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			Prologue

			We live in the age of the suicide bomber. 

			Today, their threat looms over our cities and our families, from Brussels to Baghdad, Cairo to Kabul, London to Lahore; whether it was the 9/11 attacks or the crises that continue to engulf the Middle East, bombings in the heart of Europe, or assaults on Muslims the world over, the suicide bomber has become a defining feature of the modern era. A symbol, to some, of unbridled inhumanity, to others of the ultimate sacrifice, it is a form of violence that has changed the world.

			Suicide bombers are the real weapons of mass destruction. In total, since the first suicide bomber killed the Tsar of Russia in 1881, this weapon has ended the lives of over 72,000 people and injured at least twice that, many of them in the last decade.1 Such attacks have proved more harmful than many air strikes, have been able to kill more in one explosion than any gun massacre has ever done, and have triggered military counter-responses that, almost inevitably, have proved more lethal than the threat they set out to defeat.2 

			They are also on the rise. Of the ten worst explosive incidents the world has witnessed between 2011 and 2018, seven were by suicide bombers. Putting it in another way, in 1976 there were no suicide bombs anywhere in the world. Forty years later, 2016 saw twenty-eight countries witnessing 469 attacks. 

			This ‘weapon of the weak’ has invoked terror like none other – helping level the field of battle and challenge militaries to their core. Used against civilians and occupying forces alike, suicide attacks have shown themselves to be cheap, brutally effective and terrifyingly unexpected. And they have been profoundly impactful: they, and the inevitable counter-attacks, have fuelled the creation of fortresses Europe and America, helped destabilise entire nations, justified the passing of laws that endanger our civil liberties, while all the time fanning the flames of a seemingly endless ‘War on Terror’. 

			How did this weapon gain such a hold over us? How did it get to the point that teenagers in Manchester or Paris are being targeted at concerts and football matches? How is it that we now read, on a weekly basis, about suicide attacks killing dozens of civilians in this country or that? And why are so many people willing to put on a bomber’s vest, convinced their murderous death would usher in a brave new world? 

			Such questions have led me to write this book. It is an attempt to unpick what has driven the suicide bomber’s violent rise, to trace the roots of this terrible weapon and, ultimately, to capture what has been born in the ensuing mayhem. In so doing it aims to chart how, by fighting fire with fire, we have risked setting the whole world ablaze.

			It is a search that has led me around the world: to interview failed suicide bombers, to sit with still-grieving families, to listen to victims racked with pain. It is one driven by an ambition, of sorts, to walk in the same footsteps of men and women walking their last steps to ‘martyrdom’; to listen to those who would wage holy war; and to speak to those who would stop them. It has found me visiting memorials and sites of massacres, radical mosques and belligerent militaries – all the while trying to remember how this violent epoch of the suicide bomber was born and what can be done – what must be done – to stop it. 

			The trigger to write this book came in early November 2015. On a Geneva day that was swiftly fading into night, I found myself talking to a room of United Nations diplomats about suicide attacks. In my concluding words I said: ‘It is not if but when there will be a suicide strike at the very heart of a European city.’ Less than a week later 130 people were killed in Paris as 7 terrorists, armed with guns and suicide vests, wreaked havoc upon stadiums, concerts, cafés and restaurants. And in reading the reams of news that came out about that attack, I realised that I did not fully understand what paths had led these men to kill in such a terrible and random way. This book was a personal journey to find greater illumination to that darkness.

			Certainly, there is darkness. When you sit down and look at the raw data, it is easy just to see hard numbers. There have been over 13,500 recorded suicide attacks since their first use.3 Where known, well over 90 per cent of these attackers were men, and nine-tenths of their victims were men also.4 Fifty-five countries have suffered from a bombing, with about a quarter of a million people harmed along the way. Iraq has been by far the worst impacted, followed by Afghanistan, Pakistan, Syria and Nigeria. The bombings are perpetrated mainly by those heralding a warped vision of Islam – with ISIS, the Taliban, Al-Qaeda and Boko Haram the most persistent proponents in the modern age.

			Patterns emerge from those figures, such as in the ingenious ways the suicide bomb has been deployed. There is always the suicide vest – webbing belts filled with explosives, usually worn by boys or men with either fear in their eyes, or the burning fires of faith, but there are many other ways that death is delivered. There have been underpants stuffed with explosive materials, and shoes designed to be set alight on transatlantic flights. There have been cars laden with explosives, welded with enormous sheets of iron so they look like metal rhinos, driven headlong into checkpoints and markets. Then there are the motorbikes, planes, submarines, even donkeys, that have all borne bombers to their believed nirvana in an explosive flash of flesh and muscle. The most lethal method of delivery of all has been the aeroplane – suicide attacks that have killed, on average, 745 people in each deadly fireball. 

			Other figures stand out. The youngest suicide bomber has been just four years old – barely strong enough to carry the lethal burden strapped to him.5 The oldest was a seventy-two-year-old Japanese man.6 Some bombers have been ‘lone wolves’ acting without much guidance; others have gone to their deaths as whole families. Some bombers have been profoundly disabled, lifted into the driving seat of a car for their final mission. Some have been high on drugs, babbling incoherently. Others have been terrified, their last moment filmed with them in tears or laughing hysterically. And some seem as steady as the grave. 

			Their numbers have been made up of Muslims, Buddhists, Christians, Shintoists and Hindus (and one Jewish bomber whose bomb didn’t detonate), and they come from all different nations. A recent batch of leaked intelligence data – a cache of recruitment files for ISIS volunteers – showed at least two dozen different nationalities agreeing to join the terror group’s ‘martyrdom’ battalion.

			Their motivations have been diverse and complex. A collection of group beliefs has compelled the suicide bomber onwards: uto­pianism, militarism, nationalism, apocalypticism, to name just some. They all speak of the tyrannies of teleology – their belief that the suicide bomber’s act will propel them towards a better place. But suicide attacks have also been driven by a myriad of individual motivations, too – men and women who have blown themselves up with minds full of ideas unique to no faith or creed. Loners seeking meaning, angry men bent on revenge, conspiracy theorists, the sexually frustrated, the mentally ill, the drug addicts – all finding an end to their private, inner hells in one way or another.

			What is clearer is that suicide attacks, and our responses to them, have been central to the formation of the modern age. They helped create the conditions that caused the Russian Revolution; they were in the forefront of the minds of men who created a nuclear epoch and, unwittingly, the Cold War that followed; they were there at the beginning of the War on Terror that still dominates our headlines; and they have helped drag the Middle East into the quagmire that it is today. In so doing, they have fuelled fears about migrants and refugees the world over, they have challenged the UN to its very core, and they have fed off conspiracy theories, post-truth propaganda and a view that the world is witnessing a millenarian clash of civilisations that heralds the end of days.

			Such influences inspired the title of this book – The Price of Para­dise. It refers to the acceptance of death as the price of a bombing; how a suicide attack is perceived as the best way – even the only way – to defeat the enemy and to usher in a new, peaceful age on earth; how a suicide attack is seen to offer the martyr access to paradise in their next life as a reward for their actions. But it refers to another price as well. How man’s responses to these attacks have been more violent, more destructive, than the deeds themselves; and how in that overstep, we have ended up doubly paying for the martyr’s act in many hidden and unexpected ways.

			It is the combination of these two prices that I have tried to capture within this book – for such a mixture has proved not just terrifyingly lethal, but transformative too; not just destroying countless lives but shaping the modern world as we know it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Utopia’s Weapon

			The 1st of March 1881 was a Sunday. Snow lay heaped upon St Petersburg’s roofs and along the city’s streets, muffling the sound of the carriages. Tsar Alexander II – the Emperor of Russia, King of Poland and Grand Duke of Finland – was on his way back from reviewing his Imperial Horse Guards on St Isaac’s Square. The mounted troops had been on fine form. 

			He was in a beautifully decorated, closed, iron-clad carriage – the height of fashion, a gift from Napoleon II. But one thing stood out about this particular fairy-tale transport: it was bulletproof. This was for good reason. In 1870, a revolutionary group called the People’s Will (Narodnaya Volya) had ordered their monarch’s assassination. By that first day in March, the Tsar had already survived seven assassination bids, but on that morning, as he rode under Russia’s pewter clouds, the Tsar was confident the threat against his life was on the wane: a leading figure of the People’s Will had been arrested the previous afternoon; he was in a secure coach; and beside him rode six Cossacks, with a seventh sitting beside the coachman. Instead of fear, the sixty-three-year-old Tsar felt only life – he had said to his friends just the day before that he was filled with an energy that surprised even him.

			To some degree, he was right to feel luck’s hand upon him. The revolutionaries had sought to kill him that day with a massive bomb, hiring out a cheese shop to tunnel their way deep beneath a St Petersburg street, and had filled their excavation with dynamite, designed to blow up the Tsar as he took his usual route home. But Alexander had spontaneously decided to pay his cousin a visit, and his change of plans meant he avoided the seventh attempt on his life. 

			But, as luck has a habit of doing, his was fast running out. As he was exchanging family gossip, three members of the People’s Will were busy preparing their next attempt on the Tsar’s life. Altering their plans in line with the Tsar’s new route, they arrived at a spot now filled with onlookers and joined the expectant throng lining the pavement. One of the rebels was Nikolai Ivanovich Rysakov, a swarthy twenty-year-old with thick features and dark, deep-set eyes. Under his arm he carried a small white package wrapped in a handkerchief – a home-made bomb. And, as the Tsar’s carriage came around the corner, he took a decision that set in motion a chain of events that was to leave five people dead that day. 

			‘After a moment’s hesitation,’ Rysakov said later, ‘I threw the bomb. I sent it under the horses’ hooves . . . The explosion knocked me into the fence.’ A spray of snow, earth and metal splinters fanned out from where the bomb landed, and blue smoke filled the air. The blast tore into a young boy and one of the Cossacks, fatally wounding them and severely harming the carriage driver and several others. 

			The floor and rear end of the royal carriage were shattered, the windowpanes reduced to jagged glass, but – incredibly – the Emperor was alive. Eight times lucky, he had suffered just a slight cut on one of his hands. Getting down from the vehicle, he crossed himself and asked if his would-be assassin had been captured. Rysakov was already under arrest, and the Tsar saw one of the soldiers smacking the captive hard across the face. Another officer urged his emperor to leave the area at once, but Alexander, a man whose territories ran from the Arctic Ocean in the north to the Black Sea in the south, from the Baltic Sea to the west to the Pacific Ocean to the east, was not used to being given orders, and chose instead to check on the health of the injured and inspect his carriage. An eyewitness later recalled seeing his Tsar wag a threatening finger at his assailant. 

			Such dallying was to prove fatal. A second member of the group, Ignaty Grinevitsky, had manoeuvred into place. Seeing the Tsar standing among the smoking ruins, he acted. ‘It is too early to thank God,’ he shouted and threw a second bomb at the Tsar’s feet. 

			‘I was deafened by the new explosion, burned, wounded and thrown to the ground . . .’ the Chief of Police, Dvorzhitsky, was to write, ‘His Majesty was half-lying, half-sitting, leaning on his right arm. I tried to lift him but the Tsar’s legs were shattered, and the blood poured out of them.’

			The smoke cleared and there, upon the dirty snow, lay the Tsar; his legs were splintered below the knee, his stomach ripped open, his face mutilated. A loyal subject lay to one side, dying, and on the other side lay Grinevitsky, gravely wounded and unconscious. In a blur of action, Alexander was carried by sleigh to the Winter Palace to his study where, twenty years before almost to the day, he had signed the Emancipation Edict that gave Russia’s serfs their freedom. As his family hurried to his side, the dying Tsar was given the last rites. When the attending physician was asked how much time the Emperor had left, his reply was a cold ‘fifteen minutes’. At 3.30 in the afternoon, the standard of Alexander II was lowered for the last time. 

			His murderer, Grinevitsky, who had been carried to the infirmary attached to the Palace, regained consciousness a few hours later. However, he did not live to see midnight, having refused to disclose even his name.

			The world’s first suicide bomber, and his victim – the most powerful man in all of Russia – were both dead. Terror had taken on a new and deadly form; the suicide bomber was to be born and to die in the same moment and the world, in a sense, was to change for ever.
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			Tsar Alexander II’s shredded coat, now in the Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg*

			I had been walking for miles.

			My journey to St Petersburg was with purpose – to visit the spot where Alexander II was blown up. Why, I wanted to know, had the world’s first suicide bomb assassination emerged here? What was it about the Russian spirit of the age that led to that particular form of murder?

			As I walked, the city slowly revealed itself. In a sense, this city’s skyline helped me comprehend a little bit more Russia’s violent past, explaining why such brutality was to visit these streets. Here, in St Petersburg, the stamp of Mother Russia was not on grand display. If anything, I saw the architecture of France on steroids. Peter the Great’s fervour to raise a city that would rival Paris was clearly evident, but in her endless streets grace had been replaced with size, as if through magnitude alone the Emperor’s point about civilisation could be made. The neoclassical colonnades of this huge palace, the grand arch of that heavy monument – these forms revealed hidden battles of identity and culture. The buildings that were built here were exclamation marks about Russian progress, rendered in stone. 

			But Russia’s monarch did more than just import French architecture to their most European city. The thousands of French perfumers, tailors, hairdressers, actors and restaurateurs who came to live here brought their way of life with them. Traces of these remain; St Petersburg’s State Hermitage holds the most extensive collection of French art outside France, while the Russian National Library stores two French collections: the archive of the Bastille,1 rescued during the French revolution, and Voltaire’s library of over 7,000 books. 

			These buildings and these books, these expats and their expectations, all had impact. The influence of France turned the theories of the French Enlightenment into something more than just ideas in Russia – they became physical. They became revolution. And at the heart of that revolution lay philosophies about the freedom of the individual, one where the imperial shackles of social, political and religious dogma were seen clearly, and where the call for them to be shaken off was heard loudly.2 In those books were found ideas that set some on a path to that first suicide attack.

			When, in 1789, the French Revolution abolished feudalism, established a republic and executed their king, they showed the world the merits, and the horrors, of a Reign of Terror, alongside that of a Reign of Virtue.3 France became a country where anyone opposing her bright new principles was executed in an ‘attempt to close, once and for all, the gap between human nature and human aspirations.’4 And what was born in the murder of some 40,000 citizens was the notion that a fair society could only be achieved through a brutal shaping of human behaviour.5 

			It was proof to many, including the Russians who set out to kill their Tsar here in 1881, that revolutions demand sacrifice and death.

			Over time, terrorism began to be seen by groups such as the ­People’s Will as a ‘cost-effective’ form of struggle – it was even an ethical choice, given the alternative. Those nineteenth-century ­Russian revolutionaries had read their history: they knew the terrible depths the French Revolution had sunk to, killing even those that had ­­kindled the flame of revolt. To the People’s Will, decapitating the Russian Bear by killing their Tsar was far better than the carnage of mass insurrection, or the repeated swish of the guillotine. Assassination was, in this sense, limited. Even humane.

			Today, the canal-way leading to where that assassination took place is lined with black-sided stalls, where merchants sell their goods to slow-moving lines of tourists. Here are the icons of Russia’s heart and soul ready for sale, and they pointed to themes that, to me, clarified why the Tsar had been murdered here over a century ago.6 

			The most popular items were, by far, brightly painted matryoshka dolls – row upon row of them. I stopped and picked one up: it was that typical peasant figurine that separated, top from bottom, revealing a smaller figure of the same sort inside. This gauche doll spoke of the continuity of the Russian peasantry, a nineteenth-century design that seemed to romanticise the rural poor in an unsubtle way. The truth was that those peasants – the muzhiks – were far from smiling and polished. Making up over 85 per cent of the population, under Alexander II they were forced to eke out basic, hard lives in one-room wooden huts with earthen floors. They slept next to pigs and goats, ate bread and cabbage soup, and drank vodka. Theirs was not the easy life suggested by the dolls’ benign smile. Overpopulation and economic stagnation, along with ancient farming methods, meant the typical peasant at the time of the Tsar’s death was worked hard unto death – forced to supplement their farming work as hired hands, or by selling home-made nails, sacking or cutlery, to whomever they could.7 

			Change, though, was in the wind. Poor, but not poor enough to starve, downtrodden, but not so downtrodden they lacked a voice, these peasants were, by the 1880s, increasingly exposed to the rush of the modern. Railways meant Russia’s provinces were opening up to trade and, inevitably, modern political ideas followed in the wake of train engines’ vapour. Discontent came close behind. 

			The wretched condition of the Russian peasantry was matched only by the lives of the growing number of industrial workers. While their parents were born into serfdom, these men and women found themselves uprooted from villages and crowded into squalid factory dormitories. They were to suffer the most from modernity’s progress: brutalised by martinet factory foremen, impoverished by pittance wages, their sense of injustice suffocated by the absence of legal redress, theirs was, ultimately, the tinderbox of revolution.

			The stage was set. The spark for revolt, though, came from the educated poor. University students whose lives were marked by dreary lodgings and debt were the ones most embittered by the injustices of the Russian Tsar’s regime, and most disheartened by the prospect of a minor post in the bureaucratic machine. The People’s Will, then, were neither peasants nor workers, rather a group of middle-class children, often young students who no longer had the assurance of an income and whose heads were filled with ideas from Europe and America. 

			Those intellectuals’ call to overthrow the state was on behalf of those peasants, whose icons now line the tourist shelves. As with so many revolutions, it was the educated elite that had taken it upon themselves to burn down a despotic regime for the benefit, as they saw it, of ‘a vast and inert mass of the ignorant and misled common people’.8

			It would be too much to say I saw all this in such sentimental dolls, but the living history that revealed the cultural foundations of the People’s Will seemed present in these stalls. The stand next door mainly sold paintings and photographs, but above a picture of Pushkin doffing his cap to a cat stood a small row of books. There was a copy of Karl Marx’s Das Kapital – another marker from history. This book had been published in Russia in 1868, and had a far greater influence here ‘than in any other country’.9 It affected radicals enormously in St Petersburg, causing them to embrace Marx’s call ‘to carry out their terroristic phrases.’10 Beside it stood a red-backed copy of Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment, a book that explored the idea Russian society had allowed certain crimes to be admissible, while letting corrupt materialism run rampant.11

			These books spoke of how the spread of ideas in nineteenth-century Russia was potently impacted by rising levels of literacy. In the middle of the century, about one in five Russian men could read and write; by the turn of the century almost half could.12 Such literacy was sufficient to fill the heads of young, angry men and women with powerful ideas, but – crucially – was not enough to start a mass insurrection. The realisation that words alone were never going to transform their world led a French anti-parliamentarian, Paul Brousse, to argue that newspapers or pamphlets were of limited use. The ideas in them would be countered by the ‘lies’ of the bourgeois press and the political classes. The downtrodden masses, he thought, had little time for such intellectual debates. What was required was a thing that could not be ignored, but would awaken the consciousness of the masses. Brousse called it ‘propaganda by deed’, to others it became just ‘terrorism’.13 

			Peter Kropotkin, a leading Russian anarchist in the 1870s, took Brousse’s theory and ran with it. He argued that ‘propaganda by deed’ had to take the form of constant agitation by any means, including guns and bombs. Individual terror, he thought, would rouse the spirit of revolt.14 In all of this, political assassination was the best weapon of all: the future might be for the revolt of the masses, but individual acts of terror had to light the way. It led some of the ‘intelligentsia’ to believe in terror ‘like in God.’15 One of them was Mikhail Bakunin, the co-author of a book that was to deeply influence the People’s Will called The Revolutionary Catechism.16 Published in 1869, it was an angry call for sacrifice and change, stressing the need for revolutionaries to harden their hearts. 

			‘Tyrannical toward himself, [the Revolutionary] must be tyrannical toward others,’ Bakunin entreated, ‘Night and day he must have but one thought, one aim – merciless destruction . . .’ The hero of the book was a nameless soldier sacrificed at the altar of the political ideal. 

			Bakunin certainly lived up to the revolutionary cliché. He was a brooding, glass-eyed man, but with a thick beard and even thicker waist. A headstrong revolutionary orator – sepia photographs show him with undone waistcoats, stained jackets and bloated features – he resembled a dishevelled Karl Marx. In Russia, Bakunin said, only a ‘revolutionary abyss’ could provide ‘the liberation and deliverance of our poor martyred people’.17

			He provided a clarion call for the spirit of the age and, soon enough, Russian terror organisations began sprouting up. One, pre-dating the People’s Will, called itself ‘Hell’.18 Its members were committed to assassinating the Tsar and discussed how they would draw lots to choose the martyr who would do the job. That person would forgo partners or friends, take on an assumed name, and, on the morning of the murder, would stand and pour chemicals onto their face to stop people recognising them. Then, once the assassination had been carried out, they would swallow poison.

			While ‘Hell’ never carried out their plans, the notion of suicidal terrorism had been established.19 In 1876, a group called Land and Liberty was formed. Many of its members shared both Bakunin’s and ‘Hell’s’ views and, meeting in private, they formed committees and wrote manifestos demanding that Russia’s land be handed over to the peasants and that the state be destroyed. How they were to go about securing such requests though – through violence or peaceful political means – was, ultimately, to split them. By 1879, the majority group, favouring a policy of terrorism, broke away and established the People’s Will. 

			This new group upped the ante. They began to demand universal suffrage and political liberties. They threatened to kill anyone who informed on them.20 Ostensibly led by Andrei Zhelyabov, a man with a magnetic personality, the People’s Will grew bolder, their focus intensified on the assassination of the Tsar, a singular passion that ultimately led to their treacherous attack on Alexander II in 1881.

			Passing more stalls, more dolls, more radical books, I reached the spot where the People’s Will eventually carried out their strike, and stopped to photograph the scene. Here, on the wet cobblestones where the Tsar had lain dying, now stood a soaring monument to the fallen Emperor. The Church of the Saviour on the Spilled Blood is St Petersburg’s most elaborate and nationalistic building. It rises high above the milling crowds and fills the space between the austere five-floored apartment blocks to its left and the Mikhailovsky Gardens to the right. Officially called the Cathedral of the Resurrection of Christ, it took over two decades to build, and went over budget by one million roubles – a fortune at the time.

			It is as Russian as they come: an explicit rejection of French styles with an elaborate exterior, topped by nine onion domes and kokoshnik peasant-hat gables in gold and emerald and cerulean, it is a riot of gilding and enamelling. Coats of arms, each representing the provinces, regions and towns of Alexander II’s empire, circle the building. Along its front runs a line of red granite plaques that record the main events of Alexander’s reign. They were an attempt to portray the Tsar as a forward-thinking, modern monarch, but, walking ­counter-clockwise, they revealed more the efforts of the Tsar to hold on to his power than a philosophy born from the brotherhood of man. 

			This was a dictated history lesson in stone. Russia’s humiliating defeat in 1851 in the Crimean War had been an immense shock to the royal family; without a strong army they feared that the winds of revolution that had swept Europe in 1848 could easily blow north.21 Faced with this, and aware that theft and corruption had corroded the seat of empire, Alexander II acted out of self-preservation. The eighth plaque along showed how, in 1861, he had agreed upon the emancipation of Russia’s serfs, a ruling that was to change the basic system of property ownership in the country. Other reforms followed – a shakeup of the judiciary, the abolition of branding soldiers as a form of punishment in the military, the relaxation of censorship, the ending of some noble privileges, the funding of university education – all designed to appease those who would seek a more brutal alternative. 

			Walking the steps towards the main entrance, you sensed in each plaque the Tsar’s desperation to halt a rising tide. 

			These reforms culminated on 25 February 1880, when the Tsar announced he was considering granting the Russian people their own constitution. Magnanimously, he released a handful of political prisoners, but, true to form, just as one hand gave, the other took. He established a special section in the Russian police department to deal with internal security, a unit that was to become known as the Okhrana and whose undercover agents infiltrated political organisations campaigning for social reform. It was a secretive force that was, over time, to mutate and harden into the Soviet’s Cheka, the NKVD, the KGB and, ultimately, the FSB of today – the state’s iron fist.
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			The Church on Spilled Blood in St Petersburg – the site of the world’s first suicide bombing

			With such a fist, Alexander crushed dissent in Poland, executing hundreds and deporting thousands more to Siberia. He imposed martial law in Lithuania that lasted four decades.22 He banned numerous regional languages, only letting Polish be spoken in private.23 None of these acts was inscribed in stone outside this church, but Alexander II’s despotic power, alongside the fact he showed that he could, indeed, transform the system virtually overnight with one stroke of his pen, meant the People’s Will’s anger and hope for reform were roused simultaneously.24 Reform, for them, simply could not come fast enough – and that meant ending the life of their head of state. 

			The Tsar narrowly missed death in 1866, 1867 and 1870. His would-be murderers were not experts in the art of killing – one bomb maker lost three fingers making a device. When some of them attempted to blow up his train with nitroglycerine, they miscalculated and destroyed another locomotive instead. Others tried to obliterate a bridge the Tsar was due to cross, but the explosive charge was not up to the job. One radical, finding work as a carpenter in the Winter Palace, smuggled in over a hundred pounds of dynamite that he hid under his bedding, until one freezing day in February he detonated the lot using a timed device – fixing the bomb so that it went off at the precise moment he planned, killing eleven and wounding thirty others. But the Tsar was not one of them; he had been delayed. 

			With each attempt, and each failure, you can see how Grinevitsky could have looked on and, realising just how hard it was to kill the Tsar, understood what drastic measures were needed to do the job. How something more controlled, more directed was required: a human bomb. After all, the grand, open boulevards of St Petersburg offered no easy way for revolutionaries to win the day by manning barricades. Modern, rapid cannon fire and musket drills would have decimated the People’s Will’s ranks. Their attack had to be up close and personal, and a new weapon technology offered a potent new opportunity just for that.

			The invention by Alfred Nobel of dynamite, then, comes at a crucial point in this story. Today, Alfred Nobel is better known for having his name on annual awards for the great and the good.25 But when Alfred, trying to treat a cut finger, had his eureka moment in 1864, combining nitroglycerine with silicon, he took the highly volatile and turned it into something stable and predictable. He was to name the substance he created after the Greek word dynamis, meaning power, and dynamite was to prove to be about twenty times more powerful than traditional ‘black powder’.26 As a tool to challenge the structures of power, it was a chrysalis of destruction, for not only did it blast the way for railroad tunnels and canals, but it also put into the hands of terrorists a source almost unimaginable in its potential. The balance seemed to swing overnight; the state’s monopoly of power, once maintained through lines of men on horseback and rows of field artillery, was challenged to its core over a carefully placed stick of dynamite.

			Revolutionaries became infatuated with the idea that an explosion could change the tide of history. One so-called ‘apostle of dynamite’, the radical Johann Most, said in 1880 that dynamite could ‘destroy the capitalist regime.’27 And to some of the members of the People’s Will, the very spectacular nature of the bomb became intrinsic to the drama of the act. Ending the Tsar’s life in a hail of bullets, one said, would ‘have been seen as an ordinary murder’, not ‘a new stage in the revolutionary movement.’28

			In the end, the bomb that killed Alexander weighed only five pounds and had a blast range of one metre. This restricted range was a case of reality not quite living up to the hype. The limitations of the bomb meant that the Tsar’s would-be assassins had a choice: either to lob their device from a distance and risk missing, or to detonate it so close it would kill both killer and target. In the case of the suicide bomb, necessity was not the mother of invention, but the invention of dynamite created a new design. Because while dynamite promised a grisly death, it needed a controlled system that could decide the time and the place of the explosion. The assassin’s death had to be the price of success.

			In this respect, the suicide bomber was an evolution of a phenomenon with a long and painful history: the assassin who accepts death as part of their mission. The most famous practitioners of this – the al-Ḥashāshīn’s or Assassins – were extremist members of a sect of Shiite Muslims in the eleventh and twelfth centuries known as the Ismailis, men who operated in the craggy mountains of what is now Iran. These pious devotees saw those that controlled their homelands, the Sunni Seljuk Turks, as being unbelievers, and thought they had a religious duty to resist their heretical masters – even by violence. Reflecting the purity of their ideals, they were scrupulous in their choice of weapon: the dagger alone was their weapon of choice. Eschewing the arrow or poison – either promising death from a distance – meant they would almost certainly be unable to escape, and a tortured death would follow capture, a fate many of their ranks accepted. 

			The difference between these ancient assassins and Grinevitsky, though, was that the suicide bomber’s death was integral to the deed. The Assassin usually had the option, however remote, of escape, and if they were killed, they would not die by their own hand. The suicide bomber, however, made their death and the death of their victim a singular event; strangers up to their final moments, they would share their deaths equally. 

			The church that rose above me, then, may well have marked the spot of a Tsar’s assassination, but it also was the place where the social tensions of modern Russia, the evolution of terrorism and the violent logic of dynamite were to coalesce; where, in the end, the world’s first suicide bomber was to be mortally wounded. Inseparable truths, no matter how much you covered them in gold and marble.

			*

			It is hard to know the inner workings of anyone’s heart, let alone a terrorist’s, but those facing death sometimes leave clues that show us something of their thoughts. A few days after Grinevitsky’s death, the authorities were to discover a letter he had written; the first suicide bomber had left the first suicide bomb note, and in it I think we can find a further explanation as to why it was St Petersburg, not Paris or Berlin or London, that saw the first suicide bomb emerge. 

			‘Alexander II must die,’ Grinevitsky had penned. ‘He will die, and with him, we, his enemies, his executioners, shall die too . . . I shall not see our victory, I shall not live one day, one hour in the bright season of our triumph, but I believe that with my death I shall do all that it is my duty to do, and no one in the world can demand more of me.’29

			At the centre of that note lies that hyperbolic phrase: ‘the bright season of our triumph’. It is a literary flourish that is also at the heart of this book: a twenty-five-year-old’s fervent belief that, in death, he could usher in a future infused with hope, a utopia of light. It is, indeed, a vision central to almost all suicide bombers – that their violent act will leave the world a better place, albeit one that they will never inhabit. But what compelled Grinevitsky to write such words, to choose to die in such a way? 

			We know far more about the way that Grinevitsky died than the way he lived. He was born in 1856, in a rough-road village that lies in present-day Belarus. He came from nobility and, true to revolutionary cliché, he was a former student – enrolled in mathematics at the St Petersburg Polytechnic. In short, he fitted the stereotype of the members of the People’s Will, but this does not explain why he was so prepared to die for their cause.

			Some historians say that he was not that willing, that the existence of other bomb plots meant that Grinevitsky was just a backup plan. Perhaps this is so. Some say that he might have been suicidal, that the devotion to a violent revolution coincided with a fascination in Russian society with suicide. But such arguments only go so far. Grinevitsky was not alone in his willingness to die: the executive committee of the People’s Will had called for volunteers, and forty-seven men had signified their ‘willingness to sacrifice themselves’ in response. It’s unlikely they all just wanted to commit suicide. 

			Some also say that Grinevitsky knew that the long arm of the Russian law – which for him meant torture and death – was just seconds away from grabbing him by the collar: Rysakov had just been arrested in front of him. In this case, he had nothing to lose. Perhaps this is true, too.30 

			But had Grinevitsky not been resigned to dying the way he did, he would not have written about it beforehand. Seeing the plot fail before his eyes, he could have just turned and walked away. He did not; he chose, at that moment, to end the Tsar’s life and his with it, and that is a fact. It was also an act of murder entirely in keeping with the creation of that which he wrote about in his final letter: the bright season of triumph. 

			A bright season. This is the utopian vision of many a revolutionary: one who sees, in the wrecking of empire and the destruction of faiths, arise the ‘glittering towers’ of their ideal world (as George Woodcock, one of anarchism’s leading interpreters, would have it).31 It is a deeply religious framing. Some historians call the People’s Will atheists.32 But, in reality, they were a group remarkably infused with religious sentiment. For all their claims that they had rejected God, we know the revolutionaries kissed the cross before their deaths on the scaffold; that they took part in séances at their New Year parties, calling up the ghost of Nicholas I; and that they framed the killing of the Tsar in deeply Christian terms. ‘Let our blood be shed and flow to redeem humanity,’ said one.33

			In this sense, the first suicide bombing was a continuation of religion by other means: after all, the destruction of one world to create another is a marked hallmark of faith.34 For the People’s Will, they saw their mission as eradicating evil and cleansing the Russian soil, and by focusing on the season of triumph, Grinevitsky articulated a clear timeline. One where the People’s Will, like the Marxists that followed them, and the Christian zealots that pre-dated them, saw history as something that had the potential to flow ‘forwards’ to a universal paradise. Grinevitsky was, in this way, the heir to a Russian mainstream millenarian tradition that continues to this day. 

			Such a tradition was undoubtedly present in this church, built in memory of the attack. For, if the People’s Will had used utopian violence to paint their propaganda, the royal family of Russia had responded here with a palette of sacrifice and selfless suffering. On the outside of the church stood plaques to the life of the Tsar and on the inside murals represented the life of Christ, mirroring the Tsar in virtue. On the exterior, above the spot where the Tsar was mortally wounded, was a mosaic of the crucifixion of Christ. All these spoke towards the purposeful allegory of depicting the Tsar’s death as martyrdom. 

			When I walked inside, the messaging was even starker. Here, Russian babushkas wiped down and kissed tortured icons that lined the crowded church, fervent in their piety, and it was clear the Christian belief in sorrow and salvation was alive and well. But this sense of sacrifice and redemption was apparent to me in two different ways: both here, in the commemoration of the Tsar, and also in the motiv­ations of the suicide bomber who killed him. It is true that many Russians, then and now, framed their world view as having both a catastrophic past and future, and the solemn lamentations heard in this church recalled to me that Christian lament: ‘blessed are they that mourn’. 

			Yet, even if Grinevitsky did believe in this Russian link between suffering and redemption, why would he be willing to go so far as to lay down his own life? The answer to that lies in another thread that runs through nearly all suicide bombers’ justifications: that for others to live in this better world to come, a sacrifice is required. 

			This idea that paradise requires sacrifice is a deep-rooted one indeed. Lyman Tower Sargent’s bibliography on Utopian Literature has over 3,000 entries, and central to many of them runs the idea that utopia demands a loss. Plato’s Republic forced its philosopher princes to renounce private property and family. Thomas More’s Utopia made everyone wear a plain uniform, need a permit to travel, and ordained marriage as ‘strict and unsentimental’.35 ­Tommaso Campanella’s Solarians only flourished through eugenics and enforced sexual union, where large men were encouraged to have sex with slim women. Margaret Cavendish’s The Blazing World was a utopia only made possible by the widespread castration of males. 

			These visions hold universal truths about the price of paradise. For, whatever our culture, whatever our genetic make-up, we all know that if we overeat, we will become obese. Taking too many drugs can drag us to a personal hell, despite the promise of a transient heaven. No pain, so the bodybuilder’s T-shirt tells us, no gain (and the popu­larity of weightlifting among jihadists today is no coincidence).36 It is rooted in our psychologies and physiologies that to reap the rewards requires sacrifice, in the forms of work or self-discipline (or just dumb luck). 

			This must have framed Grinevitsky’s beliefs: that for heaven to be reached, a moment of hell had to be realised, and the price – for him at least – of that paradise was his death. As Friedrich Nietzsche had it: ‘everyone who has ever built anywhere a new heaven – first found the power thereto in his own hell.’37

			So it was perhaps apt, then, that here, on the spot of Grinevitsky’s and Alexander’s own hell, they were to build a church. But in so doing, they had also omitted to state anywhere that this was a site of a suicide bombing. Whereas the cross was evident everywhere as a contemplation of the tortured Christ, a visitor could easily come and go unaware this was the site of the world’s first suicide attack.

			And with that thought, I walked over to a machine that produced coins imprinted with the head of Alexander II on one side, and an image of the church on the other. For 100 roubles I had one stamped for me and slid it into my pocket, and walked away from this memor­-ial of simultaneous birth and death.

			*

			The murder of the Tsar led, swiftly, to the abuse of human rights. One of the bombers arrested, Nikolai Rysakov, was so severely tortured by the Okhrana secret police that he spilt the beans and let his interrogators know where his co-conspirators were hiding. The military was called in; thousands of Cossacks descended on St Petersburg, roadblocks were set up and routes out of the city barred. But when the police raided one of the People’s Will’s hideouts it was empty, save for a single rouble left to pay the butcher for the meat they had bought for the cat. They hadn’t managed to get far enough though, and were soon shackled. Some of the radicals managed to escape, but arrests soon followed for most. One even chose to end his life with a single shot when the police came knocking at the door, but most of his accomplices were led away in chains.

			The trials that followed were transparent and public, yet the conclusions were foregone. Count Leo Tolstoy asked Alexander III to spare the murderers, to offer them ‘another ideal, higher than theirs, greater and more generous’,38 but for some it was not to be. Death sentences were handed down, and on 3 April 1881, the sleepless night of five of the prisoners ended with the arrival of cups of strong tea and the provision of black execution clothes. Placards were hung round their necks, ‘Tsaricide’ scrawled upon them. A pale spring sun shone down as the condemned moved through the streets. Despite the early hour, the route was already crowded, onlookers waving and shouting. Twelve thousand troops were said to have lined the execution square, the crowd estimated at a hundred thousand strong. 

			Russia’s only executioner, a drunk called Frolov, was at the end of the journey, there seen fiddling with the nooses. The condemned – four men and one woman – were not granted the quick death of the trapdoor, but faced the slower one of strangulation. They were, in a sense, lucky: previous Russian state executions had involved pouring molten metal down the prisoner’s throat. Three of the men kissed the woman, Sophia Perovskaya. The hangman took off his blue peasant coat, revealing a red shirt beneath, and the time had come. 

			One by one the prisoners were led to the gallows. Twice the rope broke under the weight of one of them and some in the crowd began to call out that this was a sign from heaven, but the staggering executioner tied another noose and this time it worked. Then it was Perovskaya’s turn. She turned to her executioner and complained the rope was too tight. Perhaps she was lucky in this: she died quickly. Zhelyabov, following her, had a knot that was too loose: he died in agony. Since the first bomb that had been thrown on 1 March, eleven people were now dead.

			Those not condemned to death – partly down to protests led by the author of Les Misérables, Victor Hugo – faced lengthy sentences in Russia’s infamous prisons. Few were to survive: rape and torture were commonplace, deep in the dark of soundproofed dungeons. They died one by one; childbirth took one, dysentery another. Two conspirators were forced to travel to the Kara Prison Mines – a two-year journey on foot to the north – a virtual death sentence. One had to give her baby away, knowing that to bring it along would have been a slow murder in itself, and by the time those two reached the frozen mines, their health was so broken that death would soon follow anyway.

			Their victory was a false one: all it produced was a more determined repression.39 Confronted by the murder of their Tsar, the authorities launched massive crackdowns. Alexander II’s son and grandson were haunted by the assassins’ threat, and the Okhrana became the violent expression of their fears. From 1883, the country descended into a ‘state of reinforced security’; thousands of suspects were arrested, hundreds tortured. Repressive legislation limiting the freedoms of the press, of association, of assembly was passed, the justification given being to stop anarchist propaganda from spreading.40 In the short term, the assassination also caused a significant setback for the reform movement. One of Alexander II’s final ambitions was for an elected parliament, or Duma; these plans were completed the day before he died but had not yet been announced to the Russian people. The first action his son, Alexander III, took after his unexpected coronation was to tear them up.

			As has so often happened when public anger has flared up in European countries facing the tumult of change, anti-Semitism followed. In the months following the Tsar’s death, an ugly rash of attacks on Jewish communities spread to over one hundred districts in the south-western provinces. The authorities looked the other way and, in some cases, even encouraged the persecution.41 Jewish doctors and lawyers suddenly found getting work harder. At the bottom of his 1887 order to restrict the number of Jews at universities, Alexander III wrote: ‘Let us never forget that it was the Jews who crucified Jesus.’42 Other erosions of civil liberties followed. New property requirements for voting were introduced, causing the numbers of permitted voters in St Petersburg to drop from 21,000 to 8,000, and in Moscow from 20,000 to 7,000.43 Women found access to higher education harder and harder. Universities lost all autonomy. 

			The invention of suicide bomb terrorism in this way led to counterterrorism techniques that, once created, spread into everyday use – and abuse. For just as the 1860s and 1870s brought technical innovations that strengthened underground movements, the 1880s and 1890s saw technology aid police counter-surveillance operations. The tsarist secret police became pioneers in the use of fingerprinting, photofits, codebreaking, bugging and phone tapping. They began using bulletproof vests, tear gas and ‘tranquilising guns’.44 

			From the revolutionaries’ point of view, though, this heavy-handedness served only to embolden their resolve. Repression led to further revolt. In 1886, a new group that followed the tradition of the People’s Will was created in Russia. A year later, after an unsuccessful attempt on Alexander III’s life, the group’s leaders were – perhaps inevitably – rounded up and executed. There were only three gallows, so the authorities had to hang them in batches. A sack was thrown over their heads and stools kicked from under them. When the St Petersburg newspaper report on the execution reached the family members of one of the executed, his seventeen-year-old brother was reported as saying: ‘I’ll make them pay for this! I swear it.’ His name was Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, better known by the alias Lenin. And in this tale of attack and counter-attack, it is hard not to see how the murders by the People’s Will led, in some way, straight to the Russian Revolution itself.

			Crucially, suicide bombers helped further pave the way, too. By 1902, a new group – the Party of Socialist Revolutionaries – had set up a terror cell. The ghost of Grinevitsky was very present in their midst. When they discussed the murder of the incoming minister of internal affairs, one of the band – Russian poet Ivan Kalyayev – suggested he throw himself under the minister’s carriage and detonate a bomb to halt the entourage and allow the others to murder the politician. This plan never went ahead, but in 1905, Kalyayev was recruited in another assassination attempt: the murder of Grand Duke Sergei Alexandrovich. It was a risky operation, and the only reason it was considered at all was because Kalyayev said he’d gladly die in the process. 

			Kalyayev became the world’s first failed suicide bomber. He threw the bomb at the Grand Duke from about four paces away and succeeded in killing Alexander II’s fifth son. But Kalyayev himself survived, something that, before his execution, he said diminished the mission’s impact. ‘To die for one’s convictions,’ he wrote, is ‘but a summons to battle.’ Unlike today’s suicide-belt bombs, the Russians’ bombs were not strapped to the attackers, still allowing for the possibility of the attackers’ survival.

			Other Russian suicide attacks followed. In 1906, in an attempt to kill Vice Admiral Dubasov, Boris Vnorovsky blew himself up, along with one of the Vice Admiral’s aides. The same year, three members of the Maximalists, an extreme revolutionary group, tried to kill the Russian Prime Minister in his villa. Guards stopped them and, instead of being taken alive, the assassins screamed out ‘Long Live freedom! Long live anarchy!’ and triggered the sixteen-pound bombs they were carrying, killing themselves and twenty-eight others. By now, thirty-five people – four attackers and thirty-one victims – had died as a direct consequence of suicide bombing in Russia: far more than many historians allow. The indirect toll, in arrests and executions, was far higher.

			It would have continued, too, had the momentum of the 1917 Russian Revolution not taken hold and men and women sought to create their utopia through mass uprisings. But the origins of such a terror had been firmly laid down in the snow of a Russian winter thirty-six years before.

			*

			One postscript: the curious case of Nikolai Ivanovich Kibalchich.

			Kibalchich’s involvement in the plot on Alexander II’s life was fundamental. The son of an Orthodox priest, the twenty-eight-year-old Ukrainian had a long history of clashing with the authorities. In 1875, he spent three years in prison after giving a peasant a banned book. He was also highly educated, a seminarian who went to college to study medicine and engineering. This mix of religious fervour, scientific logic and revolutionary sentiment led Kibalchich to become the chief explosive expert for the People’s Will. It was he who, carefully mixing the right amount of chlorate of potash, oil of vitriol and fulminate of silver, was to make the first bomb to be used in a suicide attack. 

			Like many of his co-conspirators, Kibalchich was seized by the authorities after the Tsar’s murder. His sentence was the same as theirs: death by hanging. While in his prison cell, the condemned man began to sketch. Perhaps knowing that his time on earth was ending, the imagination of this ‘dead man walking’ reached for the stars. A design for a solid-fuel rocket engine began to emerge: a primitive version of the ‘gimballed engine’ that is a mainstay of modern rocketry.45 One prosecutor was to note his surprise that the prisoner’s mind was not upon his own imminent death, but instead he seemed ‘to be immersed in research on some aeronautic missile’. 

			In a letter to the Minister of Internal Affairs, Kibalchich sketched out an early jet engine, a powder rocket engine that controlled the flight by changing the engine’s angle. He requested a meeting with government officials to discuss his ideas. Such a meeting was agreed upon, but only on 26 March 1882, a year after the inventor had been executed.

			Kibalchich’s proposals would have gone to the grave with him had Bolshevik researchers not unearthed them in August 1917 from a dusty governmental archive. And although his gunpowder-filled engine would have likely killed all those on board, the basis of his idea was to fuel the imagination of Konstantin Tsiolkovsky, the leading Soviet rocket scientist. Such death-row proposals helped illuminate the way to the exploration of the stars. 

			So great was his influence, that – despite it being among the coldest years of the Cold War – this Russian terrorist was inducted into the International Space Hall of Fame in 1976. On a clear night, if you look upwards, you can imagine the memory of Nikolai Ivanovich Kibalchich, and his ingenious use and abuse of explosives, etched into the heavens for eternity. Because there, on the far side of the moon, a crater has been named after the inventor of that weapon used by Grinevitsky: the world’s first suicide bomb.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Divine Winds

			The way to the shrine reminded me of a runway. The Japanese love of concrete was more than evident here and resonated with a comment I had once read that ‘Japan has drastically altered its natural environment in ways that are almost unimaginable’.1 The avenue, devoid of cars, could have as easily fitted a six-lane motorway. On each side rose mature camphor trees and sweet gums, but the grey tarmacked line, and the looming ichi no torii gate, two thick pillars topped with an enormous lintel, drew your eyes forward between the space it created. 

			There, beyond another torii, marking the divide between the physical world of Tokyo and the spiritual world of Shintoism, lay the imposing entrance to the Yasukuni shrine, arguably Japan’s most controversial building.

			A memorial to Japan’s war dead, it commemorates all those who have died in service of their country since 1868, irrespective of how they died or the manner in which they fought their war. Among the list of the names, origins, dates of birth and places of death of the 2,466,532 men, women and children (and some pet animals) remembered, there are 1,068 convicted Second World War criminals, a state of affairs that still angers today. In 2015, a Korean man was even arrested after being accused of setting off a bomb here in protest.2

			The shrine itself was filled mainly with elderly Japanese, and they walked beneath four looming white noren, huge fluttering swathes of fabric decorated with a simple black flower that acted as dividers between the outside world and the temple. The men were dressed in sombre suits and the women in black mourning kimonos and they entered the main sanctuary, there to pay their respects to long-dead ancestors. It was orderly and peaceful, a far cry from the chaos of war. But what interested me more lay beyond: a small bronze statue that stood a short walk away in the temple grounds. 

			It was of a kamikaze pilot, raised high upon a plinth. He was young and relaxed, his hands upon his hips, his eyes to the skies. It is just one of a procession of statues here, each commemorating the victims of war: a mother with her children, a horse, a dog, even a carrier pigeon. But this statue was different. This man’s death was not the tragedy of animals or civilians killed in conflict, but one that remembered the men who had died in suicide attacks in the final days of the Second World War. 

			The statue stood beside a sizeable glass-fronted museum, and inside that was a section dedicated to the phenomenon of the kamikaze. In the entrance lobby stood a Zero fighter plane found abandoned on an airfield at Rabaul, Papua New Guinea, after the war. This plane, a type often converted into kamikaze planes in the final years of the war, had been restored to remarkable condition. Next to it was another suicide attack vehicle: a Kaiten Type 4 manned torpedo, a thick black cigar that had been designed to be rammed by a sailor-pilot into the hull of an enemy ship. Further back was a reconstruction of an Ohka Model 11 aircraft, a white three-rocket engine that was used exclusively by kamikaze pilots. It was decorated with the red ‘circle of the sun’ found on the Japanese flag, alongside a white cherry blossom, denoting the fleeting nature of life. Suspended from the ceiling, it looked as if it were in permanent attack mode.

			Visitors milled around, captivated by the display of photographs of successful suicide attacks on naval vessels, reading the poems and letters written by men before they died, ones that imbue the suicide bombers with humanity. It was a display that unnerved many who had come here before. ‘The museum is a celebration of wasted lives,’ said a Time magazine report, ‘a blatant celebration of the most extreme expression of [an imperial] ideology, the kamikaze.’3

			‘In this looking-glass world,’ said another critic, ‘suicide bombers are heroes, America is the enemy and the Emperor, supposedly reduced to mortal status after Second World War, is still a deity.’4 

			Outside a group of tourists stopped and had their photographs taken before the statute: the suicide bomber transformed into a holiday snap. Unlike in Russia, the bomber was front and centre of memory. Even with the separation of all those years, the Japanese kamikaze still can anger and fascinate in equal measure. Perhaps this is, in part, because of the sheer number of those who went to their certain deaths in the service of their country. Between October 1944 and August 1945, over 3,000 Japanese army and navy pilots died in their attempts to sink the Allied fleet. Yet more died below the sea and on land, as the Japanese used submarines and bomber vests to attack the enemy wherever they could. In the battle for Okinawa alone, 1,465 kamikaze attacks damaged 157 Allied ships, causing hundreds of deaths. 

			This museum was an attempt to commemorate the kamikaze fighters. Still noble martyrs in the eyes of many visitors, these were men who died unsullied by the accusations of torture and rape that afflicted some of the Japanese dead also remembered here. To me, the statue, the lovingly preserved weapons, the neat rows of photographs and the encased letters all spoke about a deep need for order and reconciliation. The kamikaze had lost the war, after all; their sacrifices were entirely in vain. This was an attempt to redress those sacrifices, but in so doing it failed to acknowledge that the subjects of these museum pieces had taken more than just their own lives. To some, they had been seen to overstep the boundaries of civilised warfare and, in so doing, had created American widows and forced American girls and boys to grow up without a father. And they had transformed the icon of the suicide bomber from that of a revolutionary with a bomb to an entire culture, one rooted in a terrifying ideology of empire, death, sacrifice and honour. 

			*

			Above the Philippine seas, five Zero planes were fast approaching their target. Seeking to evade the enemy’s radar, their lieutenant, Yukio Seki, had directed his men to stay above 1,000 feet, and, as the Allied fleet came into sight on the shimmering seas below, they began their rapid, deadly descent. Hearing the planes’ engines, the sailors and marines of the US fleet rushed to man their guns, but then quickly realised that something was amiss: the incoming aircraft were not levelling up. They were targeting the ships not with their guns, but with their own planes. 
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			A statue to the kamikaze stands in Tokyo’s controversial shrine to their war dead

			As American veterans described with rheumy eyes decades later, the air was soon filled with fire and screams. In the sound and the fury of what followed, three of the approaching Japanese planes were hit by gunners on the USS Fanshaw Bay – they went down in a plume of smoke and spray. A fourth misjudged its aim and clipped the edge of the USS Kitun Bay, before exploding, spiralling into the sea. But the fifth careered through the deck of the USS St. Lo.5 

			It exploded on the port side of the hangar deck, just where aircraft were in the process of being refuelled and rearmed. A gasoline fireball appeared, followed by the sharp sound of the ship’s torpedo and bomb magazine detonating. In seeming terrible slow motion, the St. Lo was consumed by flames. Half an hour later, it disappeared, sinking beneath the oil-covered waves. Of the 889 men aboard, 143 died, many trapped below decks.6 

			At 10.47 on 25 October 1944, the age of the kamikaze had officially arrived.

			It was not new for planes, especially in the Pacific War, to deliberately crash into enemy ships.7 There are numerous stories of crippled planes doing so, while reports of planes crashing into enemy aircraft mark the pages of many a war journal. But such suicidal acts were individual decisions carried out in the heat of battle; they were not under express orders. The attack on that Wednesday morning was carried out with official sanction: a strategic decision to stop the Allied advance at whatever cost. 

			Such orders were the result of a gradual evolution of thinking in the Japanese military. Five months before that October day, Captain Eiichiro Jyo had asked to deploy ‘Special Attack Units’ after witnessing the crushing defeat of Japan’s naval air power at the Battle of the Philippine Sea. Around the same time, a general called Jun Ushiroku, frustrated by Japan’s inability to produce enough effective anti-tank weapons, had proposed using backpack bombs in Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands. General Yasuda of the army air force was also to include ramming techniques as a secret component of pilot training. While Admiral Takijirō Ōnishi, kept awake at night by an acute lack of supplies and skilled pilots, had burst into a war council meeting and declared: ‘If we are prepared to sacrifice 20 million Japanese lives in a kamikaze effort, victory will be ours.’8

			Such suggestions were all met with resistance, though more for reasons of expedience than humanity. It was felt that the suicide mission, particularly an airborne one, was not cost-effective: the price of losing a trained pilot and his aircraft was too much to bear. But the situation was stark. A few years before, Japan had had some of the best pilots in the world, yet by the autumn months of 1944, almost all of them were dead. The new wave of airmen that took their places had had practically no training in combat or navigation, and they were to prove easy prey for the Allies, their casualty rate so high it was virtually a suicide mission just to get into a cockpit. By that October, over 5,000 pilots had died since the start of the year. 

			One man decided to take matters into his own hands. Masafumi Arima, an admiral in the Imperial Japanese Navy, concluded that suicide attacks would be the only thing to turn the tide of the war. Despite his rank, he chose personally to lead an air attack against the American fleet. Arima needed a name for his mission and looked back to history for inspiration. There, in the final years of the thirteenth century, he recalled how the shores of Japan had twice been threatened by the forces of the great Mongol warrior Kubla Khan; how twice his great armadas had reached Japan’s shores and twice the wind god had sent hurricanes to wreck the Mongol’s fleet. Japan was spared from invasion, and so grateful were its people to their god for this deliverance, that they called those storm winds ‘heaven-sent’ or ‘divine wind’. Arima chose the classical Japanese phrase – Shinpū – to describe his team, but his mission became better known by the more popular phrase for ‘divine wind’ – the kamikaze.

			In mid-October 1944, after removing his rank and other insignia, he climbed into the cockpit of a twin-engine bomber, not intending to return alive. What happened next is uncertain. Some say that Arima did succeed in the mission, damaging the USS Franklin. Others say that Arima’s formation never reached their targets. There are even claims that the first of such attacks was not by Arima at all, but by a group of army pilots located on Negros Island who had independently decided to launch a suicide attack on 13 September.9 But the impetus for more such kamikaze strikes was created. News of the mission was relayed to the Emperor, and after expressing initial shock, he sent a message of congratulations. The kamikaze had received the imperial seal of approval for future attacks. 
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			A Japanese Zero plane – a plane adapted for use by many kamikaze pilots

			With that, the propaganda merit of these attacks was firmly understood. From the outset, Japanese strike units were accompanied by observers, sent out to report back upon the glorious achievements of each attack. But the observers were reluctant to report that their comrades had made their sacrifice in vain, so their debriefing notes were usually over-hyped. These exaggerations about the strategic impact of the missions added to the sense that the kamikaze was the only ray of light for the high command; the wind gods had brought hope.

			The propaganda worked. The strike on the USS St. Lo happened shortly after, and within weeks at least 1,000 army flying graduates had signed up to become kamikaze pilots. By November 1944, the order came that all air offensives were now to be carried out by such units. For the first time in military history the use of suicide bombing had become a fundamental pillar of a national war strategy.

			At first, it was decided to target US transport ships using heavy bombers. Later, swarms of kamikaze in smaller aircraft were deployed, accompanied by escorts to give covering fire. These pilots were trained to fly between Allied navy ships to draw the enemy guns, hoping the Americans would strike their own vessels in doing so. Such tactics sound like they would have been devastating on the enemy, but it was soon apparent that Japan’s kamikaze planes – the Mitsubishi A6M Zeros or Zekes – tended to burst into flames when hit by machine-gun fire and could only fly at a maximum speed of 230kph, and even slower when loaded with two 250-kilogram bombs, making them easy targets. What’s more, the planes were often so short on fuel they failed to explode.

			To address these shortcomings, the Japanese developed a plane specifically for the missions called the Yokosuka MXY7 Ohka, or ‘Cherry Blossom’. It was essentially a steerable missile: 20 feet long with stumpy wings, it could only glide 20 miles, so each had to be carried close to the target by a bomber. Once their pilots saw the enemy ship, they would ignite three rocket boosters, generating enough speed to penetrate the ship’s armour. They called such pilots ‘thunder gods’. And yet, despite such a name, they only sank three Allied ships. 

			Other strategies followed. There was the development of the Ki-115, a plane designed to drop its landing gear upon take-off so that it could be reused by other aircraft, thereby saving resources.10 A host of new planes were created, all given names imbued with naturalistic nostalgia: ‘Ume Blossom’, ‘Autumn Water’ and ‘Wisteria Blossom’ among them. On 6 April 1945, waves of such aircraft attacked in an operation called Kikusui or ‘floating chrysanthemums’. And indeed there was a blossoming – in the end, in preparation for a feared US invasion, as many as 12,700 different aircraft and tens of thousands of volunteers were harnessed for suicide missions. 

			In addition to the kamikaze, the Japanese navy also invented suicide submarines or kaiten, along with suicide boats they called Shinyo (‘Sea Quake’). The nikaku was the name given to Imperial Japanese Army soldiers who strapped explosives to their bodies, allowed tanks to drive over them, and then exploded the charge. When that method was shown to fail, others simply ran at their enemy with a hand grenade. Then there were the fukuryu or ‘crouching dragons’, suicide divers who, weighed down with lead and equipped with a landmine and bottles of compressed air, volunteered to walk along the sea floor for up to six hours, towards the enemy ships. Armed with a long bamboo pole, they would position themselves under a vessel and slam the mine upwards, hard onto the ship’s hull, and blow themselves up in the process.11 

			Behind these orchestrated and ordered attacks stood a hard-nosed military strategy: the Japanese (as well as Chinese, Korean,12 Taiwanese13 and Filipino) suicide attackers did so because it was seen as the best tactic at the time. To overcome the Americans’ technological supremacy, they needed to conduct targeted strikes, and yet by 1944, so-called ‘precision-guided missiles’ had not yet been developed. The simple fact was this: the Japanese decision to use suicide bombers was because they had not invented a practical alternative.

			Ever since warfare began, there have been situations where sacrifice has been deemed necessary to accomplish the military objective. This is perhaps most famously enshrined in the soldier’s firm resolve of going ‘over the top’ in the First World War to face a hail of bullets, but there have been countless moments when soldiers have decided to risk their lives against overwhelming odds, choosing to die rather than surrender.14 Such actions, however, have mainly been spur-of-the-moment decisions. The soldier who allowed his body to become a weapon was one that only began to fully emerge in Asia in the 1930s. During that time, hidden away in often forgotten narratives of war, there are many instances where soldiers chose to use their bodies as explosive weapons in attacks that laid the ground for the age of the kamikaze. 

			In the Second Sino-Japanese War, between 1937 and 1945, for example, there were a considerable number of incidents where Chinese forces turned themselves into human bombs. These attacks have been relatively undocumented, at least outside China. Wang Runlan, for instance, a soldier who boxed in the 1936 Olympic Games, blew himself up while attempting to stop a Japanese tank advance in 1937, and in doing so became possibly the first named suicide bomber in military history.15 Others followed his lead, and suicide attacks were recorded in Nanjing,16 Shanghai,17 Guangzhou18 and Yunnan.19 Most notable was the 1938 Battle of Taierzhuang, when ‘Dare to Die’ Chinese corps charged Japanese units while armed with swords and suicide vests stuffed with grenades (an early record of the use of the suicide vest, even though many claim that the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka invented it).20 

			Why were such suicide attacks to emerge in China? Before this, China had seen, as in Russia, suicide bombings being used in political assassinations. In 1905, Wu Yue, a member of a nascent revolutionary party, had attempted to assassinate five ministers of the Qing Dynasty during a train journey. His attempt failed because the bomb was triggered by the train’s vibration, causing the bomb to explode prematurely, killing him. But it raises the question: had the precedent set by the People’s Will carried on along the train tracks from St Petersburg to Beijing, spreading the appeal of suicidal terror?

			Perhaps so, because in 1911 another revolutionary called Peng Jiazhen, a Sichuan native, was also to use a suicide bomb in an attempt to kill the Chinese warlord Yuan Shikai. The warlord survived, but Jiazhen did manage to kill Liang Bi, a prominent figure in the anti-revolution faction of the Qing Dynasty. This political assassination was considered such a pivotal act in the lurch towards revolution that Sun Yat-Sen, the first president and founding father of the Republic of China, was later posthumously to bestow on Jiazhen the title of ‘General’ and build a shrine to his memory.21

			Certainly, the Japanese used suicide bombers well before the kamikaze onslaughts of 1944. In the 1939 Battles of Khalkhyn Gol – a border conflict fought between the Soviet Union, Mongolia, Japan and Manchukuo – such attacks appear to have been used extensively by an ill-equipped and outnumbered Japanese force. Their first line of defence was a charge by petrol-laden, Type 94 Japanese six-wheeled trucks, designed to blow up the Soviet tanks. The second was a line of men throwing themselves under those oncoming tanks, detonating their suicide vests as they did so.22 On 28 May 1939, a 220-man reconnaissance team launched ‘human bullet’ attacks against Soviet tanks armed with just gasoline and charges, and as many as 45,000 Japanese troops died in that border skirmish.23

			Perhaps to save face, that massacre was still presented as a victory, of sorts, back in Japan, with one officer being honoured for bravery for attacking a tank just with his sword. Meanwhile many of his surviving fellow officers, who had demonstrated neither competence nor common sense, found themselves transferred back to central command in Tokyo, perhaps taking the logic of the suicide bomber with them. 

			By the Battle of Changsha in 1942 – the first major offensive in China by the Imperial Japanese Army – suicide bombings seem to have become an established feature on the Asian battlefield. Indeed, Changsha also appears to be the first – possibly the only – battle in history where both armies, Chinese and Japanese, deployed suicide bombers against each other.24 The idea had entered not only the Chinese military mindset, but the Japanese one too.

			Such mad sacrifice in war, though, was to infect not just the Chinese and Japanese. Other combatant nations were also to engage in suicide missions throughout the Second World War. In Germany, for instance, on 28 February 1944, Hanna Reitsch, the Nazis’ most famous female aviator and test pilot, presented an idea to Hitler at Berchtesgaden called Operation Suicide. She argued that it would ‘require men who were ready to sacrifice themselves in the conviction that only by this means could their country be saved.’25 Despite believing it ‘was not the right psychological moment’, Hitler gave the project the green light, with the proviso that it would not be used in combat without his on-the-day approval. 

			Despite this specific order, the Nazis did use suicide bombers. In the final days of the war the idea of defeat loomed so heavily that thirty-five Nazis volunteered to fly into Soviet-controlled bridges over the Oder River near Berlin. Their leaders claimed to have destroyed seventeen bridges with these so-called ‘self-sacrifice’ sorties between 17 and 20 April 1945, but there appears to be credible evidence of only one successful strike. These last-ditch efforts involved the pilot signing a statement testifying they were ‘clear that the mission will end in my death’.26

			Less well known, perhaps, is the fact that some Allied troops also undertook suicide missions during the Second World War. In June 1941, the German invasion of Russia in Operation Barbarossa wrong-footed the Soviet commanders. In their desperate bid to stem the surging tide of German troops deep into Soviet territory, Russian commanders instructed their fighter pilots to crash their planes into those of the enemy. One of those was a female pilot named Yekaterina Zelenko, who brought down a Messerschmitt fighter with her plane, the only woman to have performed a ramming mission in the war (and arguably making her the first female suicide bomber in history). In total, as many as 270 Soviet pilots are said to have intentionally struck enemy planes between 1941 and 1945.27 

			Other Allied forces also occasionally died in their attacks on the enemy, turning themselves into human bombs. In the Pacific War, the first suicide pilot was possibly a British airman, who appeared to have deliberately crashed his damaged plane into a Japanese troop transport at Kota Bharu in Northern Malaya on 8 December 1941.28 Nonetheless, it seems that – like the Italians, who only had one suicide bomber (a man who had agreed to sacrifice himself as he had a heart condition anyway) – Western European and American Allied Forces very rarely, if at all, set out on premeditated suicide missions. This observation, though, should not detract from the fact that countless men and women of the Allied Forces undertook incredibly dangerous operations, and many died in so doing.

			But whether it was the Japanese, Soviets, Chinese or Germans, at the heart of this history of fighters purposefully dying in the line of duty lay one fundamental challenge: how can you attack the enemy with a semblance of precision from a distance? 

			It was a question that had fascinated military engineers for a long time. In the late 1870s, an Irish-born Australian inventor called Louis Brennan devised the first wire-guided torpedo, and it became a standard harbour defence throughout the British Empire for more than fifteen years.29 Other tracked weapons were designed for land. The First World War descended so rapidly into quagmire that the Allies invented machines that could cut through barbed wire and travel through no man’s land. The Aubriot-Gabet and Schneider Crocodile land torpedoes of 1915 did this job: looking like miniature tanks, they were able to carry up to 200kg of explosives while being guided by wire.30 

			Towards the end of the Great War, American scientists also invented what many claim is the first air-guided missile, the Kettering Bug. An experimental, unmanned aerial torpedo, it was capable of striking ground targets up to 75 miles away. Technicians determined the distance the bomb had to go by taking into account wind speed and flight path. The total number of engine revolutions was then calculated for the Bug to reach its destination so that, when a revolution counter reached this value, the engine would be shut off and the bolts attaching the wings would detach, causing the bomb to plummet earthwards. Despite some successes during initial testing, the Bug was never used in combat – there was a justifiable concern about flying such a weapon above friendly troops below.

			During the Second World War enormous resources were piled into German systems such as the Henschel Hs 293 or the Fritz X – guided missiles that used a radio control link operated by an electrical two-axis joystick invented for the purpose. They posed such a threat that the Allies had to invest heavily in electronic counter-measures to defeat them. 

			On the side of the Allies, the United States also developed guided missile projects. One – called Operation Aphrodite – involved taking B-17 bombers that had been removed from operational service and adapting them so they could be loaded to capacity with explosives and then flown by radio control into heavy German fortifications. This operation was not a success: it relied on pilots to be in the cockpit as the planes took off and then to parachute from the plane once it was put on ‘autopilot’. Out of fourteen missions, none resulted in destroying a target. Many crashed or were brought down by flak, and some pilots even died arming the bombs. One notable loss was that of Lieutenant Joseph P. Kennedy, the elder brother of the future US president, who died priming his plane. A hard irony, perhaps – a brother of an American president dying in the early development of US unmanned drone technology.

			What these failures and false starts meant was that, at least in 1944, humans were still the best guided missiles. It is important to stress the word ‘humans’, because in modern warfare, numerous animals had been and continue to be exploited to this end. Dolphins,31 donkeys,32 dogs33 and chickens34 have all been loaded up with explosives and sent off in the direction of the enemy – but they often have a habit of veering off target, or running back to their handlers. 

			The use of birds, though, might not seem as ludicrous as it first sounds. Possibly the most viable project that looked at using animals as ‘suicide attack weapons’ in the Second World War was one that involved pigeons. The person behind this was B.F. Skinner, a man considered the leading psychologist of the twentieth century. In trials, Skinner placed an image of a ship’s target onto a screen, projected as in a camera obscura. The pigeon, fixed in place inside the head of a missile, was trained to peck at the image, guiding the missile according to where the pigeon’s beak landed. As Skinner found, ‘a pigeon could hold the missile on a particular street intersection in an aerial map of a city’.35 The experiments also tested the effects of energising narcotics on the birds, meaning that drug-crazed birds were once tested as bombers. 

			Defending his project, Skinner asserted that pigeons were superior to any of the radio-controlled missiles under development at the time because the domestic pigeon was resistant to jamming. They had exceptional eyesight, were able to process visual information three times faster than a human, and – most importantly – they could be trained using positive reinforcement (like getting a reward of hemp seed when pecking the target that it is told to). Skinner even taught his pigeons to play ping-pong.36 Yet, despite putting three pigeons in each missile to ensure the ‘majority’ vote won the day, and the pigeons showing a very successful rate at striking the enemy, the US military pulled the plug, not trusting the idea.

			It did not end there; cats were also experimented with. The belief that cats always land on their feet and the fact that they do not like getting wet, led the US high command to consider putting tabbies inside missiles. If, the theory went, they released that missile over a vast ocean with just a single, dry boat in sight, the cat would move its legs, struggling to head for the ship, and would guide the bomb in so doing. It even went as far as being tested, but then it was found the cats passed out halfway through the drop.37

			In another experiment, thousands of bats were also captured, with the intention of placing tiny incendiary bombs upon them, causing them to fly into the rafters of wooden Japanese homes and burn entire cities to the ground. Predictably, perhaps, testing didn’t go as planned. A general’s car was destroyed and $30 million was spent until the experiments were dropped and the high command focused on the development of the atomic bomb instead.38

			Humans, then, appeared to be the most practical option when it came to undertaking directed missile strikes. Suicide bombers are capable of timing and positioning the point of explosion to maximise death and destruction, making them ‘perhaps the smartest bombs ever invented’.39 

			But why was there such widespread and often enthusiastic acceptance for suicide missions in Japan? With the possible exception of the Soviets and Chinese, the Germans and the Allied powers never embraced this tactic with a dedicated fervour, so why did it emerge as it did in Japan in 1944 with such mechanised dedication? 

			*

			If you seek, through the layers and layers of history, to unravel the tricky tangle that explains Japan’s embrace of the suicide bomber, you will inevitably pull on a thread that will lead you back to an event that unfolded seven decades before the Second World War. Because then, in 1868, the leaders of Japan’s four major domains overthrew the Tokugawa Shogunate in a bid to restore the Meiji Emperor. This was not a liberal revolution but more a return to traditionalism. The conservative takeover was to put the army and the navy at the heart of Japan’s constitution and to promote the Emperor to the rank of Supreme Commander. It effectively made the Emperor ‘sacred and inviolable’ and by 1882, new military recruits were reciting a poem in homage to him. It contained the line: ‘duty is heavier than a mountain; death is lighter than a feather’.40

			A feverish loyalty to the Emperor blossomed in the next decades and this sentiment, combined with a widespread social-Darwinian belief that Japan’s manifest destiny was to dominate Asia, created a deep-rooted nationalism. Such ideologies led to a march of conquest that began in 1931 when the Japanese sought to occupy Chinese Manchuria. This act was condemned internationally and caused Japan to withdraw from the League of Nations, but back home a series of political assassinations created a government run by the Japanese military, strengthening their belief that the future was theirs to take.

			Jingoistic expansion followed, and within a few years, Nanking in China had been sacked and the Imperial Army had cut a tranche of sorrow through Indochina, driving the British from Shanghai and the Dutch from the East Indies. Then, as so often happens with empires, they overreached themselves and decided – against some of their advisers – to attack the Americans head-on. The attack on Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941 led the United States into four years of terrible conflict. 

			At the centre of this Japanese expansionism lay a philosophy: the warrior spirit of Bushido. It emphasised honour in death, and thrust the samurai into the age of mechanised mass warfare, where fighters in planes and armoured ships were supplicant to an emperor godhead.41 Indeed, just as devout Muslims turn to Mecca, so too did many a Japanese commander offer daily prayers facing their Imperial Palace, and the Emperor’s troops all too often died with the battle cry ‘Tenno Heika Banzai!’ (‘Long Live the Emperor!’) on their lips. 

			Such an acceptance of death for a cause unnerved their enemies. When General Montgomery defeated the German and Italian troops in North Africa in the Second Battle of El Alamein in 1942, about 9,000 Axis troops were killed. When General Slim faced a similar-strength Japanese army at the Battles of Imphal and Kohima in 1944, an estimated 60,000 Japanese soldiers were killed. As General Slim noted: ‘Everyone talks about fighting to the last man and last round, but only the Japanese actually do it.’42

			It was an acceptance of death born from a dark and complex history whose roots lie even further back in Japanese society. If you pull these threads some more, you will find yourself in secluded Shinto temples throughout Japan where age-worn documents can be read that speak of a colourful legend that has left a deep imprint upon the Japanese psyche. It is a story of the first ‘God of all’ – Ninigi – who descended from the heavens to earth. His gift to the new world was rice seeds and, upon arriving, he built a wedding palace. But a question remained: who, exactly, would be his bride? His choice was between an ugly rock and a flowering cherry tree. So he married a tree that annually, ceaselessly, sprouts beautiful blossoms. These, though, are flowers that within days fall and die. It is a myth filled with the tragedies of impermanence and, with the spread of Buddhism in Japan – a religion that urges people to contemplate the ephemeral nature of life – such pathos came to dominate.43 

			In the early years of the twentieth century, though, the meaning of that story changed. The cherry blossom was appropriated as an icon by a profoundly nationalistic government that said dying for their Emperor was a huge honour. Cherry blossoms were no longer petals: they were the souls of soldiers and sailors, their falling a beautiful, glorious death. Nationwide plantings of cherry trees broke out. A new word was even used for teenage pilots: black-edged cherry blossoms – flowers destined to fall long before their time.

			This cultivation of the symbol of the fleeting nature of existence aligned with a revival of the ideal of the samurai. The famous Book of the Samurai – the practical and spiritual guide for a warrior – opens with the thought: ‘The Way of the Samurai is found in death. When it comes to either/or, there is only the quick choice of death.’ It goes on to say: ‘The nobler the death, the better the life it was.’44

			In Japanese culture, the type of death you had was for hundreds of years carefully observed and categorised. Junshi refers to the warrior’s death in the service of lord and master. Shinju is the heart-broken suicide of a lover. Karōshi is death from overwork. Ubasute is a type of euthanasia that translates roughly to ‘abandoning the old woman’ – an elderly relative carried to a mountain and left there to die. Roshi is death from old age. Senshi is a death in the grisly maul of war. The actual word ‘death’ about an individual’s demise is rarely used. 

			In battle, suicide was chosen above capture. At the Battle of Tarawa in November 1943, shocked American soldiers found lines of dead Imperial Army troops with their heads blown off: they had triggered their Arisaka rifles with their toes. Of the 2,700 Japanese combatants there, just 17 were taken alive: a 99.4 per cent kill ratio. As for the Japanese navy, reports proliferated of sailors found in the water after naval battles refusing to be rescued, swimming out towards a blue horizon so as not to suffer dishonour. Others just begged to be shot. Indeed, in the closing days of the war, the Japanese navy launched what was effectively the largest suicide mission of all time when the super-battleship Yamato plotted to sail to Okinawa and, in concert with kamikaze units, attack the Allied forces. The plan was to deliberately beach the 65,000 tonne ship, making it an unsinkable gun emplacement, and those aboard would then fight until all hands were lost. The plan, as with so many Japanese suicide missions, did not succeed. After being riddled with torpedoes and bombs, the Yamato sank before it reached the shore; only a handful of sailors lived to see the day out.

			It was not just Japanese combatants who opted for suicide. Wives of kamikaze pilots were known to kill themselves on hearing of their husbands’ deaths. On 9 July 1944, hundreds of Saipan islanders, mainly women and children – even pregnant women, some of them in labour – threw themselves off the Morubi Cliffs, which rise 800 feet from the sea.45 An imperial rescript had been sent a week before, urging them to take their lives and promising them a status in death the equivalent of a military one.46 There is even the story of the kamikaze pilot whose wife killed herself and their two children so her husband might feel liberated to fly to his own death;47 or of the newlyweds carrying out suicide missions together, the wife sharing the cockpit with her beloved.48

			But there was also intense peer pressure that pushed the kamikaze and others into these suicides and sacrifices. If a superior officer asked a fledgling pilot if he would die for his country, saying ‘no’ would have brought shame not just to him, but to his entire family. Those who volunteered to die were, on the other hand, automatically promoted two ranks. When newly graduating pilots filed into the room and were given a form that asked if they wanted to be kamikaze, there were just three answers: ‘I passionately wish to join’, ‘I wish to join’ and ‘I don’t wish to join’. They did not know if anyone had dared refuse, and the few who did were merely told later to pick the right answer.49 Eldest sons were allowed to live to continue their family lines, but the rest were expected to offer their lives to the Emperor.50

			Within all this the vulnerability and susceptibility of youth played a part. After all, the majority of navy and army kamikaze pilots were young – between seventeen and twenty-four years old.51 Their youth shines through in their final letters. A twenty-three-year-old wrote: ‘I cannot help crying when I think of you, Mum.’ A twenty-year-old wrote the lines: ‘I am going but I am not feeling lonely because I have the haramaki [belly warmer] which mother made to protect me.’52 Others trimmed their fingernails and cut their hair, and posted these ephemeral clippings back to parents, in place of words. 

			Perhaps this is because, sometimes, words were unable to express the fact that to some, suicide missions were, as the Japanese scholar Rumi Sakamoto has put it, ‘shocking and unacceptable and extreme’.53 It is an under-reported hesitation that can be glimpsed, fleetingly, in some of those pilots’ final letters home. ‘To speak frankly,’ wrote Otsuka Akio, a twenty-three-year-old, to his brother and sister, ‘I am not dying voluntarily; I am not dying without regrets.’ Another wrote, with despair, ‘in this war there is no longer any question about righteousness, it is nothing more than an explosion of hate between races.’54 One pilot was even found chained to his cockpit, while another was shot for baulking at his task nine times.

			These stories serve as a useful reminder for us today: the kamikaze are too far away to hurt us now with their violence, but they can educate us about their vulnerabilities and humanity, reminding us that while the suicide attack itself is rarely nuanced, the person undertaking it might be.

			Those who did commit their final thoughts to paper may have done so with self-consciousness, hiding the fear in their hearts. Reading these letters, the nobility of their sacrifice or their love for the Emperor sometimes sound like catchphrases, not heartfelt desire. They wrote these letters knowing that their grieving relatives would read them, after all. Nationalism, militarism and fatalism combined created an ideology that seems best summed up by one kamikaze’s final letter: ‘A man will die sooner or later. The value of being a man is given at the time of his death.’55 Raised on tales of the ancient samurai, it was deemed virtuous to choose death with firm resolve if the situation called for ‘decisive action’.56 

			Another primary motivation throughout the letters appears to be a belief that they were saving their families from a fate worse than their own. That if the Americans were to land, Japan would be turned into a nation of slaves and raped women. 

			‘We were taught that since we were such a small island nation and because we were one country fighting against many, great sacrifices were required,’ one kamikaze who lived to see the war out was to tell the US Army years later. ‘If one kamikaze pilot could blow up a vessel carrying hundreds of sailors, he would be a hero, and more importantly, Japan could win the war.’57

			Despite the fire and the fear, the kamikaze did not turn the tide of war.

			Overall, the kamikaze managed to sink 47 navy ships, damage 368 more, kill about 4,900 US sailors, and wound over 4,800, but they did not win.58 As a successful strategy, the kamikaze left a lot to be desired. Lack of training, fuel and planes meant that new pilots were barely capable of flying; one attack led to fifty-two planes being shot down without one ship being sunk. Less than 20 per cent of kamikaze attacks even managed to hit a ship.59 

			The impact of thousands of suicidal fighters hurling themselves to their deaths was, however, undeniable. It caused the US fleet to implement significant changes: more destroyers had to be made available to protect carrier fleets, while the carriers themselves doubled the number of fighters aboard to strengthen their combat air patrols. This was, in part, because US carriers were more susceptible to damage than the British ones, as they had wooden, not steel decks, and a direct strike could put a carrier out of action for over six months. Morale also needed to be as carefully protected: servicemen on leave were ordered not to discuss the suicidal onslaught. 

			On an individual level, while some Americans responded by calling them Baka bombs (the Japanese for fool), the reality was that they instilled a deep fear in many an American fighter. As one veteran recalled: ‘If there’s ever anything that was going to crack a person’s psyche and crack his ability to carry on, it was a kamikaze.’60 The memories certainly lingered: long-term studies showed that just one attack could have ‘lifelong, adverse psychological effects’.61 As one US naval lieutenant said: ‘I never saw the pilot’s face but half a century later he lingers in my mind.’62

			It was this huge psychological impact that brought about the greatest legacy of the kamikaze: the role they played in ushering in the most apocalyptic weapon ever employed by man.

			*

			The atom bomb that exploded above Hiroshima in August 1945 was devastating. Thousands of buildings disintegrated; flying birds ignited as ground zero temperatures reached 4,000 degrees Celsius; people were roasted alive, vaporised in an instant, or hideously injured. Thousands of bloated bodies were later seen floating in the river, and 90 per cent of Hiroshima’s buildings were reduced to splinters and smouldering rubble. Black rain fell upon the city. 

			When the first Western journalist, Australian Wilfred Burchett, arrived in Hiroshima, he wrote how ‘there is just nothing standing except about 20 factory chimneys . . . A group of half a dozen gutted buildings. And then again, nothing.’ He visited a hospital where people who at first had no injuries were now dying. They had lost their appetites, their hair was coming out in clumps, and blood was seeping from their ears and noses and mouths. He pounded out his reports while perched upon a mound of rubble, and described how the doctors gave their patients vitamin A injections. ‘The results were horrible,’ he said. ‘The flesh started rotting away from the hole caused by the injection of the needle. And in every case the victim died.’63 That day, 130,000 died. Three days later, the United States dropped a second atomic bomb, killing as many as 40,000 people in Nagasaki.

			How was the use of such bombs justified? President Truman summed it up when he said that ‘we had perfected this devastating weapon for employment against an enemy who started the war and has told us she would rather be destroyed than surrender.’64 He was later to expand on this in a letter written after the war: ‘The Japanese in their conduct of the war had been vicious and cruel savages and I came to the conclusion that if two hundred and fifty thousand young Americans could be saved from slaughter the bomb should be dropped, and it was.’65

			These three reasons – Japan’s refusal to accept an unconditional surrender, the saving of American lives, and the framing of the Japanese as cruel and savage – were what the kamikaze represented: an enemy who would not surrender, were set upon killing as many Americans as possible, and were uncompromising in their cruelty.

			Moreover, America was tired of the war and wanted it over quickly. American soldiers celebrating victory in Europe didn’t want to be reassigned to the Pacific, and their families concurred. Soldiers in the Pacific were also acutely aware that some of their fighting countrymen were enjoying peace in some far-flung European field.66 

			On 26 July 1945, President Truman and the Allies issued their final ultimatum to Japan – the Potsdam Declaration (Truman was in Potsdam, Germany at the time). The government responsible for the war would be dismantled, it stated; there would be a military occupation of Japan, and the nation would be reduced in size to its pre-war borders. Assurance was given that the Allies had no desire to enslave or destroy the Japanese people, but that there would be war crimes trials. The demand ended with the words: ‘The alternative for Japan is prompt and utter destruction.’

			The Japanese did not respond. Some say they believed they could get a better deal if they stalled, others that they would rather die than surrender. As the Japanese General Anami said at one war council meeting: ‘Would it not be wondrous for the whole nation to be destroyed like a beautiful flower’?67 

			Tokyo’s diplomatic obstinacy and the seeming willingness of the Japanese to accept some sort of ‘national suicide’ must have haunted Truman.68 It forced him into a corner: he had to win an unconditional surrender from the Japanese; anything less would have made him appear weak and embolden those Japanese who wanted to fight to the death. 

			Such a realisation caused President Truman to be uncomprom­ising. ‘If they do not now accept our terms,’ he said in a radio broadcast, ‘they will face a rain of ruin the like of which has never been seen on this earth.’69

			But what if the imperial command said no? A drawn-out land war to take the Japanese mainland would have been costly and bitter. The worst-case scenario for a full-scale invasion was put as high as 1.7 million Allied casualties, including 800,000 deaths.70 This was on top of the 292,000 American military deaths suffered up to that point.

			A Japanese army of 4 million and a citizen reserve force of 25 million lay in wait. The Americans faced, too, the densely forested mountains that cover over 80 per cent of Japan, along with a maze of rice fields that would have proved a watery death for many a driver of a Sherman tank. There were thousands of kamikaze aircraft on the mainland, along with untold numbers of kaitens. 

			The spectre of the kamikaze was undoubtedly in the room when the Americans made the strategic decision to go nuclear. As Charles Maier, a professor of history at Harvard University, has written: ‘The Japanese use of suicidal kamikaze attacks had a strong psychological impact on US military decision-makers who reckoned the whole country would be mobilized to defend the home islands.’71 When confronted with the ferocity of the suicide bomber, the idea of an atomic bomb as being a necessary evil was accepted by the American high command without much hesitation. 

			It was an idea that was also supported by many a US soldier. As the literary historian Paul Fussell, then a combat soldier expecting to take part in the anticipated invasion, would later recall after the bombs had been dropped: ‘We learned to our astonishment that we would not be obliged in a few months to rush up the beaches near Tokyo assault-firing while being machine-gunned, mortared, and shelled, and for all the practiced phlegm of our tough façades we broke down and cried with relief and joy. We were going to live.’72

			But could the US ‘sell’ the idea of a nuclear strike to the American people at large, and not just the troops? This was crucial because the atom bomb was dropped on both occasions – the second even more so – with the full knowledge that it would devastate a city. There were, after all, limits to warfare: President Roosevelt had said in 1943 that America would not use poison gas weapons, for instance, on the Japanese people, ‘unless they are first used by our enemies’.73

			In the end, the American people were overwhelmingly supportive. In 1945, immediately after the bombing, a Gallup poll found that 85 per cent of Americans approved the use of the atomic weapons.74 But they had not seen the flesh stripped off the backs of children, or looked upon the blind white eyes of those who had been under the glare of the bomb. Nonetheless, for many an American – steeped in a national tradition of hard, retributive justice – the strikes on Nagasaki and Hiroshima were a long time coming. The American public was well aware of the atrocities committed by the Imperial Japanese Army – such as the Rape of Nanking, where an untold number of Chinese civilians and disarmed combatants were murdered. The Japanese treatment of prisoners was also known: experimentally exposing them to diseases, such as the bubonic plague, or testing poison gases on them.75 As President Truman noted: ‘When you have to deal with a beast you have to treat him as a beast. It is most regrettable but nevertheless true.’76 

			Besides, a Rubicon had also already been crossed. The first large-scale air raid on Tokyo, on the windy night of 9 March 1945, had set ablaze a hugely densely populated area, and an estimated 86,000 people were incinerated. By August 1945, over sixty city centres across Japan had been gutted. But such fire bombings did not sway American hearts. Japanese atrocities, combined with their suicide bombers, had hardened them long ago.

			The kamikaze, in this sense, led the Americans to using the most murderous weapon of war ever invented. The suicide bomber had created the very conditions in which an act of mass violence against civilians – both through carpet bombing cities and dropping the atomic bomb – was justified and almost universally accepted. 

			From a Japanese perspective, it was an atrocity beyond reckoning. Despite their nation’s cruel treatment of civilians, a Tokyo English-language broadcast to North America asked: ‘How will the United States war leaders justify their degradation, not only in the eyes of the other peoples but also in the eyes of the American people? International law lays down the principle that belligerent nations are not entitled to unlimited choice in the means by which to destroy their opponents. This is made clear by Article 22 of the Hague Convention.’77

			They were right. The atomic bombs were in breach of the Hague Convention. And in many ways, the United States could be said to have lost the moral high ground by engaging in indiscriminate mass bombing of civilians. ‘When you kill 100,000 people, civilians, you cross some sort of moral divide,’ wrote the historian Edward Drea. ‘Yet at the time, it was generally accepted that this was fair treatment, that the Japanese deserved this, that they had brought this on themselves.’78 This is what the suicide bombers had done. They had helped alter the Allied perspective as to what was an acceptable use of violence. 

			Today, the percentage of Americans who believe the use of nuclear weapons was justified has fallen to 56 per cent.79 Distanced from reports of suicide strikes, the public’s view of the murderous mushroom cloud has changed. But the problem was that even an atomic bomb could not kill the idea of the suicide bomber.

			*

			On 30 May 1972, three members of a group called the Japanese Red Army – founded in 1971 by communist militants – launched an attack on Lod airport (now Ben Gurion International) near Tel Aviv. Armed with guns and grenades they killed 26 people and injured 80 more. 

			Airport security had been so focused on the possibility of a Palestinian attack that the fact their enemy was Japanese took the guards by surprise. The three men – Kōzō Okamoto, Tsuyoshi Okudaira, and Yasuyuki Yasuda – had been trained in Baalbek, Lebanon and were funded, it transpired, partly from a $5 million ransom that had been paid by the West German government in exchange for the hostages of a hijacked Lufthansa flight in 1972.

			The attackers arrived late at night aboard an Air France flight from Rome. Dressed conservatively and carrying slim violin cases, they attracted little attention. As they entered the waiting area, they pulled out Czech vz. 58 assault rifles, the buttstocks removed, and began firing indiscriminately at airport staff and visitors, tossing grenades as they did so. Yasuda was accidentally shot dead by one of the other attackers. Okamoto ran out of ammunition and was overpowered and captured. Okudaira, however, ran away from the terminal out onto the tarmac, firing at passengers disembarking from an El Al aircraft, before pulling out the pin of his grenade. It exploded and he died instantly. 

			There is some debate as to whether this was an accidental premature explosion or a suicide bomb, but Okamoto, the sole attacker who had been captured, later said that they ‘wanted to die a beautiful death for a great cause’.80 The fact that one died from his own grenade in a terror attack was also noted by the world looking on, aghast. The words ‘kamikaze attack’ were quickly conjured up from the past because – despite the fact that twenty-six years, eight months and twenty-eight days had passed since the end of the Second World War – the suicide bomber was back.81 

			Perhaps that war had been so devastating and, for many, so pointless in its waging, that the notion of sacrificing your life for a country, or an ideal, had faded into the shadows for a generation. It is telling that the Japanese terrorists who carried out the attack were in their mid-twenties – too young to remember the war and too old to know the futility of terrorism.

			But it was an attack that seemed to insert a meme – an idea that spreads from person to person within a culture – of suicide attacks into the Holy Lands at a crucial time. A meme that seems to have started in St Petersburg, spread to revolutionary fighters in China and from there into the Chinese army, then to have been picked up by the Japanese military in China and taken back to Japan. An idea that is elusive to track but that reveals itself in deadly missions with a terrible ferocity. And an idea that seemed, now, to have leapt from north-east Asia right into the heart of the Middle East.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The Rise of the Martyr

			On 30 October 1980, a thirteen-year-old boy was caught in the thick of battle in the Iranian port of Khorramshahr, a trading city that rests along the border with Iraq.1 Around him lay his dead and dying comrades, Iranian men twice his age and more. Before him approached the enemy: Iraqi troops loyal to the fifth President of Iraq, Saddam Hussein. 

			The boy, Mohammad Hossein Fahmideh, was not even a teenager when he left his Iranian home town of Qom to travel to the front to defend his country against the invading Iraqi forces, but he had seen things no boy should ever see. Caught in fierce house-to-house skirmishes through the town, it was clear the tide of battle was turning, and not in his favour. The Iraqi soldiers were crushing their opposition with vastly superior firepower, and they had taken a strategically important canal close to where the boy was fighting. The day was almost lost. 

			Faced with defeat, Fahmideh chose a path that would have a profound and global impact, even if he did not know it at the time. Perhaps driven part mad by the din of battle, or perhaps part desperate that the day would end with his own death, he grabbed a hand grenade off one of the nearby bodies and ran towards the nearest Iraqi tank, pulling the pin as he did. He dived underneath the tracks and the explosive went off with a muffled flash. The tank was disabled; Fahmideh died instantly.

			The immediate effect of his death was to slow down the Iraqis. Their commanders, unaware it had been a suicide attack, assumed a minefield had been laid, and halted the advance to clear the way. The long-term impact, though, was far more significant. To his nation, Fahmideh had committed an act of unparalleled heroism, a selfless act that earnt the thirteen-year-old renown throughout Iran. His flawless face, framed by a dark thicket of hair, was to become a symbol of ultimate bravery and honour, and in that face a new icon in the Islamic world was created: the suicidal martyr.

			As the war with neighbouring Iraq descended into a terrible stalemate, memorials to the boy’s sacrifice sprang up throughout the Shia nation. A golden monument was erected on the outskirts of Tehran, showing the boy clutching a belt of five hand grenades. Streets began to be named after him, and hospitals, schools and a sports stadium followed.2 His final moments were turned into an animated film, as well as the focus of an episode of the TV series Children of Paradise. There were stamps issued with his face printed upon them.3 Such was his impact that, if you hold an old 500 or 1,000 Iranian rial bill up to the sun, it is his face you can see imprinted on the watermark.4

			His death, in this way, fast became political capital. The Ayatollah Khomeini, the Shiite Muslim and Iranian revolutionary leader who made Iran the world’s first Islamic republic (from the perspective of the Shias) in 1979, proclaimed: ‘There are events that being so astonishing, might sound as unbelievable as fables and legends; but they are real. One of the most beautiful ones is the martyrdom of Basij volunteer teenager Hossein Fahmideh. He was thirteen . . . His memory will last forever; he has turned into legend.’5 

			Such words fertilised a growing veneration of martyrdom: the Basij, of whom Khomeini spoke so glowingly, were martyr brigades that turned self-sacrifice into a fervent passion.6 These ranks of Iranian youth – reportedly ‘modest’, ‘self-restrained’ and ‘self-possessed’ teenagers – were presented as eager to die for Islam and for the revolution, flying banners that read: ‘The Nation for whom Martyrdom means happiness will always be Victorious.’ Some 52,000 men were said to join their ranks, a ‘martyrdom unit’ in every Iranian province.

			Like the kamikaze, these youths were responding to a personal sense that their nation and families were under threat. The invasion by the Iraqis had quickly escalated into war; since the mountainous terrain made a speedy ground invasion impossible, the Iraqi forces had begun to launch Scud missiles at Iranian cities to terrorise the population, hoping to bring down their support for their regime. The strategy backfired, and the newly founded Basij militia saw a dramatic increase in volunteers. 

			Like the kamikaze, the need for martyrs was a strategic necessity born from the Iranians being poorly equipped to wage such a war. By the mid-1980s, the conflict had descended into a stalemate of the sort seen in the Great War: the slaughter of vicious trench warfare, marked by little territorial gain and tremendous human cost, with the use of over-the-top advances, chemical warfare and the bombing of civilians. Since described as the twentieth-century’s ‘longest conventional war’, it bled Iran dry and cost over a million lives, and the Basij were at the forefront of that slaughter.7 Arriving at the front lines, these volunteers found themselves hopelessly under-resourced, without rifles or proper clothes. One mythical tale leaps out: an elderly woman who travelled a full day to the front lines to give her only remaining piece of food to the troops – an apple.
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