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  “Assassination is the extreme form of censorship. “

  George Bernard Shaw

  In 1975 a modest, heavily illustrated book on assassinations appeared in England. It bore a frontispiece quotation of Benjamin Disraeli, from a speech on the death of Abraham Lincoln in 1865, that said, “Assassination never changed the history of the world.” Ironically, the title of the book was Assassinations—the murders that changed history.

  Do assassinations alter the course of history? There are points to be made on both sides. In a limited sense most of the 10 or so assassinations described in that book did provoke some change. The assassination of archduke Francis Ferdinand altered the history of the world by sparking the Great War of 1914. Yet it is equally true that the assassination was merely the spark, and had it not occurred, another immediate cause would have come to the fore, instead. The forces of militarism and the violent expression of economic drives were not to be denied. The same can be said about the 300-odd assassinations presented in this volume.

  Julius Caesar? If the plotters’ motive was to restore the republic, the assassination was a failure. After only a few years the empire emerged under Octavian, Caesar’s heir, who became Augustus Caesar.

  Abraham Lincoln? Had he lived perhaps the Reconstruction of the Union would have been slightly less painful, but ultimately it was the passage of time that healed the bitter wounds of the American Civil War.

  Czar Alexander II? His assassination in all likelihood had no effect on the course of Russian history. It took the radicals several decades to learn that one cannot “kill the czar,” at least not without replacing him with another.

  Despite the bulk of evidence to the contrary, public belief in political conspiracy remains rife. In America that has been true since the attempted assassination of President Andrew Jackson by an obviously deranged individual. Jackson himself went to his grave convinced that his assailant, Richard Lawrence, was but a small cog in an intricate Whig plot to kill him. In fact, American political life has been remarkably free of genuine plots. The weight of the evidence in the assassinations of both Kennedys suggests that they were acts by lone, twisted gunmen. The murder that most readily meets the test of conspiracy is clearly that of Martin Luther King, Jr.

  Not that American politics is not heavily into personal violence. The period after the assassination of Lincoln is best summed up by a phrase used by James McKinley in Assassination in America—”After Lincoln, the deluge.” While Andrew Johnson held office, 13 political-office holders were shot at and 12 of them were killed. During Ulysses S. Grant’s terms from 1869 to 1877, there were 20 attacks and 11 fatalities.

  Today, assassination remains hardly a dying institution worldwide. Political assassination exists and has existed ever since humankind formed a body politic.

  There are two basic types of assassination—anti-establishment murders and establishment murders.

  The antiestablishment assassinations are more readily apparent to the average person; they include the acts of deranged individuals or of dedicated revolutionaries. Although deranged assassins may succeed in their search for power and notoriety, revolutionaries generally fail in their goal of altering society. Throughout the 19th century, for example, the Russian radicals killed czars, aristocrats, generals, and police officials, yet oppressive government persisted.

  Every nation on earth, regardless of political persuasion, has utilized assassination to achieve political ends. For unlike antiestablishment assassination, state-sponsored assassination can work, if not to change history, at least to slow its tide or, quite frequently, to give the establishment continued momentum. In Terrorism Robert Liston notes that the first American use of state assassination occurred in 1620 among the Puritans who came to Plymouth, Massachusetts. Seeking to solve the “Indian problem,” Captain Myles Standish invited the local chief, the chief’s 18-year-old brother, and two other braves to his headquarters for a feast.

  “Once they were inside,” Liston writes, “the door was locked. Standish personally hacked one Indian to pieces with his knife, while the chief and the other brave were dispatched by other Pilgrims. The Indian youth was spared long enough to be taken outside and publicly hanged as an example to other Indians.” This was state assassination in its purest form. Indeed, since every country reserves the right to go to war, in which thousands or even millions of people may be killed, why should the state eschew assassination, especially when such a course could forestall the greater bloodshed of war?

  Tyrannicide has been debated throughout history. Aristotle’s distinction between the altruistic ruler and the self-interested tyrant became standard medieval thought, coupled with the rightfulness of assassination to be rid of a tyrant. Saint Thomas Aquinas differentiated between a usurper, who steals the throne, and a legitimate monarch who misused his or her power. Aquinas could condone the private assassination of a usurper but considered it too perilous to let individuals decide if a properly installed ruler had become a tyrant. In 1415 the Council of Constance condemned a broad defense of tyrannicide but did not exclude its justification under certain circumstances.

  By the 16th century the question had assumed life-and-death implications on a broad scale since both Roman Catholics and Calvinists concluded that a ruler who did not hold their religion was automatically a tyrant. In Scotland John Knox held that the defense of his Calvinist faith was all that was necessary to practice assassination. He was puzzled and frustrated when Queen Elizabeth I of England failed to follow his advice forthwith and execute the Catholic Mary, Queen of Scots.

  In France Huguenot writers proclaimed the virtues of tyrannicide; French Catholic writers in turn directed their like arguments against kings Henry III and Henry IV (Henry of Navarre). The Spanish Jesuit Juan de Mariana supported the concept in many circumstances and in fact applauded the assassination of Henry III. Mariana’s teachings were often cited as leading to the murder of the popular Henry IV.

  Niccolò Machiavelli surveyed the chessboard of Renaissance Italy and described the attributes he felt necessary for a successful prince. He decided that an appetite for assassination and treachery was an important quality, and he chose the notorious assassin Cesare Borgia as his ideal Renaissance prince.

  There is little doubt that if we were to name the grandest assassin in history it would be almost impossible not to choose Cesare Borgia. As the Venetian ambassador to the Vatican reported, “Every night four or five murdered men are discovered, bishops, prelates and others, so that all Rome trembles for fear of being murdered by the Duke.”

  This was as fine a tribute as Machiavelli himself could have bestowed upon Borgia. Actually Machiavelli himself remains an enigma to many, and The Prince is held by some to have been filled with such cynical opportunism that it may have been intended as satire, as is true of many of Swift’s works. But many of Machiavelli’s principles have remained with us ever since, used by the great villains of history as well as by every secret police or intelligence service in the world.

  Assassinations have been so much a part of human history that it is impossible to quantify them. How would one hazard an estimate? The assassinations offered in this volume necessarily represent only a selection of the most notorious acts of their kind. The killings cited should be regarded as merely starting points for the student of assassinations. As one delves into any one of them, new facts are likely to emerge. Most of them would benefit greatly from a study as intense as that made by the Warren Commission in the case of President John F. Kennedy. And after such a study there would very likely be the same outcries of cover-up. Such was the case in the 1984 murder of Indian prime minister Indira Gandhi, with much of India divided by the study and widespread belief in a broader conspiracy and government cover-up.

  The case can be made that assassination victims most often not only have a large group of opponents but also dedicated supporters who are given to total adulation. To be hated often has a flip side—the ability to be loved. The murder of Rabbi Meir Kahane, the leader of a militant anti-Arab fringe, on November 5, 1990, meets both criteria. Arab gunman El Sayyid a Nosair, himself wounded and captured after the fatal attack, was able to strike not merely at an individual, but to exact great suffering on a broader foe, the dedicated Kahane followers.

  Assassination assaults our belief in ourselves. The striking down of a young president revealed our own— and society’s—vulnerability. But assassinations are not going to go away. They are in a sense the quintessential crimes of passion, whether nominally executed for God, country, political power, or a misguided drive for social change. Humankind will always find a reason to assassinate others.


  ENTRIES A-Z
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  Abdallah Abderemane, Ahmed (1919–1989)

  President Ahmed Abdallah Abderemane, the longtime ruler (with near dictatorial powers) of the Comoro Islands, off the East African coast, survived coup attempts in 1983, 1985, and 1987. He was assassinated on November 26, 1989.

  At the time of his death, Abdallah had ruled the island nation, one of the poorest in the world with an annual per capita income of $339 (1989), for all but three years since 1972. Abdallah was overthrown in 1975, a month after the Comoro Islands declared their independence from France. In 1978 Abdallah returned to power with the aid of 50 mercenaries headed by Bob Denard, a Frenchman. In November 1989 he won a referendum that allowed him to seek another six-year term when he was due to step down in 1990. The official results showed approval by 92.5 percent of the vote, but observers said the election was rife with ballot-box stuffing, voter harassment, and destroyed ballots.

  The 1989 coup against Abdallah was said to have been led by Ahmed Mohammed, the former commander of the armed forces, and Mohammed was said to have been seized. According to government reports, Abdallah died in a firefight between the rebels and the members of the 300-man presidential guard, which was far better trained and better equipped than the regular army forces. The head of the Supreme Court, Mohammed Djohar, took over as head of an interim government.

  The international consensus soon crystallized that the real force behind the assassination was the mercenary Denard, who since Abdallah’s return to power in 1978 had become a very wealthy Comoran with a native wife and substantial real estate and business interests. Faced with growing international criticism, the governments of France and South Africa (which financed the presidential guard) put pressure on Denard to leave the Comoros. France reportedly alternated between offering money to Denard and threatening him with an invasion of Foreign Legionnaires stationed on the nearby island of Mayotte. Denard finally departed in December 1989 with 21 other mercenaries and landed in South Africa. The mercenaries and especially Denard were reported to be continuing into France shortly. (See SOILIH, ALI.)

  Abdul-Aziz, Ottoman Sultan (1830–1876)

  There is some question whether the Turkish sultan Abdul-Aziz was murdered or whether he committed suicide a few days after he was deposed in 1876; a case can be made for either possibility. Abdul-Aziz came to the throne in 1861 and for the next decade was busy molding Turkey on the western European model. However, as the sultan drained the national treasury for his personal excesses, he found it necessary to steer a more Islamic course. He started to rule by willful decree, over the opposition of his more astute ministers, such as Midhat Pasa and army leader Hussein Avni Pasha. The sultan’s unpopular alliance in the 1870s with Russia and crop failure in 1873 contributed to his growing unpopularity, as did his lavish expenditures and the soaring public debt.

  On May 30, 1876, the two ministers, Midhat and Hussein Avni, headed a coup that drove the sultan from power, and a few days later it was announced that Abdul-Aziz had committed suicide. In the ensuing political ferment, Hussein Avni Pasha was assassinated while attending a cabinet meeting. However, Midhat Pasa continued as grand vizier (chief minister) under Sultan Abdul-Hamid II. Later Midhat was accused of conspiracy against the current sultan and expelled from the country in 1877, only to be recalled in 1878 and restored to governmental position. Finally in 1881 Midhat was stripped of his duties and charged with the assassination of Abdul-Aziz. He was convicted and sentenced to death, but because of protests from Western European countries, he was instead banished to at-Ta’if, Arabia. There in 1883 he was assassinated, almost certainly at the behest of Abdul-Hamid II. (See MIDHAT PASA.)

  Abdullah Ibn Hussein (1882–1951)

  Longtime emir of Transjordan, Abdullah Ibn Hussein was throughout his life a close ally (some would say puppet) of Great Britain, and he maintained an army, the Arab Legion, that was trained and commanded by British Brigadier John Glubb Pasha. In 1946 Abdullah became the first king of the new state of Jordan. His longtime ambition was a united Arab kingdom encompassing Syria, Iraq, and Trans-Jordan under his rule.

  In 1947 Abdullah was the only Arab ruler ready to accept the United Nations’ partitioning of Palestine into Jewish and Arab states, which he believed would further his own ambitions. During the 1948 war with Israel, Abdullah occupied the West Bank of the Jordan River and captured the Old City of Jerusalem. Two years later he incorporated the West Bank territory into Jordan, a move that estranged him from his former allies Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Syria, which were seeking the establishment of a Palestinian Arab state on the West Bank. Abdullah also lost considerable popularity within Jordan itself because of his actions.

  On July 20, 1951, Abdullah, accompanied by his grandson Hussein, the future king of Jordan, visited the tomb of his father in Old Jerusalem. Abdullah was shot to death there by Mustafa Ashu, a 21-year-old Palestinian tailor and follower of the exiled mufti of Jerusalem. The assassin was killed on the spot by Abdullah’s guards.

  Abdullah was succeeded for a short time by his son Talal, who abdicated in 1952 because of illness in favor of the 20-year-old Hussein. Almost immediately thereafter Jordan became less pliable to British interests and more so to those of the United States. In 1977 it was revealed that King Hussein had been a paid agent of the CIA for two decades.

  Abu Hassan See SALAMEH, ALI HASSAN.

  Aetius, Flavius (?–454)

  Roman general and statesman Flavius Aetius was the dominant influence in court during the long reign of Emperor Valentinian III (425–455), who has been described by observers as foppish, lazy, and vicious. So great was Aetius’s power that envoys from the provinces no longer were sent to the emperor but to him.

  In addition to his other less-than-enviable characteristics, Valentinian was also fearful and untrusting, and he fell under the influence of Petronius Maximus, one of Rome’s wealthiest men, former prefect of Rome and twice consul. Maximus, whose long-range (and successful) plan was to seize the throne for himself, and the eunuch Heraclius convinced Valentinian that Aetius was plotting against him, a charge that was not true. Aetius was occupied with repelling the advances of Attila the Hun, which he did temporarily at Troyes in 452. However, Maximus’s allegations were given credit by the fact that Aetius was trying to espouse his son to the emperor’s daughter, Eudocia. Maximus played on Valentinian’s fears, suggesting that this would give Aetius a clear motive to assassinate the emperor. Valentinian worked himself into such a frenzy that on September 21, 454, he summoned Aetius and slew him with his own hand.

  “Sire,” a member of the court told the emperor, “you have cut off your right hand with your left.” Within six months Valentinian III would be assassinated as well, part of Maximus’s grand designs on the throne. (See VALENTINIAN III, EMPEROR OF ROME.)

  Agrippina (the Younger) (16–59 C.E.)

  Agrippina the Younger was the mother of Nero, and in her own right a competent ruler (a role she often played during her son’s reign) and an accomplished assassin. She is believed to have poisoned her second husband, Caius Crispus, as she did her third, the emperor Claudius. Her driving motivation was to put her son Nero on the throne, and she did so by marrying Claudius and convincing him to adopt Nero as his son and name him as his heir ahead of his own son, Britannicus.

  When Nero came to the throne, he let his mother conduct many of the duties of state. Agrippina even had her image face Nero’s on Rome’s gold coins. Inevitably, friction developed between the two, fueled by Seneca, the great philosopher and dramatist who had tutored Nero. Seneca sought to undermine Agrippina’s hold on her son and in this way grasp the effective reins of government in his own hands. Even Burrus, Agrippina’s previous ally, whom she had insinuated as prefect of the Praetorian Guard during Claudius’s reign, joined against her. Infuriated, Agrippina declared that Britannicus was the true heir to the throne and threatened to unmake Nero by supporting her young stepson. Nero’s camp countered by poisoning the youthful Britannicus in 55 C.E.

  Agrippina was weakened but not destroyed, and a number of historians have attributed this to an Oedipal fixation on Nero’s part. If this were so, it hardly prevented the dissolute emperor from having many other sexual interests. When Nero formed a liaison with an ex-slave named Claudia Acte, Agrippina was outraged. By contrast Seneca and Burrus encouraged the affair as another way to weaken Agrippina. Later Nero became infatuated with Poppaea, the beautiful wife of his friend Salvius Otho. Poppaea refused to be Nero’s mistress but offered to marry him if he divorced his wife, the virtuous Octavia. Agrippina fought desperately against the proposed divorce, recognizing that Octavia represented one of her fading points of leverage on her son. Historians such as Tacitus and the gossipy Suetonius say that her defense of Octavia included surrendering her own body to her son. Unfortunately, Poppaea could fight back in kind, and the divorce went through.

  It was probably Poppaea’s urging—and her taunts that he was afraid of his mother—that finally turned Nero to the assassination of Agrippina. He considered a number of plans, but abandoned the idea of poison since Agrippina was so knowledgeable on the subject and actually took antidotes on a regular basis. The final plot was a bizarre one involving the sabotage of Agrippina’s transport ship by constructing it with a collapsible roof. One night in 59 C.E. on a cruise to Baiae in the Bay of Naples, the roof was rigged to collapse in the hope that the entire ship would fall apart. It did not. A friend of Agrippina, Crepereius Gallus, happened to be standing in the cabin at that moment and was killed by the falling timbers. Agrippina and another friend, Acerronia, were reclining on settees and were uninjured. Oarsmen involved in the plot next unsuccessfully tried to capsize the craft by throwing their weight to one side. Realizing it was an assassination attempt and determined to save Agrippina, Acerronia cried out, “Help, I’m the emperor’s mother!” In the darkness the murderous crewmen took her at her word and battered her to death with their oars. In the confusion Agrippina slipped over the side and managed to swim to safety.

  Then Agrippina made a fatal mistake. Instead of hurrying to Rome and letting news of the murder attempt circulate, which would have signaled Nero as the obvious perpetrator and constrained him from attempting any further violence against her, she sent a message from Baiae to Nero that she had survived a terrible accident. Nero reacted quickly and with cunning. He threw a sword to the ground and cried out that Agrippina’s messenger had been sent to murder him.

  Nero dispatched his henchmen to Baiae, where they surprised Agrippina in her bedchamber. According to the historian Tacitus, she presented her belly to an attacker and told him to stab her in the womb that had borne Nero. She was slashed many times, and when the emperor later viewed the uncovered body, he supposedly remarked, “I did not know I had so beautiful a mother.”

  The required cover-up was left to Seneca, who wrote to the Senate in Nero’s name, explaining that Agrippina had plotted against the emperor, and upon being detected, had committed suicide. The Senate accepted the story and turned out in a body to greet Nero on his return to Rome, offering thanks to the gods for having saved “the great Nero.” (See BRITANNICUS; CLAUDIUS, EMPEROR OF ROME.)

  Further reading: A Criminal History of Mankind, by Colin Wilson; The Story of Civilization III—Caesar and Christ, by Will Durant.

  Aguirre Salinas, Osmin (1892–1977)

  The 85-year-old former president of El Salvador was shot to death outside his home in San Salvador on July 12, 1977. In letters sent to radio stations, the Farabundo Martí Popular Liberation Front claimed responsibility for the murder. The organization was credited with many assassinations in El Salvador, although the total did not begin to approach the numbers killed by government-backed rightists and those employed by powerful landlords seeking to silence advocates of land reform.

  The leftist guerrillas assassinated the elderly Aguirre to emphasize how long the land reform movement had sought, unsuccessfully, to achieve economic justice. Farbundo Martí declared it had “executed” Aguirre for his role in crushing a land reform campaign 45 years earlier, in 1932, when he was chief of police; 30,000 peasants had reportedly died in the police action. A retired army general, Aguirre became president for a few months late in 1944 in a military coup before being ousted early in 1945 in the same manner.

  Alcibiades (ca. 450–404 B.C.E.)

  In his day the Athenian statesman and general, Alcibiades, was the most famous man in Athens. Reared in the home of his near relative, Pericles, he was, says Will Durant, “admired for his eloquence, his good looks, his versatile genius, even his faults and crimes.” Alcibiades suffered no shortage in any of these characteristics: At times he was forced to flee Athens under a death penalty and join the Spartans, the enemies of Athens, only to return to Athens later, hailed as its savior. If it is true, as is often theorized, that an ideal candidate for assassination is one who enjoys great love from a great many people and great hatred from others, Alcibiades met these criteria to the fullest.

  In his youth Alcibiades was a frequent companion of Socrates (each was to save the other’s life in war), although he never absorbed much of the philosopher’s moral and ethical teachings nor did he let them affect his personal behavior. There is little doubt that Alcibiades could have been one of the greatest of Greek leaders, but his unscrupulousness played a key role in provoking the tragic political antagonisms in Athens that were the chief cause of its defeat by Sparta in the long Peloponnesian War.

  Although brilliant and fearless in combat, Alcibiades frequently changed sides because of the opposition he constantly invited. Thus he led the Athenian forces, then he joined the Spartan side, then the Persians, then back to the Athenians and then back to the Persians. An aristocrat, he found only one rival for the leadership of Athens after the death of Pericles—the rich and pious Nicias. Since Nicias favored the aristocrats and advocated peace with Sparta, Alcibiades veered in favor of the commercial classes and called for an imperialism that electrified Athenian pride. Durant notes, “He violated a hundred laws and injured a hundred men, but no one dared bring him before a court.”

  Losing some prestige when he was defeated by the Spartans at Mantinea in 418 B.C.E., Alcibiades promoted the Sicilian campaign in 415 B.C.E. He was in transit when he was recalled to Athens to stand trial on charges of sacrilege, accused of having led a party in a drunken foray through Athens and knocking off the ears, noses, and phalli from the figures of the god Hermes, which stood before many public buildings and private residences as the patron of fertility and the guardian of the home. There were additional charges that Alcibiades and his followers had profaned the Eleusianian Mysteries. Alcibiades started to sail back for Athens, but on learning that his enemies had succeeded in having him sentenced to death in absentia, he, most likely innocent of the charges, turned traitor and journeyed to Sparta, where he advised his former foes on how best to defeat the Athenians.

  In Sparta Alcibiades also reinforced his reputation with women by seducing the wife of Spartan king Agis II. The queen bore Alcibiades a son, and she whispered to her friends with considerable pride that he was the father. The Athenian himself told his intimates that he simply could not resist the chance to father a possible future king of Laconia. When the king returned from a military campaign, Alcibiades saw this as the opportune time to head for Asia with a Spartan naval squadron. Hearing that Agis had ordered him killed, Alcibiades took flight, joining the Persian admiral Tissaphernes at Sardis.

  In 411 B.C.E. Alcibiades was able to return to Athens in triumph, the democratic forces having routed the oligarchs. The Athenians, observing how badly the city had fared militarily in recent years, were eager to offer him amnesty for all his intrigues. Alcibiades led the Athenians to a brilliant naval victory at Cyzicus in 410 B.C.E. In 408 B.C.E. he recovered Byzantium. However, in 406 B.C.E. he was unjustly blamed for the defeat of the Athenian fleet at Notium, when his strict orders not to engage the Spartans were disobeyed, and he retired to a castle in Thrace. When the Athenians at Aegospotami facing the Spartans in the Hellespont in 405 B.C.E. grew increasingly careless, the great military man warned them of the danger. The Athenians chose to ignore his advice, and the entire Athenian fleet was lost to the Spartan admiral Lysander.

  Alcibiades’s position in Thrace was now untenable, as he faced both Athenian and Spartan wrath. He sought refuge in Phrygia in northwestern Asia Minor, where the Persian general Pharnabazus supplied him with both a castle and a courtesan. Lysander regarded Alcibiades as an eternal future menace and a disturbing influence on Greek politics, and he convinced the Persian king Darius II to order Pharnabazus to kill his guest. Two assassins set fire to Alcibiades’s castle, and the Athenian came charging out naked, determined to fight for his life, until his assailants cut him down with javelins and arrows.

  It was a brutal end for an Athenian who could have achieved monumental historic fame. When Socrates was later accused of corrupting Athenian youth, Alcibiades was held up as a prime example of his malevolent influence.

  Further reading: The Story of Civilization II—The Life of Greece, by Will Durant.

  Alexander I, King of Yugoslavia (1888–1934)

  Alexander I of Yugoslavia became king of that patchwork nation in 1921 following the death of his father Peter I. The stresses on a nation made up of Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia, Bosnia-Herzegovina and Montenegro were enormous, and the king faced the near-impossible task of trying to pacify the contending forces that were producing political chaos. Conditions reached a tragic climax in 1928 when Stefan Radich, the Croat leader, was assassinated in Parliament. In 1929 Alexander I abolished the constitution, officially changed the name of the country to Yugoslavia, and established himself as dictator.

  In 1931 Alexander proclaimed a new constitution, but in fact few of its terms were put into effect. Bitter feelings continued against the king, especially by the Croats, among whom nationalists under Ante Pavelic conspired to assassinate the king with the secret support of Benito Mussolini of Italy.

  In 1934 Alexander traveled to France seeking a treaty of alliance, and on October 9 he was motoring by limousine through Marseilles with French Foreign Minister Louis Barthou and French General Alfonse Georges. Suddenly Vlada Chernozamsky, an assassin assigned by Pavelic, darted out from the crowds lining the street, jumped to the running board of the automobile and emptied his pistol at the occupants. Alexander was struck twice and died within minutes. Barthou was hit once and would die some hours later. The French general also in the limousine received only superficial bullet wounds. Ironically, the entire assassination and the dying moments of the king were recorded by news-reel cameramen, a film first.

  The assassin Chernozamsky did not escape the fury of the crowd. He was smashed to the ground, pummeled with blows, and shot in the head, apparently by a policeman. He died a few hours later. Several other conspirators were captured and later sentenced to life imprisonment. Pavelic escaped safely to Italy.

  Alexander II, Czar of Russia (1818–1881)

  On March 1, 1881, as Czar Alexander II of Russia returned to his palace in St. Petersburg after reviewing a military parade, the government was on an “assassination alert.” Violent radicals had made several attempts on the czar’s life, and everyone, Alexander included, fully expected more, despite the fact that by czarist standards he could be classified as a liberal. But although he was known as the “Emancipator,” it could not really be said he had “freed” the serfs. What he had actually done was offer them the opportunity to purchase their own lands and therefore pay crushing taxes. Alexander did put through some other feeble reforms, all insufficient to quench the revolutionary fervor spreading in the country.

  Radicals in Russia in the 1870s were divided on the use of violence as a way of achieving change. The socialists under the banner of Black Repartition (redivision of the land) advocated nonviolence, while the militant anarchists identified themselves as the “Will of the People” and urged terror and assassination. The Will of the People were adherents of the late Mikhail Bakunin (1814–1876), an anarchist and himself a follower of Pierre Joseph Proudhon. Bakunin had come into conflict with Karl Marx in the First International and had been expelled. A radical aristocrat, he preached collectivism, atheism, and violence to attain social justice.

  Police persecution of radicals had been a hallmark of Russian life throughout the century, and the czars became the focal point of protest. Underground newspapers advocated “direct action” against the government. In 1878, Vera Zasulich, a typesetter for the unauthorized paper Land and Liberty, protested the vicious maltreatment of political prisoners and shot General Trepov, the St. Petersburg chief of police. Trepov survived, and the trial of Zasulich was converted by her defense counsel into a trial of police brutality. To the amazement of all, Zasulich was found not guilty. A stunned Czar Alexander ordered her immediate rearrest, but an enthusiastic throng prevented the police action and she was spirited away from the scene and eventually to haven in Germany.

  Zasulich became a martyr for the Will of the People, as did the editor of Land and Liberty, Sergei Kravchinsky, who later assassinated General Mezentzev, another high police official. He too escaped to exile. These acts of terror evoked harsh police reaction, and in August 1879 the Will of the People determined to assassinate the czar.

  Several attempts were made on the czar’s life. Late in 1879 Will of the People members attempted to blow up Alexander’s train, and two death traps were set at 24-hour intervals on the monarch’s itinerary. The first trap was supervised by the brilliant Andrei Zhelyabov, a charismatic Will of the People leader who was born a serf and had won a scholarship to the University of Odessa. The trap failed when the explosives did not detonate.

  This meant a further attempt would have to be made by Sophia Perovskaya, a fierce activist and Zhelyabov’s lover. Intelligence gathered by the plotters indicated there would be two trains on the track, the first to test the safety of the rails and the second to carry the czar and his entourage. Accordingly, Perovskaya and her comrades let the first train pass and derailed the second. But the plotters had been outwitted. The second train was the decoy and the czar was on the first one.

  Other unsuccessful attempts on the czar’s life were made, the most spectacular in 1880, the blowing up of the dining room of the Winter Palace. The explosion occurred too soon, only minutes before the ruler and his family were to arrive for dinner. After this, the czar’s advisers induced Alexander for a time to reduce public appearances and to limit his travel to waterways. However, within months the czar bridled under such restraints. “I have already lived longer than any of my race,” he said. “As to death, I do not personally fear it.”

  Will of the People prepared well for the czar’s plans to review his troops on March 1, 1881. The route of the royal family was studied, and Zhelyabov and Perovskaya opened a bogus cheese shop in a basement storefront on Malaya Sadovaya Street. The plotters tunneled under the street and planted explosives to blow up the czar’s carriage. As backups, four men were to be stationed beyond that spot to carry out bomb attacks if necessary.

  Just before the scheduled assassination, Zhelyabov was seized by the police, leaving execution of the plan to Perovskaya. At the last minute, the czar’s security guards altered his expected route, bypassing Malaya Sadovaya. The mined-street preparations proving worthless, the action now fell to the backup killers. As the czar’s carriage rumbled toward the palace on an unaccustomed route, a 19-year-old student named Rysakov dressed in peasant garb charged out of the crowd and hurled a bomb. The explosion was deafening and the czar’s carriage rocked and its door collapsed, but the ruler was unharmed, although a boy in the street, two cossack escorts, and several horses were killed.

  Several other soldiers were wounded, and the shaken Alexander alighted from the carriage in the snow to survey the situation. The czar tended to some of the wounded and then turned to take a substitute carriage, while the bomb thrower was being dragged away.

  Just then a second assassin, Ignaty Grinevitsky, charged forward holding a nitroglycerine bomb enclosed in a glass ball, and hurled it directly under the czar’s feet. The ensuing explosion shattered Alexander’s legs and blew out an eye. The assassin was mortally wounded and 20 men were killed and many more badly injured. Fragments of bloody flesh covered lampposts and trees, and the snow turned crimson.

  Still conscious, the czar managed to gasp to Grand Duke Michael: “Cold—cold—to the palace, quick—die there.” Alexander died within the hour, surrounded by his family.
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  Despite a government “assassination alert,” Czar Alexander II was finally killed by revolutionaries, after a number of attempts, on March 1, 1881.

  If the Will of the People thought the assassination would trigger the revolution, they were sadly disappointed; and after the six principal conspirators were tried and executed, the organization collapsed, as did similar groups.

  Under the new czar, Alexander III, police repression intensified and revolutionary progress was stunted for more than a decade. Alexander III thoroughly hated the very word reform and was determined to turn the clock back to the autocratic ways of Peter the Great. In the process the czar became even more remote from the citizenry and virtually a prisoner within his own palace. Upon his premature death in 1894, Alexander III was succeeded by his son Nicholas II, the last of the czars, who would also be assassinated, along with the entire royal family, by the Bolsheviks during the Russian Revolution.

  Alexander Obrenovic, King of Serbia (1876–1903)

  Few monarchs in European history proved as unpopular as the authoritarian King Alexander Obrenovic of Serbia, who succeeded his father, King Milan, in 1889 upon the latter’s abdication. In 1893 Alexander dismissed the regency council and assumed active leadership of the country. Although popular at first, Alexander soon demonstrated a contempt for public opinion and a dictatorial inclination that frequently ignored the liberal constitution of 1889. In 1893, he abrogated that document and reinstated the constitution of 1869, which limited the powers of the legislature.

  His pro-Austrian policies, similar to those of his deposed father, put Alexander in opposition to elements of the army as well as the powerful pro-Russian Radical Party. He dismissed ministers with increasing frequency, and in 1897 he recalled his father from exile and installed him as commander of the armed forces. Alexander met criticism by restricting press freedom as well as freedom of association.

  In 1900 Alexander further inflamed public opinion with an unpopular marriage to Madame Draga Masin, a widow and former lady-in-waiting to Alexander’s mother, who was 10 years older than the king and had a dubious reputation. Even the king’s father opposed the marriage, and the entire cabinet resigned in protest. In reaction to the turmoil caused by the scandal, Alexander instituted a new constitution in 1901, but he soon made a mockery of the document by simply suspending it whenever he wished to engage in some unconstitutional acts.

  The final straw was Alexander’s apparent determination to name Draga’s brother as heir to the throne. Mutinous military officers conspired to end the Obrenovic dynasty once and for all, and on June 11, 1903, they burst into the palace searching for the monarchs, whom they finally discovered cowering in a secret room behind the royal bath. Alexander and Draga were shot repeatedly, then their bodies were slashed with sabers. Finally the corpses were hurled from a window to the courtyard below.

  The bloody coup was generally welcomed by the country, and Peter I was brought back from exile and put on the throne.

  Alexander Severus, Emperor of Rome (ca. 206–235)

  Alexander Severus acceded to the throne of Rome in 222 while still in his 16th year, succeeding his depraved cousin Elagabalus, who was assassinated by his own guards. The early portion of Alexander’s reign was relatively tranquil for those bloody times. The empire had suffered from a surfeit of degeneracy, and Romans welcomed a prince who, if not particularly adept, was at least mild and virtuous. His mother, Mamaea, was the power behind the throne, and she schooled her son well. Even before Elagabalus was murdered, Alexander’s mother had taken pains to make her son popular with the soldiery and especially the Praetorian guards, who had become sickened by Elagabalus’s unmanliness.

  Unfortunately for Alexander, he thus owed his throne to the Praetorians, something neither he nor they could forget. Because of this and the fact that the guards had in recent years made and unmade, fatally, three consecutive emperors, military discipline withered and insubordination grew among the rank and file. Efforts to enforce discipline led to ill feelings by the Praetorians who had put their protégé on the throne. For a time the guards focused their wrath on their own prefect, Ulpian. Rising in mutiny, they slew him in the very presence of the emperor, who vainly tried to shield him from their murderous blows. It was an obvious forecast of things to come.

  In an effort to regain his hold on the soldiers, Alexander led them in the field against the Persians, who were seeking to drive Rome out of Asia. Alexander’s performance was mixed. The Persians under Ardashir suffered some defeats but lost no territory, a result that could not be passed off by Alexander in the Senate as a grand victory. As a result Alexander’s standing with the military continued to plummet.

  In 235 the emperor had barely ensconced himself once more in Rome when pressure from the German and other barbarian hordes grew critical on the northern frontier. Alexander marched off to meet the new challenge, and the emperor must have felt his fate was almost certainly settled.

  The facts are obscure. The soldiers mutinied after the emperor tried to reach an agreement with the enemy near Mainz by offering to pay an annuity for their peacefulness. Alexander, his mother and several of his supporters were slain in the emperor’s tent. The troops thereupon proclaimed as emperor a fighting man, the Thracian Maximus. He would rule for three years as Maximinus, a reign marked by awesome bloodletting in Rome that would end in his own assassination and no less than four other proclaimed emperors in a 12-month span, a record even for the empire in decay. (See ELAGABALUS, EMPEROR OF ROME; MAXIMFNUS, EMPEROR OF ROME.)

  Further reading:The Illustrated World History, vol. 2, edited by Sir John Hammerton and Harry Elmer Barnes.

  Alfonso of Aragon (1481–1500)

  Marrying into the 15th-century Borgia family of Rome was always hazardous, and at times deadly, if the family decided that better prospects turned up elsewhere. The head of the family, Pope Alexander VI, and his notorious, murderous son Cesare, regularly used Cesare’s young and beautiful sister Lucretia as bait for improving the lot of the Papal States. She was first married off in 1493 to Giovanni Sforza of the powerful Sforza family of Milan, but when Alexander later allied himself with Naples and Milan allied itself with the invading French, Giovanni, fearing for his life at the hands of the Borgias, fled Rome, later charging both Alexander and Cesare with incestuous relations with Lucretia. The pope countered in 1497 by annulling the marriage of Lucretia and Sforza on the dubious grounds of nonconsummation.

  Then the pope, seeking to cement his ties with Naples, arranged a marriage in 1498 between Lucretia and the 17-year-old Alfonso of Aragon, possible heir of Naples. It appears that Lucretia greatly loved her new husband—some said she had the capacity to love any man—but when Cesare entered into an alliance with the French king, Alfonso, fearing for his life, fled. However, within a few months, finding separation from Lucretia intolerable, he returned to Rome.

  One day in July 1500 Alfonso was strolling through St. Peter’s Square after supping with the pope when several supposed pilgrims approached for alms. As he reached for his money, Alfonso was surrounded, and daggers rose and fell. Strong and courageous, Alfonso fought back furiously, and with the approach of the papal guards the would-be assassins took to their heels. The badly wounded Alfonso was carried to his wife’s apartment in the Vatican, where Lucretia and his sister, Sanchia, worked tirelessly to save his life. Alfonso and most of Rome was certain the assassination attempt had been the work of Cesare Borgia.

  As Alfonso improved, the pope moved him to quarters closer to his own to make any further attempts on his life less likely. About a month after the original attack, Lucretia and Sanchia left him alone for an hour, and Alfonso peered out the window and saw Cesare approaching with several armed men. Guessing their intent, Alfonso took up a bow and arrow and shot at Cesare, missing. Within seconds Cesare’s men burst into the room and strangled and stabbed Alfonso to death.

  The citizens of Naples were outraged at the assassination and demanded an inquiry. Pope Alexander VI promised one—and promptly put it out of his mind. Some historians consider the assassination of Alfonso the Borgias’ most devious crime, but it was only one among many. As the Venetian ambassador to the Vatican reported, “Every night four or five murdered men are discovered, bishops, prelates and others, so that all Rome trembles for fear of being murdered by the Duke [Cesare].” In The Prince Machiavelli relates how Cesare charmed a group of conspirators against him, inviting them to a banquet to discuss their grievances. The plotters arrived without weapons, and when they sat down to talk, Cesare had them seized from behind and strangled. Others consider the death of the rich Venetian cardinal Giovanni Michele as the most heinous of the Borgia’s crimes. The cardinal died after two days of violent intestinal illness, generally ascribed to poison administered by the Borgias so that his wealth would pass to the pope.

  Cesare understood that his power stemmed from his father’s control of the papacy. Indeed, after Alexander died in 1503, Cesare’s fortunes went into an abrupt decline. He lost most of the cities he controlled and died in a minor skirmish fighting in the service of his brother-in-law, the king of Navarre. He was not yet 31.

  Alfonso’s widow, Lucretia, had married for a third time in 1501, an alliance arranged by Cesare to cement his position at the time in Romagna. Her husband, Alfonso d’Este, son of Ercole I, duke of Ferrara, at first shunned the union because of the Borgias’ unsavory reputation. With the death of her father Lucretia ceased to play any role in politics—her involvement in many murders is now discounted by historians, although her vices are undeniable—and she turned to arts and letters. The court of Ferrara became a great center of the Italian Renaissance, and Lucretia in later years turned to religion as neither her father nor brother truly had. She died, much loved, in 1519 at the age of 39.

  [image: image]

  

  Cesare Borgia, left, had numerous discussions with Machiavelli, right, on the grand art of assassination, including that of the hapless Alfonso of Aragon.

  Further reading: The Borgias, by Michael Mallet; A Criminal History of Mankind, by Colin Wilson; The March of Folly, by Barbara W. Tuchman.

  Alfonso XIII, King of Spain (1886–1941)

  Attempted assassination

  Perhaps the most famous unsuccessful assassination attempt in Spanish history involved the 1906 effort to murder both the 20-year-old King Alfonso XIII and his queen, Victoria (Ena). During the late 19th century and the early 20th, the heyday of anarchist violence in Europe and most especially in Spain, one of western Europe’s most repressive regimes, there were several attempts on Alfonso’s life. Few came close except for the 1906 attempt—which proved to be extremely bloody.

  On May 31, 1906, Alfonso took Victoria, the daughter of Prince Henry of Battenberg and cousin of future king George V of England, as his bride. The announcement of the forthcoming marriage had stirred considerable turmoil in both Britain and Spain, for opposite reasons. On the announcement of the royal engagement Victoria abandoned the Protestant faith, an act that unleashed extremists’ cries of “No Popery” in Britain. Since Victoria was a member of the British royal family, her conversion led to government debate. That proved limited, however, since despite her royal title Victoria was not the recipient of any public monies. In Spain Victoria was attacked by many of the Catholic faithful who viewed her conversion as merely one of convenience and not the act of a convinced Roman Catholic.

  Such was the charged atmosphere in Madrid as the royal couple left the cathedral in an open carriage after the ceremony. Security was supposedly stringent, but a man among the spectators easily got close enough to fling a bomb at the couple. The device did not hit the carriage, but in the ensuing explosion and panic, 31 soldiers and spectators were killed. The king and queen were unhurt, and the assassin committed suicide before he could be seized. The immediate fear was that the attempt had had a religious motivation, but the would-be assassin was identified as one Matteo Morales, sometimes known as Matteo Morral, an anarchist.

  The next day the queen solidified her position with the Spanish populace by proving her personal courage by attending a bull fight where she was wildly cheered by the crowd. In succeeding years Alfonso attempted to rule by making some efforts at reform, but his governments, plagued by continued terrorist acts and assassinations of high officials, constantly lapsed back into repressive phases and finally total dictatorship in 1923. In a short-lived republican reaction, Alfonso was forced in 1931 to declare he was “suspending the exercise of royal power” and going into exile. He later renounced claims to the throne in favor of his son, Juan.

  Allende Gossens, Salvador (1908–1973)

  On September 12, 1973, Salvador Allende, president of Chile and the first freely elected Marxist head of state in South America, died during a rightist attack on Santiago’s presidential palace. Considerable dispute remains about what happened to Allende during the attack, whether he was assassinated or whether, according to the army junta headed by General Augusto Pinochet that succeeded him, he committed suicide to avoid capture and trial by his foes.

  Only one person has acknowledged seeing Allende die, his personal surgeon, Dr. Patricio Guijon Klein. Dr. Guijon in many statements over the years has said that Allende killed himself after ordering his staff and bodyguards to leave the palace and surrender; Dr. Guijon had supposedly returned to get his gas mask. The doctor said he saw Allende pull the trigger of an automatic rifle held between his knees, blowing away most of his head. Although Dr. Guijon went to prison on Dawson Island in the Strait of Magellan, like many members of the former government, he was freed after a few months and resumed his practice, leading some to doubt the veracity of his story.

  It was known that in 1970, the rightists had assassinated General René Schneider, the army’s commander in chief, who had pledged support for a freely elected president, even if that president proved to be the Marxist Allende. In 1973 the right insisted it had not killed Allende. The following year, 1974, the Pinochet junta announced that José Toha Gonzalez, former interior and defense minister and a close aide of Allende, had hanged himself in a Santiago military hospital. That story was challenged not only by Chilean and foreign leftists but by ecclesiastical authorities and other observers, who doubted that Toha, dying of stomach cancer, had the strength to hang himself.

  Allende’s three-year Marxist reign was marked by civil disorders and a tottering economy. Later U.S. congressional investigators ascribed some of this to schemes by International Telephone and Telegraph and the U.S. government through the CIA to destabilize the Allende government. Columnist Jack Anderson has said of the corporation: “ITT operates its own worldwide foreign policy unit, foreign intelligence apparatus, communication network, classification system, and airliner fleet.” Because Allende campaigned on a program of expropriating American businesses, including ITT, the corporation, according to journalist Herb Borock, “tried to get the CIA to support Allende’s right-wing opponent and offered to pay the CIA $1 million to prevent the Chilean Congress from confirming Allende after he was elected.”

  After this failed, ITT offered the Nixon administration an “action plan” to savage the Chilean economy and cause social disorder. President Nixon later set up a special inter-agency group to implement the ITT program, and when the Chile story was publicized by the Church Committee of the Senate, then-CIA director Richard Helms made misleading statements concerning Chile before the Senate’s Committee on Foreign Relations and later pled nolo contendere to a misdemeanor charge of failing to testify fully about a covert political operation.

  The U.S. economic blockade of Chile choked Chile’s commerce and produced 300 percent inflation, encouraging the unrest that ultimately resulted in the army coup and Allende’s death.

  Alp Arslan, Seljuq Sultan of Persia (1029–1072)

  Alp Arslan, the Seljuq (Turkish) Sultan of Persia, reigned from 1063 to 1072. Known as “the lion-hearted hero,” he conquered Herat, Armenia, Georgia, and Syria. His greatest triumph was at Manzikert in Armenia in 1071, when his army of 15,000 Turks defeated a Byzantine force of 100,000 under Romanus IV. When Romanus was taken prisoner and brought before him, the sultan asked of him: “What would have been your behavior had fortune smiled upon your arms?”

  Romānus replied, “I would have inflicted upon thy body many a stripe.”

  Arslan, however, treated his prisoner with all respect, releasing him on the pledge of a royal ransom and even burdening him with lavish parting gifts. Upon his return to Constantinople in disgrace, Romānus was deposed, imprisoned, and blinded, then allowed to die from his untended wounds.

  A year later the sultan was himself to suffer assassination. Advancing to the Oxus River to conquer Turkestan, Arslan was hindered by enemy fortresses there. Capturing one of the forts on December 15, 1072, the sultan had the governor, Yussuf Kothual, brought before him. A violent argument ensued, and suddenly the prisoner leapt forward and stabbed Alp Arslan to death.

  Ananda Mahidol, King of Siam (1925–1946)

  On the morning of June 9, 1946, a gunshot sounded in the royal bedchamber of 20-year-old King Ananda (Rama VIII) of Siam. When attendants at the royal palace in Bangkok rushed in they found the dead monarch, a bullet wound in his head. The assassination proved to be one of the most traumatic events in the modern history of Thailand.

  Born in Heidelberg, Germany, Ananda was 10 years old and a student in Switzerland when he succeeded his uncle, King Prajadhipok, to the throne in 1935. However, political and military turmoil prevented him from assuming his constitutional role until early 1946. There has never been an acceptable explanation for the assassination, although British authorities attributed it to a Communist plot. However, an analysis of the end result might lead to a different conclusion. The murder of the young king did much to shatter the principle of civilian constitutional government, and led to the return of military rule in Thailand.

  Aquino, Benigno (Ninoy), Jr. (1932–1983)

  On August 21, 1983, a group of reporters aboard a China Airlines plane bound for Manila listened as Benigno (Ninoy) Aquino, the Philippine opposition leader, outlined his plans on his return from self-imposed political exile in the United States. When the plane landed, Philippine security men escorted Benigno off the plane. The reporters heard gunshots. Aquino lay sprawled on the tarmac, dead.

  The alleged gunman, Rolando Galman, was immediately killed by security guards. However, the common opinion in the Philippines and around the world was that members of the Marcos government and the Philippine army had planned Aquino’s murder. Much of the speculation centered on General Fabian Ver, the army chief of staff, and Brigadier General Luther Custodio, the airport security chief.

  A period of political turmoil followed in the Philippines, with the steady weakening of the Marcos regime as former Marcos supporters defected.

  Ninoy Aquino himself was no stranger to strong-arm politics, having served as mayor of Concepción and later governor of Tarlac Province. In 1967 he became the only member of the Liberal Party (of which he was secretary general) to be elected to the Philippine Senate. Marcos clearly regarded Aquino as a potential rival for president, and under the terms of the martial law Marcos had declared in 1972, Aquino was sentenced to death and spent the next eight years in prison. In 1980 he was permitted to go to the United States for open-heart surgery. Marcos never expected Aquino to return, and when he did the stage was set for his assassination. The inept way it was carried out, with the transparent blaming of a lone gunman, doomed Marcos’s rule.

  The overconfident Marcos called early elections, and a team of observers from the U.S. Congress concluded that Marcos had tried to steal the election. Television news coverage showed the bodies of murdered campaign workers for Corazon Aquino, Benigno’s widow. Nevertheless, for a time CIA director William Casey and President Ronald Reagan tried to shore up Marcos, who had been a longtime ally of the United States. In time, however, the Reagan-Casey view could not withstand the avalanche of incriminating evidence. U.S. support withered, and on February 25, 1986, Marcos was deposed by an uprising of a portion of the Philippine army and the dramatic appearance of “People Power”—civilians who kneeled in front of Marcos’s tanks to protect pro-Aquino military units. Marcos fled into exile in Hawaii (where he died September 28, 1989), and Mrs. Aquino was elevated to the presidency of the Philippines.

  Further reading: Impossible Dream—The Marcoses, the Aquinos, and the Unfinished Revolution, by Sandra Burton.

  Aramburo, Pedro Eugenio (1903–1970)

  On May 29, 1970, two men dressed as army officers came to the home of former Argentine president Pedro Eugenio Aramburo, claiming they were there to arrange personal protection for him. Mrs. Aramburo admitted the men and then left to go shopping. The men actually were kidnappers and were seen leading Aramburo at gunpoint to a waiting car, where two accomplices had been waiting.

  Aramburo rose through the military ranks and by 1951 he was made a brigadier general by dictator Juan Perón. Aramburo was one of the leaders in Perón’s ouster in 1955 and was named provisional president, pressing the fight against all Peronist organizations until the 1958 elections. He then retired to private life reemerging in 1963 for a failed run at the presidency.

  Within a few days of the kidnapping more than a dozen communiqués were issued by various political organizations, from all over the political spectrum, claiming to have Aramburo. In time the Juan José-Valle-Montoneros Command, a Peronist group named for a Peronist army general executed in 1956, came to be regarded as the actual kidnappers. The Valle Command issued a communiqué headed “Perón will return,” and announced that Aramburo was to be tried by a revolutionary tribunal for his part in the execution of 27 Peronist leaders in the unsuccessful 1956 coup. On June 1 the Valle Command announced that Aramburo had been found guilty and that he would face a firing squad. The group said it was “impossible to negotiate his release.”

  In a note the following day it was stated that Aramburo had been executed, but then a June 3 statement said the execution would not be carried out until June 4. These conflicting statements fueled wild speculation, including the theory that Argentine President Juan Carlos Ongania had actually had Aramburo kidnapped because he feared that the former president was plotting against him. In any event, the government was thrown into chaos, and on June 8 a junta made up of the commanders of Argentina’s army, navy, and air force forced Ongania from office and pledged to “establish order” in the country and name a new president. In early July Juan Perón, living in exile in Spain, called for a revolt in Argentina and pledged to return “at any moment I can be useful for something.” Then on July 16 Aramburo’s body was found in an old farmhouse near Timote, some 300 miles west of Buenos Aires. He had been shot twice in the chest. By now it had been established that the Valle Command had been the kidnappers.

  The police later identified Fernando Abal Medina, 23, as the mastermind of the kidnapping; he remained at large. In the end three individuals were charged in the assassination—Perón sympathizer Carlos Maguid, a 27-year-old television scriptwriter who drew an 18-year sentence, student leader Ignacio Velez, 27, who got 32 months, and Roman Catholic priest Alberto Carbone, 46, who was given a two-year suspended sentence as an accessory in the kidnapping.

  The following year Peronist-inspired chaos enveloped the country, and Juan Perón returned to Argentina. In 1973 he once more became president, an office he held until his death in 1974.

  Arkan (Zeljko Raznatovic) (1952–2000)

  Near the end of his life, Zeljko Raznatovic, better known as Arkan, was one of the most hated men in Serbia to some and the most respected to many more. He was a millionaire.

  He was also an indicted war criminal.

  But above all he was charismatic, and a man representing the peculiar Serbian world of what may be called “True Glitz,” involving, as one observer put it, the odd combination of mobsters and police, sports stars and starlets, politicians and businessmen. As a representative of the sudden new wealth of the few in Serbia, Arkan had his groupies. One New York Times reporter declared, “It was as if Al Capone had merged with Gen. George S. Patton and then married Madonna, moving into the semi-respectable, tacky elite of Serbia, with its openings and fashion shows, all the while doing favors for and being protected by the police and important politicians.”

  During the conflicts in Bosnia and Croatia, Arkan led the Serbian National Guard paramilitary outfit, popularly known as Tigers, which was held responsible for mass murder, theft, and ethnic cleansing. He was secretly indicted by the U.N.’s International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia in The Hague. There are indications that Arkan was not aware of or did not expect the indictment.

  The Serbian populace on the whole looked favorably on Arkan. They admired him for his devotion to Serbdom and doubted that he had committed any crimes when he was a Serbian paramilitary leader and that his “Tigers” used murder and the expulsion of civilians as military doctrine.

  After the war in Bosnia and Croatia (he did not participate in Kosovo), Arkan took on a new existence in Serbia. He stood as a patriotic hero, a sports supporter and investor, especially in soccer and kick boxing, and a humanitarian and family man who distributed free bread from bakeries he owned. Arkan also supported the charitable foundation “The Third Child” headed by his wife, the immensely popular patriotic folk singer Svetlana, known professionally as Ceca, whom he had married in 1995.

  In a country starved for appearances of the glamorous life the couple became a symbol of the possible. They appeared regularly on television talk shows where Ceca informed her audience she had now switched to wearing Armani, but would go back to Versace “if he improved,” while Arkan dealt with weightier political matters for the audience.

  In the meantime, Arkan continued to accumulate wealth, acquiring soccer clubs, bakeries, and investing in banking. He hardly drew the line at criminal activities. Gasoline smuggling was among his more sanitized illegal activities, which also included, it was said, dishonest gambling (to go along with his casino ownership) and hitman-style murders. Arkan’s move to respectability was eased through his strong ties to police and state security agencies. For the latter it could hardly be estimated how many political killings—especially of ethnic Albanians who were organizing opposition to Serbia outside the country—Arkan handled.

  Arkan had previously been a close ally of Serbian president Slobodan Milosevic, but by 1997 that relationship had cooled. That year, Arkan had greatly angered the Belgrade government when he supported Montenegrin president Milo Djukanovic after Djukanovic had turned against Milosevic. And there were other irritations, even more serious. As a spokesman of the U.N. tribunal revealed in 2000, lawyers said to be speaking for Arkan started in 1998 and 1999 exploring ways in which Arkan might surrender and give testimony against other Serb war criminals in exchange for leniency. Since Milosevic was indicted in 1999, it was obvious that Arkan would have had to testify against him.

  In 1999 Arkan also appeared to have started serious contact with the Yugoslav opposition.

  If all this might have made President Milosevic extremely nervous, Arkan seems to have been in a similar position. He lived in a huge house of concrete and green glass in a heavily protected area in a fancy Belgrade suburb. He moved around in a heavily protected, armored black Chevrolet Blazer and told associates he expected an attack on his life.

  On January 15, 2000, Arkan’s fears proved justified. He and a small party, including his wife and two small children, entered the lobby of the Intercontinental Hotel in Belgrade. Suddenly, masked gunmen appeared and loosed automatic weapons at Arkan. He was hit in the left eye and was rushed to the city’s main emergency hospital where he was pronounced dead. Arkan’s family was unharmed but two others were also killed— Milovan Mandic, a business associate, and Dragan Garie, a top-level police official in the interior ministry.

  Various reports appeared in the aftermath of the assassination, including a report that one of the three assassins, who was thought to have done the shooting, had been seriously wounded. On January 18, the Yugoslav information minister, Goran Matic, vouched for the report that the gunman, Dusan Gavric, had been hospitalized after an operation and that the police would not be able to question him because he remained unconscious. Trying to end all talk about political murder, he added that Gavric had been a member of the Tigers since 1993.

  As for Arkan, Minister Matic declared, he “was simply a criminal, and he was killed by the Montenegrin mafia that wants to take over Belgrade.” Obviously, this intelligence had not come from the unconscious Dusan Gavric.

  By January 22, the government identified the assassins as Gavric, age 25; Dejan Pitulic, 33; and Vujadin Krstic, 36. According to the government announcement, Pitulic and Gavric were former policemen and Pitulic had been fired in 1999, while Gavric was on sick leave because of suspected ties with criminals.

  From Belgrade’s viewpoint this cleared up any mystery about the Arkan killing and confirmed that it was simply a criminal matter involving the mafia. However, it hardly quieted the opposition charges that the assassination had been conducted with government backing. Opposition leaders and analysts said it was more likely that Arkan had been eliminated by parties with ties to Milosevic to guarantee that warlord Arkan would not implicate the Yugoslav president in war crimes testimony. With Milosevic in control of the governmental apparatus, speculation on who killed Arkan and why had to be regarded as a standoff.

  Arses, King of Persia (?–336 B.C.E.)

  Arses, King of Persia, succeeded to the throne in 338 B.C.E. only because of a number of assassinations carried out by the infamous eunuch Bagoas, who was for many years the real master of the empire. Arses was the youngest son of King Artaxerxes III, and as such had not been likely to ascend the throne. However, Bagoas, after many years of controlling Artaxerxes III, became annoyed by the king’s occasional lapses to self-rule and decided to have him assassinated. Surveying the king’s sons, Bagoas decided the young Arses would make a likely puppet, and upon murdering Artaxerxes, he also eliminated all Artaxerxes’ older sons.

  Arses did not reign long enough to have much of an impact on Persian history. The main foreign policy event was the invasion of Asia Minor by Philip II of Macedonia after Arses rejected Philip’s demand for reparations for Artaxerxes’ aid to the city of Perinthus against the Macedonians. On the home front Arses quickly became upset with the tyrannical control Bagoas was exercising and concluded he had to be rid of him. The king conspired to poison the eunuch, but the cunning Bagoas struck first, assassinating Arses and all his children, thus ending the direct family line. Bagoas next put on the throne a relative of the former king, Darius III. (See ARTAXERXES III, KING OF PERSIA; BAGOAS; DARIUS III, KING OF PERSIA.)

  Arsinoë III, Queen of Egypt (ca. 235–204 B.C.E.)

  The sister and wife of the dissolute Ptolemy IV Philopator, Queen Arsinoë III of Egypt enjoyed great popularity with the people. However, she was unable to prevent the steady erosion of the Ptolemaic kingdom under the debauched rule of her husband and his royal ministers. In 217 B.C.E. Arsinoë accompanied her brother to Raphia on a campaign of conquest in Palestine and gained the affection of the Egyptian soldiery even before their great victory over the troops of the Middle Eastern Seleucid kingdom.

  Following the victory Arsinoë married her brother. About 210 B.C.E. she gave birth to the future Ptolemy V Epiphanes, but thereafter was confined to the palace on orders of the king, who spent his time with his male and female favorites. Arsinoë III’s efforts to influence her husband’s governmental or even personal behavior proved fruitless. When Ptolemy IV died in 205 B.C.E., Arsinoë regained power, as the mother of Ptolemy V, and was expected to move against the corrupt ministers who had brought the dynasty to its low ebb. However, the royal ministers were able to delay the enthronement of the new ruler until they arranged the murder of Arsinoë III.

  Neither the king’s nor queen’s death was announced until the child Ptolemy was put on the throne. News of Ptolemy IV’s death caused no public remorse, but large elements of the population rioted on learning of the queen’s assassination. There was, in time, a rallying to the new ruler, and a measure of order was restored.

  Artaxerxes III, King of Persia (?–338 B.C.E.)

  As king of Persia, Artaxerxes III is known as both an energetic and a cruel leader. While cruelty certainly marked his reign, much of his energy emanated from the power behind the throne, the murderous and cunning eunuch Bagoas, without whose advice Artaxerxes III frequently refused to act. To secure his throne, Artaxerxes put to death virtually all of his relatives.

  Artaxerxes launched a number of campaigns to reconquer Egypt and to put down revolts by the Phoenician cities and the princes of Cyprus. His mainstays of support were Bagoas and Mentor of Rhodes, who formed a close alliance with Bagoas. Eventually Bagoas ruled the Persian court and the upper satrapies, while Mentor took on the task of restoring the power of the empire in the west.

  By 340 B.C.E. the Persian empire came under intense pressure from Philip of Macedonia, who attacked the cities of Perinthus and Byzantium. As the threat of the Macedonian invasion increased, friction developed between the king and his eunuch adviser. Finally in 338 B.C.E., Bagoas decided he needed a more pliant monarch on the throne and had the king and his elder sons killed, ensuring the succession of Artaxerxes III’s youngest and presumably weakest son, Arses. In due course the eunuch would murder Arses as well. (See ARSES, KING OF PERSIA; BAGOAS.)

  Athulathmudali, Lalith (1934–1993)

  While assassinations had become a way of life in Sri Lanka, the year 1993 was marked with an abundance of violence. Because of the operations of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, a group that had waged a years-long war of independence for the northern and eastern areas, other political organizations were suspected of heaping all blame on that group while carrying out their own operations.

  On April 23, 1993, Lalith Athulathmudali, the leader of the opposition Democratic United National Front, had just begun a speech at a campaign rally when he was shot three times by a lone gunman who then escaped. Rushed to a hospital Athulathmudali died three hours later. No group claimed responsibility for the assassination.

  The victim had long been a thorn to Sri Lanka president Ranasinghe Premadasa. Previously, Athulathmu-dali had served in Premadasa’s ruling United National Party as security minister but had broken from the party in 1991. He became part of an unsuccessful attempt in parliament to impeach Premadasa for alleged misconduct in office.

  The day after the assassination authorities produced the body of a man whom they identified as the killer. He had a bullet hole in his back and was said to have died after taking a cyanide capsule. Members of the Tigers were known to carry such capsules. Still, eyebrows were raised by the official report with its double indications of violence.

  Athulathmudali’s party was not convinced by the evidence. Gamini Dissanayake, the vice president of the Front, insisted the murdered leader “was a victim of violence launched by the killer squad of the Premadasa government.” A second party, the Sri Lanka Freedom Party, joined in to hold the government responsible for the murder. However, senior police officials continued to claim that the Tamil Tigers had done the killing, and in May the government identified the alleged killer as Kandiah Ragunathan, who was said to be a Tamil Tiger from Jaffna province. (See PREMADASA, RANASINGHE.)

  Atrakchi, Albert (1955–1985)

  On August 20, 1985, Albert Atrakchi, administrative attaché to the Israeli embassy in Egypt, was submachine-gunned to death in a car in a Cairo suburb. With him at the time were two other embassy employees— his 24-year-old wife, Illana, and Mazal Menashe, who were both wounded. It was the first fatal attack on an Israeli diplomat in Egypt since the two countries established diplomatic ties in 1979, and it occurred some four years after the assassination of Anwar Sadat, the Egyptian president who instituted diplomatic ties with Israel. Members of Egypt’s Revolution, a previously unknown group, issued a statement of responsibility for the slaying, saying it had attacked “members of the Israeli intelligence” and intended to do so “until the Israeli enemy leaves the country.”

  Both Egyptian and Israeli officials condemned the attack and at the time appeared to be making an effort to keep the incident from derailing the slow improvement of the developing relationship between the two countries.

  Aurelian, Emperor of Rome (ca. 212–275)

  While the decline of the Roman Empire is generally thought to have begun in 211 with the death of the emperor Severus, that decay was arrested from time to time during the reigns of more or less competent rulers, and especially from 270 to 275, when Aurelian sat on the throne. He succeeded the not-incompetent Claudius II and defended the empire against the onslaught of the barbarians as well as ambitious monarchs in neighboring Zenobia, Palmyra, and elsewhere. Autocratic but statesmanlike and certainly a brilliant soldier, Aurelian regained Britain, Gaul, Syria, Egypt, Spain, and Mesopotamia, and thus revived the glory of Rome; he won the accolade “Restorer of the World” from grateful and proud Romans.

  Aurelian ruled over a revived empire with magnanimity, restoring many fallen monarchs to favor and endowing them liberally. By increasing the distribution of free food in Rome, he did more for the plebeians than any of his predecessors. Had Aurelian solidified his rule and principles for a couple of decades, the decline of the empire might well have been arrested for scores of years, but the venality rampant in a sick Rome proved decisive. In 274 Aurelian launched a major military campaign against Persia. While on the march in 275, Aurelian was assassinated by a group of his officers who had apparently been misled by the emperor’s secretary to believe that they had been marked for execution. The killing was a limited affair, not the start of a broad-based rebellion, as demonstrated by the fact that the legions, loyal to the memory of the dead emperor, did not attempt to name a successor, awaiting instead the decision of the Senate. Aurelian’s widow, Ulpia Severina, continued to administer the government for six months until the Senate decided on the elderly Tacitus as the new ruler in 276. The soldiery, still mourning Aurelian, concurred.

  Ayyash, Yahya “The Engineer” (?–1996)

  Throughout the ebb and flow of the peace process between Israel and the Palestinians, the practice of assassination seemed always to continue unabated. On the Palestinian side Hamas and Islamic Jihad targeted Israeli soldiers and civilians while the Israelis kept up a steady war on terrorists in the occupied territories already ceded to the Palestinians. Israel’s number one target was “the Engineer”—Yahya Ayyash, a Hamas operative known for masterminding many suicide bombings of Israeli targets.

  When in 1995 Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) moved closer to accommodation, Hamas and the Engineer intensified their attacks. The Engineer planned, trained, and equipped suicide bombers who would make forays into Israeli territory for deadly raids. Typical was the detonation of a powerful explosive on August 21, 1995, on a morning rush hour bus in a Jewish section of Jerusalem. Killed were five Jews as well as the suicide bomber, and some 100 others were injured. A telephone caller to Israeli radio identified himself as a member of the military wing of Hamas and claimed responsibility in the organization’s name. A leaflet issued the same day said this bombing and another one in Tel Aviv was the beginning of a “systematic military campaign.” It warned: “The future will be a terrifying, perturbing nightmare for the Israelis and the occupiers of our people and our land.”

  The Hamas statement was signed by “students of the Engineer.” By that time Ayyash, known as a former engineering student, was high on Israel’s most-wanted list.

  The raids had a profound impact on the peace negotiations, and clearly Israeli intelligence was pressed hard to get rid of the Engineer. On January 5, 1996, Ayyash was killed in Beit Lahia in the northern Gaza Strip when his booby-trapped cellular phone exploded. Israeli officials refused to confirm or deny their nation’s involvement in the slaying of the Engineer.

  A number of retaliatory raids were staged in the following weeks, but over the next few years the number of suicide bombings against Israel slowed considerably.


  B
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  Bagoas (?–336 B.C.E.)

  One of the most amazing and awesome figures in Persian history, the eunuch Bagoas was for a number of years the most powerful figure in the empire, towering over kings, crowning them, and removing them by assassination when it suited his purposes. Bagoas was the commander in chief of the Achaemenid forces that conquered Egypt in 343 B.C.E., and he accumulated great wealth by seizing sacred writings from Egyptian temples and reselling them to the Egyptian priests for exorbitant sums.

  In Persia Bagoas became more than merely the power behind the throne. His control was so complete that for a number of years King Artaxerxes III did virtually nothing without first consulting him. By 338 B.C.E. some friction developed between the king and the eunuch, and Bagoas murdered Artaxerxes. He also killed all the king’s sons except the young Arses, whom he placed upon the throne. Two years later, when Arses opposed some of Bagoas’s acts, the king set in motion a plan to poison the eunuch. Bagoas, however, struck first, having the king killed along with all his children.

  Bagoas then decided that a collateral heir to the family, the satrap of Armenia, should be enthroned. He was, as Darius III. Bagoas was sure he had picked a pliable puppet, but Darius proved to be of sterner mettle and sought to exercise power on his own. Bagoas attempted to correct his misjudgment by poisoning the king, but Darius III had schooled himself well in Bagoas’s methods. The king had become aware of the plot through spies, and when the eunuch tried to give Darius the poison, Darius forced Bagoas to drink the poison himself, thus ending the great assassin’s reign of terror. (See ARSES, KING OF PERSIA; ARTAXERXES III, KING OF PERSIA; DARIUS III, KING OF PERSIA.)

  Bahram VI Chubin, King of Persia (?–591)

  A general without royal blood, Bahram VI Chubin seized the Sasanian throne of Persia in 590 through the assassination of King Hormizd IV. Bahram had been Hormizd’s top general and had gained much renown in repelling a Turkish invasion. However, in 589 he was defeated by the Romans and was treated with sneering disrespect by the king. When shortly thereafter two of Hormizd’s brothers-in-law, Bostam and Bindoe, staged a palace coup, Bahram withdrew the support of the army from the king. In the ensuing disorder Hormizd was assassinated.

  The throne should have passed to Hormizd’s son Khosrow (or Chosroe) II, but Bahram forced the heir to flee to Mesopotamia. Khosrow was saved from capture by the military exploits of Bindoe, who lost out in the power struggle with Bahram. In 591, with Byzantine support, Khosrow returned to drive Bahram from the throne. The restored king set about avenging the assassination of his father, executing many of the conspirators, including Bindoe, whose support he had had to rely upon to achieve victory. Bahram was pursued to Turkistan by agents of the king and assassinated. A popular Middle Persian romance sketches the colorful career of the rebel general who for a short time became a king. (See HORMIZD IV, KING OF PERSIA; KHOSROW II, KING OF PERSIA.)

  Bandaranaike, Solomon West Ridgway Dias (1899–1959)

  It is not freedom of speech so much as “freedom of language” that is the driving force of the revolutionary and even terrorist ardor that dominates politics in many countries of the world, perhaps none more so than Ceylon in recent decades. It was such a burning issue that proved fatal to Solomon West Ridgway Dias Ban-daranaike, the prime minister of Ceylon from 1956 to 1959. Oxford educated, Bandaranaike was a Christian converted to Buddhism. This might have satisfied the religious situation, but the official language remained a searing problem. Political opponents castigated the prime minister on the ground that the interests of the Sinhalese and their tongue was being disadvantaged compared to those of the Tamil, the language among the peoples of northern Ceylon and South India.

  The opposition to Bandaranaike became so strong that many of his own colleagues abandoned him, and he was forced to form a new government with a razor thin majority. In parliament, the prime minister was the recipient of many threats of physical violence, which he tended to ignore. Outside observers felt the prime minister’s position was secure since he was recognized as one of the greatest patriots of 20th-century Ceylon. However, on September 25, 1959, Bandaranaike was sitting on the veranda of his official residence when two Buddhist monks requested an audience. One of them, Talduwa Somarans Thero, pulled a gun from under his robes and shot the prime minister at close range. Bandaranaike died the next day.

  Bardas See MICHAEL III, BYZANTINE EMPEROR.

  Barnhill, John (1906–1971)

  In 1969 the violence that had plagued Northern Ireland in the 1920s returned with a vengeance, with 195 persons killed there by early December 1971. Strictly speaking, the first political assassination of the period did not occur until December 12, 1971, when John Barnhill, a right-wing member of the ruling Unionist Party, was murdered by members of the left-wing “Official” branch of the Irish Republican Army.

  According to Barnhill’s wife, he was shot by gunmen when he opened the front door of their mansion in Strabane, about 200 yards from the Republic of Ireland border. They then dragged his body to the living room, where they placed a bomb under him and blew up the mansion.

  The Officials released a statement in Dublin in which they took responsibility for the assassination but contended they had merely intended to destroy the house. They insisted that Barnhill had been shot after he attacked two raiders who asked him and his wife to evacuate before the explosion. The statement said the bombing was in “reprisal for the destruction of working-class homes throughout the province” by the British army.

  British officials charged that the Irish government had failed to stop terrorists from moving freely across the border. In turn, John Lynch, prime minister of the Irish Republic, condemned the Barnhill killing but denied protecting the terrorists and called for a United Nations observer team to ensure stability in the border area. Shortly before the Barnhill assassination Lynch had also said that the constitution of a united Ireland was negotiable, and indicated a willingness to write in accommodations for the Protestants of Northern Ireland. This was in response to a proposal by Labour Party leader Harold Wilson looking toward eventual Irish unification. Nothing came of these proposals, and assassinations and other terrorist acts continued unabated.

  Barrientos, Rene See QUINTANILLA, ROBERTO.

  Beaton, David (ca. 1494–1546)

  David Beaton, (also spelled Bethune), the Scottish statesman and cardinal who became archbishop of St. Andrews in 1539, learned his suppression of church reformers from his uncle James Beaton, primate of Scotland, chancellor, and David’s direct predecessor as archbishop of St. Andrew. It was James who burned the first Scottish martyr, Patrick Hamilton, in 1528 and after that several other reformers.

  Dubbed princely, able, and dissolute by historians, David Beaton began his political career in 1529 and became a trusted counselor of King James V. At Beaton’s urging the king rejected the reformist policy of Henry VIII of England. Beaton sought to maintain a close alliance between Scotland and France as a counter to England and arranged James’s two successive marriages to French noblewomen.

  When James died in 1542 Beaton was imprisoned by James Hamilton, the earl of Arran, who became regent for James’s daughter, Mary Stuart. However, in 1543 Arran changed sides and Beaton was freed and became chancellor and the virtual ruler of Scotland. He launched a massive prosecution of Protestants, and his policies so frustrated Henry VIII that Henry launched an abortive invasion of Scotland in 1544, instructing his army to destroy everything in its path, “putting man, woman and child to fire and sword without exception where any resistance shall be made,” and particularly “sparing no creature alive” in Beaton’s St. Andrews.

  Beaton nevertheless retained his power, becoming papal legate that same year. On March 1, 1546, Beaton had the popular reformer George Wishart burned at the stake. More than anything else, this act triggered Protestant opposition to Beaton, and Sir James Kirkcaldy, Norman Leslie, and other Scottish gentlemen offered to help the English “burn places belonging to the extreme party in the Church, to arrest and imprison the principal opponents of the English alliance, and to apprehend and slay the Cardinal himself.” Henry VIII embraced the plot enthusiastically and promised £1,000 on account for expenses. For a time the plotters were unable to get to Beaton, but on May 20, 1546, a large band of nobles and cutthroats gained entry to St. Andrew Castle and caught the cardinal almost in flagrante delicto, or as John Knox, the Scottish reformer and founder of Presbyterianism, put it, “busy at his accounts with Mistress Ogilvy that night.” They slew Beaton and hanged him for good measure.

  Knox, at the time an almost unknown and undistinguished Scottish priest, was a member of the assassination party and reveled in the deed. “Now, because the weather was hot,” he related, “it was thought best, to keep him from stinking, to give him salt enough, a cope of lead … to await what exequies his brethren the bishops could prepare for him. These things we write merrily.”

  Becket, Thomas (ca. 1118–1170)

  It may be said that Thomas Becket was assassinated twice, once physically and later by one of the most inventive methods of character assassination through a posthumous alteration of his name. A confidant and most worldly companion of King Henry II of England, Becket served as chancellor beginning in 1155 and for several years always sided with the king in his struggles with the clergy.

  In 1161 Archbishop Theobald of Canterbury died. Henry hit upon what he was sure was the solution to his political problems: He would install Becket as archbishop of Canterbury, and with his man as both chancellor and archbishop, Henry’s power troubles with the clergy would vanish. In the eyes of respectable churchmen Becket hardly qualified for the position, being, mildly put, a most secular type and too much the king’s friend.

  Becket too agreed with that view, expounding the position that the head of the church should be a spiritual man. Finally, though, he bowed to the king’s wishes, and in June 1162 was consecrated as archbishop.
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  A panorama of Thomas Becket’s life and murder in Canterbury Cathedral by knights responding to Henry II’s call for someone to “rid me of this lowborn priest.”

  Henry’s plans quickly went awry. Thomas Becket changed overnight. He resigned as chancellor—immediately ruining Henry’s grand design—and took his episcopal obligations with a seriousness that the king and almost no one else had anticipated. His career was marked by a long series of quarrels with Henry, as he opposed the king’s interference in ecclesiastical affairs. As archbishop, Becket insisted that church lands taken away in the Norman Conquest be returned. He defied the king’s authority to try to punish anyone connected with the church, insisting they were subject only to church law and courts. He further enraged the king by excommunicating dissolute nobles.

  Finally Becket was forced into exile in France for more than six years. When he returned, he was as aggressive as ever, although he realized the king would probably seek his head. As Becket opposed the king on one matter after another, Henry exploded in rage. “What cowards have I about me,” he cried, “that no one will rid me of this lowborn priest?”

  Four of his knights—William Tracy, Hugh de Morville, Reginald Fitzurse, and Richard Briton—hastened to Canterbury with a retinue of heavily armed soldiers and confronted Becket in the cathedral before the altar of Saint Benedict. When Becket refused an ultimatum to withdraw a number of excommunications, Fitzurse slashed him with his sword. The other knights joined in. It was a slaying that shocked Christendom and ensured Becket’s rapid canonization to sainthood.

  For a time Henry denied any responsibility for the assassination, insisting he had not called for Becket’s murder but simply had asked a rhetorical question.

  In this period we also find the origins of Becket’s name as Thomas à Becket, which appears to have been an attempt to brand Becket as somehow not quite English. Becket was born in England, and although his parents were of French origin, there seemed to have been no contemporary use of the à. The name doctoring has lasted for centuries, however, since Becket’s name to this day probably appears with the a more often than without.

  In the end Henry II paid a grim price for Becket’s assassination, doing penance under orders from the pope. The king walked barefoot in a pilgrim’s gown and hair shirt through the streets of Canterbury to Becket’s tomb in the cathedral, there confessing and asking pardon. The king bared his back and all the monks at Canterbury lashed him seven times each, giving him hundreds of welts.

  Thomas Becket had finally won his struggle with Henry II.

  Ben Barka, Mehdi (1920–1965)

  The Ben Barka Affair of 1965 produced a major rift between France and Morocco, and involved not only an act of state terrorism but the active cooperation of another country’s counterintelligence agency, or at least a portion of it. Mehdi Ben Barka had been a leader in the fight for Moroccan independence and had served three years under house arrest until 1954. Later he became an opposition leader against the Moroccan government and King Hassan II, whom he had served as tutor when Hassan was a prince.

  Ben Barka had lived in exile in France since 1963, but his activities remained a thorn in the side of the Moroccan government. He was abducted from his Paris home on October 29, 1965, and was never seen again. In the criminal investigation that followed it was learned he had been brought to the villa of a notorious ex-convict by a member of France’s counterintelligence agency, the SDECE (Service de Documentation Extérieure et de Contre-Espionage), and two French police inspectors. The following day an SDECE agent met Moroccan interior minister General Mohammad Oufkir and some members of the Moroccan security at Orly Airport and drove them to the villa. There was later court testimony that General Oufkir had tortured Ben Barka with a dagger, and subsequently Ben Barka was seen no more.

  The scandal led to the recall of ambassadors from France and Morocco, and French president Charles de Gaulle called the abduction and apparent assassination one “organized abroad with the complicity of French special services or police.” The Moroccan government dismissed the matter, calling it “a purely French affair.” A shake-up of the SDECE followed, and Premier Georges Pompidou was relieved of the responsibility of getting reports from the agency.

  After a trial, General Oufkir was found guilty in absentia and sentenced to life imprisonment, but Morocco did not release the interior minister to the French and King Hassan II continued to voice support for him. In 1972 Oufkir committed suicide after being identified as the mastermind of an unsuccessful attempt to assassinate the king. (See HASSAN II, KING OF MOROCCO.)

  Bernadotte, Count Folke (1895–1948)

  Military officer, humanitarian, and diplomat Count Folke Bernadotte had a long career with the Swedish government in several important fields. A nephew of King Gustav V, Bernadotte headed the Swedish Red Cross during World War II, arranging the exchange of many prisoners of war and saving an estimated 20,000 inmates of Nazi concentration camps. Because Bernadotte was respected by all combatant nations in Europe, Heinrich Himmler used him as a conduit for an unsuccessful offer that would have had Germany surrender unconditionally to the United States and Great Britain but not to the Soviet Union.

  In May 1948 the United Nations Security Council sent Bernadotte to Palestine to arrange a truce between Israeli and Arab troops, and Bernadotte won the grudging acceptance from both Israel and the Arab states to a U.N. ceasefire. However, his proposal that Arab refugees be allowed to return to their homes in what had become Israel earned him a number of threats against his life. On September 17, 1948, Bernadotte and his French aide-de-camp were assassinated in their car on a Jerusalem street.

  For decades the assassination was credited to Jewish extremists, the Stern Gang. Once led by Yitzhak Shamir, the Stern Gang was the most militant of the underground bands seeking to establish the Israeli state. It was not until September 1988, however, that two former guerrillas of the group appeared on Israeli radio and television to admit their roles in the Bernadotte murder. A former leading member, Yehoshua Zeitler, told the Israeli public he had decided to reveal what had happened because, he said, he feared that the U.N. would again seek to force concessions from Israel that would threaten its survival. Meshulam Markover declared he led the four-man assassination squad in a jeep that cut off Bernadotte. Three guerrillas jumped out, according to Markover, and one of them, Yehoshua Cohen, now deceased, fired the fatal shots that killed both men.

  The Stern Gang, formally known as Lohamei Herut Israel (Fighters for the Freedom of Israel), had previously split from another underground organization, the Irgun, led by Menachem Begin. The Stern Gang gained its new name from its first leader, Avraham Stern, who was shot to death while in the custody of British police charged with a U.N. mandate over the territory. On Stern’s death, Yitzhak Shamir became one of the three commanders of the group.

  Following the 1988 media revelations, Shamir, then prime minister of Israel, declared through a spokesman that he had not played a role in the killings since the group had officially disbanded six months previous to them.

  Betancourt, Rómulo (1908–1981)

  Attempted assassination

  One of the most important failed assassination attempts in Latin American history occurred on Venezuelan Armed Forces Day, June 24, 1960, as President Rómulo Betancourt was being driven to preside over the military parade in Caracas. There was a fierce explosion and the presidential limousine was hurled across the street and engulfed in flames as 60 pounds of explosives packed in two suitcases were detonated in a nearby parked car. Remarkably, Betancourt defense minister Josue Lopez Henriques and the minister’s wife, all riding in the backseat, were only slightly injured. However, Colonel Ramón Armas Perez, chief aide-de-camp to the president, the chauffeur, and a bystander were killed.

  It was determined that the ammonium-nitrate bomb had been put together 500 miles away in Ciudad Trujillo, and the “godfather” of the operation was Rafael Leonidas Trujillo, the longtime dictator of the Dominican Republic. In fact Trujillo was present at a discussion on June 17 in which a small group of conspirators met in the home of Trujillo’s brother, Pipi, for instructions on the operation of the bomb by a radio and electronics man named Johnny Abbes. Also present among the conspirators were some Venezuelans who were to carry out a coup d’etat once Betancourt was dead. When the assassination failed, there was no coup.

  This had not been the first attempt Trujillo had made on the liberal Betancourt. While the latter was earlier in exile in Cuba, Trujillo had tried to have his agents inject him with poison in broad daylight on a Havana street.

  It was not simple political philosophical differences that provoked the second attempt on Betancourt’s life, but rather more pressing problems for Trujillo. In Cuba Fidel Castro had come to power, and in America the Eisenhower administration was obsessed with the idea that Trujillo’s oppressive regime was laying the seeds for another communist menace in the hemisphere. The United States was also having trouble mobilizing political forces in Latin America against Cuba; previously such democratic leaders as Betancourt, José Figueres of Costa Rica, and Governor Luis Muñoz Marín of Puerto Rico had warned Washington that its efforts to isolate Castro were doomed unless the United States first demonstrated that it also opposed right-wing dictators in general and Trujillo in particular. Even the 1956 kidnapping of Columbia University lecturer Dr. Jesus de Galindez and his apparent murder by Trujillo agents had not goaded Washington to strong action against the Dominican dictator, despite the enormous uproar throughout Latin America.

  It was apparently to relieve this pressure that Trujillo ordered the abortive Betancourt assassination. After Trujillo’s failure, Venezuela, Costa Rica, and Puerto Rico renewed strong pressure on the United States, and Betancourt warned U.S. secretary of state Christian Herter, “If you don’t eliminate him, we will invade.”

  Ten months later Trujillo himself was eliminated. (See DE GALINDEZ, JESUS; TRUJILLO MOLINA, RAFAEL LEONIDAS.)

  Further reading: Trujillo: The Death of the Goat, by Bernand Diederich.

  Bethune, David See BEATON, DAVID.

  Biayenda, Emile Cardinal See NGOUABI, MARIEN.

  Biko, Steven B. (1946–1977)

  Few deaths caused stronger condemnation of the white South African government and its harsh efforts to maintain apartheid than that of Steven Biko, who was one of the most influential black student leaders, the central figure in the country’s black consciousness movement, founder of the South African Students Organization, and cofounder of the Black Peoples’ Convention. On August 18, 1977, Biko was in police custody in Port Elizabeth, under arrest for writing pamphlets that allegedly incited violence and stirred unrest among blacks in the city.

  On September 12 Biko died while in police detention. Authorities claimed he died of a hunger strike he had begun September 5. Opposition leaders demanded an inquiry, and the U.S. State Department protested Biko’s death, calling for an investigation and describing the dead man as “another victim of the apartheid system and the . . . security legislation which supports that system.” The Rand Daily Mail, South Africa’s leading liberal newspaper, pointed out in an editorial that people don’t die from a hunger strike of only seven days.

  Sticking to the official explanation, Justice Minister James T. Kruger told a meeting of the ruling National Party, “Biko’s death leaves me cold.” He insisted Biko had been given adequate medical supervision during his fast and added that it was “his democratic right” to starve himself to death. By September 17, under a drumbeat of criticism, Kruger admitted that there might have been some irregularities in Biko’s death. He now agreed Biko had not died of starvation and said he had learned that Biko had been driven to Pretoria from Port Elizabeth on September 11, 24 hours before his death.

  A later autopsy revealed the cause of Biko’s death as extensive head wounds. Under questioning at an inquest by a lawyer for the Biko family, witnesses testified that Biko had been kept naked and chained in his cell while held in Port Elizabeth. They also said he had been covered with only a blanket when transported by car to Pretoria, a 750-mile drive taking 14 hours. However, Pretoria’s chief magistrate, Marthinus J. Prins, found after the three-week inquest that the South African police were blameless in the affair. The magistrate ruled “the available evidence does not prove that the death was brought about by any act or omission involving or amounting to an offense on the part of any person.” This decision provoked a new round of protest worldwide.

  In 1979 Biko’s family received 65,000 rand, about U.S. $76,000, in an out-of-court settlement of a suit against the South African police, who made the payment “without admission of liability.”

  During the period of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission of the late 1990s four former policemen were denied amnesty for their roles in the death of Biko. The commission gave several reasons, including that the policemen were lying about what had happened, saying their version was “so improbable and contradictory that it has to be rejected as false.” In theory this left the officers subject to criminal prosecution, but most legal experts considered that highly unlikely, pointing out that a charge of murder with intent to kill would be most difficult to prove. The lesser charge of manslaughter could not be brought forward since the 20-year statute of limitations had expired.

  Borgia, Juan (1477–1497)

  Of the many murders committed during the heyday of the Borgias, the assassination of one of that family’s members remains subject to speculation and dispute. Had Juan Borgia, the younger son of the dissolute Pope Alexander VI, been murdered by his brother, Cesare Borgia? It was a logical question to ask about the notorious Cesare, who earned the admiration of Niccolò Machiavelli and served as the model for the latter’s classic on politics, The Prince.

  Juan was Alexander VI’s favorite, and the pope saw in him a great political future. Originally that role was to be played by the two brothers’ elder half-brother, Pedro Luis, who became duke of Gandia. As was common with second sons, Cesare was guided to a religious career, one for which he was eminently unsuited even in the days of high-living churchmen. He was better known for his hunting parties, his innumerable amorous affairs, and his lavish wardrobe, rather than for any dedication to ecclesiastical duties.

  When Pedro Luis died in 1488, Cesare hoped to be saved from the church, but his father bypassed him in favor of Juan as the heir to his dukedom. Alexander also installed Juan as commander of the papal army in 1496. Cesare was delighted when the papal troops under Juan suffered a major defeat near Bassano in January 1497, thwarting Alexander’s plans for extending papal territories.

  On June 14, 1497, Juan and Cesare took supper with their mother, accompanied by two footmen and a mysterious masked man who had joined them during the meal. Juan had been seen frequently in public with this mystery man and seemed very attached to him. After the meal they rode off with the masked man sharing Juan’s horse. At a certain point Juan and the masked man decided to go off on their own, despite Cesare’s warning that Rome was dangerous after dark. Juan was never seen alive after that. A Tiber boatman saw a man leading a horse with what appeared to be a body across the saddle. He thought he heard someone speak the words, “my lord.” This was followed by a splash.

  When Juan failed to turn up, the river was dragged and his body was fished out. He had been stabbed nine times, and his purse was intact. At first the general belief was that enemies of the pope, such as the Sforza family or the Orsini family, were behind the assassination, but suspicion shifted to Cesare. As historian Barbara W. Tuchman writes, “In the bubbling stew of Rome’s rumors, no depravity appeared beyond the scope of the Borgias.”

  The pope himself was gravely affected by his son’s murder, and he locked himself away in the Vatican for three days. When he emerged, he committed himself to a program of reform to make up for his own sins, which he felt had caused God’s wrath to descend on Juan. Alexander’s newfound devotion did not last long, however, and thereafter he shortly pulled Cesare out of his cardinalate in his need for a trusted secular lieutenant. There remains considerable dispute whether Cesare had had his brother assassinated. Some presentday historians tend to doubt it, but there is no doubt that from that period on the Borgias committed many more deceits and assassinations.

  Further reading: The Borgias, by Michael Mallett; A Criminal History of Mankind, by Colin Wilson; The March of Folly, by Barbara W. Tuchman.

  Boris III, King of Bulgaria (1894–1943)

  The death of King Boris III of Bulgaria was announced on German radio on August 28, 1943. The cause of death, however, has remained a form of historical multiple choice. It has variously been reported as due to a heart attack, self-inflicted gunshot or poisoning, or more likely an assassination. What is known is that just before his death Boris III had a stormy interview with Adolf Hitler.

  Boris III became king of Bulgaria when his father, Ferdinand I, abdicated in 1918. However, the real power in the country passed to political strongman Aleksandur Stamboliski, the head of the Bulgarian Agrarian Party. There followed over four years of struggle between the king and Stamboliski, who held the post of prime minister. In 1923 Stamboliski was murdered and the king was generally considered to have been involved in the plot. The king did not, however, gain a strong hold on the nation for more than another decade, being himself the subject of numerous terrorist attacks, including two attempts on his life within a few days in April 1925.
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