the family. But soon another, more serious, would fall on his widow and children – a tragedy that would set Vladimir on the road to becoming the revolutionary, Lenin.7







* After Lenin died, Simbirsk was transformed into a grandiose Leninist altar and in 1924 renamed Ulyanovsk. Much of it was flattened in the late 1920s. The church where Lenin was baptised was razed – as was a fine classical-style house where Pushkin had stayed in the early nineteenth century. The cathedral, built in memory of those from Simbirsk who died in the war of 1812, was cleared in the 1920s to make way for a monument to Lenin. The cemetery of the Pokrovsky Monastery was bulldozed to make way for a cosy square, leaving only one grave – that of Lenin’s father, with its cross removed. It is still called Ulyanovsk.


† By a curious twist of fate – it was such a backwater town – Alexander Kerensky was also from Simbirsk. He attended the same school, though they did not know each other as he was eleven years younger than Lenin. In later years, he had deeply romantic memories of the town where he grew up – though he couldn’t wait to get out of the place as a teenager and head to somewhere with brighter lights. He left a highly coloured account of the town where, from the summit of the hill, ‘right down to the waterside stretched luxuriant apple and cherry orchards. In the spring the whole mountainside was white with fragrant blossom . . . night breathed with the songs of nightingales. The fields . . . during the heat of summer would be gay with the sounds of games being played, of peasants and townspeople come to mow the rich grass.’


‡ At school he was good enough to play ‘simultaneous chess’ against several opponents at once on a number of chessboards; he nearly always won all the games. His wife Nadya said later that ‘Some games obsessed him to such an extent that he used to rave in his sleep.’ She once heard him calling out at night, ‘If he moves his knight there, I’ll counter with my castle.’


# The only subject at school in which the future theoretician of Marxism did not excel was Logic. Occasionally he even failed to obtain the four mark. We don’t know – he never referred to it – but in later years he might have appreciated the irony.
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THE HANGED MAN


‘The revolutionary is a dedicated man. He has no personal interests, no private affairs, no emotions, no attachments, no property and no name. Everything in him is subordinated towards a single thought, a single passion: the Revolution.’


Sergei Nechaev, The Revolutionary Catechism, 1869


Late on the evening of 4 May 1887 five young men, all in their twenties, were chained and manacled in their cells at the Peter and Paul Fortress in St Petersburg, commonly known as Russia’s ‘Bastille’. They were marched to a steamer docked on the Neva riverside below and ferried twenty-five kilometres or so to another forbidding symbol of the power of the Tsars: the ugly and impregnable Shlisselburg Fort, built almost 200 years earlier by Peter the Great on the south-western shore of Lake Ladoga. The youths were unchained only when they were safely placed in their damp cells.


For the next three nights, unknown to the five prisoners who could hear no sound through the thick walls, carpenters were hard at work erecting gallows and gibbets in the fortress courtyard. At 3.30 a.m. on 8 May they were woken by prison guards, shackled and chained again, and told that in accordance with the sentences imposed on them at a Special Session of the State Senate held three weeks earlier they were now to be hanged. Their offence: an attempted assassination of the Tsar. Jailers said later that the five young men, all of them students at St Petersburg University, were unusually calm as they dressed and prepared themselves for death.


At around 4 a.m. they were led down stone staircases to the fortress’s courtyard. Only three scaffolds had been built, so two of the young men had to wait and watch their comrades hang before they too would die. The first to be executed were Vasily Generalov, twenty, a second-year student from a middle-class Don Cossack family, Pakhomi Andreushkin, twenty-one, a bright physics student from a well-off family in the Kuban, and Vasily Osipanov, twenty-six, son of a soldier serving in Tomsk, studying in the law faculty. All three refused the last rites, but they kissed the Cross. As black hoods were placed over their heads and they mounted the scaffold they cried as loudly and clearly as they could, ‘Long Live the Narodnaya Volya’. For all of them the last word on their lips was the name of the revolutionary group they belonged to: the People’s Will.


The bodies swung free for several minutes while their two comrades stood below. When they were led to the scaffold, one angrily waved away the Cross offered by the priest; he was Pyotr Shevyrev, the twenty-three-year-old son of a rich merchant from Kharkov. The other calmly kissed the Cross before going to his death, just six weeks after his twenty-first birthday. He was Alexander Ilyich Ulyanov.*1


Sasha’s younger brother Vladimir, now seventeen, was taking a geometry exam on the day of the hanging.† Nobody was told about the executions till late the following day. His mother believed until the last moment that the death sentence would be commuted to life imprisonment at the worst.


Like the rest of his family, Vladimir had no idea that serious-minded Sasha, whose principal interest was thought to be in the natural sciences and who seemed destined for a glittering academic career, was so deeply and dangerously involved in radical politics. His mother and elder sister Anna knew that he was reading seriously on economic and political history, but not that he was involved as an activist – or that he knew any activists as friends.


High-minded Sasha was all but deified by his siblings. He had a dreamy, romantic look, a refined, delicate face and was prone to melancholy. He was boringly well behaved, quiet and reserved even as a child. He studied so hard that he could barely be separated from his books for meals. In his last year at the Gimnasium he converted his bedroom into a laboratory. Out in the countryside he wanted to collect specimens of insects; he delighted in worms. There is something terribly priggish and sanctimonious about his earnestness to be seen as good. He seemed to have no sense of humour, let alone the irony possessed in abundance by his brother Vladimir. Asked by one of his sisters what was his ideal of feminine beauty, Sasha replied, po-faced, ‘Oh, just like Mother.’


Vladimir worshipped Sasha as a child, but as he grew up the relationship became more complex. No criticism, not even a hint, was allowed of Sasha, but Vladimir sometimes appeared to resent the way his older brother would preach to all and sundry about what was right and good form. ‘When Volodya reached that transitional age when a youngster is especially sharp and quarrelsome he was very brash and self-confident, even more so after the death of our father,’ Anna wrote many years later. Alexander was unforgiving of the slightest faults, misdemeanours or irritable moods among his brothers and sisters. One day at home the two boys were playing chess. Maria Alexandrovna asked Vladimir to fetch something for her from the adjoining room. Vladimir replied petulantly that perhaps she could wait until the game was over. She asked again – and his reply was downright rude. Alexander raised his voice, something he seldom did. ‘Volodya. Either you will go right now and do as Mama says or I won’t play with you any more.’ Sheepishly, Vladimir did as he was told.


‘The different nature of the two brothers had already made its appearance in childhood,’ said Anna. ‘Thus they could never be close friends, notwithstanding the boundless respect and admiration which Volodya had for Sasha . . . It was absolutely clear that each had his own nature and that they were entirely different individuals.’


For his part, Sasha was cool towards Vladimir. One day a few months before his execution Anna, herself a student at St Petersburg, asked Alexander, ‘How do you like our Volodya?’ He replied: ‘He is undoubtedly a very talented person but we don’t get on very well and we are not very close. In fact we are not close at all.’2


*




The assassination plot was laughably amateur. The surprise was that the conspirators came as close as they did to success. Several months in the making, fifteen people were involved in the plan – a foolishly large number if one of the objects was secrecy – and it turned out that many had spoken of it with sympathisers. Yet the political police, the much-feared and supposedly omniscient Okhrana, did not know of it until a few days before the attempt, and only then through a piece of luck. One of the plotters, Vasily Generalov, was arrested on suspicion of something entirely different and found by the police with explosives equipment and some incriminating letters.


The money came from Sasha, who sold the gold medal he won from St Petersburg University for a paper he had delivered on the structure of freshwater annelid worms. It was Sasha who designed and helped build the three bombs intended to kill the Tsar as he left the Winter Palace for a service at the Alexander Nevsky Cathedral on 1 March, the sixth anniversary of the murder of Alexander II. He obtained all the necessary information from books in the university library, though whether the bombs would actually have exploded or not nobody will ever know. The main problem was obtaining the nitric acid that would detonate the device. Finally it was found and smuggled to St Petersburg from Poland.‡


Alexander was arrested on Nevsky Prospekt, a few hours before the attack on the Tsar was due to take place. He had a Browning revolver in his pocket, which, unaccustomed to using guns, he had little idea how to fire. Immediately, he admitted his guilt and took sole responsibility for the plot, even though the idea had not been his, nor much of the planning.


As soon as she heard of Sasha’s arrest the next day Maria Alexandrovna rushed to St Petersburg. She hoped to intervene personally to shorten what she thought then would be a prison term. She travelled by horse and wagon to the nearest train stop, 200 kilometres or so away at Syzran – alone. Vladimir was deputed to look for someone, almost anyone ‘respectable’, to be a companion for her on a long, arduous journey. But he could find nobody to go out of their way to help the family of a suspected terrorist. This was a snub which stayed with him for the rest of his life.3


Maria Alexandrovna desperately wrote letters pleading on Sasha’s behalf to everybody she thought might help, from the Tsar downwards. At first she was refused permission to see him in prison, but was finally allowed a visit. The Emperor himself intervened, and scribbled on her petition: ‘It seems to me that it is desirable to allow her to see her son, so that she can convince herself what sort of person her dear little son is . . . and to show her what kind of convictions he has,’ he wrote.


She saw him on 30 March. In a tearful interview, he broke down and begged her forgiveness. ‘But darling Sasha, why resort to terrorism, murder? How awful.’ He replied, ‘What can one do, Mother, when there are no other means available?’


The trial began on 15 April, in camera, and took four days. Fifteen young men were charged. Sasha again admitted his guilt and assumed responsibility for his co-defendants’ actions. At one point in the court room, according to a guard who overheard, he whispered to Generalov, ‘If you need to, you can lay all the blame on me.’


Before the verdict was recorded he was allowed to read a prepared statement.


‘Terror is the only form of defence, the only road individuals can take when their discontent becomes extreme,’ he said. ‘We . . . [students] are encouraged to develop our intellectual powers, but are not allowed to use them for the benefit of our country. Among the Russian people you can always find a dozen men or so who are so utterly devoted to their ideas and take the misfortunes of their country so much to heart that they do not consider it a sacrifice to die for their cause. There is nothing that can frighten or intimidate such people.’


Sentence was passed on 25 April. All the defendants were condemned to death. Maria Alexandrovna was again allowed to see him and she begged him to plea for a pardon. She had been told by some old friends of her husband, senior officials in the civil service, that the Tsar would be prepared to show clemency. Sasha refused: ‘I am sorry Mother, but I can’t do that after everything I said at the trial. It would be insincere.’ Eventually she persuaded him and he wrote a petition appealing for mercy. But it was too late.


Before the execution went ahead the Tsar took time to read the entire record of the case. He noted in the margin, at the transcript of Sasha’s speech: ‘This frankness . . . and honesty, is even touching!’ He commuted the sentences of ten defendants but ordered Sasha’s execution to go ahead. Alexander III commented in the margin of the last page of the report: ‘This time God saved us! But for how long?’4


The death of her son was a devastating blow for Maria Alexandrovna. ‘When she returned from St Petersburg afterwards, she didn’t ring or knock, but came in quietly by the back door,’ her daughter Maria recalled. ‘The younger children crowded around her and clung to her. I thought I had seen that her hair had gone quite grey.’


Sasha and his execution were seldom mentioned among the Ulyanovs for several years afterwards – ‘it was just too painful’. But the profound and immediate effect it had on Vladimir was plain. He didn’t often show his feelings to outsiders and there seems to be only one contemporary record of his reaction, from a school friend who spoke to him a few days later: ‘The evening was so still, as if nature itself wanted to calm and reassure us. I said so to Volodya. After a moment’s silence he told me that . . . Sasha had been put to death. I was stunned. Droopingly, slouchingly, Volodya sat next to me. Under the rush of thoughts it was impossible to speak. We sat so for a long time in silence. At last he got up, and, saying nothing, we went towards the town. We walked slowly. I saw Volodya’s deep grief but also had the feeling of his determination not to show it . . . Before parting I strongly grasped his hand. He looked into my eyes, responded to the handshake and quickly turned and walked home.’5


The Ulyanovs were shunned by bourgeois Simbirsk. The dignitaries of the town who a year or so earlier had attended the funeral of Vladimir’s father no longer visited. Long-standing family friends who came to play chess with Ilya, and since his death with Vladimir, no longer called. This triggered the vitriolic, sometimes uncontrollable, loathing for liberals and ‘middle class do-gooders’ that he would henceforth show until his dying day. ‘The bourgeois . . . they will always be traitors and cowards,’ he declared with monotonous frequency from now onwards. Politics is personal – and this was personal. A young boy who rarely thought about politics became radicalised almost overnight.# Maria Alexandrovna could bear the stares of former friends and the gossip of strangers no longer; she decided to move the family from Simbirsk and sold the Moskva Street house. It was bought by the town’s police chief, a man of indisputable rectitude, who nevertheless had no qualms about buying property from associates of a terrorist.6


Vladimir began immersing himself in the political literature his brother had read and a new world opened up for him. One thing still perplexed him about his brother, though. Nearly a decade later, on the day he met his future wife Nadezhda, the two of them were walking in St Petersburg along the River Neva. He confided to her how bitter he was about Sasha’s execution and how much he hated the regime that sentenced him to death. Then he said that he never imagined his brother would become a revolutionary: ‘A revolutionary doesn’t give himself up to the study of worms.’


Vladimir was now a marked man by the authorities – suspect by association with his brother and a potential troublemaker. He was set on a collision course with the Tsarist regime.





* The great chemist Dmitry Mendeleyev, who created the periodic table, was briefly one of Alexander Ulyanov’s teachers at St Petersburg University. He was appalled by the execution, but not altogether sympathetic to Sasha’s aims. ‘These accursed social questions, this needless, I believe, enthusiasm for revolution – how many great talents is it destroying?’ he said after he heard about the hanging.


† Naturally he received a five.


‡ One of Sasha’s co-conspirators would many years later play a major role in Lenin’s life. The young man who bought the nitric acid to detonate the bombs was Józef Piłsudski, the Polish nationalist who in the 1920s would become the military dictator of Poland. Piłsudski wanted independence for his country from Tsarist Russia, and after the Revolution he was the hero of the Polish War of 1920 against the fledgling Soviet regime. The Poles heavily defeated and embarrassed the Soviet state – one of Lenin’s biggest setbacks. In the 1880s, the young Piłsudski was sentenced to five years in exile for his part in Sasha Ulyanov’s attempt to murder Alexander III. Piłsudski’s brother Bronisław, who smuggled the acid, was sentenced to fifteen years’ hard labour.


# In most of the hagiographies of Lenin which appeared in the Soviet Union through to the late 1970s there appears an entirely bogus story, designed to show that seventeen-year-old Vladimir Ulyanov was already the revolutionary Lenin, thinking strategically. When he was told that Sasha had been hanged he is supposed to have told his sister Maria, ‘No we will not take that road . . . we will find another.’ Maria was only eight at the time and couldn’t have known what he was talking about. A more credible story (but again its veracity is uncertain) is a comment that came from one of his younger sister Olga’s tutors, Vera Kashkadanova, who claimed that Lenin said of Sasha’s actions: ‘It must mean that he had to act like that; he couldn’t act in any other way.’
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THE POLICE STATE


‘We Russians are slaves because we are unable to free ourselves and become citizens rather than subjects.’


Alexander Herzen, (1812–1870)


A majority of educated Russians, the intellectuals known as intelligenty, probably agreed with Alexander Ulyanov’s sentiments, if not his actions. Even if they were not prepared to throw bombs themselves, by the late nineteenth century they would have sympathised with his frustration at being denied any voice in the way Russia was run, any stake in the country’s future – ‘the very term intelligentsia was a synonym for opposition’, as one dissident put it.


Around 85 per cent of the Russian population were peasants, the muzhiks, who were still essentially without civil rights at all, though some advances in their legal status had been made since the abolition of serf-dom in 1861. On the whole they showed no interest in politics beyond a grudging acceptance of their lot; the regime felt no need to take any notice of their thoughts whatsoever.


The small middle class and the intellectuals were different. The autocracy saw the spread of any ideas to modernise Russia along the lines of Western Europe as a direct challenge to the Romanovs’ near-300-year-old dynasty. The Crown created an entire organ of state to root out ‘subversion’ in all its forms. As Count Sergei Witte, Prime Minister for three years under the last of the Tsars, said, ‘The Russian empire . . . became a police state par excellence.’


Both the last two Russian emperors imagined that tightened repression and censorship, exile for the mildest of political opponents, and the ban – until nearly the end of the ancien regime – of political activity of any kind would make the monarchy safer. They could not have been more wrong. The early Romanovs – Peter the Great, Catherine II, for example – understood the nature of power and knew how to run an absolutist state. So did Lenin. The last two Tsars, through terrible judgement, incompetence and the absence of any imagination, did not. They possessed the ruthlessness, but not the efficiency or the vision. At the turn of the twentieth century, their great hope was to take Russia back to the seventeenth. It should hardly be a surprise that they didn’t know how. Between them they made a series of fatal mistakes. Among the worst was to force moderate middle-class liberals, who had no real interest in revolution, to the extremes. They guaranteed the growth of a violent opposition, which they were too weak and incompetent to destroy. Students, predictably, were at the forefront of the opposition to Tsardom and the regime was constantly in a state of generational conflict with educated young people.*


Nearly 20,000 ministers, provincial governors, senior civil servants and top army officers were assassinated by revolutionary groups in the last twenty-five years of Tsarist rule. Much moderate opinion did not blame the ‘terrorists’, but the government. ‘These . . . [murders] are not melodramatic whims or romantic accidents of Russian history,’ wrote the liberal Pyotr Struve, a one-time socialist, who believed in non-violent change. ‘These corpses mark the logical development of a moribund autocracy . . . which has stubbornly cut off, and continues to cut off, the country from all avenues of legal and gradual political development. The terrible thing for the government is not the liquidation of the Sipyagins and the von Plehves [two assassinated ministers] but the public atmosphere of resentment and indignation which the bearers of authority create and which breeds in the ranks of Russian society one “avenger” after another . . . [The government] thought that it was possible to have an autocracy which introduced the police into everything, an autocracy which transformed legislation, administration, scholarship, church, school and family into police organs . . . And the police were not even able to avert a bomb . . . pitiful.’1


Some acute foreign observers noticed that the near-daily murders created little outrage among most people against the revolutionaries; they shrugged shoulders and complained about the regime. After one particularly loathed Interior Minister was blown up by a bomb in St Petersburg, the Austrian Ambassador to Russia, Count Alois Lexa von Aehrenthal – not exactly a liberal himself – wrote: ‘The most striking thing . . . is the total indifference of an event that constituted a heavy blow to the principles of the government. One could hardly have expected sympathy for a minister who because of his authoritarian bent must have made many enemies. But a certain degree of human compassion or at least concern and anxiety about the immediate future would be natural. Not a trace of this is to be found . . . only totally indifferent people or people so cynical that they say no other outcome was to be expected. People say that further catastrophes . . . will be necessary in order to bring about a change of mind on the part of the highest authority.’2


Jury trials for alleged terrorists were rare in Russia and were halted altogether after the case of Vera Zasulich in 1878. The fiercely intelligent twenty-eight-year-old daughter of a penurious noble family, Zasulich, then a passionate anarchist, attempted to murder the Governor of St Petersburg, General Fyodor Trepov. She shot and wounded him after he had ordered the flogging of a radical student for refusing to salute him. In a celebrated trial, she was acquitted and hailed as a martyr. A skilful lawyer had managed to turn the proceedings into a trial of Trepov and the regime rather than of one radical defendant. Zasulich was unanimously cleared.†3


It was surprising how many of the terrorists were women – at a time when even the idea of Votes for Women in Western Europe or the US had barely yet become an issue of debate. That there were so many young women ready to kill and die for a political cause earned the radicals some sympathy among men, in a highly patriarchal society. Sophia Perovskaya – ‘a frighteningly single-minded’, fanatical member of Narodnaya Volya – was the lover of Andrei Zhelyabov, who led the plot against Alexander II. She gave the signal to the bomb-throwers, who were waiting for the Tsar on the St Petersburg street where he was murdered. One of her co-conspirators described her as ‘tiny, blonde, with pale-blue eyes and pink and white cheeks like a china doll . . . a beauty’. She was hanged aged twenty-seven in the last public execution in Russia on 3 April 1881, before a crowd estimated at 80,000 people. The hangman was drunk and there was no drop to the scaffold, just a wooden stool that the executioner managed in his stupor to kick away. Witnesses, horrified, said she took half an hour to die, in extreme agony.‡


Vera Figner, one of the first women in Russia to train as a doctor, led a revolutionary group and planned two unsuccessful murder plots against Tsar Alexander II before her involvement in the successful attempt. She managed to evade arrest but was finally apprehended by police in the Crimea in 1883, aged thirty-one. She spent more than twenty years in jail or Siberian exile and made a speech at her trial the following year which it seems certain that Alexander Ulyanov had read and knew by heart. ‘Peaceful methods have been forbidden me. We have no free press so it was impossible to think of propagating ideas through means of the printed word. If any organ of society had pointed out to me another course than violence I would have chosen it.’


Later, in exile in Switzerland, an equally passionate opponent of Lenin and Bolshevik tyranny, she recalled her life as a terrorist when ‘the cult of the bomb and the gun, of murder and the scaffold, took on a magnetic charm’.4


Vladimir Ulyanov was heir to a long tradition of revolutionary opposition to the Tsars. After his brother’s execution he steeped himself in the history of Russian radical politics, from the Decembrists’ uprising onwards. These were a group of aristocratic army officers who in December 1825, following the death of Alexander I – at dinner ‘between the claret and the champagne’, as Alexander Pushkin famously wrote – plotted to prevent Nicholas I succeeding to the throne. Most of them had fought in the Russian army that reached Paris a decade earlier and helped to defeat Napoleon. Having seen Western Europe, their declared aim was to build a constitutional monarchy and they dreamed of ‘igniting a spark that will become a flame of liberty’.# The rebels attracted an army of 3,000 to their cause and nearly succeeded. But they were finally crushed the following year. Five of the conspirators were executed and dozens were sentenced to exile in Siberia, including members of some of the most famous noble families in Russia which were traditionally loyal to the throne, like the Trubetskoys and Volkonskys. The Tsar’s Act of Indictment against the Decembrists charged them with displaying ‘the insane lust for change’.


For the rest of the nineteenth century – until the overthrow of the Romanovs – Russian political history was a repeating cycle of modest reforms, followed by periods of reaction when the throne felt threatened. Up to the abdication of the last Tsar one of the principal articles in the Fundamental Laws stated, simply, ‘His Majesty is an absolute monarch who is not obliged to answer for his actions to anyone in the world but has the power and the authority to govern his states and lands as a Christian sovereign, in accord with his desire and goodwill.’ And the emperors meant it. Konstantin Pobedonostev, Procurator of the Holy Synod and for decades one of Russia’s most senior civil servants, told Alexander III soon after his father’s assassination in 1881: ‘Russia has been strong thanks to Autocracy, thanks to the limitless mutual trust and the close tie between the people and the Tsar . . . we suffer quite enough from talking-shops, which simply stoke up popular passions.’5


The structure of the police state had been established under Nicholas I in the 1820s. He built an entire organ of government – the Third Section of the Administrative Department – to combat subversion. Essentially it was a secret service of the monarch, whose interests were seen as different from those of his subjects. Laws protecting property or the lives of other Russians were handled by a separate policing system. The Third Section, which in the 1880s became the Okhrana, had draconian powers to detain people without trial and send them to ‘administrative exile’ in Siberia and the Arctic wastes at any hint of ‘political crimes’. Its power and scope were unlike anything elsewhere in Europe. It became the model for the Cheka, the NKVD and the KGB in the Russia of the future – or indeed the FSB of the post-Soviet era. It invaded the lives of ordinary people. There were thousands of bureaucrats in back offices throughout the empire opening people’s mail, which had been intercepted by an underworld of intelligence agents, stool pigeons and snoops. The public needed a special licence from the political police for a vast range of innocuous activities, from organising a party in a public place to opening a shop, operating any form of public transport, or reading Darwin.6


Again, unique to Russia, was the most rigid form of censorship in Europe which obliged all printed matter to be cleared by a censor before it was published. With direct political activity excluded and reading political matter by and large banned, ‘almost all literature became a criticism of Russian life, a social commentary, one way or another’. Writers found ways to get round the censors – not always difficult; on the whole, throughout history, good authors have been cleverer than censors and this has never been truer than of the imaginative giants in Russian literature. A highly developed form of samizdat publishing and of distributing illegal works existed in Russia decades before the Bolshevik Revolution. Over the nineteenth century, censorship, police surveillance and prison sentences were relaxed, tightened, relaxed again and became harsher once more depending on the political climate and the sensibilities of the monarch. But over the years thousands of people were jailed or sent to Siberia simply for reading ‘illegal’ books. This was no longer happening in the other European empires, Austria-Hungary and Germany.


After liberating the serfs, Alexander II introduced a few other reforms: he permitted some jury trials and allowed an element of local government – the zemstvos, small-scale neighbourhood councils run by provincial gentry. He allowed travel into and out of Russia, which had been extremely limited. But after he was assassinated his son retreated into a paranoid absolutism. No substantial political freedoms were ever granted by the Tsars in the nineteenth century and the autocracy had no intention of conceding any. The Russian monarchy showed no ability to adapt or to modernise. The Tsars created the revolutionary movements, as one of the sharpest of the ‘terrorists’, Pyotr Tkachev – whom Lenin would quote often – prophetically observed in the 1860s. ‘It is Russia’s backwardness which is her great fortune, at least from the revolutionary point of view. In the West the social order is based on wide support of the middle class. In Russia this class [barely exists] . . . What holds things together in our country? Just the state – i.e. the police and the army. What is needed to make this state fall into fragments? Not much: two or three military defeats . . . some peasant uprisings . . . revolt in the capital.’


The Populists were the first of the revolutionary groups to gain any influence. Initially they adopted entirely peaceful means. Their conviction was that revolution would come from the peasants. So from the 1860s bands of idealistic young men and women went to the country, tried to live in communes, attempted to open first-aid centres and educate illiterate peasants in a ‘back to the people’ movement that would lead them to a kind of pastoral socialism. Several of the type appear in Chekhov’s plays and stories. Most of them were from privileged backgrounds and were conscious of their wealth: ‘our awareness of the universal truths could only have been reached at the cost of the age-old suffering of the people. We are the people’s debtors – and this debt weighs down on our consciences,’ as one of them said.


Almost universally these Populists from groups like Land and Liberty (Zemlya y Volya), were shunned by the peasants they were trying to help, who distrusted them because of their privilege, were wary of socialism and resented their paternalistic disruption of village life. In many cases they informed on the radicals to the police or threw them out of the neighbourhood – and in a few instances assaulted or killed them. ‘Socialism bounced off the peasants like peas against a wall. They listened to our people, as they do to the village priest, respectfully but without the slightest effect on their thinking or their actions.’7


The next tactic was a resort to violence to destabilise the state. They still believed that revolution depended on the peasantry, and their targeted assassinations of Tsarist officials, provincial governors, police and army officers were carried out to make Russia ungovernable. From the ruins a republic of agrarian socialists would seize power and transform Russia. The biggest and most dangerous of these groups was Narodnaya Volya, whose principal theorist and leader was the charismatic Sergei Nechaev, on whom Dostoyevsky based Verkhovensky, the nihilistic central character in The Possessed.


Nechaev was a charismatic leader who inspired a generation of followers with his fanaticism and asceticism. He spent ten years in jail, for long periods performing hard labour, and died a prisoner in the Peter and Paul Fortress.$ His pamphlet The Revolutionary Catechism, banned but widely circulated, was a primer for young radicals who became the foot soldiers of the terrorist organisations. It offers a grim sort of life, but large numbers of young people were inspired by its appeal to self-sacrifice and its logic of fighting violence with violence. ‘The revolutionary is a dedicated man. He has no personal interests, no private affairs, no emotions, no property, no attachments, no name. Everything in him is subordinated to one single, exclusive attachment, a single thought and a single passion: the Revolution. The revolutionary knows that in the very depths of his being, not only in words but also in deeds, he has broken all the bonds which tie him to the social order and to the civilised world with all its laws, moralities and customs and all its generally accepted conventions. He is their implacable enemy and if he continues to live with them it is only in order to destroy them more speedily. He must be prepared to destroy everyone and everything that stands in his way.’


After the murder of Alexander II the People’s Will was all but wiped out by the Okhrana. But small bands of (mainly) students would form and adopt the same name, before disappearing again – such as the group to which Alexander Ulyanov belonged. Towards the end of the century the Socialist Revolutionaries (SRs) would be formed from the ruins of the Populists, a more sophisticated organisation but still with a belief that individual acts of terror would advance the Revolution.8


From the 1870s rival groups would be launched, inspired by an import from the West: Marxism. They gave up on the idea of a revolution emerging from the peasantry in a semi-feudal country like Russia. They believed that the Revolution would be led by the working class, the proletariat. A problem that exercised Marxist theorists – and caused endless disputes with the agrarian socialists – was that Russia was far behind Western Europe as an industrial producer and at the end of the nineteenth century had a tiny working class compared to Britain, Germany or France. Ulyanov would join the Marxists: ‘I fell in love with Marx and Engels,’ he told his sisters. ‘Literally in love.’ As Lenin he would become the most famous of all the Marxists, creator of the first state founded on Marxist principles. But he would have a complex relationship with the object of his passion. He adapted the ideas to Russian conditions in ways Marx would never have imagined. Many historians have argued that the reason Soviet-style Communism developed as it did is that Lenin tried to import a Western creed and philosophy to a backward country, as Russia was. Rather, the opposite is true. Lenin transformed a set of European ideas into a very Russian creation. His version of Marxism – its intolerance, rigidity, violence and cruelty – were forged from Lenin’s experience as a nineteenth-century Russian. Lenin’s Bolshevism had deep Russian roots.





* Alexander Kerensky recalled his first days studying law at St Petersburg University in the 1890s. ‘The very air of Russia seemed to be saturated with an intense desire for liberation. We became the enemies of the Autocracy almost as soon as we entered the university, and this seemed to happen naturally . . . there were no arguments among the students whether the Autocracy should be fought or not . . . the only argument was as to where the real truth was to be found, with the Marxists or with the Narodniki [the Populists].’


† Zasulich went into hiding immediately after the verdict when the authorities announced they would try her again, this time without a jury. She escaped from Russia and went into exile in Switzerland and later, for many years, in London. She renounced individual acts of violence and argued later they were pointless. She became a famous Marxist and will appear in this story again as a close friend of Lenin’s wife Nadya, though she grew to loathe Lenin himself.


‡ One of the saddest of all cases was the ghastly death of Maria Vetrova. Incarcerated in the Peter and Paul Fortress for subversive crimes involving the distribution of illegal literature, she was repeatedly raped by a police officer and by a prison guard. In February 1897 she poured lamp oil over herself and set herself alight.


# When, at the start of the twentieth century, Lenin and his comrades launched their first socialist newspaper they called it Iskra – The Spark – as a deliberate echo of the Decembrists.


$ Not directly for revolutionary activity. He organised the murder of a follower who disobeyed his orders and publicly disagreed with him.
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