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Second Murderer: ‘I am one, my Liege,


Whom the vile blows and buffets of the world


Hath so incens’d, that I am reckless what


I do, to spite the world’


Shakespeare, Macbeth 3:1


‘The important thing to know about an assassination or an attempted assassination is not who fired the shot, but who paid for the bullet’ 


Eric Ambler, The Mask of Dimitrios (1939)


‘He wanted to carry himself with a clear sense of role, make a move one time that was not disappointed . . . He thought the only end to isolation was to reach the point where he was no longer separated from the true struggles that went on around him. The name we give this point is history’


Don DeLillo, Libra (1988)





   

   


Prologue



Let us go on a journey, beginning with James Bond. The British Secret Intelligence Service (also known as MI6) are the best in the world at state assassinations – Bond, after all, has a licence to kill. British assassins are in high demand, in fiction at least. In Frederick Forsyth’s 1971 thriller The Day of the Jackal, when French right-wing fanatics could not kill President Charles de Gaulle in 1962, they hired an expert rifle shot from London’s Mayfair.


The classically educated elite are familiar with the murder of Julius Caesar, but know less about the Middle Ages and Renaissance, when ancient ideas on tyrannicide were expanded to permit inter-confessional killing of ‘heretics’. A few might recall that nineteenth-century democratic leaders were assassinated: British Prime Minister Spencer Perceval in May 1812 and American President William McKinley in September 1901 plus a few Russian tsars. Next we come to the most consequential assassination of all time: the shooting of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914, a single event which handily simplifies the more impersonal causes of the First World War.


The Nazis assassinated many people, including former Chancellor Kurt von Schleicher and Austrian Chancellor Engelbert Dollfuss both in 1934, as one might expect from mass-murderers. No one knows much about Italian Fascists, let alone what the Soviet NKVD did far beyond Russia. But the Allies were also responsible for killings, as in wartime enemy commanders became legitimate targets. The icy SS General Reinhard Heydrich was killed by Czech SOE agents in Prague in 1942, while the Americans hit the Japanese Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto in ‘Operation Vengeance’, when his plane was ambushed over the Solomon Islands in 1943. We can next move onto the murders committed by the CIA and KGB, a kind of warm-up for the assassination of John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy.


The assassinations of Anwar Sadat and Yitzhak Rabin in the Middle East damaged the Arab–Israeli Peace Process. Russia seems to kill critics and opponents with apparent impunity – though we should connect this to a lineage that stretches back to the NKVD and KGB, this might detract from the focus on President Putin. We cannot avoid the gruesome murder of the Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi in Istanbul, but what can we do with the killings of Daphne Caruana Galizia in Malta or Walter Lübcke in Kassel, other than to say that they were random? In fact, how do we make sense of assassination at all?


Like most people, I do not like being told I am going on ‘a journey’ whenever I watch a TV history documentary. Let’s dispense with this version of assassination and see how it might be done more analytically, while allowing due space for events which are both random and inexplicable.


Nowadays, the James Bond films are little more than exotic travel adverts and opportunities for product placement. The twenty-five films in the franchise are filler for TV schedulers. The British Secret Service do not assassinate people and do not recruit would-be Bonds, and their sophisticated chiefs would be horrified if some out-of-control British politician asked them to do so.


The thirty-three attempts to kill President de Gaulle by the Organisation Armée Secrète did not actually include any foreign gunmen – they had French Legionnaires and paratroopers to do the business. The French DGSE (France’s MI6) still maintains a training school for assassins, as an ongoing investigation has revealed. The overwhelming number of assassinations in this book do not involve remote rifle shots; most assassinations have been carried out with bombs, knives or handguns. This is not to claim that works of fiction do not influence reality. Both Mehmet Ali Ağca, who shot Pope John Paul II in 1981, and Yigal Amir, who murdered Yitzhak Rabin in 1995, were avid fans of Forsyth’s Day of the Jackal. 


•


Assassinations are designed to have direct political and symbolic effects, which is why we know about most of them. But technically speaking most successful assassinations must surely be those where it remains open to doubt whether the victim was assassinated at all. Air crashes over deep sea or rugged mountains are ideal since recovery of the physical evidence is very arduous. In 1955 Kuomintang nationalist agents in Hong Kong conspired to blow up Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai in a chartered Lockheed Constellation aircraft called Kashmir Princess as he flew from Bombay via Hong Kong to Jakarta. Fortunately for Zhou he missed the flight because of suspected appendicitis, though sixteen of his delegation died in the crash over the South China Sea which three people survived. The main suspect, a janitor at Hong Kong Aircraft Engineering Co. called Chow Tse-ming (he had three aliases), fled to Taiwan. A good example of an assassination that may or may not have happened at all, would be that of China’s Vice Chairman Marshal Lin Biao, who in 1971 – after plotting to assassinate Chairman Mao in a train wreck – perished along with his wife and adult son in a plane crash in Mongolia as he sought to flee to the Soviet Union. Whether the plane was sabotaged or hit the ground while flying low trying to avoid radar remains a mystery. Likewise, there have been persistent claims that PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat was poisoned with polonium, after he was taken gravely ill at a dinner in his West Bank headquarters in October 2004, dying in a French hospital of a massive haemorrhagic stroke a month later. Israel denies having killed Arafat (though it plotted to kill him many times before then) and radiological tests on his remains nearly a decade after his death yielded differing results according to who commissioned the French, Russian and Swiss forensic pathologists. Others have pointed to Arafat’s chronic ill health or claim that he died of Aids, though the stroke seems the most probable cause of death.


•


Thriller writers have long been obsessed with elaborate conspiracies to assassinate politicians; one of the finest is Eric Ambler’s Judgement on Deltchev, his 1951 novel set in an unnamed Balkan country. In the political struggle between the Agrarian Party which Deltchev leads and the Communists, it is increasingly unclear to the perplexed foreign narrator who is trying to assassinate whom. The killing of Julius Caesar shows us what a real conspiracy looks like: a conspiracy of elite social equals, where the secret stayed within the group until they publicly exulted in what they had done. There is nothing to suggest that something similar underlay the slaying of the Kennedys or Martin Luther King. Lee Harvey Oswald was a frustrated man with large pretensions who wanted his hour in the limelight, while King was killed by a racist criminal who sought a bounty. The shooting of Archduke Franz Ferdinand did not ‘spark’ the First World War. The Austro-Hungarians (and Germans) would have found other pretexts for war with Serbia (and France and Russia); indeed on 31 July 1914 the German Kaiser told the Austrians not to bother with war with puny Serbia but to focus on their main event. Even if Archduke Franz Ferdinand had lived, he might well have caused a war with Serbia himself. But some killings would have had major repercussions. Killing Hitler in November 1939, as Georg Elser nearly did, would have had huge global consequences and prevented many millions of deaths. Only moral absolutists would object to such an outcome.


Much of this book focuses on the assassins themselves, who except in a few cases gave no advanced warning of their plan. Lone assassins are therefore much more deadly than conspiracies, which as Machiavelli pointed out long ago tend to become fractious and porous. If the security around a leader is lax then they sometimes get through and sheer luck is also a part of it. Assassins risked being tortured and executed if they were caught – some were effectively committing suicide by their deed. What we know about them derives from interrogators and torturers or, more recently, from policemen, prosecutors and commissions of inquiry, though these can be shaped too. Henry Bellingham, the English trader with a grievance against Tsarist Russia where he was detained for fraud, spent eight years brooding on this injustice as a vexatious litigant before shooting Spencer Percival in the House of Commons in 1812. Whatever the problems of Bellingham’s trial, the judges did seriously discuss the differences between anger, resentment and insanity before sentencing him to death.


In modern times, criminologists and psychiatrists have added more to the picture, especially where assassins politicized their personal miseries by killing someone powerful. While we do not need to stray too far from these individuals, it is necessary to describe the context in which they emerged. Not all of them were unsympathetic figures, though many were deeply malign. We will encounter some highly professional killers, especially when ‘business’ and politics fused, but most of the assassins in this book did not act for pecuniary reasons, except in so far as some were salaried employees of states. These professional killers also include terrorists who have regularly resorted to assassination. This has a long history, of which the most striking examples come from nineteenth and early twentieth century Russia and some of the nationalist movements of that time. It has endured in the world of extreme Islamism. Most dramatically, on 9 September 2001 three Tunisian Al-Qaeda operatives masquerading as a Moroccan–Belgian TV crew blew up the Afghan Northern Alliance chieftain Ahmad Shah Massoud with the aid of a bomb built into their camera and battery unit. This pre-emptively knocked out the main threat to the Taliban regime a couple of days before Al-Qaeda carried out the attacks of 9/11. In August 2009 a ‘surrendering’ Al-Qaeda terrorist also unsuccessfully tried to murder the Saudi Interior Minister Prince Mohammed bin Nayaf with a remotely detonated phone inserted in his rectum. This led to the victim having health problems which eased his sidelining by his ascendant nephew Mohammad bin Salman, who replaced him as heir apparent to King Salman. Other terrorist assassinations have been motivated by vengeance, as when in December 2016 an off-duty Turkish policeman, Mevlut Mert Altintas, shot dead the Russian ambassador Andrei Karlo, at a gallery opening, allegedly in retaliation for Russian bombing of Aleppo in Syria. President Putin took this crime in his stride.


The wider political effects of assassination are also considered here. The killing of kings usually results in a name change or the heir adding another roman digit to the same one. Democratic politicians are replaced. Killing an autocrat can sometimes result in moves towards democracy, but failed bids on their lives tend to end in increased repression. Some assassinations reflect bitter social polarization. The shooting of President Abraham Lincoln in 1865 involved a group of Confederate sympathizers who could plausibly claim to represent a large part of American opinion in the defeated South. Something similar happened to Sadat and Rabin, whose killers represented visions of ‘another’ Egypt or Israel. Failed assassinations are included here too. Sometimes fate intervened, as when a grenade thrown at Ugandan dictator Idi Amin bounced off his huge chest, killing several bystanders but not Amin himself. Failed assassination attempts can also politically benefit the victim through a ‘sympathy vote’. In September 2018 the Brazilian ‘law and order’ populist presidential candidate Jair Bolsonaro was stabbed in the abdomen by a lone religious maniac claiming to act in the name of God. Bolsonaro recovered, with his support boosted, and despite his manifest unfitness for high office, he became Brazil’s thirty-eighth President. Among the assassinations which have also had political effects, one should include the bomb attack on Pakistani politician Benazir Bhutto in Rawalpindi in 2007. Her death increased support for her thoroughly corrupt widower Asif Ali Zardari and the Pakistani People’s Party, with him becoming the nation’s President two years later.


One of the other themes we will pursue is why assassinations seem to cluster in certain centuries and not in others, for as in music or paintings the silences and spaces are equally telling. The chapters on early modern Europe and the nineteenth century show a remarkable uptick in the frequency of assassinations before a long pause ensues. Both surges were related to sectarian tensions (albeit of a secular variety in the latter case) and the public visibility of the targets in more modern times. The long intervening pause is worth examining in some detail. Why did rulers succeeding kings who had paid contract assassins to murder their opponents decide that this was an immoral thing to do, and how was this established in international law? Then the pace picks up again in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, before settling down to the post-1950 norm of a national leader assassinated in two out of every three years. Some countries have felt the need to repeat prohibitions of state-sponsored killings. Why did the United States introduce a ban on federal employees assassinating people in 1975? As President Trump blithely conceded, the US has killed many people around the world before and since the Al-Qaeda attacks on 9/11; how is this ban circumvented in the contemporary age of drone warfare? Does Trump bear some indirect responsibility for licensing assassinations by others? Some of his supporters who invaded the US Capitol on 6 January 2021 were found to have threatened leading Democrat politicians with death by hanging or ‘a bullet’.


Few outside Russia would deny that President Vladimir Putin has been involved in having people murdered, though he sometimes disavows that of course. Unfortunately, that aberrant habit has proved catching, the most obvious example being the murder of Jamal Khashoggi in 2018, ordered by men working directly for the Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, as the February 2021 ODNI report confirmed. The Israelis seem to think they can go around like cowboys killing their enemies. The book ends with a warning about who else might be killed, whether journalists or politicians whose views offend various constituencies. In many democracies politics have become so angry and polarized that one wonders why it is still a comparatively rare occurrence. To clarify these main themes, we need to look in more detail at three major assassinations, two of which succeeded and a third that did not. These examples also draw the arc of the book in chronological terms. And this takes us first to Republican Rome, which in turn was suffused with memories of ancient Greece.
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The Bright Day Brings Forth the Adder: Three Infamous Deeds


There are two assassinations that most people have heard of, though no one alive could conceivably remember them. Separated by two thousand years, the assassinations of Julius Caesar and Abraham Lincoln were strangely interlinked, and tell us much about the conditions that make high-level political murder more likely. These assassinations both involved conspiracies, the first by a disgruntled and at times idealistic elite, the second by a tiny group of nonentities, who claimed to act on behalf of half a nation.


After describing these killings we will turn to a failed assassination bid, when a twenty-three-year-old Turk, Mehmet Ali Ağca, tried to murder Pope John Paul II in 1981. Even though the assassin was captured on the spot and never denied the deed, Ağca’s motives and whether there was a wider conspiracy remain as opaque now as at the time. Conspiracies suggest powerful hidden forces at work, though not quite as we imagine; the question of cui bono (‘to whom is it a benefit?’) can have many answers. We also need to understand that plausibility is related to how people thought at the time. In 1981, almost everyone was prepared to believe that the Bulgarian and Soviet secret services had recruited Ağca to shoot the anti-Communist Polish Pope.


So we begin with ancient Rome. While the emotions may seem strikingly like ours, the political context, the guiding ideas and the Romans’ own sense of history were very different from our own experiences. First we need to visit a republican capital unlike what we know from endless Hollywood movies. The dominant colour was a browny-red rather than gleaming white, with more small bricks, bedsits and tenements than palaces with marble columns.1


It was a paradox of ancient Rome that it was a society that used assassination promiscuously at home, but regarded killing foreign kings with disdain, at least until they had them in captivity, when they strangled them. The most powerful military power on earth preferred the valour and heroism of its legions and their commanders to battlefield ‘frauds and deceptions’. Ironically, one of those who most deplored ‘treachery’ in warfare was Cicero, who would write one of the earliest defences of tyrannicide. He was part of the plot to kill Caesar, and it cost him his own life.2


Gaius Julius Caesar was fifty-six at the time of his assassination – the same age as Lincoln, as it happens. On the morning of 15 March 44 BC, the Ides of March by the new ‘Julian’ calendar, Caesar ignored ominous warnings typical of an age alert to dreams, divination and strange portents, including from his wife Calpurnia. But his friend Decimus Junius Brutus Albinus offered reassurance: ‘Will a man such as yourself place any trust in the dreams of a woman and the omens of brainless men?’ The friend would be one of Caesar’s killers, almost shepherding the victim to his violent fate.3


Half the ruling senate, roughly three hundred men, were waiting in a chamber in the cavernous theatre erected by Pompey the Great, arguably Rome’s first proto-emperor. Together with the property tycoon Licinius Crassus, who had died fighting the Parthians in 53 BC, Caesar and Pompey had dominated Roman politics from 59 BC onwards, soaring above the ‘best men’ who were the elite within the senate. But since Pompey had been murdered, while fleeing defeat by Caesar at the Battle of Pharsalus in 48 BC, Caesar was the last man standing. Crassus had died with only the repression of Spartacus’s slave revolt to his name, and crucifying insurgent slaves was not regarded as an act of conspicuous valour. By contrast, great deeds of war in Gaul and Britain had further underlined Caesar’s singularity. His Twelfth Legion was known as the Thunderbolt, as depicted on their shields, and it was one of the best in the Roman Army.4


Despite there being no professional detectives to investigate crimes, nor policemen and only few prisons, Caesar’s murder is known in astonishing detail, a result of the story being handed down by living witnesses. Arriving at the senate that March morning, Caesar recognized Spurinna, the Etruscan soothsayer who weeks earlier had warned him to ‘beware the danger that would not pass until the Ides of March’. Laughing that the Ides had dawned without incident, Caesar moved on, perhaps not hearing Spurinna’s response: ‘They have come, but they have not gone.’ He progressed into the senate, anticipating the extravagant flattery that had already led to his being showered with impressive titles. He had been granted the right to add a pedestal to his own house, as if it were a temple to the god inside. The historian Suetonius disapprovingly lists some of this flummery:


Not only did he accept excessive honours, such as continual consulships, a life dictatorship, a perpetual censorship, the title of Imperator put before his name and the title of Father of His Country after it, a statue among those of the ancient kings and a raised seat in the orchestra of the theatre, but he took other honours which, as a mere mortal, he should certainly have refused. These included a golden throne in the Senate House and another in the Tribunal, a ceremonial wagon and litter carrying his statue in the religious procession around the Circus, temples, altars, divine images, a couch for his image at religious festivals, a flamen, a new college of Lupercali and the renaming of a month after him [July]. Few, in fact, were the honours which he was not pleased to accept or assume.5


With Caesar’s antennae for danger blunted by the sycophancy of the elite, he did not glance at a rolled note pressed into his hand. It warned of a conspiracy to kill him. Caesar was so confident that he was untouchable that he had not brought the Spanish bodyguards who protected him during campaigns. Bodyguards were regarded with suspicion by, among others, Aristotle, who said ‘one who is aiming at tyranny asks for a bodyguard’.6 They were what kings and dictators had, namely dangerous slaves, gladiators or foreign mercenaries with no loyalty to the polity as a whole. Cicero concurred, especially when in 45 BC Caesar had come to dine with an entourage of two thousand retainers, which resembled being billeted on rather than private entertaining. As part of his political calculus, Caesar decided that bodyguards would send the wrong message. The historian Appian reports that during a discussion about bodyguards, Caesar had said, ‘There is no worse fate than to be continuously protected, for that means you live in constant fear.’ His loyal legions loitered outside Rome, dreaming of the riches from the forthcoming enterprise against Parthia. Any troops in Rome would have been unarmed, as was the custom. Many more veteran legionaries were camped just beyond Rome’s formal demilitarized boundaries awaiting resettlement in rural colonies.7


Seated on his gold and ivory chair, and wearing calf-length red boots – another sign of kingly pretensions – Caesar began hearing a plea from one Tillius Cimber. But matters took an unexpected turn when Cimber jerked Caesar’s red and gold toga from his shoulder, enabling Servilius Casca to plunge his short S-shaped, double-edged dagger into him. Some senators had arrived with such blades concealed within their togas; others had retrieved them from the containers used to store rolled parchments.


Caesar moved before Casca’s dagger could find his heart, so the blade glanced off his collarbone. A man used to commanding and fighting in the Roman legions was being stabbed to death himself, though his killers were from Rome’s ruling senatorial elite rather than low-born soldiers. Over twenty senators drew their daggers and lunged at their victim. Caesar managed to puncture one of these assailants with his iron stylus, while some of the assassins missed their target in the melee, stabbing each other in the hand or thigh. Struggling to his feet, Caesar exposed his side and groin to their daggers, twisting and turning like a wild animal.


At some point, Caesar recognized Marcus Brutus, the son of his long-time mistress and a man whose life he had spared at Pharsalus. While Caesar did not exclaim, ‘Et tu, Brute?’ he did say, ‘Kai su, teknon?’ the Greek for ‘You too, child?’8


Realizing that the fight was impossible, Caesar tugged his toga over his head and released his belt so it covered his lower limbs, falling to the ground in a shroud. He expired at the foot of a statue of Pompey, one of several he had restored to their positions after the senate had torn them down. There were between twenty and forty wounds to his corpse. At this point, the assassins may have exalted, waving their daggers in the air, as imagined in a famous nineteenth-century rendition by the French painter Gérôme.


The motives for killing Caesar were an all-too-human blend of idealism and moralism with the more mundane. In modern jargon, the killers were ‘spinning’ almost as they ceased stabbing. The genius of Shakespeare catches this spirit as his lead conspirator, Brutus, wrestles with the dilemmas of killing someone he knew in anticipation of what he might do in the future, while simultaneously pondering how the murderous deed could be sold to a credulous public:


It must be by his death: and I for my part


I know no personal cause to spurn at him


But for the general. He would be crowned:


How that might change his nature, there’s the question.


It is the bright day that brings forth the adder,


And that craves wary walking [. . .]


And since the quarrel


Will bear no colour for the thing he is,


Fashion it thus: that what he is, augmented,


Would run to these and these extremities.


And therefore think him as a serpent’s egg


Which hatched, would as his kind grow mischievous.


And kill him in his shell.9


Between celebrating an unprecedented four crowd-pleasing triumphs for past victories and embarking on a fresh war against Parthia, Caesar had basked in the approbation of a nervous senate. There his enemies were as numerous as his friends. His imperious manner antagonized some of them, though he was not regarded as haughty by the troops he fought alongside.


He caused much offence when he failed to stand when the senate entered, while as a busy man he had kept the likes of the self-important former consul Cicero waiting for appointments. But hatred of him also festered because his ostentatious clemency towards former opponents created deep resentments because of the future political obligations such mercy entailed. That the senate voted for a holy sanctuary devoted to his Clemency aggravated those twisted psychological processes.


Of the many honours and titles Caesar received in an indecorous rush, ‘dictator in perpetuity’ was the most significant. When Sulla had earlier been awarded the title for eighteen months there had been a bloodbath of punitive killings known as ‘the proscriptions’. Perhaps rather too ostentatiously, Caesar rejected ‘spontaneous’ offers of a monarchical crown. But would the man who had reportedly marvelled at Egypt’s hybrid Greco-Egyptian kingdom while in bed with its Greek queen Cleopatra return even more enriched from Parthia without even greater pretensions? In a venerable republic, founded on the historic expulsion of kings, whose contemporary foreign exemplars were sometimes led through Rome in chains and then ceremoniously strangled, kingship was a theme of almost toxic sensitivity.


Caesar’s killers could manufacture precedents for slaying a ruler who had degenerated into a ravening beast – not just in Rome’s deep history, but in that of ancient Greece. A king ruled with the consent of the governed through established laws and institutions; tyrants ruled oppressively because they were slaves to their own appetites. Both Plato and Aristotle concurred that tyranny was a degenerate form of monarchy, and that tyrants could be killed.10


A conspiracy lay behind Caesar’s assassination. It fomented rapidly and involved social equals, so it stood a good chance of success, as Machiavelli would note many centuries later. It may have involved eighty or so people, with up to twenty-three of them actually assassins themselves, which remains unusual when conspiracies are involved. For some of its key members, tyrant-slayer was integral to their identity. For the elite ‘best men’ who ruled Rome, their ancestors were a constant presence, in the form of elaborate family trees drawn on the walls of the public atriums of their houses, where the death masks of illustrious forebears watched over the daily stream of political clients. At family funerals, mourners would don such masks to reanimate the dead, whose great deeds were a constant challenge to the living. Veneration of their ancestors drove ambitious men to distinguish themselves in the senate, on the battlefield and in the competition for elective offices that brought power, prestige and huge material rewards. Becoming one of the ruling consuls chosen each year was the ultimate accolade, though the senatorial oligarchy typically ensured that there were two, to check the danger of rule by one.11


Caesar himself could reach back to the mythical Trojan wanderer Aeneas, whose mother was the goddess Venus, though his clan, the historic Julii, were less distinguished. His assassin Marcus Brutus could not trump his victim’s divine lineage, but in 510 BC a Lucius Brutus had deposed and expelled Rome’s seventh and final king. On Brutus’s maternal side, Servilius Ahala had slain an aspirant tyrant in 439 BC. Graffiti reminding Brutus of his brave ancestor was scrawled on the plinth of Servilius’s statue in the weeks before Caesar’s assassination: ‘If only you were alive,’ it read.


If one were so minded, the abolition of Rome’s early monarchy could be blurred with a vivid example of ancient Athenian tyrannicide. Athenian aristocrats derived power and regard from warlike deeds but also through their performance at the Olympic games. Chariot racing and the like required money, which came from the accumulation of family lands, a competition that led to war between rival groups. The first putative tyrant, Cylon, in the mid-seventh century BC, was himself a winner at these games; others, including the benevolent and popular Pisistratos (561–527 BC), followed with intermittent frequency.


Pisistratos is relevant to our story since he attempted to entrench his sons, Hippias and Hipparchus, in power, by using looted gold to hire mercenaries. In 528 BC he died of old age, and the elder son Hippias took power. Hipparchus developed an interest in a young man called Harmodios, which caused ructions since he was committed to his older lover Aristogeiton.12


Spurned, Hipparchus decided to indirectly humiliate Harmodios, by claiming that the youth’s sister was unfit to take part in a procession of sacrificial gifts during Panathenian festivities. The clear insinuation was that she was not ‘intact’, a charge that would prevent her future marriage to anyone that mattered.13 In response, Harmodios and Aristogeiton attempted to kill the tyrant Hippias and his brother, stabbing Hipparchus to death during the Panathenaic games of 514 BC.14 Harmodios was killed on the spot by spearmen, while Aristogeiton died under torture. Hippias ruled until 508 BC, but as a much-weakened figure.


The assassins became central to the foundation myth of Athens. They were immortalized in a famous bronze statue that stood in the agora, and no slave could bear their names; their descendants lived from public funds, in honour of what they had done. As for Hippias, the last Athenian tyrant, he fled to the Persians. Copies of their statue found their way to Rome, where Greek artistry was much admired. The two fearsome lovers are depicted in mid-stride, their swords raised to strike. Originally they may have stood back-to-back.15


In reality, nothing connects the men in these sculptures to Rome’s own early history. Tarquinus Superbus, the last tyrant, was expelled from Rome rather than killed, and the sculptures may not have reached Rome until the time of Sulla, who was popular in democratic Athens, where Roman domestic politics were akin to foreign support for Manchester United or AC Milan.16


The problem in the Roman Republic was not kings, but the growing tension between the aristocratic families who filled the senate and the voting plebs, freemen who elected the republic’s officials and approved the senate’s legislation. From 493 BC onwards, two upper-class tribunes were supposed to represent the lower orders vis-à-vis the ruling elite senate.


When these tribunes took the plebs’ grievances too much to heart, the elite struck back hard, as with the brothers Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus, who were slain in 133 and 121 BC. In 100 BC another radical tribune, Saturninus, who wanted to distribute land to veteran legionaries and to lower the price of grain, was murdered in a vengeful aristocratic riot. These killings of men suspected of harbouring tyrannical ambitions were aggregated into a doctrine by the orator Cicero, who flitted in the wings during the plot to kill Caesar and played a major part in justifying it. While serving as consul in 63 BC, he had the senator Catiline prosecuted for attempting to overthrow the republic and for promising to cancel plebeian debts. Catiline was killed in battle, while his fellow conspirators were garrotted to death. At the time, Caesar had opposed these extra-judicial killings which Cicero ordered.


It may not have been Caesar’s monarchical temptations that resulted in his murder, but unease among the elite about the reforms that earlier figures had proposed. Caesar was doubly dangerous as he had already achieved tremendous power, to the alarm of younger men who thought it was their birthright, and were he to return triumphantly from Parthia he would be unstoppable.


Not only was Caesar deranging the customary channels of aristocratic patronage and promotion – for everything increasingly ran through his hands – but he was also pitching for popular support from the plebs. A massive programme of land colonization in the Italian provinces benefited not only retired legionaries but also some of the poor in Rome’s tenement slums. The original discrete ancient hill settlements had coalesced into a vast and teeming mess, with stark contrasts between the haves and have-nots.


Caesar scrutinized the lists of the large number of wealthy people claiming grain subsidies and cut the numbers of beneficiaries in half. Worse, he also increased the number of senators from six to nine hundred, including mere veteran centurions and nativized foreigners. The elite grew uneasy and members of the ‘few’ decided that Caesar would have to go, in the name of ‘liberty’ and in line with a republican tradition they had partly invented.


There was much moral posturing by men like Brutus, whose record involved starving to death foreign debtors for refusing to pay an extortionate 48 per cent interest on loans. He was bolstered by his wife Porcia, daughter of the austere Cato, who as the date set for the assassination neared, slashed her thigh to demonstrate her tolerance of torture should things go awry. As a woman she might be dubbed the honorary assassin.


Gaius Longinus Cassius was a capable military commander who, after switching from Pompey to Caesar’s camp, had not been commensurately rewarded by a patron who paid more attention to neutralizing his enemies. He was one of the few senators who voted against Caesar being showered with honours and titles. Decimus was another military man who felt he was being marginalized in favour of Octavian, although he later figured in Caesar’s will as a kind of second substitute heir. He was important to the conspiracy – as a trusted companion of Caesar, he could not only track his movements but help determine them. He also had his own small army of gladiators who would provide the assassins with security.17


Conversations among a group of men, roughly in their forties, established underlying commonalities; their time to succeed was running out under a dictator who had yet to reach his sixties. These were the lean and hungry men whom Caesar rightly feared. Moreover, although Caesar’s will was a private affair, who could ignore the fact that with no legitimate sons and heirs, he seemed to look favourably on his sister’s capable grandson Octavian?


The act of assassination became more attractive once Brutus had overruled Cicero’s desire for a more general bloodbath that would include the hot-headed Mark Anthony. As Shakespeare put it, they were ‘sacrificers but not butchers’. The silver-haired Cicero was co-opted to ‘purchase us a good opinion and buy men’s voices to commend our deeds’. It was Cicero who subcontracted another poet (and admiral), Cassius Parmensis (from Parma), who would be the final assassin whom Octavian would have killed.18


While the deed’s scope was established in meetings in private houses, the more detailed matter of where, when and how arose. Killing Caesar on the prominent Via Sacra or at a public event would not have the political force of death amidst the massed senate. Since the next senate session was scheduled for the Ides of March, with Caesar scheduled to depart for Parthia three days later, the timing seemed to arrange itself. Although the eighty or so conspirators would be theoretically outnumbered by many hundreds of senators, they would enjoy the advantage of being secretly armed and after the deed many people’s loyalties began to shift too. Various distractions were arranged to keep Mark Anthony at a distance, including engaging him in conversation about battles past.


Every assassination requires planning for the immediate aftermath, establishing physical control and fabricating a compelling story. In this case, the alarmed senators fled, while the conspirators went to the Capitoline Hill and joined the milling crowds in the forum, whose numbers were swelled by those leaving a gladiatorial show. Surrounded by bodyguards, Brutus and his self-styled ‘Liberators’ appealed to the crowd in a series of public gatherings. Their oratory fell on stony ground. Charges of Caesar’s tyranny falsely assumed that he had already achieved monarchy, which in the eyes of many was not the case. The senate appeared to agree when on 17 March it granted both an amnesty to the assassins and a public funeral for the victim, falling well short of branding the dead man a tyrant. Although few were convinced that concord was restored, Lepidus hosted Brutus and Anthony hosted Cassius at dinners designed to symbolize reconciliation. The funeral was another matter.


Caesar’s corpse was surreptitiously retrieved by his servants and returned to his grieving widow. His funeral took place on 20 March, with Mark Anthony brandishing Caesar’s blood-spattered robe on the tip of his spear and whipping the crowd into hysteria. He was followed by an actor impersonating Caesar, who while listing the endless beneficiaries of his mercy ironically included his murderers. A mechanized wax effigy graphically exhibited Caesar’s multiple wounds as the actor solemnly declaimed the names of Caesar’s assassins. The crowd began to riot, setting fire to the senate house and hunting for the conspirators, killing an innocent poet, Cinna, by mistake.19


The assassins began to slip out of Rome, as a decade of renewed civil war ensued. The conspirators’ early loss of tactical initiative was compounded by their later physical separation; Decimus was in Cisalpine Gaul, Brutus was in Greece and Cassius was in Syria, while Cicero tried to manage the senate in Rome before fleeing south to the Bay of Naples.


Though deadly rivals themselves, Anthony and Octavian had few difficulties in rallying Caesar’s troops to their respective illustrious names though they constantly needed land and money to retain their loyalty. After some tense standoffs, in the end they brokered a pact on a riverine island at Bononia. This made them co-equal triumvirs, for they had been joined by Marcus Lepidus, one of Caesar’s top generals. Securing order in Rome was their first priority. They drew up lists of those to be proscribed, a fancy term for the extra-judicial killing of men whose heads were hacked off by soldiers seeking the reward. There were three hundred senatorial names on the lists, in other words suspected sympathizers as well as Caesar’s actual assassins. Even before this commenced, the first assassin to die, Tribonius, was surprised in Smyrna – he was the newly appointed governor – where he died after two days of intensive torture. His head was used as a football before being deposited at the feet of a statue of Caesar.20 Among the ensuing victims was Cicero, who in December 43 BC was betrayed by a slave and beheaded by a military killer working for a political rival near his villa by Naples. He died like a defeated gladiator; exposing his neck to their swords.


But what of the major conspirators rather than their useful mouthpiece? Decimus tried to move his legions from Cisalpine Gaul in northern Italy to Greece to join his fellow conspirators, but his men baulked at an arduous Alpine crossing to avoid the enemy blocking the coastal route and deserted. Somewhere in modern-day Switzerland, he was betrayed and executed, the task devolving on a Gaul.


The two chief conspirators, Brutus and Cassius, had 80,000 troops to meet Anthony and Octavian, who despite the late season converged on the Macedonian coast. It was probably to pay these troops that Brutus minted more coinage. One coin showed his profile with the inscription ‘IMPERATOR’, while on the other side two daggers accompanied the pileus cap awarded to emancipated slaves. It was stamped ‘EID MAR’, ‘Ides of March’. The money to pay these troops came from a general rampage around rich coastal cities where Rome’s would-be ‘liberators’ proved to be very effective extortioners.


Battle was joined in an inclement October near the coastal city of Philippi. Ten more of Caesar’s assassins would perish in this epic battle or shortly afterwards as tents were combed and heads cut off. Cassius killed himself after falsely believing that Brutus had been routed, while Brutus died while on the run, falling on his own sword. While on the journey to Rome, his severed head – the ultimate trophy – was lost at sea. Although Octavian had not actually done much fighting at Philippi, the victory further boosted the reputation of this calculating twenty-year-old.


Of the remaining assassins, the last was the poet-admiral Cassius of Parma who had made the major error of penning savage verses about Octavian, while more illustrious turncoats like Horace had reverted to his service. In 30 BC, or thirteen years after Caesar’s death, Cassius was tracked down to his final refuge in Athens, and beheaded amidst his poetry manuscripts. By then Anthony and Cleopatra were long dead, as was Caesar’s illegitimate seventeen-year-old son Caesarion, who Octavian had murdered. In 27 BC the thirty-six-year-old Octavian ‘son of the deified one’ – from January 42 BC Caesar was declared a god – assumed the title Augustus Caesar, Rome’s first emperor.


However high-minded some of Caesar’s assassins claimed to be, jealousy and the self-interest of a narrow elite lay behind the murderous deed, which followed a decade of civil war in which 200,000 Romans perished – enmities abounded and were fresh in memory. The assassination plunged the republic into renewed civil war. Intended to prevent rule by a single individual, the killing perpetuated it. Many more Roman emperors would be slain, often by the praetorian guards protecting them, but the killing of Caesar was the most fateful of assassinations in terms of political consequences, since the republic was killed off, too. When we now think of ancient Rome, we think of its colourful emperors rather than the great republic that preceded it.


The conspirators might have learned from the ancient Greek historian Herodotus, who wrote about the killing of Hipparchus by Harmodius and Aristogeiton: ‘The murder, however, did the Athenians no good, for the oppression they suffered during the four succeeding years was worse than before.’ Much the same could be said of the ravaged towns and dead soldiers and sailors who were the main tragic consequences of Caesar’s murder. Given that Brutus behaved in much the same way as Caesar had before him, it is remarkable that his myth assumed a life of its own, inspiring not just Shakespeare but also the actor who murdered Abraham Lincoln.21


•


In the greatest modern republic on Earth, the spirit of Brutus had a curious afterlife. The American Civil War (1861–65) resulted in an estimated 752,000 deaths, including 13 per cent of the South’s military-age male population. Many others were incapacitated by war wounds – in 1866, 20 per cent of Mississippi’s budget was spent on artificial legs. The war divided families and left quiet pools of grief. Mary Todd had three brothers and three brothers-in-law who had fought for the Confederacy, of whom two died in battle. Her husband, Abraham Lincoln, who led the Union forces, was assassinated in front of her in Ford’s Theatre on 15 April 1865, which was the eve of Easter. The horrors of war prefigured those on the Western Front fifty years later, as did the total mobilization of two economies and societies.22


The opening of the 1859 song ‘Dixie’s Land’ conveys what the war was about, and the song acquired a mythological purchase on the American racist right that would prove enduring: ‘I wish I was in the land of cotton, old times there are not forgotten,’ it trills jauntily. ‘Dixie’ was written by a Yankee composer from Ohio for blackface minstrels. A version cleansed of dialogue became the national anthem of the Confederacy, played as each rebel state voted to secede and then by its troops as they tramped off to war.


The Civil War was hardly a contest of equals, but its outcome was far from inevitable. Long before armies clashed, the issue of slavery caused burning passions. Congress spent much of the 1850s debating related issues with mounting acrimony. A Mississippi congressman pulled a gun on one from Missouri, who bared his chest and dared the ‘assassin’ to shoot. In May 1856, the South Carolina congressman Preston Brooks attacked the Republican senator Charles Sumner with a walking cane after he made a speech attacking slavery, causing traumatic brain injury. Two years later the anti-slavery radical Galusha Grow and the pro-slavery enthusiast Lawrence Keitt came to blows in Congress, which degenerated into a mass brawl.23


The South was less populous and its population was moving northwards. The northern Union states were far more industrialized than the rebellious Confederacy, and farming there rested on a productive yeoman class rather than vast estates worked by African slaves. Most advocates of abolition lived in the North, while most slaves were in the South. Most Republicans opposed slavery – without necessarily supporting racial equality – and most Democrats supported it. While the northerners were protectionists, the southerners were free traders. The big southern crop, cotton, depended on others to bring it to market and turn it into cloth, and it was also vulnerable to naval blockade and competition from places such as British India. The Union could equip and mobilize more troops, even before they considered arming some of the four million slaves, and could move these troops with the aid of railways and a larger navy. But these facts take no account of ideas or fighting spirit.24


A pseudo-aristocratic plantation economy prevailed in the ‘Deep South’, its idle oligarchs imagining themselves as latter-day Cavaliers nobly resisting grim northern Roundheads, while depending on slaves toiling on plantations. Not all poorer whites supported slavery, but the majority were easy to rally to the cause because racial superiority to Black slaves was all they had going for them. Slavery was integral to the conflict, though that fact had to be disguised since it was hard to reconcile with Christianity. The pious Virginia general Robert E. Lee thought slavery would disappear in time, but then he thought of God’s time, when a day was two thousand years.25


Expanding frontiers raised the political heat. The acquisition of huge new territories from indigenous Cheyenne, Lakotas and Navajos – who were killed in huge numbers – in the south and west raised the vexed question of whether slavery would become legal in such new states as Kansas and Nebraska, whose cattle and wheat-based economies were unsuited to the ‘peculiar institution’. Abolitionists got their way in both California and the New Mexico Territory in the Compromise of 1850. The federal government, increasingly sympathetic to militant abolitionists, was initially defied by seven southern states that saw slavery being constricted on land and sea while the balance in Congress was tilting against their interests. In early 1861 the seven seceded from the Union to form the Confederacy. They were joined by four others. There would have been more, but some of the four border slave states like Delaware and Maryland were occupied by Union forces.


Slave insurrections were very localized and rare, but ‘San Domingo syndrome’ – named after the Caribbean island where there was a slave revolt between 1791 and 1804 – haunted the southern imagination. One rash deed by a man in whose family insanity was epidemic tilted the balance between passive and violent abolitionism, which duly triggered a southern response. The attempt by the failed businessman and white abolitionist John Brown to spark a slave uprising by distributing arms from the federal armoury at Harpers Ferry to slaves had dreadful consequences. Brown’s adventure was funded by the Secret Six, a group of wealthy and well-educated northern abolitionists, though he deliberately incriminated them by leaving a trail of evidence that made it look like a vaster conspiracy. Some of the key figures in the Civil War were involved in Brown’s denouement; he was captured by marines led by Colonel Robert E. Lee, and one of his odder admirers, John Wilkes Booth, stood just a few feet from the future rebel general Thomas ‘Stonewall’ Jackson as he watched Brown hang. Even as Brown was repurposed as an abolitionist saint, his madcap raid spread terror among southerners, who feared not just a general slave revolt, but that northern abolitionist subversives were conniving in it, leading to expulsions, mass book burnings and a clampdown on the press.26


The election of Abraham Lincoln in November 1860, without the support of a single slavery-supporting state, was the final straw. The future Confederates feared Lincoln would check the expansion of slavery into new states, with adverse effects on the political representation of the slave-owning oligarchy. Until his election, southern Presidents had held office for fifty of the previous seventy-two years, a majority of judges on the Supreme Court, and for half of that period the House Speakership. In their minds, the ‘honour’ of a supposedly cultured southern aristocratic oligarchy was slighted by an increasingly assertive bourgeois and puritanical North, which sought to define the future identity of the nascent republic. A romantic vision of a transplanted feudal past confronted a progressive one of a democratic, republican future, though there were plenty of Democrats in the North, and many ‘Negrophobic’ northerners supported slavery.


Everything southerners hated was embodied in Abraham Lincoln, the tall, gaunt hard-working President whose stovepipe hat exaggerated his six-foot-four-inch stature. He was a self-educated country boy from Illinois, who after travelling widely across the States became a postmaster, a lawyer and then a politician. His approach was to slowly strangle slavery by cordoning the states where it was practised. He had no executive experience when he was elected President in 1860. He learned warfare from library books, and what he saw and heard of the art of it. It may be fashionable to depict him as a pragmatist, far removed from fervent abolitionists. Despite whatever tactical compromises he might make, he regarded slavery as morally corrupting and believed in the Union with a religious fervour. That was enough to win.27


Five years on, high office had taken its toll; Lincoln’s face was creased beyond his years, his eyes were sunken and his hands were cold and clammy. Bouts of crippling depression gave him a haunted look – in war, his decisions could result in the deaths of tens of thousands of teenage factory workers and farm boys. Re-elected in 1864, Lincoln gave strategic direction to the war, outclassing his southern counterpart ‘President’ Jefferson Davis and his galaxy of generals.


The outcome of the war was not preordained, and the southern rebels fought with grim ferocity. But at the end, Union commanders like ‘Fightin’ Little’ Phil Sheridan burned and looted their way along Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley and southern plantations fell into desuetude, with 180,000 of their slaves joining Union armies to haul loads and to fight in segregated Black regiments. The game was up when the Confederate Congress had to offer slaves their freedom in return for joining its depleted forces. Southern armies suffered over a hundred thousand desertions – despite their belligerent public stridency, southern womenfolk urged their husbands and sons to return home. For some Confederate soldiers, the penny dropped that ‘It is a rich man’s war and a poor man’s fight, at best.’28 As the northern armies advanced, ragged lines of barefoot Confederate captives limped through ruined southern estates and small towns, leaving plagues of lice and venereal diseases in their wake. The poet Walt Whitman (a Union supporter) described the horrors he witnessed on battlefields, or in hospitals (he was a volunteer nurse) and in hellish Confederate prison camps where up to 11,000 men had died during their captivity. In field hospitals where as many men were dying of dysentery and pneumonia as of wounds, he noted a single cart piled high with amputated feet, hands, arms and legs. Many vacant-eyed young men wearing blood drenched rags expired in front of him.29


In its death throes, the southern imagination turned to guerrillas and terrorists. Lincoln was the natural focus of attention, simultaneously denounced as an oppressive tyrant by Confederate sympathizers, and for being too weak to exterminate the entire southern slave-owning South by his own more rabid supporters.


A week after General Robert E. Lee surrendered to Ulysses Grant at Appomattox, on the evening of Good Friday 1865, an exhausted Lincoln and his wife Mary sought brief respite in Washington’s Ford’s Theatre. There were many Union troops in Washington, a modest, muddy city of 75,000, where the ambient swamp frogs croaked all night. On his progresses about town, Lincoln was usually escorted by about twenty cavalrymen with their swords drawn, but going to the theatre, Lincoln had one bodyguard who he gave the night off. Although the US Secret Service was created in July 1865, it was only in 1901, after two more Presidents were slain, that it assumed responsibility for their close protection. The Lincolns were twenty minutes late arriving, with the play interrupted for a rousing ‘Hail to the Chief’ as they took their places in the flag-bedecked box.30


The audience at Ford’s Theatre was heaving with armed Union soldiers, though Lincoln himself had had a woman bodyguard supplied by the Pinkerton agency when he passed through Baltimore. Absorbed by a comedy about English and American manners, Mary did not notice when a man entered and jammed the door to the corridor containing their box. On stage, the actor playing the character Asa Trenchard in Our American Cousin brought the house down with the line: ‘Don’t know the manners of good society, eh? Well, I guess I know enough to turn you inside out, old gal – you sockdologizing old man-trap!’


John Wilkes Booth used a six-inch-long single-shot .44 calibre derringer pistol to shoot Lincoln in the back of the head. He then slashed Major Rathbone, a last-minute substitute for Ulysses Grant, with a short dagger engraved ‘America’ and ‘Liberty’, before leaping over the edge of the box and falling twelve feet onto the stage. He then stood up, turned into the lights and proclaimed: ‘Sic semper tyrannis’ – ‘Thus always to tyrants’. The actorly assassin fled through the wings and away on a waiting horse, with hardly anyone making a move to stop him.


Having been carefully extracted from the box, which was then thoroughly ransacked by memento-hunters, the unconscious Lincoln wheezed his last breaths in a nearby clerk’s row house the following morning. A channel seven inches deep stretched from the base of his skull to his right eye socket, where the bullet had burrowed, and multiple doctors were unable to save him; two silver dollars were placed on his dead eyes.


Shortly after Lincoln was shot, a large man claiming to bring medicaments barged his way into the bedroom of the indisposed Secretary of State, William Seward, whose jaw had been broken when his carriage toppled over. The assassin slashed Seward’s face and tried to cut his jugular vein, but fled as staff entered the room. It may have been the case that a third killer, stalking Vice-President Andrew Johnson at a reception, decided to cut and run.


John Wilkes Booth was a twenty-six-year-old actor. It seems significant that he was named after the eighteenth-century English mob orator Wilkes, and that his father and brother were both named Junius Brutus.


Born in Maryland to English émigré parents, Booth and his brother Edwin enjoyed successful stage careers, though Edwin was a bigger star, which rankled with Booth. He was also a conspiracist and fantasist, who falsely claimed to have played a role in suppressing John Brown’s slave revolt. Politically he supported the populist Know-Nothing party, which opposed foreign immigration. Though he earned between $25,000 and $30,000 per year as an actor – double the salary of Robert E. Lee – he lost $6,000 in the ‘Dramatic Oil Company’ venture, and henceforth relied on charm, cadging and debt to maintain outward respectability.


Six months before he assassinated the President, Wilkes Booth joined his brothers Edwin and Junius Brutus in a Broadway performance of Julius Caesar. While Booth postured as a fake Roman, he was elaborating more sordid connections, included with the Confederate underground linking slavery-supporting Maryland to the South, and shady Confederacy supporters in neutral Canada.


Thus Booth came to devise a plot to kidnap Lincoln in Washington, and to deliver him in handcuffs to rebel Richmond. Quite apart from this being hard to accomplish, Booth’s mind turned to murder when he heard Lincoln speak in Richmond after Lee had surrendered, promising to enfranchise African-American war veterans and literate Blacks. ‘That means nigger citizenship. Now, by God, I’ll put him through. That is the last speech he will ever make,’ Booth said. ‘Honest Abe’ had long since become sinister in the eyes of southern and northern mob orators and gutter press, with the London Times joining hysterical denunciations of his alleged oppressions.


To accomplish the kidnapping, Booth recruited a small group of dregs and misfits, including a woman named Mary Surratt, whose son was in on the first kidnap plot. He deliberately laid trails of incriminating evidence, to ensure they kept their mouths shut. Many of his ‘collaborators’ imagined they were merely helping to liberate Confederate prisoners from hellish conditions. Booth elaborated his escape route, with the aid of long-established networks of smugglers to guide him through forests, creeks and snake-infested swamps with horses and boats.


In the aftermath of the assassination, Booth and his associates boldly slipped through perimeter sentries that locked down Washington. Having broken bones in his foot after a fall from his horse, Booth was in a desperate condition, hobbling about on crutches as he moved between safe houses. In one diary entry, scribbled by candlelight, he wondered why he was being denounced even in the South: ‘I am here in despair. And why; For doing what Brutus was honoured for, what made [William] Tell a hero. And yet I, for striking down a greater tyrant than they ever knew, am looked upon as a common cut-throat. My action was purer than either of theirs.’31


One of the largest manhunts in history ended in a blazing barn in the middle of nowhere, as Booth decided to resist and was fatally shot in the neck by a Union trooper. His accomplices were also run to ground. A military tribunal – for Lincoln was commander-in-chief – sentenced four to hang, including Mary Surratt and Seward’s assailant Lewis Powell, with the rest imprisoned on the Dry Tortugas in the Gulf of Mexico.32


Booth’s actions accomplished nothing. His final words were ‘Useless, useless,’ though he may have been talking about his own hands, as his muscles failed. Lincoln became a secular saint, his funerary tour being one of the greatest public spectacles in US history. Some of his sanctity rubbed off on his Republican Party, which dominated the federal government until 1913.


The South drifted deep into the Democrat camp, and found ways to informally institutionalize African-American tutelage. Lincoln was automatically replaced by Andrew Johnson, a notoriously drunken Democrat and the first President to be impeached. He ensured that whatever constitutional measures introduced to further emancipation were frustrated. As a former slave-owner, Johnson said, ‘This is a country for white men, and, by God, as long as I am President, it shall be a government for white men.’33 African-Americans responded to his inauguration by asking, ‘We going to be slaves again?’ He tried and failed to veto the 1866 Civil Rights Act, which made African-Americans full citizens entitled to equal civil rights. Ten of the eleven former Confederate states opposed the Fourteenth Amendment that canonized this in the Constitution. The Reconstruction Act of 1867 put these states under military rule until they ratified this amendment.


Booth’s violent actions were deplored by the vast majority of people in the South, though the Ku Klux Klan, founded in 1865 by the former Confederate general Nathan Bedford Forrest, emerged as the armed terrorist wing of vanquished traitors. A world had vanished. ‘All gone, wealth, servants, comforts, all means of support for my family gone; all lost save honour’ wrote the returning Mississippi veteran Samuel French. The Confederate currency was instantly worthless. Not a few of the defeated veterans committed suicide, took to drink or ended their lives in mental institutions.


The last five secessionist states didn’t re-join the Union until 1870. The rabidly racist and violent strain of politics that Booth embodied found other channels during the era of Reconstruction. Had Lincoln lived, he would have had a finer grasp of the gap between constitutional amendments and realities on the ground than Johnson, and he might have balanced the punitive and forgiving side of things with greater skill.


Johnson had all the demerits of someone chosen to balance a political ticket. Between 1866 and 1868 Radical Republicans in Congress initially achieved their own version of what is called Radical Reconstruction, imposing military government and martial law on the South, with a Freedmen’s Bureau to ensure that former slaves entered into their new rights. The 1866 Civil Rights Act was the first definition of citizenship rights in US history. The 14th constitutional Amendment enshrined birthright citizenship and equality before the law, and the 15th extended voting rights to Black adult males. But obstruction by Johnson – ‘the Union as it was, the Constitution as it is’ being his slogan – and demobilization and cuts to the military budget left them unable to police an area the size of Western Europe. A war against slavery was deliberately misconceived as one primarily about states’ rights, while many southerners resembled the Bourbon dynasty, who famously learned and forgot nothing. Since state governments had never gone out of existence, re-founded southern legislatures could reclaim their rights, including deciding who could vote or where people could live and work. Effectively African-Americans became serfs rather than slaves.34


As had been the case following the abolition of serfdom in Russia in 1861, land redistribution was botched. Isolated Black farmers were easy targets for lynch mobs, which took organized form with the gruesome Klan. Under the new contract labour arrangements, African-Americans who left their masters were liable to new Vagrancy Acts, which effectively led to their re-enslavement. Very few slaves had ever been imprisoned since their owners had ‘disciplinary’ powers, but convict leasing enabled white employers to exploit those jailed under these new laws.35 Southern Democrats restored their power by disenfranchising Republican-supporting African-Americans, as constitutional adjustments ensured that Black turnout in the South fell from 61 per cent in 1880 to 2 per cent in 1912. Ironically, collusion in the exclusion of African-Americans until the 1960s led to the restoration of relative civility in politics.36


While the antebellum South was mythologically gilded in the 1880s, an idyll of white porticos, magnolias, blonde tresses and fancy frocks, the southern oligarchy reforged alliances with the poor whites, who Johnson regarded as the victims of a conspiracy by aristocratic planters and slaves. To ensure the ‘liberated’ African-Americans remained ‘the lowest rail’, the Klan was on hand to ensure that former slaves never voted, went to school or owned land. In 1868, the KKK shot thirty-four-year-old civil-rights-supporting Arkansas congressman James Hinds in the back with a shotgun, the first US Congressman to be assassinated. The murderer was the secretary of the local Democratic Party branch of the Klan, but he was never arrested or prosecuted. Some two thousand African-Americans were lynched between 1865 and 1877, and a further 4,400 between 1878 and 1950, according to a report by the Equal Justice Initiative.37


The spirit of Wilkes Booth would have eagerly ridden alongside the murderous masked men in white sheets. Though their first incarnation was suppressed by Ulysses Grant’s troops, this spirit persisted through decades of Democrat-driven Jim Crow segregation, and it still lingers today. As I wrote this chapter, this element were threatening to take over state legislatures that did not support Donald Trump, perhaps the least fit person to occupy the highest office and a man incapable of comprehending the racist darkness at the heart of modern America. The Confederate flag appeared ominously in the halls of Congress during the January 2021 coup attempt while Republican politicians seek to suppress minority voters.


•


Historians have a good idea of who assassinated Caesar and Lincoln, and also understand their motives. The Roman conspiracy was elite-level and ramified, and virtually all its members were identified and slain under Octavian. Similarly, those involved in killing Lincoln were hunted down and either killed or executed following a trial. The perpetrators were extreme representatives of views held by a large number of Americans who may have regarded the slaying of Lincoln with horror.


It would be misleading to think that every assassination can be clarified in this way. A minority of prominent assassinations have not been resolved – for example, the shooting of Swedish Prime Minister Olof Palme in Stockholm in 1981. Then there are assassinations that seemed clear-cut at the time, largely because the explanation is what contemporaries wanted to believe. One notorious example of a failed assassination bid shows some of the complexities of uncovering a conspiracy or the motives of the killer, who in this case published an autobiography following his release from prison.38


On Wednesday 13 May 1981, Pope John Paul II was being driven across St Peter’s Square in Rome as part of a general audience. He had been on the throne of St Peter for three years, and was celebrated as a supporter of freedom movements in Eastern Europe. As Karol Wojtyła, Bishop and then Cardinal of Kraków, he had long been a thorn in the side of Poland’s Communist rulers. As a patriotic Pole, he encouraged Solidarity, a new unofficial trade union that sent shockwaves throughout the Eastern Bloc. The internal discussions about the Polish Cardinal turned Pope within the Polish secret services and the Soviet KGB reflected anger about this subversive new occupant of the throne of St Peter.39


Suddenly at 17.19 on this May evening, three shots rang out. One bullet grazed the Pope’s elbow, the second smashed the index finger on his left hand and the third travelled through his large and small intestines, before lodging itself near his spinal cord.


With the Pope losing consciousness and a great deal of blood, the Popemobile rushed through cobbled courtyards until it reached an ambulance. Instead of taking John Paul II to the nearby Santo Spirito hospital, it travelled five kilometres to the Church’s own Gemelli hospital. Following five hours of surgery, doctors said that John Paul was out of danger, though being shot at the age of sixty-one was obviously a major challenge – even to a man who had once been a keen footballer. He never fully recovered his strength.


The Pope’s Vatican security guards had conspicuously failed to protect him. Various bystanders claimed to have apprehended the assassin, including a nun, one of the ceremonial Swiss Guards and two policemen, who thought they would enter paradise because they had apprehended the assassin.


The would-be killer was a twenty-three-year-old Turk called Mehmet Ali Ağca. Thanks to the bystanders and police, he had no opportunity to use a smoke-bomb to mask his getaway.


A Catholic news agency once calculated that there are at least 134 ‘theories’ to explain his motives for shooting the Pope. Ağca’s original trial lasted all of three days, though the judge concluded that a larger international plot was involved before sentencing him to life imprisonment. In 2000, President Ciampi pardoned Ağca on the express request of the Pope, who had visited his would-be assassin in prison in December 1983.


Ağca was born into a modest family in an Anatolian shantytown in 1958. His father died when he was eight, which meant times were hard. Nothing in his childhood marked him out, but while at school he fell in with pan-Turkic nationalist extremists. It is very likely that he was simultaneously involved with Turkish mafia drug smugglers who infested the town; he seems to have gone further off the rails during the endemic political violence of the 1970s. As a Sunni Muslim, Ağca turned to the Right, partly because so many Shia Alevi were on the Left. He acquired a slightly younger ‘mentor’ in the shape of Oral Celik, who was a violent Rightist too and also from the Malatya region of Turkey.


By this time, Ağca belonged to a Rightist nationalist terror organization called the Grey Wolves, or ‘Bozkurtia’ in Turkish, a group that explicitly admired the Nazis. Their name derived from a mythical female wolf called Asena, who extreme Turkish nationalists revered as a symbol of the Central Asian origins of the Turkic peoples. Such beliefs were similar to other attempts to claim that some states were based on unique civilizational virtues, for example the ‘Mongol’ contribution to the Russians or the ‘wolf-like’ Manchus in China. The Grey Wolves were the muscular end of a small political party that fed into the National Action Party or MHP. Both groups were founded by the same man, Colonel Alparslan Türkeş. Between 1974 and 1980, the Grey Wolves murdered 694 people. Ağca was a cog in this machine.40


As a teenager, Ağca read Frederick Forsyth’s Day of the Jackal (1971) several times. His other hero was the Venezuelan master terrorist Carlos ‘the Jackal’ Ramirez Sánchez, who had shot to global notoriety through the seizing of OPEC hostages in Vienna in 1975. Ağca claimed to have undergone training in terror tactics at a PLO camp in Lebanon, though there is no evidence that he ever went there. Instead, in 1978 he enrolled at the University of Istanbul to study economics – someone else sat the entrance exams – but never turned up to classes. He lived in a Rightist hostel, but seems to have received money from his criminal activities. After participating in attacks on Leftist and secular students, Ağca shot dead Abdi İpekçi, editor of the Milliyet newspaper, on 1 February 1979. His support group for this killing involved several friends from his schooldays.


After going on the run, Ağca returned to Istanbul where an informer, a lottery ticket seller called Ramazan Gündüz, told the police of his whereabouts. He was arrested in the Café Marmara, a Grey Wolves hangout, only to be freed by fellow Grey Wolves supporters who worked as guards within Istanbul’s Kartal-Maltepe military prison. After Celik paid a $4,000 bribe to a right-wing guard, Ağca escaped dressed as a soldier, walking through eight sets of unlocked doors.


Ağca was sentenced in absentia to life imprisonment. The day after his escape, he wrote to the new editor of Milliyet regarding the imminent papal visit to Turkey. If the visit was not cancelled, he warned, ‘I will murder the Pope, the sole reason why I fled from prison.’ The papal visit passed off without incident, under heightened security. Though Ağca did not strike, he did murder Ramazan Gündüz, the informer who had landed him in jail.41


Ağca embarked on a bewildering flurry of movements in the run-up to the assassination. He went to Erzurum near the Iranian–Turkish border, and in July 1980 travelled to Sofia, the Bulgarian capital. He spent two months in Room 910 of the city’s shady Hotel Vitosha, which was where Bulgarian and Turkish gangsters met to arrange movements of weapons into Turkey in return for drugs that went the other way. Since the state-owned trading firm Kintex was used for exports, Darzavona Sigur’nost, the Bulgarian secret police, frequented the same hotel. Ağca would later claim that a Turkish businessman called Bekir Çelenk offered to pay him $1.7 million to kill the Pope. Çelenk was alleged to be the head of this arms-for-drugs mafia and linked to Abuzar Urgulu, the top mafia boss in Istanbul.


Travelling now on a forged Turkish passport as ‘Faruk Ozgun’, Ağca visited twenty-five places in six countries, despite being on most international arrest and watch lists. While in Germany he made use of the MHP and Grey Wolves network within the large migrant worker or Gastarbeiter community and participated in two more murders.


Ağca enrolled at the University of Perugia for a three-month Italian course in April 1981, though he never attended. He spent at least 100,000 Deutschmarks that year, smartening himself up with nice clothes and a neat haircut. He eventually made his way to Rome and rented a room in the Pensione Isa. He strolled the streets, scouting out St Peter’s. When on 10 May the Pope paid a visit to the pontifical university of San Tommaso d’Aquino, a chance photo taken by a tourist showed Ağca standing close to the pontiff. Maybe he did not shoot him then since it would be harder to escape in a small town; in Rome he could vanish into huge crowds.42


The Italian authorities made little progress in their interrogation of Ağca, who freely admitted that he had shot John Paul II. The Italian investigating magistrates were nonplussed by his claim that he shot the Pope because he was ‘leading a crusade against my faith’. Ağca said that politically, he was ‘red and black’, a kind of national socialist. Concluding that he had received counter-interrogation training, the police recognized that ‘the longer we questioned Ağca, the more mysterious he became to us’.


Pope John Paul’s visit to Ağca in 1983 only served to cloud the waters. It seems possible that he told his would-be assassin that the day of the shooting was the sixty-fourth anniversary of the day in 1917 when three small girls in Fatima in Portugal saw the Virgin Mary, who communicated three messages. In 1941 the only surviving girl, Lúcia dos Santos, wrote down the first two, adding the third in 1944. One concerned the eruption of global war, which was at its zenith in 1917. The second spoke of the conversion of Russia to Christianity. The third, which John Paul II himself revealed in 2000, spoke of persecution of the Church, which he understood as referring to the attempt to kill him. Since Ağca knew nothing of these prophecies, he clearly was not acting with them in mind, though he noted that Fatima was derived from ‘Fatma’, his mother’s name. On the first anniversary of the shooting, the Pope visited Fatima and placed the extracted bullet on the shrine to Lúcia dos Santos.43


Ağca claimed to be a devout Muslim believer; in his memoir, he wrote that he had gone to Tehran in May 1980 where Ayatollah Khomeini had told him, ‘Mehmet Ali, you must kill the Pope in the name of Allah.’ One can blame Khomeini for many things, but ordering the death of a fellow divine is preposterous – in other words, Ağca was a total fantasist. He claimed to reveal this commission to John Paul II during his 1983 prison visit, though the Pope’s private secretary denied that there was any discussion of this matter. Ağca also claimed that both the Pope and Cardinal Josef Ratzinger (the future Pope Benedict XVI) urged him to convert to Christianity, and that it was the powerful ‘Goddess of Fatima’ who deflected his bullets, though all three had of course hit the Pope.44


Ağca used a forged Indian passport to enter Bulgaria from Turkey in 1980. After his two-month sojourn there, he was flush with money, which has led to the theory that he was hired by the Bulgarian secret service, to whom the Soviet KGB sub-contracted the assassination of the Pope, in concert with Turkish mafiosi linked to the Grey Wolves. The problem with this theory is that Ağca himself only alighted on it a year into his detention and it is most insistently propounded by authors who worked for the CIA, at a time when the New Cold War flourished. Elements in the Bulgarian service engaged in drug-trafficking in Turkey, but that does not take us to the door of Leonid Brezhnev and Yuri Andropov. When it came to Poland, an exasperated Brezhnev was captive to a lot of mediocre Polish comrades who came and went with bewildering rapidity.


Ağca was initially blasé about his solitary confinement in Ascoli Piceno penitentiary. Perhaps he thought the Grey Wolves could spring him from there. A formal reinvestigation of any conspiracy behind his assassination bid was particularly interested in three Bulgarians: Todor Aivasov, treasurer of the Bulgarian Embassy in Rome, Zhelyo Vasilev, secretary to the military attaché, and Sergei Antonov, who worked for Bulgaria’s Balkan Air. Four Turkish men were alleged to have been involved: Bekir Çelenk, Ömer Mersan, Musa Serdar Çelibi, and Ömer Bağci. Some of them were by then already also pointing the finger of blame at the Bulgarians and Soviets.


Aivasov allegedly first met Ağca in his Sofia hotel. When Ağca reached Rome, his first phone call was to the embassy, where Vasilev became his contact and introduced him to Antonov. According to Ağca, who the Italian press dubbed ‘Il Pagliaccio’, ‘The Clown’, the initial plot seems to have involved killing the Polish statesman Lech Wałęsa as well as John Paul II, but this was allegedly dropped as unfeasible. The Turkish mafiosi dealt with the money side of things; $400,000 would be split three ways, while Bağci acquired the gun from an Austrian arms dealer. After the shooting, Ağca would be driven out of Italy on a Bulgarian truck that was transporting a diplomat’s household effects. These trucks were marked Transport International Routier and were never searched. The Italian magistrates found it odd that the only time the Bulgarian embassy ever used such a vehicle was on 13 May 1981, when such a truck pulled out of the embassy. This one may have hidden another Bulgarian allegedly involved in the plot.


Vasilev and Aivasov left for Bulgaria, and in any case had been covered by diplomatic immunity while in Rome. Oral Celik, who had been in Rome too that fateful day, vanished after reaching Bulgaria, and would die in a Turkish military jail while awaiting trial on drug-smuggling charges. Both Aivasov and Vasilev were interviewed by Bulgarian magistrates in December 1985 on behalf of the Italian authorities.


That left the lowly Sergei Antonov in Italian custody, along with the Turk Mersan, who was extradited from Germany. Although the Italian magistrates received much circumstantial detail from Ağca, who recalled the tiny wart on Vasilev’s face and his hobby of collecting miniature liquor bottles, they wondered why the two Bulgarian secret service officers would have left the hapless Antonov selling air tickets in Rome while they fled home. They also knew that Ağca was a compulsive liar and capable of elaborate deceits.45 Three Bulgarians and three Turks were put on trial, but it collapsed in 1985, not least because the star witness announced on the opening day that he was Jesus Christ. It also helped that two Italian tourists were detained in Bulgaria for allegedly photographing military airbases.46


The Bulgarian government responded by comparing lowly Antonov to Georgi Dimitrov, the Bulgarian Communist framed by the Nazis in 1933 for the Reichstag fire. But even the ailing John Paul II himself dismissed the idea of Bulgarian Communist involvement in his shooting when he visited Sofia in 2002.47


A Russian defector claimed that KGB chief Yuri Andropov had ordered the elimination of the Pope to undermine Poland’s Solidarity movement. In 1999, documents from the Czech and other Eastern Bloc security services seemed to confirm that the Soviet Central Committee had ordered ‘special measures’ to be taken against John Paul II, though Mikhail Gorbachev denied these claims. The Soviet leaders were appalled by how their Polish comrades were handling Solidarity, but their huffing and puffing about an invasion was bluff. They also knew that the Poles were not Czechs and that a bloodbath would ensue, as the Poles would have fought back.48


A document dump by the KGB defector Vasili Mitrokhin in 1992 proved that there was no internal evidence that the KGB had plotted to kill John Paul II, even if some parts of the KGB may have aired such thoughts. The Polish SB never entertained the idea of assassination and the Soviets would have been hesitant to kill a pope, especially using a flaky Turkish right-wing killer to do it.


But this world of mirrors yielded a further twist. The founder of the Grey Wolves, Alparslan Türkeş, was a colonel involved in NATO’s murky Operation Gladio for ‘stay-behind’ operations of armed resistance in the event of a Soviet invasion of Western Europe. What if ‘the Americans’ had been responsible for a non-lethal attack on the Pope, to discredit the Eastern Bloc and consolidate Catholic support for the West? This theory relied on the dubious claim that Ağca was such a good shot that he could put a bullet close to the Pope’s spinal cord without damaging it.


It is more likely, as a CIA official would reveal in 1991, that the CIA had taken the opportunity in their own report ten years earlier to smear the Bulgarians and Soviets, by leaving out any detail relating to the assassination attempt that did not confirm a Bulgarian and Soviet connection. They then ensured this information came into the greedy hands of various writers, so the falsehoods were recycled further.49


Of Ağca’s Bulgarian contacts, Aivasov died of cancer in 2019 and Vasilev was killed in a terrible car crash a few years ago. After his acquittal, Antonov returned to a low-level job at Balkan Air, and played the Bulgarian national anthem every night before going to bed. Only in 2002 did a democratic Bulgarian government give him a modest pension. In 2007, aged fifty-seven, he fell down the stairs at home and died. He was exonerated in 2016 and his Italian defence lawyer Giuseppe Consolo suggested that Bulgaria should name a street or square in his honour. Former colleagues and friends who had worked with him in Rome claimed that he had turned down offers of money to blame Bulgaria.50


Ağca was released from an Italian jail in 2000, at the age of forty-eight. Deported to Turkey, he was jailed for his earlier political murders and released in 2010. The Turks tried to assess whether he should perform the military service he had avoided as a young man but concluded he suffered from an ‘antisocial personality disorder’. In 2014 he travelled to Rome where he placed flowers on Wojtyła’s grave in the grotto beneath St Peter’s Basilica. Since he lacked a visa, he was arrested and deported back to Turkey, his wish to settle in Italy denied.


It might be that Ağca was a disciplined professional assassin who knew how to cover himself with a fog of lies. We will soon encounter more of them in this book, mainly from killers who worked for the Soviet NKVD. Equally, it is possible that Ağca did not know who had contracted him to shoot the Pope. There is no doubt that he squeezed the trigger, but he might have been a lowly element in a bigger conspiracy.51


It is, however, possible that Ağca regarded the Pope as the enemy of Islam and decided to kill him.52 Although the MHP was nationalist and secular in origin, most Turks are conservative religious Muslims; along with anti-Communism and anti-capitalism, Islam was one of the constituent elements of MHP and Grey Wolf ideology. In July 1981, two months after he was captured, a letter from Ağca to Türkeş was published in Milliyet. It read:


Illustrious Leader. First, I kiss your hands with my deep respects, and I want to express my debt of infinite thanks for your paternal interest. I am in no difficulties, with help of all kinds of from my brother Idealists who have taken me into their hearts. I find myself in the happy condition of doing my duty with honour, with the pride of being a Turk . . . the duty of grand Ideals. May Tanri protect the Turks and make them Great.


Tanri was a pre-Islamic sky god and the letter was not a forgery. Perhaps Ağca did regard John Paul II as the Commander of the Crusaders after all – however, the world in 1981 was more attuned to a Cold War version of his motives so as to confirm the idea of a Soviet ‘evil empire’.53


Before we turn to modern-day assassination, we must explore some other important matters, including how major world religions that otherwise condemned murders were able to justify them. That means encountering great poets, political philosophers and theologians. And that will lead us in turn to a universe we still inhabit, in which secularized versions of religion encourage political killing, though the highly religious are often murderous too. What Frederick Douglass once called the ‘hell black spirit of revenge’ in his oration to Lincoln assumed many forms.
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A Knife Trenchant: Europe’s Era of Religious Wars



Rulers with absolute power have tended to use it to satisfy pathological urges, and the so-called ‘Dark Ages’ between the fall of the Western Roman Empire in the fifth century and the Renaissance in the fifteenth century were rife with examples of fratricidal and parricidal murder. The eastern, Byzantine Empire probably held the record for political murder. Of the one hundred and seven emperors who ruled in Constantinople between 395 and 1453, only thirty-four died of natural causes; eight were killed in battle or by accident and the remaining sixty-five were assassinated.1


Endemic murderousness did not mean there were no attempts to contain and moderate it. The ancient world left the powerful example that it was legitimate in specific circumstances to kill rulers who acted tyrannically, while at the same time deploring the assassination of an enemy. But how did that message fare under Christian governments, with their potent notions of sin and of submission to rulers who derived their authority from God? Christian Europe was also exposed to Islamic influences, not least during the Crusades after the first in 1095. Cultural influences accompanied horrific episodes of violence.


Caesar’s violent death was such a richly consequential event that it inspired some of the greatest dramatists and poets a thousand years later. One of them was Dante Alighieri (1261–1321), an enthusiastic propagandist for imperial monarchy as the only means of securing the unity of the Italian peninsula and a regime of universal peace. Inferno was written some time between 1308 and 1320, long after he had been forced to leave Florence for a life of exile. The treacherous municipal politics explain why he included Caesar’s murderers Brutus and Cassius in his Inferno, as the most notorious traitors in history after Judas Iscariot. The poem imagines Hell as a steep subterranean cone, ringed with descending concentric circles formed when Lucifer was thrown down from the heavens.


In the ninth and last circle of Hell, all is cold and dark. In the centre, Lucifer himself is held rigid. His three ghastly mouths chew the worst sinners of all time, with the worst – Judas Iscariot – also perpetually flayed by Satan’s claws. Dante’s inclusion of Brutus and Cassius reflected how increased knowledge of ancient Greek and Roman thought had modified a simpler Christian view that secular power had to be endured because life on earth was fleetingly transient before eternal life in the heavenly kingdom. That was the view of St Augustine, who condemned the killing of any man, including tyrants, with the exception of those who interfered with the worship of God. Their slaying had to be authorized by lawful magistrates, but anyone commanded by God could also undertake this task. This left some scope for fanatics who saw themselves as God’s executants.


Later medieval Christian thinkers addressed tyrannicide in theoretical treatises that grew out of the older ‘mirrors of princes’ genre, prescribing kingly conduct. One of the most influential was John of Salisbury’s Policraticus (1160). A close associate of Thomas Becket, the Archbishop of Canterbury who in 1170 Henry II indirectly murdered with a casual word to his knights, John regarded himself and his contemporaries as standing on the shoulders of philosophical giants, which meant access to worldviews not bounded by the Sixth Commandment.


Policraticus reimagined the state as an organism, in which each organ and limb – from the ruling head and heart via the sword-bearing arms to the humble feet – had a vital function. Divinely inspired justice was the animating spirit for the whole body. But should the ruling mind go crazy, God would surely punish the tyrant, and his end could come about through sickness, natural disaster or by human hand. Appending a long list of historical examples from classical antiquity meant that John provided no more than a typology of tyrannicide, rather than an explicit justification. A good Christian, he also condemned tyrannicide when it involved betraying a friend or involved such underhand methods as poisoning.2


Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) came to similar conclusions when he argued that the ‘princes of the earth’ were instituted by God to guarantee the common good of civil society. Using an old dichotomy, he argued that usurping tyrants could be killed by anyone, whereas legitimate tyrants who became oppressive over time had to be ousted by the appropriate authorities and following a trial. Like Augustine, he left the door ajar for the divinely inspired individual. Comparing tyranny to slavery, he wrote, ‘When there is no recourse to a superior by whom judgment can be made [. . .] he who slays a tyrant to liberate his fatherland is praised and receives a reward.’3 The nephew of an emperor and son of a count, the future Saint Thomas changed his mind as he grew older, coming to the conclusion in The Rule of Princes that since good kings were more likely than bad ones to be slain by ‘evil doers’ it was better to leave tyrannicide alone.


•


We enter clearer and colder air with Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527), the Florentine administrator and diplomat who wrote about what he had experienced in the politics of Renaissance city states. As an envoy to the young cardinal turned adult condottiere Cesare Borgia, Machiavelli heard from the duke himself how he had lured restive mercenary captains to dine with him, showered them with lavish gifts, and then had them strangled. Machiavelli admired the swiftness with which it was done. The longest of his Discourses deals with conspiracies to kill or eject a ruler. There is nothing here about what God may have thought, but instead a nuanced discussion of which conspiracies stood a chance of success, addressing the differences between an elaborate plan and how an assassination actually unfolds, as well as what one might call a ‘cost-benefit analysis’ of involvement in such an enterprise. The odds were not great.4 


But the Florentines were novices compared to the Venetians in the matter of assassinations. Between 1415 and 1525, the oligarch republic’s ruling Council of Ten plotted some two hundred assassinations for reasons of foreign policy, and also sought proposals from aspirant assassins on how to bring about these deaths. Meticulously kept records reveal the grim details of these plots, many of which involved the services of makers of poisons with which meats or sweets could be laced.5


The would-be assassins ranged from ‘the scum of society’ to murderous clergymen such as Brother John of Ragusa, who told the Council in 1513 that he could ‘work wonders in killing anyone the Council chose’. He had a tariff list: ‘For the Grand Turk, 500 ducats; for the King of Spain (exclusive of travel expenses), 150 ducats; for the Duke of Milan, 60 ducats; for the Marquis of Mantua, 50 ducats; for his Holiness, only 100 ducats. As a rule, the longer the journey and the more valuable the life, the higher would be the price.’6 You would not have wanted to attract the attentions of Brother John.


•


There were similar debates about what to do with unjust or unrighteous rulers in Islamic societies, which resorted to political murder to simplify the number of rival claimants to high office. One tributary stream in Islam’s great river inadvertently supplied the word ‘assassin’, which in some languages became the generic term for ‘murderer’ or used when the separate verb ‘to murder’ is lacking. Dante used ‘lo perfido assassin’ in his Inferno, a word sufficiently unfamiliar to need explaining as ‘one who kills others for money’. He and many lesser poets wove assassins into love poems, though the romantic impact of ‘I am your Assassin, who hopes to win paradise through doing your commands,’ the words of an anonymous troubadour, seems doubtful.


The medieval equivalent of travel guides warned Crusaders that the Assassins were a sect devoted to a mysterious ‘Old Man of the Mountains’ that practised high-level murder. But the existence of such a sect inevitably led to further leaps of imagination among medieval writers, including from Sunni Muslim authors whose own rulers were the Assassins’ targets. They claimed that the Old Man would impress his visitors by ordering Assassins to leap off towers to their deaths.


The Venetian merchant traveller Marco Polo conflated what he imagined as the customs of the Assassins with descriptions of paradise in the Koran. In Marco Polo’s imagination the mythologized Old Man seduced his youthful recruits with the prospect of girls and wine in dreamy gardens within a walled valley, before despatching them on their suicidal missions to murder rulers and religious leaders.


It suited those who did not understand sectarian religious enthusiasm to think drugs were involved, especially because the Arabic plural Asasiyeen sounded like hashshashin, which had the same negative connotations as ‘druggie’ does today. However, there was no actual connection between the Assassins and hashish or any other drug. They were generally known as ‘fedayeen’, devotees willing to sacrifice themselves for God.


The Assassins were from an esoteric Shia sect called the Ismailis, whose beliefs were an attractive blend of Islam and philosophy. They were detested by both the dominant Sunni caliphs and the ‘Twelver Shia’, who invested secular and spiritual power in a clerical imam rather than a caliph. The Ismailis originated after the death of Imam Ja’far in 765, when two of his sons, Musa and Ismail, competed for the succession.


The twelve imams who followed Musa ruled what is now Iran, while the Ismailis evolved into a proselytizing sect dotted around southern Iraq, Syria, Yemen and Fatimid Egypt. The advent of the warrior Seljuk Turks in the region gave a military impetus to Sunni orthodoxy, including in Persia, where a branch of the Ismailis defended themselves by creating an autonomous state.


During travels that took him to Cairo, the Yemeni Hassan-i Sabbah (1050–1124) adopted the Ismaili faith, before going on to the rugged Elburz Mountains in present-day Iran. There he proselytized among the region’s warriors, identifying remote and defensible positions to fortify. He acquired the castle of Alamut, to which he added other forts with water supplies and deep caverns to hoard food and weapons. Hassan reminded his followers that after being expelled from Mecca, the Prophet himself had had to use many kinds of warfare – including assassination and raiding – from his own temporary refuge in Medina.7


Hassan’s recruits formed a brotherhood akin to a military religious order of Crusaders, but without subordination to pope or monarch. Although high-level murder was their modus operandi, they also fought as a small army. Designating them ‘proto-terrorists’ seems anachronistic, and equally applicable to the Jewish Zealot Sicarii who had indiscriminately killed Romans and their Hebrew collaborators before the Romans destroyed Jerusalem in AD 70.


There was nothing indiscriminate about the daggers of the Assassins, who were distinguished by elevating targeted killings into their primary strategy for destroying the Sunni establishment. States that were little more than a collection of warlordships could quickly dissolve if the chief overlord was murdered. The first known victim of the Assassins was the Sultan’s reforming vizier Nizam al-Mulk, stabbed to death in his litter while travelling to Baghdad in October 1092 by a man called Bu Tahir Arrani, who had disguised himself as an itinerant Sufi divine.


Successive Seljuk armies tried to crush the Assassins, to which the sect responded with a stream of killings. Powerful men took to wearing chainmail beneath their clothing, after a dagger was left stuck in the floor of one Sultan’s bedchamber. A message explained ‘Did I not wish the Sultan well that dagger which was struck into the hard ground could have been planted in his soft breast.’8


Hasan’s supporters acquired other fortresses in northern Persia, and also sought out similarly inaccessible terrain in Quhistan, bordering Afghanistan, Fars and Khuzestan, as well as the rugged interior of Syria, where they came to control nine remote fortresses. Their first victim in Syria was the ruler of Homs, who in 1103 was knifed to death while praying by a group of Assassins masquerading as Sufis.9


By the second half of the twelfth century, the Syrian branch of the sect had eclipsed its Persian original, under the notorious Rashid al-Din (1131–1193), who for thirty years exploited Christian and Muslim rivalries to secure the existence of his sectarian state. Rulers including King Louis IX of France and Frederick Barbarossa of Hohenstaufen paid good money to avoid being slain. Their first Christian victim was Count Raymond II of Tripoli, who was stabbed to death in 1152.


However, the main threat to the Assassins was the great Kurdish-Turkish warlord Saladin, who crushed the Latin Crusaders and entered Jerusalem on 2 October 1197. The Assassins twice attempted to kill him and he took to sleeping on a raised wooden platform, with only men he knew well allowed around him after Assassins infiltrated his entourage. After Saladin’s forces failed to exact revenge, he received written warnings from the Assassins’ leader. Eventually, the two concluded that a pact made better sense. Saladin may have contracted Assassins disguised as Christian monks to kill Conrad of Montferrat, the Latin King of Jerusalem, in April 1192. Under torture, one of the killers claimed that England’s King Richard the Lionheart had commissioned the murder, in an attempt to deflect attention from whoever had really sought it.
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