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  Preface




  This is the third book in a trilogy about the leaders of the early Soviet state. The Hoover Institution has been my base for the archival research, and I am grateful to

  Director John Raisian, Senior Associate Director Richard Sousa and Board of Overseers member Tad Taube, as well as to the Sarah Scaife Foundation, for the friendly, efficient way they set up the

  opportunity to carry out the work at Stanford. Deborah Ventura and Celeste Szeto too could not have been more helpful. In the archives I received indispensable assistance from Elena Danielson,

  Linda Bernard, Carol Leadenham, Lora Soroka, David Jacobs, Ron Bulatoff, Zbigniew Stanczyk, Lyalya Kharitonova, Dale Reed and Anatol Shmelev. They went far beyond the demands of their

  responsibilities, frequently alerting me to material whose existence was unknown to me. Our conversations about the hundreds of boxes in diverse collections were of inestimable assistance.




  The fresh material used in the book includes folders from the Trotsky Collection, the Boris Nicolaevsky Collection, the Bertram Wolfe Collection, the sundry records of Politburo and Central

  Committee for the 1920s, the papers deposited by Trotsky’s assistants and followers and the internal records of the nascent Fourth International. The gem in the Hoover Archives is the first

  draft of Trotsky’s autobiography which has much information he excluded from the printed version. Also of importance are the letters from and to Trotsky as well as the unpublished variants of

  his works and the correspondence and memoirs by his wife Natalya and other members of his family across several generations. The Hoover Institution Archives, moreover, have invaluable sources on

  Trotsky from the Paris office of the Russian Imperial Okhrana, from Nestor Lakoba’s papers and from Dmitri Volkogonov’s papers. Most of such material is used for the first time in this

  biography. I am grateful too to the staff in the Hoover Institution Library for their diligence in delivering rare contemporary books, articles and newspapers.




  Other Trotsky archival holdings consulted for the book include those in Amsterdam, Harvard and Moscow. Whereas Amsterdam and Harvard were mined long ago, the seams in Moscow have been open to

  prospectors only since 1991. Not only Trotsky’s personal file and central party records in the Russian State Archive of Social and Political History (once known as the Central Party Archive)

  but also the papers from the Russian State Archive of Military History and the Central Archive of the Federal Security Service offer important information. The Houghton Library at Harvard

  University too contains letters in its holdings which have merited reconsideration, and I thank Jennie Rathbun for obtaining the ones I requested. SSEES-UCL in

  London has a number of early editions of Trotsky’s books which I was able to consult. My wife Adele Biagi visited the National Archives at Kew in search of documents on Trotsky and discovered

  several interesting police records.




  While writing up the research I benefited from exchanges of opinions with Robert Conquest whose capacious knowledge of episodes in Trotsky’s life and times gave me plenty of clues to work

  with. It was also a pleasure to try out ideas on Paul Gregory, Arnold Beichman, Michael Bernshtam, Norman Naimark and Amir Weiner at Hoover and Stanford and on Yuri Slezkine at Berkeley.

  Paul’s annual Soviet archives working group has become a remarkable annual forum for the discussion of questions about the USSR’s past. At Oxford I have benefited over many years from

  working with Katya Andreyev on the courses we have taught together. The Russian and Eurasian Studies Centre and its Library have provided excellent facilities and I am indebted to Richard Ramage,

  our Administrator, for securing books even during the disruption when our Library was being reconstructed. The Centre’s Monday seminar, which has run for over half a century, has been a

  fecund source of ideas for this book even when the topics had nothing to do with Trotsky.




  My thanks go to Elena Danielson who recounted her conversations with Ella Wolfe, Frida Kahlo’s great friend; to Anita Burdman Feferman who knew and wrote about Jean van Heijenoort; to

  Robin Jacoby whose psychiatric and psychological expertise helped towards an understanding of Trotsky’s personality; to Tanya Okunskaya, who provided letters from the Turkmenistan party

  archives; and to the late Brian Pearce who over many years shared his lifetime of reflections on Trotsky and Trotskyism. Olga Kerziouk and Elena Katz gave their informed verdicts on Trotsky’s

  accent and diction after we listened online to his speeches in Russian. Gabriel Gorodetsky shared with me the pages of Ivan Maiski’s diary which mention Trotsky. Bob Davies, the late John

  Klier, Keith Sidwell, Faith Wigzeil, Mikhail Zilikov and Andrei Zorin offered advice on particular matters. I am grateful to Robert Harris for lending me his pre-revolutionary map of Odessa and to

  Harun Yilmaz for obtaining and translating Turkish historical literature.




  Harry Shukman and Ian Thatcher took appreciable time away from their own work to read the entire manuscript. Harry’s historical interests touch on crucial themes in this biography and I am

  grateful for his deft, tactful steerage away from many crudities in the draft chapters. Ian has spent his career writing about Trotsky; I appreciate his generosity of spirit in scrutinizing my

  draft and making suggestions. Both Harry and Ian also kindly allowed me to come back to them with further queries. Simon Sebag Montefiore and Paul Gregory read large parts of the draft and

  sharpened the argument. Both Simon and Paul wear their learning lightly: my thanks go to them for their insights. Hugo Service cast his eye over the Introduction. Above all, Adele has gone through

  the book twice, assisted in cutting out mistakes and advised on the course of the argument and narrative. I cannot thank her enough for all her insight and

  patience: we have talked endlessly about the problems of Trotsky’s life and, as ever, it is to her that I owe the greatest debt.




  My literary agent David Godwin and Macmillan editor Georgina Morley have been as active and encouraging as always; and Peter James has done an excellent job of copy-editing the text with his

  usual mixture of consultative empathy and incisiveness. It has been a pleasure to work with all three of them.




  This book is the first full-length biography of Trotsky written by someone outside Russia who is not a Trotskyist. There have of course been biographies by writers who either were not

  Trotskyists or had ceased being such and even become hostile to Trotsky; but in each case they were unduly influenced by the material and analysis offered by Trotsky and his leading post-war

  apologists. Trotsky himself wrote a vivid set of memoirs in 1930, ten years before he died. His Polish-emigrant follower Isaac Deutscher wrote a trilogy of literary dash in 1954–63 and the

  French Trotskyist Pierre Broué produced a single-volume study in 1989. Trotsky and Deutscher wrote with brio, and I make no pretence of having matched them in style. But I do contend that

  Trotsky was selective, evasive and self-aggrandizing in his account and that Deutscher and Broué omitted to ask many of the necessary awkward questions about him. Broué was an

  idolater; Deutscher, even while believing that the Soviet regime after Stalin could rectify itself and build a humane communist order, worshipped at Trotsky’s shrine. Trotsky and Deutscher

  wrote books which gained a lasting influence far outside the perimeter of the political far left, and their highly disputable judgements have all too often been treated as the last word on the

  subject. That was how they wanted it. The history of the Russian Revolution deserves a more searching approach and this biography is intended to help in all this.




  It would be tedious for everyone if my disagreements with the basic Trotskyist ‘line’ about Trotsky were to pepper the book’s chapters. Over three decades ago, when doing

  doctoral research on the communist party in the early revolutionary period, I became convinced that Trotsky’s diagnosis of the causes of his defeat by Stalin was self-serving and misleading.

  Several other works on Trotsky have subjected him to sceptical scrutiny. On his tactics in the October seizure of power, Alexander Rabinowitch and James White have made important contributions. On

  his leadership of the Red Army, Francesco Benvenuti, Evan Mawdsley and Geoff Swain have offered fresh insights. On his economic ideas during the NEP, Richard Day, Bob Davies and John Channon have

  challenged the old picture. On his China policy in the 1920s, Alexander Pantsov has offered a new analysis. On his activity as revolutionary politician and writer before the October Revolution, Ian

  Thatcher’s studies are fundamental. Two large biographies, by Nikolai Vasetski and Dmitri Volkogonov, have appeared in Russia. Without offering an original interpretation, they have increased

  the documentary information available.




  Time was when Trotsky was a frequent topic of public discussion at least outside the USSR. Those days are gone. But his ideas and activity deserve to be looked at again because they have an importance for the way we understand the past hundred years of Russian and world history. This book is dedicated to the memory of the late Janet

  Service. Hailing from the Scottish borders, she met our father in wartime Edinburgh before they made the rest of their lives in the English Midlands. For most of her employed life she was a

  selfless nurse for phyically disabled children; she was a superlative cook and knitter and could turn her hands to almost any practical job around the home. She was an exceptional mother for my

  brother Rod and me and a wonderful grandmother for her six grandchildren.




  Robert Service




  March 2009




  For the paperback edition I have corrected slips in the original. I am grateful to Ali Granmayeh, Geoffrey Hosking and Włodzimierz Szwarc for alerting me to several of

  them.




  January 2010




  

     

  




  A Note on Usages




  Dates are usually given according to the calendar in official use in the country where Trotsky was living at the time. The Russian authorities employed the Julian calendar until

  January 1918, when they switched to the Gregorian one. In transliterating from Russian, I have used a simplified version of the US Library of Congress system with the qualification that endnotes

  are given in line with the full system. The translations of most quotations are mine – Trotsky’s own translators did not always serve him well, and anyway it was not the easiest job

  since he often interfered with their work even when, as was true of English, his grasp of the language was inadequate.




  

     

  




  INTRODUCTION




  Trotsky moved like a bright comet across the political sky. He first came to global attention in 1917. By all accounts he was the finest orator of the Russian Revolution. He

  led the Military-Revolutionary Committee which carried out the overthrow of the Provisional Government in October. He did more than anyone to found the Red Army. He belonged to the Party Politburo

  and had a deep impact on its political, economic and military strategy. He was a principal figure in the early years of the Communist International. The whole world attributed the impact of the

  October Revolution to his partnership with Lenin. He and Lenin had their difficulties with each other. Before 1917 Trotsky had been an enemy of Bolshevism, and many Bolsheviks did not let him

  forget it. When Lenin fell mortally ill in 1922, the rest of the Politburo feared that Trotsky would bid to become his sole successor. The subsequent factional struggles brought disaster upon him

  and he was deported from the USSR in 1929 and given political asylum in Turkey, France, Norway and Mexico. His analysis of what had gone wrong with the Soviet state continued to have an influence

  abroad. Trotskyist organizations sprang up wherever political conditions allowed. Stalin depicted Trotsky as a traitor to the October Revolution, laid charges against him in the show-trials of

  1936–8 and ordered Soviet intelligence agencies to assassinate him. In 1940 they succeeded.




  He lived a life full of drama played out with the world as his stage. The October Revolution changed the course of history, and Trotsky had a prominent role in the transformation. Politics on

  the left were transfigured in every country; socialists had to decide whether to support or oppose what was being undertaken by the Bolsheviks in Russia. The foes of socialism were no less

  affected. Governments had to devise ways of counteracting the Communist International; and fascist parties on the political far right sprang up to prevent the further spread of revolutionary

  Marxism.




  Trotsky felt pride about his accomplishment in the years of power and strove to justify the revolutionary measures of the Soviet government as well as the violence

  it deployed. As soon as he was appointed a People’s Commissar he wrote commentaries and memoirs which described Bolshevik activity in the warmest colours. His works were distributed widely in

  the USSR; they were instantly translated and sold abroad in popular editions. For several years he was a best-selling author. About his literary and analytical brilliance there was never a doubt.

  After he was expelled from the Soviet Union it was only by his prolific writings that he could support himself and his family in reasonable comfort. He was taken seriously not just by

  anti-communist socialists but by a large number of influential commentators who detested Stalin’s regime. Trotsky’s explanation of what had happened since the fall of the Romanov

  monarchy in February 1917 took root in Western historical works. Trotsky’s books stayed in print. His autobiography was a favourite among readers who wanted a general account of the October

  Revolution and its consequences. His political pamphlets were cherished by communist critics of the Kremlin.




  In his lifetime Trotskyist groups made a minuscule impression on political affairs. After his death the movement went into a steady decline. A brief re-ascent occurred in 1968 during the

  students’ disturbances in Europe and North America, but it barely outlasted the year. In the USSR he continued to be reviled until Gorbachëv ordered his posthumous political

  rehabilitation in 1988. Meanwhile Trotskyists in the West continued to form their querulous groups, often campaigning for ideas that would have alarmed him.




  Trotsky’s account of his life and times, however, has maintained its deep imprint on Western scholarship. According to him, Stalin was a man of no talent, an ignoramus, a bureaucratic

  mediocrity. Supposedly Trotsky lost the struggle to succeed Lenin because the balance of social forces in the country was tilted in favour of bureaucracy. The Soviet administrative stratum embraced

  Stalin and rejected Trotsky. Thus the October Revolution had been doomed from the start unless it could break out of its isolation and link up with communist states in Germany and elsewhere.

  Stalin’s caution allegedly betrayed the international revolutionary cause after Lenin’s departure. Trotsky postulated that conditions in the USSR would have been radically different if

  only he and his faction had gained supremacy. He claimed that they would at least have struggled for the democratization of Soviet politics and held back the tides of counter-revolution, arbitrary

  rule and terror. He declared that the workers would have come to his side if they had not been prevented by oppressive police action.




  The elegance of his prose was not the only reason for Trotsky’s influence on subsequent historical thinking. His murder turned him into a political martyr

  who was often given the benefit of the doubt by authors who might otherwise have exercised their scepticism. A certain mental freewheeling was also at work. Trotsky had provided arguments that

  discredited the reputation of Stalin and his henchmen, and it was all too easy for writers unthinkingly to adopt them as their own.




  Trotsky was wrong in many cardinal aspects of his case. Stalin was no mediocrity but rather had an impressive range of skills as well as a talent for decisive leadership. Trotsky’s

  strategy for communist advance anyway had little to offer for the avoidance of an oppressive regime. His ideas and practices laid several foundation stones for the erection of the Stalinist

  political, economic, social and even cultural edifice. Stalin, Trotsky and Lenin shared more than they disagreed about. As for the charge that Stalin was an arch-bureaucrat, this was rich coming

  from an accuser who had delighted in unchecked administrative authority in the years of his pomp. Even Trotsky’s claim that Stalin was uninterested in aiding foreign communist seizures of

  power fails to withstand scrutiny. Moreover, if communism had been victorious in Germany, France or Spain in the inter-war years its banner-holders would have been unlikely to have retained their

  power. And if ever Trotsky had been the paramount leader instead of Stalin, the risks of a bloodbath in Europe would have been drastically increased. Trotsky prided himself on his ability to see

  Soviet and international affairs with realism. He deceived himself. He had sealed himself inside preconceptions that stopped him from understanding the dynamics of contemporary geopolitics. (Not

  that Stalin was without his gross failures of prediction.) The point is that whoever governed the USSR effectively stood in need of deeply authoritarian methods to conserve communist power.




  There is no denying Trotsky’s exceptional qualities. He was an outstanding speaker, organizer and leader. He could easily have achieved a great career as a journalist or essayist if

  politics had not become his preoccupation. He had a sensitivity, albeit an intermittent one, for literature. He wrote about everyday life and cultural progress as well as on the more customary

  Marxist themes of his day. He had unbounded enthusiasm and commitment to revolutionary objectives. He inspired his entourage to feats of sacrifice. More than any other leading Bolshevik he

  conserved in his head a vision of a future world where each man and woman would have the opportunity for self-fulfilment in service of the collective good. He proclaimed this with passion to the

  day he died.




  Yet his portrait of his life and times involved many distortions – and these have clouded our understanding of Soviet communist history. He exaggerated his

  personal importance. His ideas before 1917 were nowhere near to being as original and wide-ranging as he liked to believe. His contribution to the Bolshevik advance on power was important but not

  to the degree that he asserted. Although he brought a unifying authority to the Red Army in 1918–19, he also provoked unnecessary trouble and made avoidable mistakes. In the ensuing years he

  remained volatile and untrustworthy. He lacked tactical finesse. He was an arrogant individual, and even in times of personal adversity in the 1920s and 1930s he dazzled his followers with his

  pre-eminence but failed to coax and encourage them to the full. He egocentrically assumed that his opinions, if expressed in vivid language, would win him victory. He was a better administrator

  than politician. Stalin outplayed him. Trotsky did not go down to defeat at the hands of ‘the bureaucracy’: he lost to a man and a clique with a superior understanding of Soviet public

  life. Fine oratory and well-turned pamphlets were no longer enough. Trotsky was addicted to the self-image he had acquired in the year of the Revolution. This did him no favours in later years.




  Trotsky is usually regarded as a person with qualities that put him in a different category to Stalin. It is true that Stalin did things of a monstrosity which only a few dictators in the

  twentieth century matched. But Trotsky was no angel. His lust for dictatorship and terror was barely disguised in the Civil War. He trampled on the civil rights of millions of people including the

  industrial workers. His self-absorption was extreme. As a husband he treated his first wife shabbily. He ignored the needs of his children especially when his political interests intervened. This

  had catastrophic consequences even for those of them who were inactive in Soviet public life – and his son Lev, who followed him into exile, possibly paid with his life for collaborating with

  his father.




  Yet Trotsky also had beguiling qualities. It serves no purpose to pretend that he can be cut down to a regular size and shown to be just like the rest of us. So how exactly should we go about

  assessing him? Although he could be disarmingly frank he kept a lot to himself when publishing his autobiography and releasing selections of documents. This book’s purpose is to dig up the

  buried life. Trotsky had a complex character and career. As with all the leaders of the October Revolution, the evidence starts with the works – his books, articles and speeches – which

  he published in his lifetime. Trotsky found some of them an embarrassment as his own political interests changed. But even if we examine all such works, we cannot

  leave the enquiry at that. They tell us about his big objectives without always elucidating his personal or factional purpose at any given moment. As an active politician he could not always afford

  to spell out what he was up to. His letters, telegrams and other messages offer a way into that inner circle of his thinking. Even so, the dispatched message was often an over-polished object. In

  order to understand what he was planning it is also necessary to look at the drafts of what he wrote. The excisions and amendments tell us about what he did not want others to know. This is

  particularly true of his autobiography.




  His written legacy should not be allowed to become the entire story. It is sometimes in the supposedly trivial residues rather than in the grand public statements that the perspective of his

  career is most effectively reconstructed: his lifestyle, income, housing, family relationships, mannerisms and everyday assumptions about the rest of humanity. There is little about this in his

  autobiography, but the information can be pieced together from his letters and jottings and from what his associates – from his wives and children through to his translators and slight

  acquaintances – remembered about him. As with Lenin and Stalin, moreover, it is as important to pinpoint what Trotsky was silent about as what he chose to speak or write about. His unuttered

  basic assumptions were integral to the amalgam of his life.




  Trotsky hated to throw things away. He stuffed his filing cabinets with old ferry tickets, expired passports, unpublished memoir fragments and photographs of his rented accommodation; he once

  chided his long-suffering translator Max Eastman for crumpling up a letter from a woman in Ohio, USA, despite having no intention of answering it.1 The result is that an abundance of material remains. It was a pleasure for me to unroll the original draft of Trotsky’s history of the Russian Revolution which he

  laboriously glued, page by page, into chapter-length scrolls. Archaeologists who unearthed papyri in Egyptian deserts must have had the same tingling sensation. Yet Trotsky was not an ancient

  official, priest or trader but a twentieth-century revolutionary with his own typist and industrially produced paper. Acquaintance with his scroll-making eccentricity has helped towards acquiring a

  feeling for his ways of life and work. The extant films of his speeches prove that, contemporaries as attested, he really was a superb orator. His love letters to his first and second wives provide

  vivid examples of his passionate nature. Likewise the drafts of his writings, especially his scintillating autobiography, demonstrate just how fluent and exact a writer he was. When he amended a

  piece of writing it was often only in order to prevent some kind of political or social embarrassment. Stylistically he could shape his thoughts at the first

  attempt.




  He also had mercifully neat handwriting. The beautiful little address book he maintained in internal Soviet exile in Alma-Ata in 1928 confirms that he was fastidious and well organized. Truly he

  was not much of a conspirator but occasionally he worked on this shortcoming, as is proved by the copy of Alexander Blok’s published diary in which he used invisible ink to jot down

  instructions for his followers. Then there is the book on Marxism and philosophy by his ex-follower Sidney Hook: the exclamation marks he made in the margins testify to angry self-righteousness and

  intellectual self-regard. Equally remarkable are the hundreds of letters he sent to Trotskyists in dozens of countries, employing a bewildering alternation of pseudonyms (Old Man, Crux, Onken,

  Uncle Leon, Vidal and Lund) – he needed a very capacious memory to keep abreast of his multiple identities. Trotsky left behind plenty of evidence that he was somebody out of the ordinary in

  matters great and small.




  Like all human beings, he was an unrepeatable phenomenon. A Trotsky could anyway not burst upon us again for the obvious reason that too much has changed in the world, and a political comet of

  his brilliance would have a different composition and trajectory. Account has always to be taken of his times and his environment. He was born in a generation known for its revolutionary radicalism

  in the Russian Empire. He rose to prominence inside a party which seized power in October 1917 and proclaimed its determination to turn the world upside down. Trotsky did as much as anyone, except

  Lenin, to build the Soviet state in the first half-decade of its existence. But he did not have superhuman faculties. He and his comrades benefited from operating in circumstances of profound

  disruption throughout society. Otherwise they would never have been able to take and consolidate their hegemony in Russia. Once they had won the Civil War they still faced huge difficulties. The

  administration and the economy was chaotic; hostility to communism was widespread. The communist party itself was not a toy in the hands of the central leadership: it had to be managed and coaxed

  with care and compromise. For a while, through to the early 1920s, Trotsky behaved as if no constraints existed on communists so long as they showed sufficient will power, unity and readiness to

  use mass violence. He gradually began to see that this was utopian. But he never completely abandoned the unrealistic agenda he had held out to himself and to the party. He lived for the dream

  which many people found a nightmare.




  That dream acquired its form incrementally over the course of his life. No one – or almost no one – who knew Trotsky as an adolescent or young man

  guessed what an extraordinary career he would have. Yet in retrospect some of the glimmerings were already visible in those early years, and we must now begin at the beginning.








  

     

  




  PART ONE




  1879–1913




  

     

  




  1. THE FAMILY BRONSTEIN




  Lev Davidovich Trotsky was born on 26 October 1879 into a farming family at Yanovka in Kherson province in the region then called New Russia and now lying in southern Ukraine.

  He finished his days in Coyoacán on the outskirts of Mexico City nearly sixty-one years later. His was an extraordinary life. Not until almost the end of its fourth decade did he acquire

  sustained public prominence. From the October Revolution of 1917 he was a figure with a worldwide impact. For a decade he occupied a place at the apex of Soviet politics. Then his fortunes changed

  irretrievably and Siberian exile and deportation from the USSR followed. But he remained in the global spotlight until his assassination by an agent of Stalin’s security police in 1940.




  Trotsky was Leiba Bronstein until the age of twenty-three when he adopted his renowned pseudonym. He remains a more elusive figure than has generally been recognized. Chastising what he called

  ‘the Stalinist school of falsification’, he exposed Stalin’s campaign of calumniation against him;1 but although he seldom

  told outright lies in autobiographical accounts, his own writings were full of serious inaccuracies. He was an active revolutionary, and nothing he stated in public was unmarked by his practical

  purposes at the time of delivery. He laughed at the very suggestion that things could ever be otherwise.2 In narrating his life’s story,

  he cut and selected episodes to suit his current political interest. He was persistently unfair about his adversaries. His selectivity was not an entirely conscious process. Trotsky adopted a

  definite ideology at an early age; his analysis and prognosis underwent development but did not radically change. Seeing the world through the prism of certain basic ideas, he blinkered himself to

  the merits of alternative options. He was cut from a single stone, rejecting any demarcation of the private man from the public leader. This inevitably influenced how he went about writing

  autobiography. His account of himself has been accepted uncritically by generations of readers. The reality was different, for whenever inconvenient facts obscured his desired image he removed or

  distorted them.




  As a Marxist he was embarrassed about the wealth of his parents, and he never properly acknowledged their extraordinary qualities and achievements. What is more,

  the published account of his boyhood in his autobiography tended to drop those passages where he appeared timid or pampered; and without denying his Jewish origin he trimmed back the references to

  it. By examining the drafts and proofs, we can catch glimpses of aspects of his upbringing that have long lain hidden. Thus he stated publicly only that his father was a prosperous, competent

  farmer. This hugely understated the reality. David Bronstein, married to Aneta, was among the most dynamic farmers for miles around in Kherson province. By hard work and determination he had

  dragged himself up the ladder of economic success and had every right to be proud of his achievement.




  Yanovka lay on the edge of a Jewish agricultural colony known as Gromokleya in Kherson province’s Yelizavetgrad district. The farm was a couple of miles from the nearest

  village.3 The soil of New Russia was very fertile. Kherson province lay on the Black Sea coast and near to the great, booming port of Odessa

  whence cargo ships took Russian and Ukrainian exports out into the Mediterranean. Having defeated and driven out the Turkish forces in 1792, Empress Catherine the Great had set about securing her

  frontiers. Odessa was a focus of her attention, and it prospered under the governor-generalship of Armand Emmanuel du Plessis, Duc de Richelieu, at the beginning of the nineteenth century.

  (Frenchmen at that time were welcomed to the empire if they had outstanding expertise.) This city dwarfed Nikolaev and all the other inhabited places of New Russia; and the rural areas in their

  hinterland were thinly populated for years after the Russian military conquest. The authorities in St Petersburg understood that the threat of an Ottoman return could never be excluded.

  Catherine’s grandson, Emperor Alexander I, therefore resolved to populate the lands of New Russia by opening them to settler–farmers. Appeals went out to army veterans, to Germans and

  to Jews in the Russian Empire to occupy the virgin territory in the Ukrainian steppes. Thousands of families migrated southwards. There was a boom in cereal production as New Russia acted as a

  magnet for those who sought to take advantage of the opportunities on offer.




  The Imperial government had no liking for its Jews. Millions of them had been scooped into the empire through the three partitions of Poland imposed by Vienna, Berlin and St Petersburg in

  1772–95. Jews from the start met with official suspicion. Successive emperors were fearful of letting them ‘contaminate’ Russia’s heartland with their alien religion,

  commercial acumen and educational prowess. Russians were the empire’s demographic and spiritual backbone and their sensibilities had to be taken into account.

  But the Jews had to live somewhere if they were not going to be deported and the government never dreamed of expelling them as the Spanish had done in 1492. The Jews themselves wanted to stay:

  there was no mass exodus to the United States until the end of the nineteenth-century and the Zionist movement for a Jewish homeland in Palestine had yet to begin. The Pale of Settlement was the

  chosen solution of Empress Catherine in 1791. Stretching from the Baltic Sea down to the Black Sea, it covered a vast region. Its purpose was to bar Jews from inhabiting Russian cities, towns and

  villages unless they happened to be very rich – and even in that instance there were sometimes difficulties in obtaining the required papers of permission. Most Jewish subjects of the tsars

  went on living in the northern half of the Pale where they had had their homes for centuries.




  Their shtetls were townlets or villages where poverty was the norm. The inhabitants held to the faith of their forefathers. Traditions of charity, mutual support and schooling were maintained.

  Jews, being the people of the book, studied the Torah and their children acquired a level of literacy and numeracy unmatched by Poles, Russians and Ukrainians. Since time immemorial even the

  poorest Jews put aside money so that their offspring could study the holy books. Kosher dietary rules were followed. The traditional religious calendar was observed. Rabbis and cantors were revered

  and scholarship was esteemed. Religious effervescence was common in most shtetls, and it was Judaism of the Hasidic variety that was widely popular. Its sects argued with each other as much as with

  other Jewish believers. Nearly all the adherents kept to a strict dress code. The men with their long black caftans and curly side-locks were easily distinguishable from their Slavic neighbours.

  Men and women worshipped separately; and Hasidism expected adult males to go several times every day to the house of prayer. Such Jews, unless they belong to the few who were successful

  entrepreneurs, kept their distance from Gentiles. Crimes and civil disputes were handled by the Jewish religious courts. Once the annual taxes were paid to the government there was little contact

  with the Imperial administration.




  It was not only Hasidism which disconcerted the authorities. Jews in the northern shtetls were concentrated in occupations such as shoe-making, tailoring and other artisanal trades. Economic

  competition among them was ferocious. Like most Russians and Ukrainians, moreover, they had large families. Couples went on producing children through to the end of the wife’s capacity to

  become pregnant. Poverty seared the lives of most Jewish families in the northern shtetls. The government concluded that, if ever they were to be integrated into

  general society, something had to be done to reform their spiritual and material conditions.4




  It was in this situation that Emperor Alexander I introduced a scheme for Jewish agricultural colonies. Empty lands in the provinces of Kherson and Yekaterinoslav near the Black Sea were marked

  out for them. Proclamations were issued, and Trotsky’s Bronstein grandfather was among the first to move from Poltava province to one of the colonies. Many Jews travelled south in search of

  relief from poverty by starting their lives afresh as farmers.5 It was this idea that the government decided to encourage. Ministers of the

  crown hoped to transform the Jews from an indigent, restive, alien community into productive people better integrated into the empire. Free virgin grassland in specially demarcated areas was

  offered to those who agreed to cultivate it. Over 65,000 Jewish settlers lived in southern, central and western Ukraine by the middle of the nineteenth century, and there were twenty-two Jewish

  colonies in Kherson province alone.6 Gromokleya was the last Jewish agricultural colony to be founded there. The Bronsteins were among the

  plucky Jews who decided to escape the economic trap of the shtetls and take up agriculture.7




  Legal restrictions were built into the scheme for such colonies and government inspectors made regular trips to ensure compliance. (The man who reported on Gromokleya stayed in the house of

  Trotsky’s uncle Abram.)8 Officials from the beginning expressed doubts that the Jewish urban artisan was amenable to manual work on the

  farm.9 Many settlers seemed to prove the point by trying to sell their land as soon as they arrived. A ban was placed on such attempts (which

  did not stop people simply absconding from their colonies).10 The more intelligent administrators recognized the physical conditions to be

  often of exceptional difficulty. Not every settlement was near a river, which was the fault of the Imperial authorities rather than the arriving Jews. Another annoying factor was the prohibition on

  setting up shops or stalls.11 The idea of ministers was that colonists should dedicate themselves wholly to farming. Initially they were

  banned from taking on Christian labour even at harvest time in case Ukrainian peasants should fall under their economic dominance. Whatever happened, furthermore, the colonies were to be kept

  separate. Jewish colonists were banned from selling their houses and fields to Gentiles; they were also not permitted to buy the landed property of non-Jews. The whole framework of laws and decrees

  was pervaded by distrust.12




  There was to be no attempt to convert them to Christianity; the authorities intended them to remain true to their faith. So the Jews were encouraged to build

  synagogues.13 The hope was that the kind of Judaism they practised would acquire a more ‘enlightened’ and modern character and

  that Hasidism would be abandoned as their living conditions improved. Official help with setting up Russian-language schools was provided from 1840. But they were not usually a success. Nearly all

  Jewish settlers went on bringing up their children up speaking Yiddish.14 The government in St Petersburg was perplexed about this, and

  ministers considered how best to intervene in the schools established by the colonists. They tried to get Yiddish schools to teach Russian rather than German as a second language. But the Jews for

  a while resisted this intrusion. Yiddish originated to a large extent in the German language, and it was conventional for the schools in the northern shtetls – if they taught any foreign

  language at all – to opt for German.15 Only after much coaxing did the colonies begin to accept Russian teachers and the Russian

  language.16




  Respect for Jewish custom was vibrant in the colonies. The settlers felt no desire to change how they lived and worshipped, and soon the Imperial administration in New Russia reported that they

  were inviting Hasidic rabbis and ritual slaughtermen to join them from the north.17 Many features of Jewish behaviour were baffling to

  Christians. It was rare for any colonist to get drunk in taverns. The incidence of criminality was low – administrators noted with awe that ‘the shame of punishment has a stronger

  effect than the punishment.’18 (Whether such sobriety was maintained in their homes at Succoth and other feasts of the religious

  calendar may be doubted, but the civil authorities saw little of that.) ‘Not even a trace’ of Hasidism had previously existed in New Russia. The newcomers changed all that.19 When a rabbinic scholar spoke on social matters his words had the force of a command: faith and everyday life were intimately connected. The Imperial

  authorities regarded this as sheer ‘fanaticism’. Why, they exclaimed, the Jews gave priority to the calendar of their faith over work and profit! They ‘wasted’ their money

  on kosher meat. Every week they ‘lost’ the entire period from Friday twilight to the moment when the first star was sighted on Saturday evening without doing any work in the fields

  – indeed usually they resumed their labours only on Sunday morning.20 Jewish families scrimped and hoarded only to spend their

  savings on marrying off their daughters. When a relative died they all sat on the floor for a week and mourned the departed. What sort of routine was this if they wanted to become successful at

  farming?




  Soon the annual audits were telling the story that the output of settler communities fell far below official expectations. The reckoning was that only a fifth of

  settlers around the middle of the century had made a success of farming. A further fifth did reasonably well for themselves, but the rest of them were pretty abject failures. A specialist reported:

  ‘The government’s beneficent proposal – to make farmers out of Jews – has not been realized.’21 Poverty had

  been transferred from the Polish or Lithuanian shtetl to the farming colonies of Kherson and the neighbouring provinces.




  Things changed a little for the better as official policy was adjusted.22 Ministers in St Petersburg had come to accept that the Jewish

  agricultural colonies needed to operate with fewer restrictions. In 1857 Jews were at last permitted to hire Christian labourers for seasonal work.23 Gromokleya, moreover, came into being in the period when Emperor Alexander II was making general reforms to the Imperial order. In 1861 he issued an Emancipation Edict giving

  personal freedom to peasants who were beholden to the landed gentry. Where the soil was fertile they were accorded a small plot of land to cultivate. Where it was less productive they gained a much

  larger one. In both instances they had to pay back state loans for their newly acquired property. The special conditions of the Jewish agricultural colonies were not ignored while such a

  transformation of rural conditions occurred. In 1863 the prohibition on colonists engaging in non-agricultural trade outside the colony was lifted.24 At the end of the decade, the ban on the permanent employment of Christians was revoked, and Jews were allowed to rent additional land from Gentiles. The colonies ceased to be

  kept in quarantine from the rest of the agricultural sector. The more successful Jewish farmers were reported as achieving ‘a prosperous economic existence’, and the inspectors believed

  they would constitute ‘a healthy core of real agriculturalists’ as restrictions on activities in the Jewish colonies were eased.25




  Improvement, slow in starting, seemed at last to be on the horizon – and the Bronsteins were among the families which strengthened official optimism. The average size of a holding when the

  colonies were set up in Kherson province was 110 acres.26 The normal procedure was for the head of household to claim title to a continuous

  area, and there was no pressure to intermingle small strips of land as was usual among peasants in central and south-east Russia.27 As the

  regulations on land renting were eased, men like David Bronstein seized their chances to increase the area they owned or rented. By the middle of the century, eight families in Kherson

  province’s Jewish agricultural colonies had accrued enough money and expertise to construct windmills – and the Bronsteins were later to join them.28 Technical modernity was coming to the local countryside.




  The general economic environment was on the side of the Bronsteins and their like. World markets were eager for Russian and Ukrainian cereals. Railways were

  constructed from the north to Odessa and Kherson. Ports on the great river system on the northern shore of the Black Sea were expanded. Trains and steamships carried wheat and rye to Odessa. Cereal

  cultivation in New Russia began to thrive. Agricultural techniques had to be developed almost from nothing since both soil and climate in the southern steppes were different from elsewhere in the

  Russian Empire. Certainly the land was fertile. But otherwise there were problems which had not been anticipated. Rainfall was unpredictable. The conventional strains of wheat did not do well. The

  Jews who came to Kherson and Yekaterinoslav provinces, unlike the German colonists, had scant experience of ploughing, sowing and harvesting. No scientific advice was made available to them by the

  authorities. They had to learn on the job. In good years they could do well simply because it was virgin territory for cultivation. Lacking any ecological training, they took few steps to replenish

  the soil’s fertility – and in the twentieth century this led to the steppes in many places being turned into dust bowls. The work was back-breaking. But the immediate rewards were high

  for the determined few.




  New Russia was renowned for its ethnic and religious diversity, and the economy of Kherson province reflected this mélange. Gromokleya, as it happened, lay adjacent to a prosperous German

  agricultural colony. As the early restrictions on the colonies of Jews were relaxed Poles, Germans and Jews as well as Russians increasingly interacted, and by and large there was peaceful

  coexistence. Anti-Jewish pogroms and riots were not infrequent in the Russian Empire in 1881–3. Naturally this agitated Jews all over New Russia, especially in trouble spots like Odessa, but

  those who lived in the countryside saw less of the trouble and held to the hope that the situation would improve.




  David and Aneta Bronstein fitted into this broader milieu better than most Jewish colonists. They were oddities among members of the Gromokleya colony in having a somewhat casual attitude to

  religious observance. Yanovka lay too far from the village synagogue for them to join in worship on a daily basis. Trotsky remembered them as practising their Judaism with a light touch and quietly

  holding reservations about all religious faith – and Leiba in adolescence supposedly overheard them talking as confirmed atheists. And although they were rural inhabitants, Aneta came from

  Odessa and had relatives who were making a success of their lives there. Ties of family meant that the couple had a window on to a wider world than the farm and the village. Among their relatives

  was a factory owner; and Aneta had nephews and nieces who would prosper in the economic expansion of the late nineteenth century. The Bronsteins of Yanovka belonged

  to an extended family which did well for itself in the surging economy of New Russia. David’s parents had once lived in a Poltava province shtetl whereas he and his wife were pioneers of the

  kind of existence which did not have Jewishness at its forefront.




  The remote agricultural life, of course, limited the couple’s intercourse with modernity. Aneta had been brought up without much attention to her education. She could read fitfully but not

  very well. David, a son of the village, could not read or write; he was an unusual Jew in not having had rudimentary schooling. This restricted the Bronsteins’ access to the changing urban

  culture of the Russian Empire, and they were content with the farming life for themselves. Their rising prosperity was a marvel for the entire colony. Geographical distance did not prevent David

  from making his own trips to Nikolaev and doing his own deals. Nor did Aneta’s relatives in Odessa fail to make trips out to Yanovka in the summertime.




  Imperceptibly the Bronsteins were becoming less ‘Jewish’ than their Gromokleya neighbours. At home, if we are to believe Trotsky’s account, David Bronstein ‘spoke an

  ungrammatical mixture of the Russian and Ukrainian languages with a preponderance of the Ukrainian’.29 This was the local vernacular

  – usually it was referred to as ‘jargon’. There was a practical reason why the Bronsteins dispensed with Yiddish. Their labourers and servants were Ukrainians who spoke nothing

  but Ukrainian ‘jargon’. It made sense for them, being stuck out on a farm in Kherson province, to use the local tongue. The similarity of the Yiddish and German languages would have

  made it easy for David to communicate with the German landowners as well as with friends and relatives in the colony. People across the Pale of Settlement – Poles, Russians, Ukrainians,

  Germans, Jews and Greeks – got used to muddling through linguistically. David and Aneta were unusual only in giving so heavy a preference to a Ukrainian dialect over all the others. It was a

  sign of their openness to a world outside their immediate family and community.




  Whereas most families in Gromokleya lived and worked on the land over more than one generation, not a single son or daughter of David and Aneta Bronstein stayed on the farm on reaching

  adulthood. Their parents bought them the best education available. David and Aneta themselves were a couple who could have contributed to the creation of a very different Russia from the one which

  emerged from the carnage of world war, revolutions and civil war. If we judge by their behaviour, they belonged to the widening stratum of the emperor’s subjects who stood for enlightenment, material progress and promotion through merit. New Russia as a name had a social as well as a territorial significance. The old Russia was steadily giving way

  to a society, economy and culture which did away with traditional attitudes and practices, and the Bronstein household in Yanovka was enthusiastic about the process of change.




  

     

  




  2. UPBRINGING




  The Bronsteins had eight children. Only half of them survived to adulthood. The others died young of scarlet fever or diphtheria, and Trotsky recorded: ‘I was born the

  fifth. My birth was scarcely a joyful event in the family. Life was too full of intensive labour. Children were an inevitability but, for well-off families, not a requirement.’1 As usual he exaggerated the grimness of conditions at Yanovka; but he was justified in stressing that the family as yet did not enjoy access to all the

  facilities of contemporary civilization. Leiba Bronstein was the third of the surviving children – a brother and two sisters grew up with him. He scarcely mentioned them in his autobiography

  except when describing incidents which directly involved them. Their names were Alexander, Elisheba, who was known as Yelizaveta in later life, and Golda who became known as Olga.2 Alexander was born in 1870, Elisheba in 1875. Then came Leiba, followed by Golda in 1883. The two older children, Alexander and Yelizaveta, paired off

  for many activities and Leiba and Golda played together, but with a gap of four years between them it was always he who took the lead.




  The Yanovka farm took its name from its former owners, a Colonel Yanovski, whose meritorious service had earned the grant of a thousand acres in Kherson province in the reign of Emperor

  Alexander II. Yanovski had risen from the ranks and was hopelessly inexperienced at farming, and he put the farm up for sale. David Bronstein discerned a good commercial opportunity as well as,

  perhaps, the chance to break away from the social and religious restrictions of the Gromokleya agricultural colony. He made a tempting offer to buy a parcel of over 250 acres. The Yanovski family

  was only too happy to accept; they leased a further 400 acres to Bronstein before moving north to Poltava province. The Russian Yanovskis were going back to precisely the same part of the empire

  from which the Bronsteins had once migrated. Once or twice a year the colonel’s widow would return in person to collect her rent and inspect the property. She never needed to complain about

  Bronstein’s tenancy. He cultivated wheat for the thriving export markets in the region. He kept horses for ploughing and for travelling to Yelizavetgrad and

  other nearby towns. He had many cattle and sheep; he also raised pigs – despite his Jewishness he had no aversion to keeping them and he let them wander near the house, snuffling in the

  foliage and often making their way into the garden unmolested.




  Leiba was a handsome, well-built boy with bright blue eyes like his father’s. (Acquaintances in the years to come, including the American communist journalist John Reed, wrongly described

  them as dark brown. Probably they assumed, from prejudice, that no Jew could have blue ones; this was a source of some irritation to Trotsky.)3 His parents quickly appreciated his high intelligence. They did not spoil him or their other children. David was gruff, Aneta was demanding. They expected a lot of their sons

  and daughters and were angry when expectations were not fulfilled – and Leiba usually earned their praise.




  His memories of times when he was scolded remained with him. One such occasion was also important because it was when he experienced one of those blackouts that would plague him throughout his

  life. When he was two or three years old he accompanied his mother to nearby Bobrinets to visit one of her friends who had a daughter of the same age as Leiba. Aneta Bronstein and her friend, deep

  in conversation, left the children on their own. It was a standing joke for the adults to refer to the little pair as the bride and the groom. The little girl briefly left the room. Leiba, standing

  next to a chest of drawers, had some kind of blackout. He awoke to find he had left a puddle on the varnished floor. In came his mother: ‘Aren’t you ashamed of yourself?’ Her

  friend was more forgiving: ‘It doesn’t matter, doesn’t matter. The children were just playing.’4 Aneta herself was

  afflicted by blackouts and it was from her that Leiba had inherited the tendency. Generally he sought the protection of his nanny Masha. Later he told how she climbed plum trees for fruit to make

  into jam. The little boy got worried in case she fell. Masha laughed it off. His mother smiled at the scene but ordered: ‘Climb down, Masha!’5 Everyone on the farm knew that his parents did not want him to do anything physically dangerous. But he loved to go riding. Tumbles were not unknown, and young Leiba kept them

  secret for a long time from the family ‘so that they didn’t ban him from getting up on a horse’.6




  He often got into scrapes:




  

    

      Grisha [Trotsky’s temporary name for himself in the early draft of his autobiography] was very afraid of adders and tarantulas like everyone around him in the family.

      Despite the fact that Grisha was a completely rural boy and played with peasant lads, he nevertheless failed to learn to distinguish adders from grass-snakes

      and was fearful about both of them.7


    


  




  He had come upon an adder while walking in the garden with his nanny at the age of three or four. She had thought it was a snuff box and poked it with a stick. She shrieked on

  recognizing her mistake and scooped up Leiba before running off. He never shook off his trepidation in the face of snakes.8 With tarantulas he

  managed better – and a few years later he went round the farm with young Viktor Gertopanov catching them with a thickly waxed string which the pair of them lowered into their

  holes.9




  As he grew older Leiba met most of the landowners in the area around Yanovka, and he remembered them as having been as eccentric as any described in the stories and novels of Nikolai Gogol (who

  also came from Ukraine). The Bronsteins rented land near Yelizavetgrad from a noblewoman by name of Trilitskaya. She once came on a trip to Yanovka to renegotiate the deal, arriving with her male

  companion; and Leiba observed how he could blow smoke rings from his cigarettes. Leiba learned to be careful about what was said about this noblewoman in case it was reported back to her and she

  reacted badly.10 Then there was Fedosya Dembovska, a Polish widow who did not remain a widow for long. She married her bailiff Casimir. Fat

  and jolly, Casimir knew only one funny story which he told Leiba again and again; he brought generous gifts in the shape of the honeycombs from his own bees when he visited Yanovka.11 Another landowner he remembered was Ivan Dorn, who was a fat German with a brightly painted cart.12 Richest of all were the brothers Feldzer. Possessing thousands of acres, they lived in a house that was as sumptuous as a palace: in Kherson province they were as famous for

  their wealth as the Rockefellers were in the rest of the world. (They did not keep it all since their fraudulent bailiff regularly reported a loss in the annual accounts.) Ivan Feldzer one day rode

  out fox-hunting with two companions and a pair of dogs across the fields of Yanovka. The dogs slurped the water from the Bronsteins’ well as the farm labourers expostulated that no fox was in

  the vicinity. David Bronstein was angry at seeing his crops trampled. The hunters were helped into a rowing boat and left to their own devices on the far bank of the river.13




  Then there were the Gertopanovs who had once owned an entire district but then had to mortgage all their property. Although they were left with over a thousand acres they were hopeless farmers

  and needed a tenant to pay their monthly debt to the bank. David Bronstein obliged. Timofei Gertopanov and his wife would turn up at Yanovka with gifts of tobacco

  and sugar. Mrs Gertopanov would talk endlessly about her lost youth and her pianos. In a total reversal of family status the Bronsteins took on one of their sons, Viktor, as an

  apprentice.14 It is easy to imagine how the Bronsteins shook their heads at the oddities and fecklessness of their neighbours. Trotsky

  wrote of this like a socialist Anton Chekhov: ‘The seal of doom lay on these landowning families from Kherson province.’15




  David Bronstein was not the only Jew who did well for himself in the neighbourhood. Three miles from Yanovka lay the estate of Moisei Morgunovski (as he called himself in the Russian fashion).

  The Morgunovskis had learned French and old man Morgunovski played the piano, albeit better with his right hand than with his left. Unfortunately his grandson, David, as a conscript in the Imperial

  Army, had tried to commit suicide by shooting himself in the head – Jews were given a hard time in the armed forces. Young David had to have his head bandaged for the rest of his life; but

  his troubles did not end there. The authorities put him on a charge of military insubordination which was removed only when his father paid a large bribe.16 Leiba and his elder brother Alexander spent days with them. The Morgunovskis, unlike the Bronsteins, did not let livestock into the garden, where they kept peacocks. They

  lived luxuriously. The family subsequently fell on hard times so that the farm subsided into disrepair. The last peacock died, the fences tumbled and cattle trampled the flowers and even some of

  the trees. Moisei Morgunovski had to give up his fine phaeton for a peasant horse-drawn cart, which he drove on visits to Yanovka. The sons lived less like lords than like peasants. The Bronsteins

  became the richest Jews in the neighbourhood.17




  In the German colony a different social ambience existed. The boys were sent to the towns; the girls worked in the fields. The farmhouses of the Germans were typically of brick construction with

  red and green iron roofing. They went in for horses of good pedigree.18 One family, the Falts-Feins, were renowned for developing local

  breeds of merino sheep, and Trotsky never forgot the bleating of their vast flocks.19 Generally it was the German colonists who were the

  wealthiest in Kherson province.




  Trotsky liked others to think that the Bronstein family were peasants. Some aspects of the household pointed in this direction. For many years David and Aneta lived in the mud hut constructed by

  Colonel Yanovski. Being illiterate, David had no capacity for keeping written accounts. He turned for help to his children, as when he called to young Leiba:




  

    

      ‘Come on, then, write this down! I received thirteen hundred rubles from the commission merchant. I sent 660 to the colonel’s

      widow and handed over 400 to Dembovski. Put it down too that I gave 100 rubles to Feodosya Antonovna when I was in Yelizavetgrad in the spring.’ That is the sort of way the accounts were

      kept. Even so, my father slowly but doggedly kept climbing upwards.20


    


  




  As David grew in wealth he replaced the original Yanovski hut with a house of brick, and he had the garden, including a croquet lawn, set out in a grand fashion. He built his

  own mill so that he could grind his own wheat and cut out payments to middle men. He travelled to Yelizavetgrad and Nikolaev to sell his harvest and buy equipment and materials. He stopped using a

  cart except for tasks around the farm and purchased a costly phaeton and two excellent stallions. He rented several thousand acres from assorted landlords who were content to stay overnight with

  the Bronsteins if they travelled from afar.




  Yanovka marked the edge of Leiba’s universe before going to school at the age of six. The Gromokleya colony did not have one of the many officially subsidized schools which taught

  Russian.21 Instead there was a traditional Jewish cheder where Yiddish was the language of instruction. The sole teacher was Mr

  Shuler, who came out to see Leiba’s mother about arrangements:




  

    

      The teacher greeted me with that mildness with which every teacher greets his future pupil in the presence of parents. Mother completed the business arrangements right

      before me: for so many rubles and so many sacks of flour the teacher undertook to instruct me at his school in the colony, in Russian, arithmetic and the Old Testament in the original

      Hebrew.22


    


  




  Leiba’s qualms about starting school were quietened when he saw before him this inoffensive man trying to ingratiate himself with the Bronsteins. Indeed Shuler was so

  timid that his wife did not flinch from throwing bags of flour in his face while he was teaching.




  Leiba’s parents decided that two miles was too far for him to walk daily into the village. Instead he would stay with his aunt Rakhil in the village. The arrangement was concluded without

  the need for cash to change hands. David supplied his sister Rakhil with sacks of wheat flour, barley flour, buck wheat and millet. The Bronsteins made their payment in a mixture of rubles and

  flour, which was how things were done in the countryside. Shuler had agreed to introduce Leiba to Russian;23 but if Leiba’s difficulties with the vocabulary a couple of year later are anything to go by, Shuler himself may not have had the firmest grip on the Russian language.24 Hebrew was another matter. Shuler would never have gathered pupils without proficiency in that tongue. Leiba himself had to pick up more Yiddish if

  he was to understand the lessons or get on with the other boys. In the event he stayed at the school for only a few months, subsequently claiming that his lack of linguistic facility prevented him

  from making close friends.25 At any rate he felt a permanent gratitude towards Shuler because the short time he spent in his hands gave him

  mastery of rudimentary skills in reading and writing.




  Trotsky had a distinct preference for his father over his mother. He put this with characteristic insouciance: ‘My father was undoubtedly superior to my mother in both intellect and

  character. He was deeper, more reserved, and more tactful. He had an unusually good eye not only for things but also for people.’26

  He was also decidedly frugal. Leiba remembered him declining to get the holes in the sofa repaired:




  

    

      The smaller hole was near the chair where Ivan Vasilevich [Greben] sat, the larger where I sat, next to my father. ‘This sofa should be re-covered with new

      cloth,’ Ivan Vasilevich used to say. ‘It should have had one long ago,’ my mother would reply: ‘We haven’t covered it since the year the tsar was killed

      [1881].’ ‘But you know,’ my father would justify himself, ‘when you get to that damned city, you run all over the place, the horse cabs devour money; you’re

      thinking all the time about how to get back quickly to the farm and forgetting all about what you meant to buy.’27


    


  




  The entire business was run on avoidance of waste:




  

    

      My parents generally bought very little, especially in the old days – and father and mother knew how to save their kopeks – but father never made a mistake in

      what he was buying. He had a feeling for quality in everything whether it was cloth, a hat, shoes, a horses or machinery. ‘I don’t like money,’ he said to me later on, to

      justify his meanness, ‘but I don’t like having none of it. It is bad to need money and not have any.’28


    


  




  Leiba hated how David disciplined his labourers. One day he came back from a game of croquet to find a short, barefoot peasant pleading for the return of his cow which had strayed into his

  fields. David was furious about what had happened; he impounded the animal, shouting: ‘Your cow may eat only ten kopeks’ worth of grain, but it will do ten rubles’ worth of

  damage.’ Leiba was shocked:




  

    

      The peasant kept on repeating his words, and one could sense the hatred in his pleading. The scene shook me through to the innermost fibres

      of my body. The croquet-playing mood I had brought from the pitch amid the pear trees, where I had trounced my sisters, immediately gave way to acute despair. I slipped past father, rushed into

      my bedroom, fell flat on the bed and cried myself into oblivion despite the fact that I was a pupil in the second grade at school. Father walked through the hall into the dining room as the

      small peasant shuffled behind him up to the doorstep. I could hear their voices. Then the peasant went. Mother came from the mill; I recognized her voice at once and heard the plates being

      prepared for lunch and my mother calling out for me. But I did not answer, and went on weeping.29


    


  




  She comforted him and tried to find out what was the matter. Leiba refused to speak. The parents whispered between themselves. His mother said: ‘Are you upset about the

  peasant? Look, we gave him back his cow and we did not fine him.’30 Leiba pretended that the peasant’s troubles were not why he

  was crying, but everyone in the house knew the truth.




  His older cousin Moshe Shpentser – Aneta’s nephew – sympathized with the boy. On one of his visits from Odessa, Shpentser objected when a foreman whipped a shepherd for leaving

  the horses out late: ‘How disgusting!’31 Shpentser encouraged Leiba to think critically about his environment. Leiba himself

  felt sensitive about the poverty of some of his father’s labourers. The Bronsteins employed a simpleminded lad, Ignatka, as a shepherd’s mate. Ignatka’s mother was destitute and

  was owed a ruble – just one ruble – by the Yanovka farm. She walked three miles in her rags to obtain this paltry sum, but when she arrived there was no one to hand over the money. So

  she leaned herself against a wall, too timid to sit on the doorstep. She had to wait till it was evening before the ruble was placed in her hands.32




  Trotsky also described the way justice was dispensed in the Yanovka of his childhood. When a driver stole a bay mare, David Bronstein had no hesitation in sending Alexander, Leiba’s elder

  brother, to catch and deal with him. Two days of searching yielded no result. Alexander returned having failed to find the culprit or exact revenge;33 and there would have been popular approval if he had gone beyond merely handing over the thief to the authorities: many people enforced the laws of property without recourse

  to the police or courts. Village ideas of justice were rough and ready. At Gromokleya, in the midst of the agricultural colony, lived a tall fellow with a reputation as a horse thief. (There seems

  to have been a lot of it about in the area.) His daughter was held in no higher repute and when the cap-maker’s wife suspected her of having an affair with

  her husband, she appealed to local friends for help. Trotsky remembered: ‘Returning from school one day I saw a crowd shouting, screaming and spitting as it dragged the young woman . . . down

  the street.’ As it happened, the government inspector was on a visit to the colony at the time. But he refused to intervene. The villagers were left to enforce traditional

  justice.34




  As Leiba grew a little older, he was given more freedom at Yanovka and he loved to wander into the farm workshop. This was the domain of the remarkable Ivan Greben, his father’s mechanic.

  He was a jack of all trades and a master of most:




  

    

      This was a person of great talent and handsome appearance with a dark red moustache and a French-style beard. His technical knowledge was universal. He could repair steam

      engines, carry out work on boilers, turn a metal or a wooden ball, cast brass bearings, make spring carriages, mend clocks, tune a piano, upholster furniture or make an entire bicycle except

      for the tyres. It was on such a contraption that I learned to ride a bicycle when I was between the preparatory and first years. Neighbouring German colonists would bring him their seed-drills

      and binders to be repaired in the workshop, and they would invite him to go along with them to buy a threshing machine or a steam engine. People consulted my father about farming and Ivan

      Vasilevich about technology.35


    


  




  Greben was the farm’s most valued employee, and when he was called up for military service David Bronstein paid a bribe to secure his exemption.36 The mill required his regular expertise. Greben had an assistant mechanic, Foma by name. There was also a second miller: this was an ex-cavalryman called Filipp.

  Then there were the two apprentices, Senya Gertopanov and David Chernukhovski. (Greben eventually fell out with young Gertopanov and got rid of him.)37




  Unlike most youngsters of the colony, Leiba did not have a life associated mainly with fellow Jews. The Bronsteins increasingly adjusted themselves to the Christian calendar. Their labourers

  were Christians and Aneta made kut’ya – a traditional wheat berry dish – and handed it to them at Christmas, and at Easter she made painted eggs and baked kulichi

  – almond and saffron cakes – for them.38 And of course Leiba’s friendship with the remarkable Ivan Greben, the

  farm’s mechanic, reinforced his fluency in the Russo-Ukrainian dialect. Leiba loved to visit the workshop and be taught some technical skills. Greben and the

  young workers took him under their wing: ‘In many matters I was the apprentice of these apprentices.’39




  Greben was strict with Leiba.40 Trotsky remembered him as the embodiment of the virtues of the working man. His demeanour and

  uprightness were important for him, and Trotsky remembered his physical presence:




  

    

      he would smoke and look into the distance, perhaps pondering something or remembering something or simply relaxing without a thought in his head. At such times I used to

      sidle up to him and affectionately twirl his bushy, auburn moustache around my fingers, or examine his hands – those remarkable, absolutely special hands of a master craftsman. All the

      skin of his hands was covered with little black spots: these were the tiniest splinters that had irremovably penetrated his body when he was cutting millstones. His fingers were as tenacious as

      roots but not completely hard; they broadened towards the tips and were very supple, and he could turn his thumb right back so as to form an arch. Each of his fingers was conscious, living and

      acting by itself; together they formed an unusual working collective. However young I was, I could already see and feel that this hand was not like other hands when holding a hammer or a pair

      of pliers. There was a deep scar around his left thumb. Ivan Vasilevich had caught his hand with an axe the day I was born and the thumb was hanging almost by the skin alone. My father had

      happened to see the young mechanic laying his hand on a board and getting ready to chop off his thumb altogether. ‘Stop!’ he had shouted. ‘Your finger will grow back

      again!’ ‘It will grow back, you think?’ asked the mechanic, and put the axe aside. The thumb really did grow back and worked well except only that it did not turn back as far

      as the one on his right hand.41


    


  




  This was not only excellent writing: it also showed how respect for workers was among the earliest social attitudes developed by Trotsky.




  The memory of Greben’s creativity stayed with Trotsky, and perhaps it explains his lifelong appreciation of technical experts:




  

    

      Ivan Vasilevich once made a shotgun out of an old Berdan rifle and tried his skill at marksmanship: everyone took turns at trying to put out a candle by striking the primer

      at a distance of several paces. Not everyone succeeded. My father chanced to come in. When he raised the gun to take aim, his hands trembled and he somehow lacked confidence in the way he held the gun. But he put the candle out at the first attempt. He had a good eye for everything, and Ivan Vasilevich understood this. There were never any

      altercations between them, although my father would talk bossily with the other workmen, often rebuking them and finding fault.42


    


  




  Trotsky also recalled how Greben had built a sophisticated pigeon loft under the roof of the machine house and scores of birds were brought from the Dembovski estate to complete

  the enterprise. Leiba was very excited about the pigeon loft and climbed up a ladder ten times a day to feed the inhabitants with seed and water. Sadly, very soon all but three pairs of pigeons

  flew.43 It was one of the few occasions in Leiba’s childhood when anything went irretrievably wrong for him. His early years were

  peaceful, protected and fulfilling.




  

     

  




  3. SCHOOLING




  David Bronstein was determined that his children were going to grow up without his educational disadvantage. He had never been a devout Jew and did not mind sending his

  offspring to a Christian school if this would help them find a professional career as adults. So when the time came for Leiba to start at secondary school David chose St Paul’s Realschule in

  Uspenski Street in Odessa. He would have preferred the grammar school (gimnazia), which was the city’s finest educational institution, but Leiba was a casualty of the quota system

  applied to Jews since 1887. The authorities were nervous about producing a large number of highly educated Jewish young men. Ministers were not acting only out of religious prejudice. They also

  worried that Russians and others in general might resent losing places at favoured schools. St Paul’s was the next best choice, and a sound one at that. Arrangements were made for Leiba to

  live with his cousin Moshe Shpentser and his wife Fanni as a paying lodger.1




  The day of departure was momentous for Yanovka. For Leiba, the trip of over two hundred miles to Odessa at the age of nine was like a journey across an unknown ocean. David Bronstein ordered the

  horses and carriage to be got ready. There were hugs and tears when he bade goodbye to his mother and sisters. The suitcases were loaded and then, finally, Leiba set off with his father. The

  colony’s tailor had kitted him out smartly for the Realschule. Large pats of butter and bottles of jam were piled into a trunk for handing over to the Shpentsers. Leiba was still crying as he

  moved off with his father. They travelled for miles over the rough ground of the steppe until they reached the road which was to take them to the nearest rail station at Novy Bug. From there they

  went by train to Nikolaev on the River Bug where they boarded the SS Potëmkin.2 Leiba absorbed the strange new sounds and sights:

  the vessel’s piercing whistle, the sailors bustling about on deck and lastly the vast flatness of the Black Sea as the vessel turned westward and began its approach to Odessa. On

  disembarking, they took a horse cab to Pokrovski Lane where the Shpentsers had their apartment. Moshe and Fanni would be his informal guardians in the city for the

  next five years while he was at the Realschule.




  The school was a foundation of the city’s German community and it was attached to a Lutheran church. By the time Leiba joined, German boys from Odessa and the surrounding region

  constituted only a third to a half of the pupils – such was the growing reputation of the teaching staff that boys of diverse national and religious backgrounds applied for

  admission.3 Leiba was pleased but apprehensive about joining them. Big city, big school and big parental ambitions. Everything about the

  situation was unfamiliar for him. He needed to adjust himself to strange ways, to firm discipline and to masters and pupils who would not always treat him kindly. He had to improve his Russian. He

  also had to learn a new language fast; although Trotsky was not fluent in Yiddish, its linguistic similarity to German must have made this easier for him. He gradually learned to speak Russian

  almost without a local accent. Recordings of him were made until after the October Revolution, when traces of Odessan pronunciation were detectable; and presumably the heritage of New Russia was

  more prominent in still earlier years. It would be odd if there was not also a specifically Jewish tinge to his diction since he lodged with Moshe and Fanni Shpentser and came from a family of

  Jews. But his grammar was always the standard Imperial Russian of contemporary textbooks.4




  He found help early on. As a newcomer he was assigned to the preparatory class where a German boy – remembered only as Karlson – who had been kept down a year took Trotsky under his

  protection and taught him the rules of survival.5 (Leiba had not been allowed into the first year since he scored only three out of five for

  Russian language and four for arithmetic in the preliminary test. His village schooling left him with a lot of catching up to do.) Carlson was no academic star but was a cheerful fellow whereas

  Leiba was feeling less than happy. As he walked for the first time with other boys along Uspenski Street on his way to St Paul’s dressed in his splendid school uniform, a youthful

  ne’er-do-well leaned over and spat on his jacket. The shocked Leiba hurriedly removed the stain, but fellow pupils started to yell at him inside the school gates. Already he had broken one of

  the rules. The Shpentsers did not know that the full uniform was not to be worn by those in the preparatory class. The school inspector told him to see to the removal of the badge, braid and

  belt-buckle; and the buttons, which had an eagle stamped on them, had to be replaced with ordinary ones made of bone.6 It was not the easiest

  of introductions to his academic career. Leiba felt humiliated. Only Carlson’s attentiveness made a bad situation bearable.




  There were no classes that morning and Leiba joined everyone at a service of induction in the church. He heard organ music for the first time and was thrilled by

  its sound even though he could not understand a word of what was being said. The preacher was Pastor Binneman who unlike priests of the Russian Orthodox Church had no beard. Carlson told him that

  Binneman was ‘a remarkably intelligent man, the most intelligent man in Odessa’. Leiba took this on trust. Carlson himself, though, was lazy and ineffective at his studies whereas Leiba

  won praise in next day’s mathematics lesson for copying the lesson from the blackboard and was given two fives (the highest attainable mark). He repeated this feat in his German lesson and

  was again awarded a five.7 Once taught something, he seldom forgot it. His leanings were mainly towards the scientific side and he loved

  mathematics. In fact no subject in the curriculum foxed him. It was a rare day in Pokrovski Lane when he returned without having obtained top marks in any test.




  Leiba’s Odessa home life was a happy one. Moshe was a lively man, interested in ideas and good with children. Early in life he fell foul of the authorities. The result was that he was

  barred from entering university education. His supposed offence remains a mystery, but Jews of independent mind were hardly to the liking of the governing elite. Moshe took a while to recover from

  the setback and spent his days translating Greek tragedies. He also studied the past, his favourite author being the German scholar Friedrich Christoph Schlosser.8 No doubt it was Schlosser’s history of the world, translated into Russian, which Moshe used in order to compile statistics and visual charts of his own on the

  development of humankind from its origins to the present.9 He had recently married Fanni who was the principal of the state school for Jewish

  girls in Odessa and it was her salary that kept the couple afloat in the early years of their marriage.10 Moshe’s penchant for

  drawing up tables and schedules made him useful to her efforts to introduce a rational system of record-keeping. But he needed to build his own career and managed to make a little money by dabbling

  in journalism. When this failed to bring in enough income, he tried his hand at producing stationery.11 At last he had achieved success and

  his business activity was beginning to grow at the time of Leiba’s arrival.




  Shpentser was to become one of the leading publishers in the south of the Russian Empire. But all this lay in the future. During Leiba’s years in Pokrovski Lane Cousin Moshe was still

  finding his way. He kept his printing press in the apartment and was therefore at home a lot of the time. Leiba was seldom alone when he came back from school.




  The apartment was a modest one. Moshe’s mother, an elderly lady, was living with them and a curtain was draped across the dining room to give her some

  privacy.12 She had her bed there. The normal thing would have been for Leiba to call her Granny. But Leiba had a sense of genealogical

  propriety. Since Moshe was his first cousin he insisted on referring to the old lady as Aunty.13 This was also his way of identifying

  himself as a full member of the Shpentser household. The ties binding him to his own parents were imperceptibly loosening. A second space was screened off for him in the same dining room where he

  was given a bed and a pair of bookshelves. Moshe helped him with his schoolwork; and, as Trotsky would recall, ‘he loved . . . to act the schoolmaster.’14 This was exactly what Leiba needed to attain his potential.




  Moshe and Fanni set about rubbing the rural habits off him. He had to put on his nightclothes at nine o’clock and could no longer go to bed just when he wanted. (The rule was relaxed when

  he got older and was allowed to stay up until eleven o’clock.) The Shpentsers also worked on his manners:




  

    

      It was pointed out to me at every turn not to fail to say good-morning, to keep my hands and fingernails neat and tidy, not to eat with a knife, never to be late for

      anything, always to thank the servant for her work and not to speak ill of people behind their backs.15


    


  




  To the Bronstein insistence on hard work and reliability were added the Shpentser requirements of urbanity and politeness. This combination never left him, and in 1923 he was to

  write a whole booklet – Problems of Everyday Life – which spelled out evangelically the urgent need to change Russian popular culture.16




  Fanni and Moshe, obviously, were more like aunt and uncle to him than cousins. They had a baby daughter, Vera, who was three weeks old when Leiba first arrived in Odessa. (She grew up to be the

  famous Soviet poet Vera Inber.) Leiba was put to assisting with her. The Shpentsers thought this would do him good by stopping him from studying too hard. He loved little Vera even though he

  occasionally rocked her too hard.17 He was a model nephew and Fanni recalled:




  

    

      I never saw him rude and I never saw him angry in my life. The worst trouble I had with him was that he was so terribly neat. I remember once he had a new suit, and we went

      out walking, and all the way he kept picking imaginary lint off that suit. I said to him, ‘If you do that everybody will know that you have on a new suit.’ But it made no

      difference. He had to have everything perfect.18


    


  




  Just one incident marred the picture when Leiba stole several valuable books from Moshe’s collection and sold them to buy sweets. He did

  not enjoy the experience even before he was caught out – and he could never explain why he had been delinquent. The Shpentsers forgave him and the deed was put behind all of

  them.19




  Moshe and his printing equipment initiated Leiba’s lifelong fascination with the publishing world: ‘I became very familiar with type, makeup, layout, printing, paging and binding.

  Proofreading became my favourite pastime. My love for the freshly printed page has its origin in those distant schoolboy years.’20

  Leiba was bookish. Often he would plough through works unknown to his teachers – and Fanni and Moshe appreciated his inquisitiveness. Like all the best pedagogues, they could see that they

  were helping to educate someone of greater potential than themselves.




  Leiba became the confidant of the Shpentsers’ servant Dasha. They talked in the evenings after supper and Dasha told him about her love life. Soon her place was taken by Sonya from

  Zhitomir. Leiba used his free time to teach her to read and write. A wet-nurse was hired for little Vera. She too came from Zhitomir and arrived on Sonya’s recommendation. Both Sonya and the

  wet-nurse were divorced. Leiba penned letters to the ex-husbands on their behalf begging financial assistance. The wet-nurse had been in such penury that she had had to give her own child away.

  Leiba, who was already composing prose with more than a little artistry, wrote about the baby she had lost: ‘Our little boy is the only bright star in the dark firmament of my life.’ He

  proudly read it out aloud. The women appreciated his efforts but felt he had not quite understood their emotional predicament:




  

    

      And I had occasion to contemplate the complexity of human relations. At dinner Fanni Solomonovna said to me with an odd smile: ‘Don’t you want some more soup,

      author?’




      ‘What?’ I asked in alarm.




      ‘Oh nothing. But you composed a letter for the wet-nurse, so that means you’re an author. How did you put it: a star in the dark firmament? That’s right, an author!’

      And no longer able to restrain her tone, she burst out laughing.


    


  




  Uncle Moshe soothed his feelings and advised him in future to let the women write for themselves.21




  This was a lesson about the power of words which Leiba never forgot. He had written something he knew to be exaggerated but it had impressed others and drawn

  favourable attention to him. Although he was attracted more to mathematics and science than to literature, it would not take much to alter his preference – and the fact that he spent his

  schooldays in the home of a publisher reinforced the tendency. Moshe took him out for walks after school. They discussed the plot of Gounod’s opera Faust. This caused Moshe some

  embarrassment since he had to explain that Gretchen had a baby outside wedlock. He also told Leiba about other composers. Leiba was entranced, asking whether melodies had simply to be found or

  needed to be invented. Fanni and Moshe bought and read the latest Russian literature. Leiba heard them talking about it. When the performance of Tolstoy’s play The Power of Darkness

  was banned they bought a copy of the text. They thought the scene where a child is strangled was unsuitable for Leiba, but he took it off and went through it while they were out. With their

  approval he also gained an enthusiasm for Charles Dickens. The Shpentsers gave him a window on to high culture. And he was always to be grateful for the sensitive way they handled him. He

  remembered Fanni with greater warmth than his own parents.22 ‘It was’, he recalled, ‘a good intellectual family. I owe it

  a lot.’23




  Pastor Binneman wielded the dominant influence at St Paul’s, and when he died the boys were led past his open coffin to pay their respects. The experience startled Leiba. Presumably it was

  the first time he had had such an experience since Jews, unlike Christians in the Russian Empire, did not expose corpses to public view before funerals. Leiba was learning the ways of the Gentiles.

  He got used to the idea that different peoples had their own customs and practices. Russian was becoming his instinctive medium of expression. At the same time he was being taught universal

  principles of analysis in geometry and physics. The restricted perspective of Yanovka was receding into the past; and when he went back during the vacations he was starting to look on the farm with

  alien eyes.




  Binneman’s brother-in-law Shvannebakh was sacked as the school’s director shortly after the funeral and replaced by Nikolai Kaminski, who was the inspector who had told off Leiba on

  his first day at the school. Kaminski’s appointment occurred at the time when the government was introducing a policy of Russification to its schools. Shvannebakh, a German by descent, gave

  way to a Slav. Kaminski was a physicist with a sharp, falsetto voice which terrified pupils. His calm exterior seemed to Leiba to disguise a condition of constant irritation. According to his later

  account, he treated everyone he met with an attitude of ‘armed neutrality’. Yet Kaminski was not without his enthusiasms. Being a bit of an inventor he delighted in demonstrating

  Boyle’s law with an apparatus he had developed. The display always provoked a certain amount of hilarity and quiet insubordination among the

  pupils.24




  Then there were Yurchenko and Zlotchanski who taught mathematics. Yurchenko was a gruff Odessan who was easy to bribe to get him to award higher marks. Zlotchanski was no more refined, being

  given to hawking and spitting – and out of school hours he was a heavy drinker. Leiba got on well with both of them. History lessons came from a certain Lyubimov. These were less than

  impressive and Leiba turned for preference to the bookshelves of Uncle Moshe for enlightenment about the Imperial past. Lyubimov, it turned out, was mentally unhinged and he hanged himself from a

  window. If Lyubimov appeared volatile and eccentric, geography master Zhukovski instilled mortal fear in his pupils of all ages. Leiba would later liken him to an ‘automatic meat-mincing

  machine’. The German language, still a fundamental aspect of the curriculum, was entrusted to Mr Struve. Kindly and well meaning, Struve was distraught whenever anyone scored poorly in

  academic tests – no other master called forth such affection from Trotsky when he wrote his memoirs.25




  The new inspector after Kaminski was Anton Krzhizhanovski, who taught Russian literature; he quickly recognized Leiba’s writing talent and read out the boy’s compositions to the

  class. Leiba started up a school magazine entitled the Realist.26 (Is it too fanciful to suggest that he was chafing against the

  received opinions of irrational authority?) Magazines of this kind were usually prohibited in Imperial schools but Krzhizhanovski was benevolent towards the project. Leiba enjoyed the editorial

  tasks. He also wrote some verses for the first issue. His theme was a drop of water falling into the sea; this served as an allegory for the magazine being a tiny part of the ‘ocean of

  enlightenment’. Krzhizhanovski liked the poem but criticized its metrical inaccuracy, and Trotsky in his autobiography accepted that he never achieved much as a poet. As long as he was doing

  the criticizing he did not mind appearing less than brilliant.27 At any rate it is clear that the pedagogical atmosphere at St Paul’s

  was not wholly authoritarian and discouraging to the imagination.




  Trotsky could not bring himself to admit this. He recollected nothing negative about the pupils – and by the end of his time he was a leader and not just a mere member of the pack. He

  portrayed his entire class as the collective victim of the malice and stupidity of those who taught them. If the boys were the proletariat, the masters were the bourgeoisie. Yet it is doubtful that

  his companions gave him no problems. Odessa was a multinational city of several faiths with greater mutual tolerance than existed in most other important centres of the Russian Empire. But Jews

  could expect a good deal of personal unpleasantness. The educational establishments were not clear of anti-Semitic jibes. Trotsky made light of what he encountered

  at St Paul’s because of his Jewishness; but his silence cannot be taken as evidence that all had been well.




  He liked to give the impression that he was integrated into every common aspect of school activities. This was not so. St Paul’s, like all Imperial schools, had to teach religion. Leiba

  Bronstein entered it as a Jew and did not convert to Christianity. He had to continue his religious training under the guidance of an old Jewish scholar who taught those pupils who were Jews, and

  David Bronstein paid for his services. The scholar omitted to say whether the Torah was superb literature or holy writ – and Leiba later concluded that he was really an agnostic of some

  kind.28 The Jewish boys at St Paul’s were sharply distinguished from the Christians. Jews who passed through Odessa’s general

  school system at that time recorded how the masters would often pick on them in lessons. Usually this took the form of teasing. For example, Yuli Martov – then called Tsederbaum and later to

  be Trotsky’s Marxist comrade on the Iskra newspaper – was asked in a geography lesson to name the capital of Russia before St Petersburg. He answered Moscow. The master then

  enquired where the capital had been before Moscow, and Martov correctly replied Kiev. A deluge of sarcasm followed as the master pretended he had expected Martov to say Berdichev. No one in the

  room needed reminding that Berdichev was a town with a Jewish majority in the Pale of Settlement. Only Jews attending Jewish religious schools completely escaped such treatment.




  This does not necessarily mean that Trotsky retained a sense of grievance about how he had been handled. Even at the Realschule he had that self-confidence which stayed with him to the end of

  his life. He associated himself with rationalism and progress. The chances are that he despised any bullies and teasers as people steeped in ignorance. What is more, he was never one to bear a

  grudge. As a politician he was to prove extremely slow to display rancour.29 Contempt was another matter. Trotsky would develop a

  magisterial capacity to indicate, either casually or with sophisticated contrivance, how he despised certain individuals.




  In the second grade, however, his progress at St Paul’s was brought to a sudden halt by an incident with one of the masters. It happened like this. The teacher of French was a Swiss called

  Gustave Burnand. The boys were convinced that he hated all of them. He was believed to have fought duels earlier in his life. This supposedly explained the deep scar on his forehead. Burnand had

  problems with his digestive system and constantly swallowed dyspepsia tablets to settle his stomach. He had it in for the German students, especially for one called

  Vakker to whom he gave a very low mark which the class felt was particularly unfair. They decided to ‘give him a concert’ and made a howling sound as he left the room. Burnand returned

  to the class with the director, accompanied by the class prefect, and rounded up those deemed to be the main culprits. This group did not include Trotsky, who was allowed home on the day of the

  offence. The next day Trotsky found that his classmates had unjustly shopped him to the authorities claiming that he was the instigator of the rebellion. In fact his prominent involvement in the

  troubles had begun late in the process.




  A school council was called. Kaminski wished to be seen to be decisive. He called Leiba into his office and demanded to see his parents. Leiba explained that they lived far away. Kaminski

  requested that his two guardians should come in their place. The decision was announced to them: Leiba Bronstein would be suspended from St Paul’s for a short period.




  Leiba feared that the worst would befall him when he returned to Yanovka. His father kept his laudatory school reports on display. He appreciated that Leiba was something of a prodigy. His older

  boy Alexander had done well enough at school to go on to train as a doctor. But Alexander had never been outstanding at school. Leiba was different. Not only was he a gifted adolescent but also he

  had the ambition to make the most of his talent. The Shpentsers consoled him as best they could. It was obvious to them that an injustice had been done. Moshe said with some solemnity: ‘Well,

  fellow, what do you make of life now?’ Leiba understood that this was his normal jocular banter, and started to calm down.30 Fanni

  had the practical idea of writing to Leiba’s sister so that David could be prepared for the news.31 In fact David Bronstein bore the

  news stoically. Perhaps he even admired his son’s refusal to become a teacher’s pet. He himself had not become a wealthy farmer by failing to stick up for himself. Leiba guessed that he

  was proud of him for having been some kind of ‘cavalry leader’ (konovod).32 In any case Leiba returned to the third

  grade after his suspension and continued through to the end of the sixth. St Paul’s normally released its boys at that point; and the Bronsteins, no doubt relieved that Leiba had avoided

  further trouble, entered him for the Realschule in Nikolaev for the completion of his secondary education.




  

     

  




  4. THE YOUNG REVOLUTIONARY




  Leiba Bronstein’s assertiveness had no political dimension until after he moved to Nikolaev in autumn 1895, a few weeks before his sixteenth birthday. Built at the

  confluence of the Rivers Bug and Ingul, the city was like Odessa in being a recent foundation. Prince Potëmkin, Catherine the Great’s favourite, had established its first administration

  and drawn up the plans for the original buildings. It was not one of the empire’s great and famous cities. But its strategic position for defence against the Turks meant that the authorities

  never forgot about it and its large army garrison. Fifty miles to the south lay the Black Sea. In the late nineteenth century the cereal trade was booming. Farmers and peasants brought their

  produce from far and wide to profit from rising prices. Merchants sent shiploads of wheat across the Black Sea for European consumption. Most Nikolaev inhabitants were Russians or Ukrainians but

  the city also contained other ethnic communities as the existence of a synagogue and a Lutheran church testified. There were two large shipyards as well as a railway station and repair works.

  Nikolaev had enough wealthy residents to have a cantonment of dachas (or summer houses) on its western outskirts. It had an observatory, a library and a wide central boulevard. Yet it could never

  pretend to the glamour and excitement of Odessa, and the authorities thought it sufficiently quiet and out of the way for them to deposit political troublemakers there after a period of Siberian

  exile. This last feature was about to have a decisive impact on the personal development of young Leiba.




  Rooms were found for Leiba before he joined the seventh class at the Nikolaev Realschule. He behaved unobtrusively, resolving to finish his secondary education and fulfil his academic promise.

  But he relied mainly on knowledge already obtained:




  

    

      More and more frequently I played truant. Once the inspector paid me a visit at the apartment to ascertain the reason for my non-attendance. I felt extremely humiliated. But

      the inspector was courteous and became convinced that proper order prevailed inside the family I lived with as well as inside my room; he left peaceably. Under

      my mattress lay several illegal political pamphlets.1


    


  




  Nevertheless he was top of his class.




  He picked up the pamphlets in his activities outside school. No longer under the affectionate but firm tutelage of the Shpentsers, he went his own way. Soon he got to know an intellectual Czech

  in his late twenties called Franz Shvigovski. Leiba had come across Franz’s younger brother Vyacheslav in the Nikolaev Realschule. Franz and Vyacheslav held to revolutionary ideas; they had a

  tolerant attitude to Marxism even while criticizing it as being too narrow a doctrine. They met for discussions in the garden of Franz’s small house and horticultural business. Among the

  friends were former exiles such as Osipovich and Shargorodski. The great topics of contemporary political debate exercised them. Members of the circle shared their books and journals.2 Leiba, aged eighteen when he joined them, was the youngest. His schoolwork had always been an easy routine for him and now he reserved time for learning

  about public affairs. He devoured the circle’s literature with his usual intensity. The wide cultural focus of the Shpentsers was being narrowed to a concentration on concerns about the

  political and economic future of Russia and its empire.




  The intellectual explorations made a pleasant contrast with the cramping atmosphere he experienced inside the Bronstein family. His father wanted him to train as an engineer and pressed this

  idea on him on visits to the city. David was not known for his diplomacy nor Leiba for his humility. Like father, like son. Leiba himself, before leaving Odessa, had thought of enrolling in the

  maths faculty at the New Russia University there. David saw no future in the subject and wanted his boy to opt for a more practical line of training. Their disputes were noisy and bitter, and the

  elder daughter Elisheba was upset whenever they took place in her hearing.3




  Worse was the possibility that young Leiba might choose neither option and devote his life to the revolutionary cause. David could sense this from what he witnessed on his trips to Nikolaev.

  Temptation was ever present so long as he belonged to the group at Shvigovski’s. The appeal of radical ideas was strong among young Russians in the three decades before the First World War.

  They gave little credit to the emperor and his government for the economic and social changes in the country. They saw the Imperial political order as a brake on desirable progress. Thousands of

  them were joining groups like the one in Shvigovski’s garden and experimenting in radical politics. Leiba as a Jew had an additional reason to detest the

  public status quo. He was anyway a person who made up his mind for himself and treated his parents as a financial resource for achieving his purposes. Thoughts of continuing his formal education

  started to pall. David visited Leiba frequently, seeking to steer him away from what he thought to be a dangerous path. Now Leiba was taking a risky experiment with his own future. He knew his own

  mind. His father was middle class and propertied. Shvigovski and his young friends lacked much money but were educated and restless, and Leiba felt an affinity with them. Leiba had no compunction

  about living at his father’s expense while despising his hopes and values. The son, furthermore, was as stubborn as his father. He would no longer be told what to do, and rather than submit

  to the paternal will he fled his comfortable apartment and took up residence in Shvigovski’s house.




  David Bronstein for the first time in Leiba’s experience cut a sorry figure. Leiba’s younger sister Golda followed him into the orbit of revolutionary sympathizers after he

  introduced her as someone ‘showing promise’.4 The elder boy Alexander might have been a disappointment in his studies, but at

  least he went on to train as a doctor. The elder daughter Elisheba married a doctor. The younger pair were turning out to be constant trouble. David had got them educated so that they would be

  relieved of the back-breaking labour he had endured. He was finding that contemporary urban schooling could expose people to unsettling ideas such as he had never known existed, and he did not like

  these ideas when they were described to him.




  The new way of life induced in Leiba a choice of personal identity. By sending him to a Realschule, his parents had made sure he learned proper Russian. This was not the same as wanting him to

  cease regarding himself as a Jew; it is unlikely that such a thought ever occurred to them. David Bronstein had remained Jewish without being at all devout. But Leiba had been in contact with a

  culture which eroded the impulse to pay even lip-service to the faith and customs of his forebears. His educational texts had been in Russian. His literary and political influences were Russian. It

  is true that several of his Nikolaev friends – Ilya Sokolovski, Alexandra Sokolovskaya and Grigori Ziv – were Jews; but they did not talk, read or write in Yiddish. Moreover, they had

  Russian first names and liked to be called by very Russian diminutives: Ilya as Ilyusha, Alexandra as Sasha, Shura or Shurochka and Grigori as Grisha. Leiba, wanting to be like them, decided that

  he wanted to be known as Lëva.5 Pronounced ‘Lyova’, this was the Russian diminutive of Lev. Semantically it had nothing to do

  with the Yiddish name Leiba; but it was a common first-name and helpfully it sounded a little the same. His mental horizon was bounded by the entire Russian

  Empire.




  The commune lived a hand-to-mouth existence. Franz Shvigovski, though he employed a worker and an apprentice, had to go on doing manual work in his garden. The Sokolovskis, Ilya and Alexandra,

  came from a family of middling status and moderate income. Grigori Ziv was a medical student in Kiev and moved away in the university term. Communal conditions were never luxurious but that was the

  way they all wanted to live.




  Lëva had a zeal for studying the books he had missed in his time at school. Among them was System of Logic by John Stuart Mill. He also read textbooks such as Tefling’s

  Psychology, Lippert’s History of Culture and Kareev’s History of Philosophy. These were standard items on the shelves of Russian intellectuals;6 and members of Shvigovski’s small circle were typical in acquainting themselves with ideas within a broad range of general subjects. They aimed to bring

  together politics, economics, philosophy and sociology. Only once they had digested the textbooks did they feel competent to pronounce on the specificities of Russian Imperial conditions. They did

  not restrict themselves to works of theory. Like all their contemporaries, they drew intellectual sustenance from creative literature. Lëva was drawn towards writers with a distinctly public

  agenda; his favourites were Nikolai Nekrasov and Mikhail Saltykov-Shchedrin.7 Nekrasov wrote poetry excoriating the injustices in contemporary

  Russia and celebrating those who stood up to their oppressors; Saltykov-Shchedrin, though a loyal subject of the Romanovs, exposed the corruption and ignorance in Russian provincial cities. Neither

  had much time for the powerful and wealthy in society, and Lëva’s choice of reading matter indicated how far he was moving away from the aspirations for him held by his parents.




  Only one person in the group of friends, Alexandra Sokolovskaya, had read Marx’s Capital. She arrived back from her nursing course in Odessa in summer 1896. This was nearly a year

  after Lëva had joined the Realschule. The group had only a handwritten and scarcely legible copy of The Communist Manifesto by Marx and Engels.8 Grigori Ziv began to consider himself a Marxist.9 But Lëva resisted Marxism as a world view. His inclination, like

  many contemporary radicals, was to pick the bits of Marx and Engels he disliked and to discard the others. He was still a free spirit. He would later contend that his anti-Marxism had

  ‘psychological rather than logical roots’ and that he had felt ‘an inclination to protect my personality to a certain degree’.10 He did not bother himself with studying Marxist texts but took his knowledge of it from articles in monthly journals. Apparently he felt

  antipathy to the grinding economic determinism of Russian Marxism at the time. Instead he preferred Nikolai Mikhailovski, who wrote anti-Marxist pieces for Russkoe bogatstvo (‘Russian

  Wealth’).11




  Marxism became the dominant trend in the 1890s among the revolutionary intelligentsia in the Russian Empire, and cities such as Nikolaev were behind the times. Books by Karl Marx and Friedrich

  Engels had long been in circulation in Russia. Volume one of Marx’s Das Kapital was first translated into Russian in 1872; it was allowed by the censors who thought it an economic

  tract on industrial development unlikely to do harm in a pre-industrial country. Many Russian socialists liked it because it warned of inevitable social degradation if measures were not taken to

  prevent the spread of capitalism. They were known as the narodniki, taking their name from the word for the people (narod). Theirs was a diverse movement united solely by the idea

  that a future socialist society should be based on the egalitarian, self-governing traditions of the Russian peasantry. They saw the village land commune as a model of how to organize society

  across the country. Peasant traditions seemed to embody a spirit of fairness, welfare and co-operation. For the narodniks, the widespread practice of redistributing landholdings in accordance with

  the material needs of households was socialism in embryo.




  Capitalist development, they argued, was not unavoidable. Russia could ‘leap over’ feudalism into socialism. The horrors of human exploitation in the sweatshops of London, Paris,

  Berlin and Milan did not need to be repeated in Russia. Narodniks differed over how to instigate their revolution. Some wanted to go out to the countryside and learn from the peasantry while urging

  insurrection against the political and social order. Others formed clandestine parties – and among them there were several who sought to bring down the monarchy by acts of terrorism. The

  political police – the Okhrana – hunted down the militants regardless of their strategic priorities. But as soon as one organization was crushed, another took its place. Terrorism

  increasingly took hold. In 1881 a group succeeded in killing Alexander II. Instead of detonating a popular uprising, the assassination caused outrage; and Alexander III, the next emperor, acted

  severely against all revolutionary activity. The narodniks themselves spent time rethinking strategy. Terrorist activity was not entirely abandoned; a big trial of members of an abortive

  conspiracy, involving Lenin’s elder brother Alexander, took place in 1887. Other advocates of narodnik ideas devoted themselves to investigating and writing about Russian economic conditions and their social consequences. Most militants increasingly wondered whether it might be more practical to conduct propaganda among the working class than among

  the peasantry.12




  The early Marxists in the Russian Empire were former narodniks. Chief among them was Georgi Plekhanov. Since the early 1880s he and his Emancipation of Labour Group had lived as political

  refugees in Switzerland. Their thinking was based on a simple argument. Capitalism had penetrated the Imperial economy to a decisive extent in the past few years. Russia was taking the path of

  transformation pioneered by Britain, France and Germany. Railways were constructed to link the empire together. An efficient telegraph network was built. Enormous factories with advanced technology

  were established in St Petersburg and Moscow. Output from Ukrainian mines was hugely expanded. The wheat of southern Russia and Ukraine was being shipped to world markets. The dairy industry in

  western Siberia produced butter and yoghurt for export to central Europe. These changes, according to Plekhanov, were an incipient economic transformation. Plekhanov and the Emancipation of Labour

  Group contended that all narodnik strategies were a waste of time. Capitalism could no longer be leapfrogged; it was turning itself into the dominant modality of the economy in the Russian Empire.

  Indeed one of Plekhanov’s supporters, Vladimir Ulyanov (who later came to public notice as Lenin), went further. In a series of articles, culminating in his The Development of Capitalism

  in Russia in 1899, he contended that Russian economic conditions were already hardly different from those in Britain and Germany.




  The Shvigovski circle in Nikolaev debated such topics. Chronic dispute arose between Lëva and Alexandra, whom he regarded as an ‘obdurate’ Marxist. On one occasion when she was

  wearing a dark-blue dress and kept smoothing her waist as she spoke in one of their frequent altercations – Lëva never forgot this detail – he had stated: ‘Marxism is a

  narrow teaching which splits the personality.’ This was a conventional assertion among narodniks. Nikolai Mikhailovski, one of the most influential among the narodnik writers, had contended

  that Marx, by emphasizing the economic aspect of behaviour throughout society, had developed a theory which segregated the various aspects from each other. Narodniks stressed that revolutionaries

  ought to be rounded characters who opposed the crushing of individuals under the wheels of a runaway historical tractor. Alexandra faced him down: ‘No, that’s not the

  point!’13 The disagreement got out of control and tempers were lost. The others thought that he was out to annoy her in any way he

  could. If this was his intention, he succeeded. She told Grisha Ziv: ‘I will never, never stretch out my hand to that little boy!’ Yet the sexual

  chemistry was explosive. They were attracted to each other and this was expressed in rivalry. Such was his unruly manner that someone said: ‘He’ll either turn out a great hero or a

  great scoundrel; it will be one or the other but he’ll definitely rise to greatness.’14




  Another of his traits was the will to dominate. Like other young men of his generation, he did not like to concede to women. Outspoken female revolutionaries were not unknown; Lëva would

  cherish some of these later in life – Vera Zasulich, Rosa Luxemburg, Angelica Balabanova and Larisa Reissner. Alexandra was not ready to succumb to the convention of listening to men’s

  wisdom. When Lëva attacked she retaliated.




  Lëva prepared himself as if for a military campaign. He scrutinized Schopenhauer’s The Art of Controversy with the purpose of improving his debating skills.15 Schopenhauer was frank about wanting to win by fair means or foul. He cited Machiavelli as an authority. For Schopenhauer, all discussion was

  ‘political fencing’. He recommended pushing an opponent’s case up to and beyond its desired limits and then pulling it apart. Personal ridicule was highly effective. If people

  could be needled into anger, they might lose the thread of their arguments. Obfuscation of terminology was another effective ploy. If there was an audience, the aim should be to draw them to

  one’s side by making them laugh. Emphatic diversions and a false display of modesty could also help. Feelings would inevitably be hurt, but the good debater knew how to keep a cool head.

  Victory, crushing victory, was the only worthwhile objective. There was nothing embarrassing about having a ‘despotic’ temperament; and Schopenhauer advised that ‘a man of high

  gifts, in his intercourse with others, must always reflect that the best part of him is out of sight in the clouds.’ Schopenhauer went on to declare that the ideas of ‘ordinary

  people’ counted for nothing. He called for individual genius to be recognized; he saw nothing wrong in being a misanthrope.16




  Schopenhauer did not belong to the regular armature of Russian revolutionary thought, and Lëva Bronstein did not openly acknowledge his influence on his techniques of argument. Yet he

  probably found much that he needed for his politics and personality in The Art of Controversy. Ziv noticed how he relished wounding his opponents:




  

    

      As soon as he opened his mouth, not only A. Sokolovskaya but everyone present turned to stone . . . The entire situation and character of the speech made clear that the

      single aim of his outburst was to spit on and, as painfully as possible, needle A. Sokolovskaya, whose only fault was that she was a Marxist.17


    


  




  Lëva was an intellectual bully; he was a clever young man conscious of his cleverness. This awareness was never to leave him even though he learned to avoid showing

  off.




  Another of his peculiarities was already detectable: his aversion to sentimentality. He took this to an extreme. This impressed itself on the other members of the group when Alexandra

  Sokolovskaya received news that one of her best friends had been arrested in St Petersburg. Alexandra subsided into depression and did not recover for a long time. Lëva could not understand

  such sensitivity, telling Grisha Ziv that he himself would never ‘experience a feeling of distress’ if Ziv were to suffer arrest – and yet the two of them were friends at the

  time.18 Ziv concluded:




  

    

      Undoubtedly he loved his friends and he loved them sincerely; but his love was of the kind that a peasant has for his horse, which assists the confirmation of his peasant

      individuality. He will genuinely caress and look after it and happily undergo privations and danger for it; his mind can lovingly even penetrate the horse’s very individuality. But as

      soon as the horse becomes unfit for work, he will unhesitatingly and without a shred of conscience send it to the knacker’s yard.19


    


  




  Lëva looked on his revolutionary comrades as the peasant regarded his horse, and none of them was more eager than he for the group to have a practical impact.




  From their conversations came a decision to reach out to potential followers. Members decided to form a society and to call it Rassadnik.20 Liberally translated, it means the Seed-Plot and was a reminder that they had first come together either in the grounds of the Realschule or in the garden of Franz

  Shvigovski’s little house. They made financial contributions to get things going – Lëva himself was not short of funds. They also set about gathering money from sympathizers: this

  was normal procedure at that time since not a few wealthy citizens either disliked the Imperial political order or wanted to defend themselves against being associated with it in any future

  revolutionary situation.21 Lëva wrote an article for a narodnik journal in Odessa and went there to see the editor. Its content did

  not commend itself for publication.22 But Lëva went on trying to write and publish. He also took part in the campaign against the

  Nikolaev Public Library’s decision to raise its fees from five rubles per annum to six. This resulted in victory for the ‘democrats’, who got

  themselves elected to the library board in place of the old moneyed and powerful figures.23 What they did not know was that they were under

  surveillance. The Okhrana kept one of Shvigovski’s labourers, a certain Tkhorzhevski, as its informer. They were living on borrowed time almost as soon as they started making a name for

  themselves in the city.24




  They were thrilled by the stirrings of discontent and protest among the city’s shipyard workers, who objected to their wages and conditions of employment. But although Lëva could win

  arguments with a flourish he started to question his own ideas. Alexandra’s standpoint gradually gained favour with him and the others. He began to accept that the lively workers’

  movement was irrepressible. The Marxists were claiming that liberalism would never win out in Russia. Lëva agreed. He was to sum up his ideas retrospectively in 1898: ‘We ’ll get

  by even without liberal revolutions; we don’t need them; we’ll go our own way . . .’25




  Lëva already had contact with groups operating in Odessa and Yekaterinoslav. He adopted the pseudonym Lvov and encouraged his comrades to insert themselves into the labour movement under

  the name of the South-Russian Workers’ Union.26 The shipyard workforce had a large skilled component and many labourers were well

  paid and literate. Their conditions of labour were not the worst in Europe – they had already achieved an eight-hour day. But there was discontent with the general conditions of oppression

  and injustice among workers, and Lëva noticed that this was an extension of their religious beliefs. Many of them were Baptists or evangelical Christians of other sorts; the traditions of the

  Orthodox Church did not appeal to them. The Shvigovski circle aimed to turn this orientation into a revolutionary commitment. They set up a study circle of twenty workers, calling it a university,

  and Lëva lectured briefly on sociology.27 They lacked much idea about how to avoid detection. They were so proud of their activity

  that the friends from the Shvigovski circle had a group photograph taken of themselves – the police were to make use of the image when they took them into custody. But for a while Lëva

  and the others were pleased with the progress they were making in their proselytizing activity.28




  Such was Lëva’s dedication that he rebuked Grisha Ziv for returning briefly to university to complete his medical degree.29

  The group’s ambitions widened all the time. On May Day Lëva took the opportunity to deliver his very first speech. He made it in the woods on the city’s outskirts. He claimed to

  have felt embarrassed at the time; Grisha Ziv remembered Lëva’s attitude differently, stating that his comrade boasted that the workers mistook him for

  the great German socialist orator Ferdinand Lassalle.30 It is impossible now to know who was the nearer to the truth. What is clear is that

  the group’s emphasis was placed on publishing work:




  

    

      Soon we ourselves began producing our own literature. This really was the beginning of my literary work. It almost coincided with the start of my revolutionary activity. I

      composed proclamations or articles and then wrote out each separate letter by hand for the hectograph [a small, rudimentary gelatin duplicator). At that time we had no idea about typewriters. I

      printed the letters with the very greatest care, considering it a point of honour to make it possible for even a less literate worker to make out any proclamations from our hectograph without

      any trouble. Each page required about two hours’ work.31


    


  




  Throughout the empire there were similar extensions of Marxist activism. The Nikolaev circle was learning as it went along how to spread the political word.




  It did so with external assistance. The link was strengthened with fellow Marxists in Odessa. Experiences were compared; literature was exchanged. Odessa was a main point of entry for smuggled

  revolutionary literature. The Nikolaevites were eager to partake of it. Plekhanov and his group in Geneva were valued as founders of Marxism in Russia, and their latest ideas were avidly sought.

  Lëva sometimes went off to Odessa to pick up suitcases filled with pamphlets and newspapers printed abroad. The Nikolaev circle seemed to be making unstoppable progress in its clandestine

  activity.




  The end, when it came in January 1898, was sudden. Arriving at Shvigovski’s new house in the countryside, Lëva assumed he had found asylum. He unpacked his bundle of papers and began

  work on readying them for distribution. Maria Sokolovskaya, Alexandra’s younger sister, turned up in the middle of this. One of her brothers had been arrested in Nikolaev. The Okhrana had

  evidently gathered information on the entire organization, and Maria felt sure that an agent had tailed her to Shvigovski’s. Neither Lëva nor even Shvigovski took her seriously. Maria

  insisted. Eventually the three of them took the papers outside and buried them in a deep pit among some cabbages. After a while Shvigovski decided that the agent was a figment of Maria

  Sokolovskaya’s imagination. He retrieved the papers from the pit, leaving them on a water butt at the entrance to the house.32 Next

  day the folly of the three friends was revealed. The agent had been there all along and was only waiting for back-up to reach him before advancing on the house.

  Shvigovski, as he was being arrested, whispered to his housekeeper that she should destroy the papers (which had not been noticed by the police) after everyone had departed. The entire

  revolutionary group was rounded up and carted off to Nikolaev Prison.




  

     

  




  5. LOVE AND PRISON




  Led through the iron doors to his cell in Nikolaev, Bronstein was pleased to find how spacious it was: he had expected worse of the Imperial authorities. His earlier pessimism

  was then confirmed as he noticed that the room lacked furniture, even a bed. Moreover, he was not alone. Somebody in an overcoat and hat was sitting in the corner. Bronstein assumed that the man

  was not a revolutionary as he was so poorly dressed – he still believed that people who became Marxist would take care of their appearance. Yet Misha Yavich was a ‘political’ as

  well as a worker. They lived together for three weeks. The stove was never properly stoked and the surveillance-hole in the door let in a freezing draught from the outside air. The cold was too

  great for them to take off their clothes to wash. They were allowed mattresses only at night, and placed them near to the fire when trying to sleep. Following Misha’s example, Bronstein made

  contact with the non-political inmates, whom he paid for a kettle and extra food. What he could not acquire was a pencil since murderers and thieves neither wanted nor needed writing materials.

  Life without communication was hardly life at all for Bronstein.1




  He was relieved at being transferred by mail coach, accompanied by two gendarmes, to Kherson, which was sixty miles away. He travelled in hope but the experience was a drastic disappointment

  because he was put into solitary confinement on arrival, and he spent two and a half months in this condition. Although the new prison was warmer the air was foul. No soap or change of underclothes

  was provided. Lice crawled everywhere. He had not a single book with him and continued to lack writing materials. For the sake of his sanity he composed revolutionary poems in his head even though,

  as he later admitted, they were pretty lame.2 The isolation sharply lowered his morale.3




  In May 1898 the order came to transport the Nikolaev revolutionaries from Kherson to Odessa. By then all of them, including Alexandra, were in custody. Bronstein and a certain Gurevich were

  taken together; Ilyusha left next day.4 The entire group was assembled in Odessa before a decision was made

  about them. It was a new kind of prison and Trotsky was to remember it almost admiringly as having been designed to the highest current standards of American technology. The building had four

  storeys. The gangways and stairs were of metal. There were four main blocks, each with a hundred separate cells, and he would recall:




  

    

      Brick and metal, metal and brick. Footsteps, blows and movements are acutely sensed throughout the building. The bunks have been constructed into the wall and are put away

      during the daytime and let down at night. You can hear exactly when your neighbour’s bunk is being raised or lowered. The prison warders signal to each other by clanking a metal key on

      the metal rail of the gangway. You hear that sound practically the entire day. You hear footsteps on the metal stairs just as accurately as footsteps next to you, beneath or above you. All

      around you there are the noises and sounds of brick, cement and metal.5


    


  




  ‘And at the same time’, Trotsky would add, ‘you are completely isolated.’ Odessa prison was no holiday camp. Each of the Nikolaev revolutionaries was

  held in a separate cell in the block reserved for political prisoners. They were guarded by gendarmes rather than by ordinary warders.6




  Literate inmates communicated by laboriously tapping on the wall in the prisoners’ alphabet.7 The windows were opened to let in fresh

  air on days of clement weather. When this happened it was possible for the comrades to stand on their stools and converse through the bars. This in fact was strictly forbidden. But the

  administration was irregular in enforcing its own rules. Every prisoner took on a pseudonym for security. Bronstein called himself Mai, because May was the month when he had arrived at the prison.

  He was lucky to be assigned cell 179 since it was one and a half times bigger than the average. Soon he largely gave up tapping because he found it brought him little solace and strained his

  nerves.8 He also had a problem with the gendarmes, who were not deliberately harsh but talked through the night as if they were sitting in a

  club. Bronstein wrote to Alexandra in November 1898 about his insomnia. Then he pulled himself up short:9 ‘It’s stupid for me to

  complain to you about all this as if your circumstances are any better; but I’m in such a foul mood that I want to go on complaining to you so that you might feel sorry.’




  He was showing off to an attractive young revolutionary. Lev Bronstein was a handsome fellow with the ambitious brilliance that appeals to many women. The feeling was reciprocated. Having teased

  and provoked her, he had fallen in love. Alexandra fitted the stereotype of the Russian revolutionary: dedicated, determined, altruistic. He knew that she

  appreciated his talent. He wrote to her without coyness. He called her Shura or Sasha and revealed all his confused emotions to her. He sent her a long message composed in a stream of

  consciousness. ‘Shura,’ he wrote, ‘I feel bad . . . Not for a very long time have I been in so unpleasant a condition as today.’10 He also confessed his sadness to a revolutionary called Grinshtein; but he went further with Alexandra: ‘You know, Sasha, I’m extraordinarily tied to life.

  I’ve had minutes – even an hour or days, months – when suicide would be the most decent outcome; but somehow I have never had the courage for this. Whether it’s cowardice, I

  don’t know, but there was something missing.’11 Perhaps he recognized that he had descended into clichés. Trying for an

  exalted tone, he commented: ‘Doubtless love of life and fear of death are nothing less than the result of . . . natural selection.’12




  There was showiness and immaturity in these sentiments. He was a self-centred young man. Unconsciously he was trying to induce Alexandra to do more than love him: he wanted her to understand and

  look after him and perhaps this could be achieved by admissions of weakness. He was never genuinely suicidal; his comment was designed to make her want to protect him. He saw that he had been

  haughty and unfeeling towards her. What better, then, than to own up to possessing a stony exterior and to say he was ‘shedding tears’ about this?13




  He was not trying to mislead her. He simply did not know any other way of expressing himself. He was too self-centred to ask her how she was feeling. She was a sounding board for his thoughts.

  It would, of course, have been easier if they could have talked directly. He wrote:




  

    

      You know, a particular thought enters my head which I’m not going to pass on to you at the moment. Mikhailovski in an article about Lassalle says that one can be more

      frank with the woman one loves than with oneself; this is to a certain degree true but such frankness is possible only in a personal conversation but not always, only in special and exceptional

      moments.14


    


  




  Mikhailovski was a Russian revolutionary narodnik, Lassalle a German revolutionary and a Marxist. Bronstein was taking account of them in relation to personal self-development.

  He was relegating politics to the sidelines of his discussion. Revolution was in his mind but he needed – as he was telling his confidante and lover – to find a way to become a

  revolutionary and stay true to himself.




  Suicidal thoughts were not new to him but, as in summer 1897, he had no sooner stated his purpose than he dismissed it from his mind.15 He had read great Russian poets of the early nineteenth century such as Pushkin and Lermontov and no doubt he loved their romantic moodiness – just as they

  in turn had loved Byron and Goethe.16 But neither Pushkin nor Lermontov was given to physical self-harm. Lëva was young and

  psychologically edgy despite his outward self-confidence. Until his imprisonment he had lived constantly in a supportive milieu. In Odessa he had been cared for by the Shpentsers; in Nikolaev, as

  he turned to revolutionary militancy, he had belonged to a commune of friendly, helpful comrades. Prison was different. Its daily routine robbed him of the psychological props he needed. He was

  surprised by the effects. He was not dreaming up a fictitious state of distress but exaggerating it. Then and later he favoured extreme images and striking turns of phrase. This was no artificial

  invention. It flowed from the personality of someone who did not feel alive unless he could communicate with others. Solitary confinement was one of the worst conceivable punishments for him.




  Writing to Alexandra was one of the ways he found to cope. He was coming to rely on her.17 His was the push-and-pull of someone who had

  not learned to disguise or properly examine his feelings. He was a young man who thought his interior life – his thoughts, his fears, his aspirations – to be unique and special; and

  since he believed himself to be an extraordinary person he did not mind opening his mental world to the woman he trusted.




  Despite the difficulties, he was beginning to write his first solid work – and this by itself raised his morale. It was to be a study of the freemasons. He told Alexandra:

  ‘You’ll be my first reader and my first critic.’ He was planning nothing to match Plekhanov’s Monist View of History in philosophical scope or Lenin’s

  Development of Capitalism in Russia in its exposition of the country’s economic present and future. They too were avid controversialists. But their writings had an almost academic

  ponderousness. Bronstein had no pretensions to doing ‘scientific’ research.18 He wrote for immediate political effect and he

  had a passion for doing this with elegance. The striving after literary accomplishment marked him out, even at this early stage, among Russian Marxists. He was a stylist. He could not bear to write

  an ugly sentence. This was his talent and his asset; it was also to prove a damaging weakness when his aptitude for exaggerated ridicule caused him to make enemies unnecessarily.




  He remained fond of this study in later years. Apparently it compared the masons of history with the contemporary narodniki.19

  Bronstein may have wished to expose the mystical and ceremonial facets of freemasons, whom he depicted as a circle of intellectuals trying to subvert the political

  status quo, and to suggest that the narodniks were no less deluded in their ultimate intentions. He finished the piece to his own satisfaction but never placed it with a publisher. He was to lose

  it in Switzerland, it seems, when his landlady used it to start the fire in her stove.20




  The stay in Odessa prison confirmed young Lev in his adherence to Marxism, as he would remember in an early autobiographical sketch: ‘[The] decisive influence on me was two studies by

  Antonio Labriola on the materialist conception of history. Only after this book did I proceed to Beltov, to Capital.’21

  Labriola was an early Italian Marxist who sought to develop a philosophical framework for an understanding of societies in the process of industrialization. Beltov was the authorial pseudonym of

  Georgi Plekhanov who was the founding father of Marxism in Russia and wrote on philosophy and economics. Labriola and Plekhanov followed Marx by insisting on the need to ground any analysis of a

  country’s politics in its economic conditions. Capital, needless to emphasize, was at the core of Marx’s doctrines about the development of a capitalist economy. All the Nikolaev

  detainees used their time in prison to turn themselves into more informed Marxists. Intellectual preparation was essential if they wished to be regarded as serious followers of Marx and Engels in

  the Russian Empire.




  It was in November 1898 that Lev’s mother visited him from Yanovka. Her horror at his imprisonment is readily understandable. This was her adored son and brilliant student. She knew her

  mind: he ought to give up revolutionary commitments before it was too late. What was he going to live on? His answer was scarcely a consoling one: good people would help him out. She retorted:

  ‘And does this mean that you expect to live on alms?’ A blazing dispute broke out between them. In fact they had two such disputes because his mother took a break between attempts to

  save her boy from his madness.22 This in itself was unusual. Previously it had been his father who had laid down the law to him. Perhaps

  David Bronstein recognized that his wife might be better at the arts of persuasion. At any rate a ‘pretty nasty scene’, as Lev described it at the time, ensued; it ended with him

  telling his mother that he no longer wanted any help from either of his parents.23




  David and Aneta Bronstein at last understood that Lev – their Leiba – had made up his mind and that if they stood up to him they would lose him for ever. There was one matter on

  which they refused to compromise. Their son had told them of his wish to marry Alexandra, and he was too young to do this without parental consent. Among the reasons why his father and mother refused permission was the discrepancy in wealth between the two families. The Bronsteins did not want to see their own property fall into the hands of someone less

  prosperous than themselves. Probably they suspected Alexandra of scheming in this direction. They took no chances. Their son was behaving in all sorts of undesirable ways. They would at least

  thwart a premature marriage.




  Lev contrasted this reaction with the letter of best wishes he received from Alexandra’s father. The words touched him. He told Alexandra that her father was a ‘very nice

  person’ who had assured him that he was in no way offended by the intransigence of the Bronsteins. Mr Sokolovski even saw a positive aspect in the rupture between Lev and his parents: no

  longer would the self-declared fiancés be troubled by the delicate question of ‘material inequality’.24 A total contempt

  for the social attitudes nurtured at Yanovka welled up inside Lev and remained with him for the rest of his life. In the diary he kept in France in 1935 he asserted: ‘There is no creature

  more disgusting than a petit bourgeois engaged in primary accumulation.’25 Nobody more closely fitted the description of such an

  accumulator than David Bronstein, who had built a fine farm through the sweat of his brow and the guile of his dealings. Lev was giving up the comforts which were available through his

  parents’ hard-won wealth, and he felt the better for it. He nevertheless could not have the wedding he wanted. To that extent David and Aneta Bronstein were able to feel a small

  satisfaction.




  Meanwhile Lev and Alexandra languished in the same prison. If he was unable to marry the next best thing for Lev, even if it was far from ideal, was to be placed in a cell next to hers. His

  request was refused. The only possible rationale for such proximity was to enable communication, and the authorities wanted the exact opposite – and anyway men and women were kept strictly

  apart in the prison. Consequently Lev’s only hope was that she would somehow pass near his cell: ‘We re you to come down the stairs for your walk and say something, I would definitely

  hear.’26 Otherwise he and she had to put up with things as they were. They had yet to learn the nature of their punishment but knew

  that, almost certainly, it would involve banishment to Siberia. But for how long? He and Alexandra, he claimed, had earned their ‘hour of happiness’. Eventually they were going to live

  like ‘Olympian gods’. He convinced himself that they had suffered a lot in their lives. He tried to cheer himself up: ‘Doesn’t the thought occur to you that by the time we

  return from exile we’ll have the possibility of legal activity?’27




  It was in fact another year before they learned of their fate. In November 1898 the Nikolaev group heard that they were to serve a term of administrative exile;

  Trotsky was sentenced to four years.28 All of them were quickly moved by train from Odessa to the Moscow Transit Prison and held in the

  Pugachëv Tower. The historical associations were not lost on the Nikolaevites. Pugachëv had led a huge popular revolt against Catherine the Great in 1773–4, moving rapidly with his

  ill-trained but powerful forces from the south of the empire. Defeated outside Moscow, he was locked in the tower that subsequently bore his name before being executed on Red Square. The fate

  awaiting the Nikolaevites was never going to be so severe. The prison governor was a certain Metsger, a Russian of German descent. Metsger expected implicit respect from all inmates and ordered

  them to remove their hats in his presence. When Trotsky refused to comply, Metsger lost his temper and shouted at him. Trotsky stood his ground: ‘I’m not your soldier. Kindly stop

  shouting at me.’ His fellow prisoners showed solidarity. A whistle was blown and they were marched off to windowless punishment cells where the beds had no mattresses. A day later, though,

  they were restored to the Pugachëv Tower.29




  As with several such episodes of daring in his life, Trotsky did not include this information in his published memoirs. It had to be dragged out of him by admiring writers. Although he liked to

  cut a dash in public, he disliked boasting: he preferred others to do the job for him. He was noisy and full of himself. People did not have to wait long before discovering how vain and

  self-centred he really was.




  Peaceful co-operation with Metsger was resumed in the months while the Nikolaev group waited to be sent out to Siberia. They spent their time reading and writing, and they held conversations in

  their daily periods of physical exercise. Bronstein resumed his attempt to marry Alexandra. They were in love. They had the blessing of Alexandra’s father, and David Bronstein was too far

  away to make any objection. The incentive to hasten things was that the Imperial authorities did not divide married couples in Siberian exile.30 Permission was granted for the wedding to take place in the Moscow Transit Prison. Since Lev and Alexandra were from Jewish families and in this period there was no civil

  marriage, a rabbi was contacted to carry out the ceremony.31 There would have been no difficulty in finding ten Jewish revolutionaries as

  witnesses in order for the proceedings to have religious and legal validity.32 The traditional chupa was placed over the heads of

  the betrothed. The obligatory prayers were spoken. The rings were exchanged. Formal submission to the faith of their ancestors was a small price to pay for Lev and Alexandra to become man and wife.

  It was the last such compromise that either of them would make.




  They were revolutionaries who had yet to work out what to do next. They had little idea about the conditions awaiting them and their Nikolaev group had had no

  contact with Marxist organizations elsewhere in the Russian Empire. Although they had read material smuggled in from ‘the emigration’ they had yet to announce their existence to the

  Marxist leaders abroad. Already in Moscow they were rubbing shoulders with militants who knew more about Marxist doctrines and activity in cities larger than Nikolaev. They talked and talked with

  every fellow revolutionary they came across. They were ceasing to be provincial and fitting themselves out to play their part in the affairs of the Russian Social-Democratic Workers’

  Party.
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