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For Sybil






Few men tried more, gave more, dared more and suffered more for the Russian people.

—Winston Churchill

There is no more sometimes than the trembling of a leaf between success and failure.

—W. Somerset Maugham








CONVENTIONS

All dates for events in Russia prior to 1918 are given in the Old Style (OS), or Julian, calendar that was used until the beginning of that year and that was thirteen days behind the New Style (NS), Gregorian, calendar used in the West during the twentieth century. During the nineteenth, it was twelve days behind. Occasionally a double date is given for clarity in connection with events that were also important in the West: e.g., Bloody Sunday on January 9/22, 1905, which means January 9 according to the OS calendar and January 22 according to the NS calendar.

There is no single system for transliterating Russian that accomplishes everything one could wish. In the body of the book, I use a system that helps the reader approximate Russian pronunciation. However, in the references I use a system that is conventional in scholarly bibliographies. As a result, the names of some individuals and places appear in two variants, but their equivalence should be obvious (e.g., Moiseyenko = Moiseenko). Well-known names of people and places are given in their most familiar forms—thus Nicholas II, not Nikolay II; Saint Petersburg, not Sankt-Peterburg. I also preserve the transliterations of names as used by authors themselves and in references.

Traditional Russian naming practices for people consist of first names, patronymics (derived from the father’s first name), and surnames. For the sake of simplicity, I leave out most patronymics.

Estimates of what different sums of money from the past would be worth in today’s dollars are determined by calculators at http://www.measuringworth.com/uscompare.






AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is the story of a remarkable man who became a terrorist to fight the tyrannical Russian imperial regime, and when a popular revolution overthrew it in 1917 turned his wrath against the Bolsheviks because they betrayed the revolution and the freedoms it won. If any of the extraordinary plots he hatched against the Bolsheviks had succeeded, the world we live in would be unrecognizable.

Boris Savinkov was famous, and notorious, during his lifetime both at home and abroad because of the major roles he played in all the cataclysmic events that shook his homeland during the first quarter of the twentieth century. The story of his life has an epic sweep and challenges many popular myths about the Russian Revolution, which was arguably the most important catalyst of twentieth-century world history. Although now largely forgotten in the West, Savinkov is still a legendary figure in Russia, and a controversial one—so much so that many documents about him remain locked away in the secret archives of the FSB, the security agency that succeeded the KGB.

It is hard to believe Savinkov’s life because of all the triumphs, disasters, twists, and contradictions that filled it. Neither a Red nor a White, he forged his own path through history. He chose terror out of altruism, although what he did bears no resemblance to what “terrorism” means today. He closely supervised teams of terrorists and agonized over the morality of his actions, but never killed anyone himself. He was a cunning conspirator, but fell victim to the greatest deception in the annals of Russian political skullduggery. He spent years evading the tsar’s police, but became a government minister during the revolutionary year 1917. He could be as hard as stone and instilled fear and loathing in his enemies, but was admired by international statesmen and became close friends with world-famous artists. He yearned for family life and strived to be a loving husband and father, but sacrificed his personal happiness for political goals. He sent men and women to their deaths, but could recite Romantic poetry for hours and wrote novels and memoirs that are read to this day. He believed in the inviolable rights of human beings, but concluded that only a dictator could guarantee them during periods of great national upheaval. He was fiercely loyal to his comrades-in-arms, but decided to deceive them when he took an immense final gamble in his fight against the Soviet regime. Trying to understand Savinkov’s beliefs and the choices he made often forces one to think what might have seemed unthinkable.

Savinkov’s life also refracts two issues that remain critically important today: the character of the Russian state and its role in the world. All his efforts were directed at transforming his homeland into a uniquely democratic, humane, and enlightened country—one in which the people control not only their government but also the economic system under which they live, one that welcomes self-determination for all its nationalities, and one that seeks harmonious relations in the international community. The support Savinkov got for his goals from numerous countrymen during his career suggests that the paths Russia took during the twentieth and twenty-first centuries—the tyranny of the Soviet period, the authoritarianism of Putin’s regime—were not the only ones written in her historical destiny. Savinkov’s goals are a poignant reminder of how things in Russia could have been and how, perhaps, they may still become someday.

Boris Savinkov’s life is also an exceptionally good story—too good to be left untold any longer. All that follows really happened, and everything that is between quotation marks comes from a memoir, a letter, or another historical document.






CHAPTER ONE THE PERSONAL IS ALWAYS POLITICAL IN RUSSIA


The doorbell rang shortly after 1 A.M., shattering the quiet just when everyone in the Savinkov household had gone to bed.

“Police!” a commanding male voice answered the maid’s anxious question; then, before she could even start unlocking the door, the voice added angrily, “Hurry! Open up!”

What better time than late at night to ensure that everyone is home and so disoriented by sleep that they cannot resist or even argue effectively? The Gestapo and KGB would perfect the method in the twentieth century, making the dreaded nighttime knock or ringing doorbell the subject of countless nightmares and the herald of millions of disappearances. But in the more innocent nineteenth century, even in the notoriously autocratic Russian Empire, the practice was still too rare for the average person to feel anything but shock and surprise.

It was December 23, 1897, and Boris Savinkov, aged eighteen, and his brother Alexander, twenty-three, had come home for Christmas to the family’s apartment in Warsaw earlier that day. Both were university students in the imperial capital, Saint Petersburg—Boris was studying law, Alexander mining engineering—and had not seen their parents and four siblings since the beginning of the school year. They had all just spent a wonderfully warm family evening together, talking excitedly, happy to see one another again, the parents filled with delight, marveling at how much their sons had matured in just several months, and very proud of their passionate desire to do something good and important for their country.

When Sofia Alexandrovna, their mother, heard who was at the door, she hurried to their room. Even though the family’s life had flowed peacefully until then and no one had ever had any problems with the police, her instinct told her that her sons were involved. Both were already up and dressing hurriedly, with their father, Victor Mikhailovich, standing by, looking anxious.

A moment later, in a uniform with epaulettes, a saber at this side, and the spurs on his boots ringing, Colonel Utgof of the gendarmes, the Russian imperial political police, strode into the room. A dozen other people—policemen, official witnesses, the building’s custodian—crowded in after him.

“Excuse me,” the colonel began with a formal bow as he brought his heels together in an elegant foot scrape. “By order of the authorities, I must carry out a search.”

The parents looked at each other with horror. Victor Mikhailovich was a well-known and respected justice of the peace in the Russian imperial court system in Poland. To have police search an official’s home in those years was almost unheard of.

Over the next four hours, the police dug through everything in the large, high-ceilinged apartment, dumping clothing and books on the floor, scrutinizing photographs, riffling through documents, reading letters, ripping open furniture upholstery, and leaving filthy footprints everywhere amid the chaos. It was sickening to see strangers’ hands do whatever they wanted with the family’s most intimate and cherished possessions. The youngest son and the three daughters were also roused from their beds, and their mattresses, pillows, and bedding prodded and groped. Boris and Alexander were thoroughly frisked as well. No one in the family would ever forget the stinging humiliation they felt that night.

The number of police and the effort they expended might have been appropriate if they had been searching for a cache of guns or explosives, or even an illegal printing press. However, what they were looking for was far more innocuous, and the colonel and his minions found it in Boris’s wallet and in a basket that Alexander had brought with him and had not even unpacked yet—nineteen envelopes containing copies of a protest by students in Saint Petersburg against imperial policies in Poland, and part of a student organization’s bylaws. Their oldest sister, Vera, also surrendered two additional envelopes that she had torn in half and tried to hide under her pillow.

In the eyes of the police, this little pile of paper was damning evidence of sedition.

“Say goodbye to your parents,” the colonel commanded Boris and Alexander. “You’re coming with me!”

The parents could not believe what was happening. Their eyes filled with tears, and Sofia felt sobs rising in her throat as they rushed to embrace their sons. The young men had turned pale but seemed calm.

Acting as if he had completed a social call, and adding another surreal note to his rude violation of a family’s peace and privacy, the colonel once again went through his bowing and foot-scraping routine; then, letting the young men go first, the entire pack of police and officials trooped out.

The brothers were taken by carriage to the Alexander Citadel, which the Russian authorities had built on the northern edge of Warsaw to fortify the city after suppressing a rebellion, and locked up in its notorious Tenth Pavilion, where dangerous political prisoners were kept.

In Russia, History Is Never the Past

This event triggered a change in Boris that would define his life. For the first time, he had been confronted—not in the abstract and not at second hand—with the implacability of the Russian imperial regime, which loomed overhead like a mountainside ready to give way at the slightest touch. All he had done with his brother was raise a small voice of protest against Russia’s heavy-handed policies in Poland, but this was enough to trigger police retribution that demonstrated he was less a citizen of his country than an abject subject.

What drove Boris and his fellow students was a desire for justice. But what drove the imperial regime was a fear of history repeating itself.



The relations between Russia and Poland were long, convoluted, and bloody, and had entered their current phase over a century earlier. In 1772, during an event that became known as the First Partition, Russia, Austria, and Prussia—Poland’s stronger neighbors—seized parts of its territory (because they could). There was a Second Partition in 1793, when Prussia and Russia took even more. Finally, in 1795, after defeating Polish armies led by Tadeusz Kościuszko, a hero of the American Revolution and friend of Washington and Jefferson, Russia and Prussia split what was left in the Third Partition. Russia got the lion’s share, and Poland disappeared as an independent state from the map of Europe for the next 123 years.

But although the Poles had lost their country, they remained a proud people and nation. Many fought on Napoleon’s side when he invaded Russia in 1812. Poles rose unsuccessfully against Russian imperial rule in 1830 and again in 1863, with numerous insurrectionists killed, hanged, and sent to Siberia. Russia tightened her grip after this and began barbaric programs to suppress Polish secular and Catholic religious identity. In 1879, Russian was proclaimed the only language of instruction in Polish territories.

It does little to mitigate Russia’s miserable behavior in Poland—although it helps explain it—to point out that analogous policies existed in Polish territories that Prussia had seized. (And as is usually the case between neighboring states whose relative strength varies over time, the pendulum of history had swung the other way in the past, when the Poles occupied Moscow and attempted to take over the Russian throne in the early seventeenth century.) Even more broadly, the end of the nineteenth century was a bad time for smaller peoples and weaker states everywhere as European and American imperialism marched across Asia, Africa, the Pacific, the Caribbean, and Latin America. Think of just the United States grabbing Hawaii, Puerto Rico, Cuba, Guam, and the Philippines in the 1890s, or the widespread prohibitions against Native American languages and religious practices on reservations and in boarding schools that lasted well into the twentieth century.

Because of the recurring uprisings in the nineteenth century, the long history of Russian oppression was never far out of mind among Poles. But just three months before Boris and Alexander were arrested, an event occurred that inflamed all the old passions on both sides. It also made the historical past into a living present for Boris and prompted him to act.

On October 3, 1897, in Vilnius, which is now the capital of independent Lithuania but was then an important city in Russian Poland, the cornerstone was laid for a monument to Count Mikhail Muravyov-Vilensky, the Russian governor-general who put down the Polish uprising in 1863 (and who received his title of nobility and the second, honorific part of his surname—which means “of Vilnius”—as rewards). Liberal Russians and nationalist Poles reviled him as “The Hangman” because of the number of people he executed, especially in Vilnius itself, which was the seat of the uprising. To nationalist Russians, however, he was a heroic figure who suppressed a mutiny against legitimate order and defended Russian and Orthodox Christian interests against Catholic Poles in the northwestern region of the empire.

That anyone would even think of erecting such a monument incensed students at Warsaw University. (An American analogy might be the monument to Confederate general Nathan Bedford Forrest, the first grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, which was erected in Selma, Alabama, in 2000, although it did not last very long.) The students’ outrage increased when six of their professors sent a telegram to Vilnius supporting this tribute to a man who, as they put it, “freed the northwestern region [of the Russian Empire] from the Polish-Catholic yoke and confirmed the truism that it was and is purely Russian.” Believing that their sycophantic teachers had betrayed them, the Polish students sought to widen their protest by appealing to peers elsewhere in the empire. They received a strong positive response from university students in Saint Petersburg. And the primary organizers of the Russian student protest against the Warsaw professors were Boris and Alexander Savinkov. The batch of letters they had brought home and that the police had seized criticized the six professors and was supposed to be mailed to other members of the faculty in Warsaw University.

A Childhood in Russian Poland

It is hard to imagine Boris behaving any differently, given his childhood and youth, although by itself his family background could not have predicted all the phases of his tempestuous future life.

He was born on January 19, 1879, in Kharkov, a historic city that was then in the Kiev Governorate of the Russian Empire and is now in northeastern Ukraine. His parents were ethnic Russians and belonged to the country’s hereditary minor nobility, which was a social status at the time that provided some privileges but by itself did not usually imply wealth. Boris had five siblings: in addition to his older brother, Alexander, he had a younger one named Victor, an older sister named Vera, and two younger sisters, Nadezhda and Sofia. Shortly after Boris’s birth, his father received a new judicial appointment, and the family moved to Warsaw. That is where Boris grew up, and this influence proved seminal.

Boris’s parents were unusually liberal for Russians of their class, even if their lives had not been openly political before their sons’ arrest. As Boris’s mother recalled in her memoir, poignantly titled “Years of Sorrow,” prior to that event they lived the way any fairly prominent government official’s family did—without any special cares, social interests, or questions, except for the everyday. She and her husband raised their children in a close-knit atmosphere of cultured gentility. They indulged but did not spoil them and guided them toward practical and socially useful occupations. For example, and as was typical for their class, they sent their firstborn, Vera, to a school in Kharkov that was called the Institute for Well-Born Young Women and stressed French and deportment. Despite its finishing-school flavor, however, the school also prepared its charges for careers as teachers, and Vera would show genuine grit later in life by becoming a seasoned frontline nurse during the Russo-Japanese War.

The Ministry of Justice paid Victor Mikhailovich a good salary, which allowed him to provide his family with a comfortable if not lavish lifestyle. A well-educated and enlightened man, he was very sensitive about interpreting the law fairly. He also tried to be lenient and never distinguished among those who appeared before him—whether they were Russian, Polish, or Jewish, educated or not, rich or poor. As a result, he quickly became popular with the region’s intimidated population, to the extent that locals would address him to his face as “zacny sędzia” (“honorable judge” in Polish); even more significantly, they also did so behind his back. Victor Mikhailovich took pride in the fact that during his twenty-year career in the Polish territories, he never compromised his conscience or yielded to his superiors’ pressure, a stance that earned him the reputation of being “difficult” and a “red” among other Russian officials. He feigned indifference to these characterizations in public. But in private, he complained often and bitterly to his wife about the police brutality he witnessed and how ashamed this made him feel that he was Russian.

Sofia Alexandrovna, Boris’s mother, had a rebellious streak that would resurface in her children. Her father was a general in the Russian army, staunchly conservative and fervently loyal to the imperial throne and the Orthodox Church, and her parents arranged her marriage when she was only seventeen and had just left finishing school. It was her great good fortune that the man chosen to be her husband proved to be loving, humane, and liberal, even if significantly older. Sofia Alexandrovna quickly turned against her family’s traditions. An intelligent, strong-willed, and idealistic woman, she became an agnostic, developed progressive views, and took an interest in literature and philosophy; she also did some writing herself, in addition to her memoir. Her marriage to Victor Mikhailovich was very close, and Sofia dedicated herself to her six children and their education, tutoring them in French and German, and encouraging them to learn Polish, despite the imperial regime’s attempts to discourage the language.

Boris’s parents enrolled him in Warsaw’s First Gymnasium, an elite institution comparable to an American prep school that was attended by the children of Russian officials and Russophilic Poles (collaboration with foreign occupiers was not just a twentieth-century phenomenon), from which he graduated in the spring of 1897. Boris left few recollections about his childhood, and what he said about his schooling does not suggest it had a positive or even a formative role in his youth, even though he got good grades.

The gymnasium was run by ex–military officers who tried to instill a martial spirit in their pupils, and the boys wore uniforms every day, including regulation peaked caps. The early years were filled with the gray tedium of rote memorization and grinding intimidation by eccentric teachers who did not hesitate to give stinging fillips to the boys’ ears when they failed to answer correctly. In the middle school years, the boys suffered through translations from Greek and Latin, struggled with algebra while fighting off sleep, and relished the occasional romp of quasi-military drills in the countryside on warm spring days. When the boys were older, predictable adolescent preoccupations took over: planning for a formal ball with girls from their sister school, sneaking cigarettes and beer in the hallways when no one was looking, and maneuvering in class to distract teachers from homework assignments or to escape hard questions on oral exams. Boris’s disparaging recollections of the gymnasium were likely colored by his distaste for the school’s mission, which was intended to foster intense loyalty toward official Russian imperial ideology.

Despite this, Boris did form friendships at school, and one in particular would be the most important in his life—Ivan Platonovich Kalyaev. The future notorious terrorist was born in Warsaw to a retired Russian police officer and the daughter of a ruined Polish nobleman. His years in the First Gymnasium ensured that he would be fluent in Russian, to the extent that he would write accomplished poetry in the language (Boris nicknamed him “The Poet”), but he always spoke Russian with a Polish accent. The young men became close friends despite their differences. Kalyaev practically lived in the Savinkov apartment and was treated like a son by the parents.

If Boris was buttoned up and somewhat shy as a youth, Kalyaev was the opposite. He wore his heart on his sleeve and seemed ready to open himself up to anyone with whom he felt rapport. There was also something otherworldly about him: people remembered especially the pallor of his thin face and the innocent and sorrowful expression of his enormous eyes, as if he were partially lost in some other dimension of being. Boris always found this very moving in his friend, even though his own character was more down to earth.

By the time he graduated from the gymnasium Boris had acquired a worldly polish—he was intellectually sophisticated, ambitious, well dressed, a charming conversationalist, well mannered, and even an elegant dancer. He was also good-looking in a somewhat feral way, with a sensuous mouth and a quizzical expression in his slanting eyes set into a narrow, high-cheekboned face.

Boris’s mother also influenced his education by giving him her love for literature. In addition to classic Russian writers—Pushkin, Gogol, Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky—he liked the romantic works and tales of adventure by Lord Byron, Sir Walter Scott, Alexandre Dumas, Victor Hugo, Mayne Reid, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Jack London. For a high school pupil in late imperial Russia, these were all entirely orthodox tastes, and Boris’s avid reading would have a lasting effect on him.

Another important influence on him and in the Savinkov household generally was Sofia’s brother, Nikolay Yaroshenko. His ideological path was similar to his sister’s, and he also rebelled against their father, albeit in a curiously hybrid way. He began by embarking on a military career—he would rise to the rank of major-general—before committing himself to art and became a leading member of the influential Wanderers group, who were famous for realistic paintings with socially conscious themes. Several of his canvases, which are now in the collections of major Russian museums, became iconic condemnations of tsarist inequities: The Stoker (1878) depicts a powerfully muscled worker illuminated by a lurid red light from a furnace, suggesting the degradation and potential revolutionary strength of the working class; The Prisoner (1878) shows a man in a dark cell peering out of a small high window, a visual metaphor for life in Russia; Life Is Everywhere (1888) portrays a peasant family with a young child framed by the barred window of a prison railway car, but done in the style of Renaissance paintings of the Holy Family. There was even a painting called The Woman Terrorist (1881, repainted), inspired by Vera Zasulich, a heroine of the Russian revolutionary movement, who in 1878 tried to kill General Fyodor Trepov, the governor-general of Saint Petersburg (and who, coincidentally, had distinguished himself during the suppression of Polish rebellions in 1830 and 1863). It is one of the paradoxes of Russian imperial society—and a reflection of the sometimes contradictory forces at play in it—that a highly ranked career army officer could also dedicate himself to a critical and politicized art with impunity.

Nikolay Yaroshenko was close to his sister and her family, especially his nephews Boris and Alexander. When the boys were ten and fifteen, he took them on a trip to the fashionable spa town of Kislovodsk in the Caucasus Mountains, in the south of Russia, a region that Russians associated with freedom, picturesque landscapes, exotic native tribes, and romantic adventures, rather like the West was for Americans. The uncle did not hesitate to speak freely in front of them about his admiration for the student revolutionaries of Zasulich’s generation or for their present-day heirs.

Uncle Nikolay also introduced several of his famous friends into the Savinkov household, including the writer Gleb Uspensky, who wrote with great sympathy about the plight of Russian peasants and was the model for the man in the painting The Prisoner (Boris would later marry his daughter), and the writer Mikhail Saltykov-Shchedrin, who bitterly satirized imperial Russian society and whose works Boris later eagerly absorbed. Another visitor was the internationally celebrated chemist Dmitry Mendeleyev, creator of the periodic table of elements. Boris would have little interest in science, but the progressive and humanitarian ideals of his uncle and the legacy of the uncle’s writer friends would resonate throughout his life.

These influences had a formative effect on the young Boris. Another, less liberal uncle and his wife remembered how during his visits to their country house Boris would demonstratively shake hands with all the servants when he walked into the dining room, an action that underscored his democratic beliefs but shocked the couple. Boris’s strong opinions also impressed his younger cousins, who adored him and followed his lead in everything. When he declared that he had decided to become a vegetarian and that it is immoral to eat animals, they immediately followed suit and avoided eating the meat on their plates by hiding it in napkins.



Warsaw itself, which was the center of Polish cultural and economic life, left an imprint on Boris as well. It was a busy, flourishing, and cosmopolitan place that looked far more Western European than Russian—with broad squares, grand colonnaded buildings, royal palaces, and imposing Catholic cathedrals. The numerous Russian officials and officers who lived in Warsaw and the Orthodox churches that had been built for them—to the annoyance of Poles—gave it a partially Russian veneer. There were many Jews, too, more than a third of the population, most of them poor and all discriminated against by imperial policies. In light of this, it is notable that Boris never shared the blight of anti-Semitism that was widespread among Russians; indeed, many of his closest revolutionary comrades would be Jews.

But despite the Russian overlay, Warsaw was still a resolutely Polish city. Upper-class Poles preserved a culture of personal behavior and style that marked them to such an extent, and so differently from Russians, that Baedeker’s famous early twentieth-century tourist guide to the Russian Empire tried to prepare potential visitors to Warsaw: “The contrast between the lower classes and the noblesse is very striking, the latter being physically and in character refined to an almost excessive pitch of elegance. Polish women are renowned for their grace and beauty.” Boris’s own courtliness and urbanity, which some of his political enemies would later characterize as pretentiousness, more likely reflected conventional upper-class Polish (and Russian) social norms and etiquette.

As a result of his family’s liberalism and because of where he grew up, Boris developed a deep affection and respect for Poles. He sympathized with their national aspirations, admired their culture, and learned to speak Polish fluently with a Warsaw accent, all of which would have a decisive effect on his life decades later. He also became aware of Poland’s fraught relations with Russia early in life. He claimed that he felt deep indignation at the sight of a monument facing the city’s main Catholic cathedral that was dedicated to “Poles who remained loyal to the tsar during the uprising.” He was indignant as well that he and his fellow pupils were prohibited from speaking Polish in school. He was indignant that officially Poland did not exist at all but that, as imperial political geography would have it, there were several “provinces on the Vistula River populated by Russians of the Catholic faith.” And most importantly, he was indignant that people could be arrested and “left to rot” in the city’s Citadel or exiled to Siberia simply because they loved their country.

In the Hands of the Imperial Police

When Boris and Alexander arrived in the Warsaw Citadel’s prison they were questioned by a different officer of the gendarmes—one Colonel Motov. Both denied they were members of a secret organization, declined to say anything about others involved in the plan to mail the protests, and claimed they did not remember the names of the professors in Warsaw to whom they had already sent letters. Boris also lied that the student organization whose bylaws had been found on him was merely a study group.

Back in the apartment, Sofia Alexandrovna wandered, despondent and angry amid the disorder and ruin left by the police. She noticed with horror that her husband, who looked older than his fifty-eight years, had turned deathly pale and started clutching at his chest because he had difficulty breathing. She quickly put him to bed and sent for a doctor, who succeeded in calming him. But she was far too upset to go to bed herself and sat down to dash off a blistering letter to Warsaw’s governor-general about the violence that had been done to her family; she then rushed outside to post it herself.

Results followed with surprising speed. Perhaps it was because Victor Alexandrovich was a judge and thus not without influence in the city administration; perhaps it was because the governor-general, Prince Alexander Bagration-Imeretinsky, proved to be relatively humane for a man in his position. Whatever the cause, he quickly summoned the city’s chief prosecutor and the commanding general of the gendarmes to explain themselves. He also sent an adjutant to the Savinkov apartment to convey his apology. Three days later Boris and Alexander were freed.

They spent the Christmas and the New Year holidays at home, trying to forget what had happened. But they could not; the outrage was too great, and their mother watched apprehensively as they kept rehashing the details of their arrest, their eyes burning with hostility. Their father had taken the blow especially hard, and Sofia began to worry about the long-term effect on his health. When the parents accompanied their sons to the train station for the trip back to Saint Petersburg, they could see that the affair was far from over.



And they were right. Just two months later, in February 1898, Boris telegraphed that Alexander had been arrested. Sofia immediately left for Saint Petersburg.

This was her first descent into the nightmare world of tsarist police bureaucracy, and its inhumanity produced an impression that she never forgot: rude officials who avoided her or gave her the runaround; officers who either refused to identify Alexander’s supposed crime or threatened appalling punishments for his unnamed offense; interminable waits in squalid anterooms with other petitioners who searched in vain for encouragement in one another’s frightened eyes.

The dark and bewildering world she entered was a shocking contrast to the magnificent outward appearance of this severely beautiful northern capital. Founded by Tsar Peter the Great to “cut a window through to Europe” and to give landlocked Russia access to the seas and oceans of the world, Saint Petersburg radiated the grandeur of imperial ambition and achievement. Unlike Moscow, with its often-crooked streets, medieval Kremlin, and many old onion-domed churches, Saint Petersburg looked Western and modern, with vast ministries encased in rhythmic stone façades, extensive parks and squares, imposing multihued palaces, granite-lined canals, and broad, straight boulevards. There were churches everywhere, too—this was Russia, after all—but the biggest, Saint Isaac’s Cathedral, was built in the style of European Neoclassicism, and Kazan Cathedral on the city’s main thoroughfare, Nevsky Prospect, was modeled on Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome.

The empire’s military power was everywhere on display as well, and martial music was integral to the city’s soundscape. Bands playing bravura marches accompanied infantry and cavalry as they passed through the streets on the way to parades and drills, their serried rows of bayonets, helmets, and cuirasses flashing in the sun. The imperial ideals of authority and discipline seemed imprinted everywhere on the city’s male population, nearly one-tenth of whom wore uniforms of one kind or another—military officers, civilian officials, even students and schoolboys.

Sofia Alexandrovna spent two months navigating the police labyrinth in Saint Petersburg before she was finally allowed to visit Alexander, and even then, it was for just twenty minutes twice a week. He had been in solitary confinement the entire time and looked terrible, his face pale and swollen. But there was nothing she could do for him, and she had to leave him as he was, because her husband and four younger children, some of whom had fallen ill, needed her back in Warsaw. She never did find out what the charges against Alexander were.

Then things got even worse. Because of their son’s troubles, Sofia and her husband’s old acquaintances in Warsaw’s official circles began to look askance at them. Four months later the parents were shocked to hear that the police had searched Boris’s room in Saint Petersburg, but fortunately they had not arrested him. A month later came yet another blow: Sofia received a message that Alexander’s health had deteriorated to the point that she needed to do everything possible to have him freed. Again, she rushed to the capital, and this time succeeded, thanks to a more humane director of the police department, Alexey Lopukhin (ironically, he would play a crucial role in upending Boris’s life years later, but in a way no one could have predicted). Because of his prison ordeal Alexander now looked like an invalid—thin, hunched over, and so pale there was a greenish tint to his cheeks. Sofia brought him home, but her joy would be brief.

Youthful Fire

Early in 1898, after returning to Saint Petersburg University from his home visit and arrest in Warsaw, Boris threw himself into student protests. At first his focus was limited to reforming the antiquated curriculum and defending students’ civil rights. His childhood friend Ivan Kalyaev was also a student at the university, and together they took on leading roles by joining the student Organizing Committee. But the imperial regime and its ministry of education resisted change in this as in everything else, passions on both sides inevitably flared, and students began to go into the streets to demonstrate. From the regime’s perspective, such protests were a disruption of public order and an additional provocation. However, for many Russian students at the time, this dynamic of escalation became a well-trodden path to more serious forms of rebellion. Indeed, there were few revolutionaries of any political stripe who came to prominence during the next two decades who had not been radicalized while at university.

As the student protests began to morph into something approaching a revolutionary movement, Boris became progressively more active. He also began to develop into a passionate and effective advocate, one who could persuade people—or at least win arguments, which is not the same thing—via the force of his eloquence and personality.

A fellow student, Mark Gorbunov, whose revolutionary career began in the same student circles but who would later become a Bolshevik and a poison-tongued defamer of Boris’s legacy, recalled a memorable encounter they once had in the room of a mutual acquaintance, an attractive young woman. The subject was the People’s Will Party, which had assassinated Alexander II in 1881. Boris found the terrorists of the past and their tactics not just fascinating but appealing, while Gorbunov questioned their political effectiveness. The two were arguing so intensely that the young woman—Vera Glebovna Uspenskaya, the daughter of the famous writer who had visited the Savinkovs in Warsaw—looked frightened and enthralled at the same time: she turned pale and wrapped herself in a big shawl as she watched, her large dark eyes open wide.

Boris did most of the talking during the encounter with Gorbunov, which had become typical for him. He was quick, witty, and self-confident; his style was never to defend, but always to attack. He also had an excellent memory, which allowed him to ornament his arguments with apt quotations, including long passages from the satirist Saltykov-Shchedrin, another of his uncle’s friends who had visited the Savinkovs in Warsaw. Gorbunov was powerless to stop the flood of Boris’s arguments, he recalled, and said that he felt like a man on horseback who was losing his balance during a headlong gallop.

At the same time, Boris revealed a trait that dampened Gorbunov’s admiration for him somewhat—his tendency at times to get carried away with a deftly turned phrase, and then to pause, together with his listeners, as if admiring what he had just said. Boris’s motivation seems to have been a mix of self-assertion and a touch of theatricality as much as the ideas themselves. This is hardly a sin in a young man, especially if he has an admiring female audience, and Gorbunov’s recollection is tinted by his later animosity. But the “theatricality” of Savinkov’s nature would become one of the hallmarks of how his enemies described him in the future as well.

However, none of this put off the young woman—quite the contrary. Vera was two years older than Boris, tall, slender, and not so much pretty as handsome, with clear-cut features, dark hair, and large, determined eyes set into an oval face whose matte pallor made it seem well scrubbed. She eschewed any makeup and pulled her hair back into a somewhat unruly chignon, as if proclaiming that she did not believe in doing anything to enhance her appearance because it would have been frivolous in light of her dedication to progressive ideas and radical politics. But Vera was also a passionate woman and easily excitable. She tended to speak fitfully when agitated, although the sweet expression on her small, mobile face softened the awkwardness.

Boris and Vera’s growing closeness did not stop their involvement in the student protest movement in Saint Petersburg. Boris was especially active, although he proved to be more effective as a speaker and polemicist in small private settings than at big public meetings because his skills were more intimate and not oratorical in the classical sense. The demonstrations kept increasing in size and intensity. In March 1899, one large gathering near the grand Kazan Cathedral, just a half mile from the Winter Palace, the tsar’s residence, was broken up by mounted, knout-wielding Cossacks and police. Vera and Boris tried to help a young woman and were beaten themselves: Vera’s coat was torn and her hand was badly swollen from a blow, and he had been struck on the head. Over 600 students, men and women, were arrested.

Later in the spring of 1899 the protests reached a climax. After students in the capital organized a nationwide strike against police brutality, many hundreds were arrested throughout the empire, including one-third of the entire student body of Saint Petersburg University. Most escaped prison and were quickly remanded into the custody of their parents, which was a surprisingly mild punishment. But for some, like Boris, the consequences were more serious. He had given an inflammatory speech during a student meeting, and a prosecutor in the Saint Petersburg regional court, Maximilian Trusevich, singled him out for special punishment. Because Boris’s official home was in Warsaw, he, like other students who did not live in the capital, was expelled, and enrollment in any other Russian university was now closed to him as well. It could have been even worse, however: the imperial regime would soon start conscripting unruly students into the army.

Without any other alternatives in Russia, Boris decided to try to finish his education abroad. But first he and Vera cemented their relationship in a traditional Orthodox Church wedding in the summer of 1899.

On the one hand, given their commitment to radical politics, this is somewhat surprising because the Russian ceremony is very elaborate and “high church”—icons and frescoes on the walls, the priest garbed in gold brocade vestments, a choir, chanting and singing in Old Church Slavonic, groomsmen holding crowns, processions, incense, candles—and neither the bride nor the groom evinced any interest in the church or in organized religion later in their lives. But on the other hand, their choice reflects the mores to which they subscribed and which they did not see as contradicting their desire to transform Russian society. These could be called “Victorian” and were widespread among others of their set in Russia—personal loyalty and respect, rectitude, politeness, prudence, commitment to family and children, and concern for their educational and moral development. From this point of view, a church wedding was the proper thing to do. More radically inclined revolutionaries often saw things very differently.

Boris’s parents and siblings welcomed Vera very warmly into their tight-knit family. Not only was the wedding a joyous occasion, but it was also a relief from the ceaseless thrum of anxiety caused by Boris’s and Alexander’s risky political activities. Vera became especially fond of her gentle, aging father-in-law and characterized spending time with him as a “genuine pleasure.” She even began to prefer his company to that of her own mother, who was prone to painful neurotic episodes during which she spent “entire days grumbling at everyone” and complaining that “everything is a burden to her.” The life of Vera’s own family had been darkened for the past decade because her father suffered from a progressive mental illness that led to his being institutionalized in a psychiatric clinic in 1892.



After the wedding, Boris left Vera in Saint Petersburg, where she had family and friends, and went to Germany and France with a Polish friend from his Warsaw days in the hope of continuing his education. He first tried attending the University of Berlin for several months and then moved to the University of Heidelberg, but neither experiment went well. Boris remained unseduced by the intellectual prominence of either institution or by the picturesque charms of Heidelberg, whose university dated to the fourteenth century and was one of the oldest in Europe. Moreover, despite the modernity of German society as a whole, he found its materialism distasteful. Things did not go any better for him in Paris.

While he was abroad, Boris also did not focus on his studies as much as on gauging both countries in terms of their potential for revolution. This too proved a disappointment. He found the German socialists to be politically timid and repulsively chauvinistic. He was further disillusioned by the open cooperation between the German police and the Russian Okhrana—the imperial political police (the word means “protection”) that operated at home and abroad—who monitored the subversive activities of Russian students and émigrés. The students themselves were far too timid for his taste, as he did not hesitate to proclaim at a meeting he attended, and needed to be more “revolutionary.”

What Boris did enjoy during his European sojourn was the contacts he began to make with various Russian revolutionaries who were living and plotting in Germany and France. French agents employed by the Okhrana in Paris kept an eye on him while he was there and reported that although he identified himself as a student, he spent “very little” time in the universities, consorted with politically “suspect” Russians, and went to all the Russian émigré meetings.

The Judas

However, the French agents who shadowed Russian revolutionaries in the streets of Paris, lurked around their meeting halls, and bribed maids for the contents of their wastepaper baskets were not the Okhrana’s only source of information. The police had another weapon that was far more important and effective—a secret informant at the heart of one of the most important Russian revolutionary groups, a man who had been providing the Okhrana with details about the revolutionaries’ rosters, meetings, movements, and plans since 1893, when Boris was still a schoolboy in Warsaw. During the previous half-dozen years, this informant’s value to the Okhrana kept increasing as his stature among the revolutionaries also grew and he became privy to increasing amounts of secret information. The fees the Okhrana paid him grew accordingly, as did their trust in his loyalty to the imperial regime.

But he was something other than the double agent the imperial police believed him to be, as his activity over the course of the next decade would demonstrate, which was also when Boris Savinkov’s life became inextricably tied to his. Even in the crowded field of larger-than-life figures populating Russia at the turn of the twentieth century—some grotesque and outlandish, others noble and heroic, yet others criminally negligent or pathetically misguided—he loomed over the historical landscape like a monstrosity.

His name was Evno Fishelevich Azef, and his humble origins could never have predicted his diabolical career. He was born on July 11, 1869, to a very poor Jewish family in Lyskovo, a small town in the Grodno Governorate of Russian Poland, which was part of the empire’s notorious Pale of Settlement. This was the region bounded by what had been independent Poland’s borders in the eighteenth century, and it was the ancestral home of Poland’s Jews. When the region was incorporated into Russia, its Jewish population was required to remain where they had lived before. By the turn of the nineteenth century this amounted to some five million people. Few ever managed to leave, and those that could did so only with great difficulty.

Because Jews were not allowed to own farmland in the Pale, they lived mostly in semiurban villages, or shtetls, where most men worked as small artisans, craftsmen, or businessmen. Poverty was rampant, families were large, and religious traditions strong. There was no love lost between the Jewish population and their Russian overlords, or between the Jews and their Russian, Polish, and Ukrainian neighbors in the Pale. Anti-Semitic policies were part of the empire’s legal and social fabric, and Russia had become notorious around the world for its discrimination and the bloody pogroms that erupted in its territory with depressing regularity. There had been a wave in the early 1880s; worse was to come in 1903–1906. It is hardly surprising that shtetls became a breeding ground for resentment and that Jews would gravitate to Russian revolutionary movements.

Evno’s father, Fishel, was a tailor who struggled to provide for his wife and six other children. When Evno was five years old, the family managed to move to Rostov-on-Don, a rapidly developing commercial city near the Sea of Azov in southern Russia. Despite the father’s efforts in starting a business, they remained poor. Nevertheless, the move caused a dramatic change in Evno’s life because he was exposed to a bustling urban center with a varied population where Jews were a small minority. Even more important is that his father set him on a secular path by enrolling him in a technical high school, thus breaking with the Jewish tradition of having young men pursue a purely religious education centered on the Torah and the Talmud.

The cost of schooling was high for the poor family, and the father’s inability to pay fees in a timely manner forced Evno to prolong his studies. He graduated only in 1892, when he was twenty-one, several years older than his peers. It was a degrading experience that was probably aggravated by the fact that the majority of students were Christian and that Evno’s relations with them were hostile. It also did not help that he was strikingly ugly—heavily built, with a puffy yellow face, thick lips, and a squeaky high voice—which led some of the pupils to abuse him by calling him “a fat pig.”

Evno’s resentments had multiplied in high school, and that is where he also first came into contact with Russian radical circles. He fell in with some other pupils who were reading and disseminating antigovernment literature and had ties to revolutionaries in the city. But when he learned that a number of them had been arrested and that he could be next, he decided to flee. By then, he had already concluded that even with a high school diploma his prospects for good employment in Russia were very dim, and that, as a Jew, it would be difficult for him to gain admission to a Russian university. He resolved to seek a higher education abroad.

This required money, and Evno got it through theft, thereby beginning what could be called the theme of “dirty money” in his life. A merchant had hired him as a traveling salesman for a consignment of butter. When Evno sold it for 800 rubles (equivalent to perhaps $10,000 today), he pocketed the money and fled to Germany. He first enrolled in a polytechnic institute in Karlsruhe, a small provincial city in the southwest of the country, which is where he also became involved in Russian émigré revolutionary circles. However, his interest in radical ideology, which was never strong to begin with, was soon eclipsed by a desire to improve his own lot by any means necessary. And when his stolen Russian money ran out, he hit on the idea of informing on his fellow students in Germany and his old revolutionary acquaintances in Rostov.

The procedure he followed was remarkably simple: on April 6, 1893, he wrote a letter to the gendarmes headquarters of Rostov-on-Don to offer his services. Four days later he wrote in the same vein to the head of police in Saint Petersburg. The police quickly bit, and when, a month later, Azef asked for a monthly salary of fifty rubles, they agreed. The success of this initiative allowed Azef to transfer to Darmstadt, where he studied electrical engineering at one of Germany’s best technical colleges. In 1899 he passed his examinations and, after working for firms in Germany, was posted to Russia.

From that point on, he systematically climbed the steps of a career that proved to be duplicitous or even “triplicitous,” to coin a word (standard terms fail to capture his grotesque exceptionalism), as he shuttled back and forth across Russia’s frontier whenever his machinations required. On the one hand, he kept rising ever higher in the Okhrana’s esteem because of the value of the information he provided. But on the other, and although he never showed any genuine commitment to revolutionary ideology, his reputation among the revolutionaries kept rising as well. They valued him as a hardheaded pragmatist and, especially, as an expert on the practical and technical aspects of terrorism, for which he was exceptionally well equipped by virtue of his scientific training.

By 1901, Azef had handed the Okhrana a major coup when he revealed the location of an underground printing press in Russia used for publishing revolutionary materials, which was seized, and the personnel operating it were arrested. Simultaneously, the revolutionaries had begun to think of him in a leadership role.

But this was just the beginning of his astonishing career, and many people on both sides of the revolutionary struggle would die as a direct result of his actions. Boris would meet Azef for the first time in 1903.

From Rebellion to Revolution

By the time Boris Savinkov returned from Europe to Saint Petersburg in 1901 (the exact date is uncertain), he had made a fateful decision about his future: he would become a full-time revolutionary and dedicate himself to overthrowing the imperial regime. In light of the catastrophic social, political, and economic problems besieging Russia, student grievances were simply too limited a concern.

At the turn of the twentieth century, not only rebellious students and revolutionaries but many moderate liberals believed that Russia was in a perilous state. As they saw it, a thick pall of stagnation, reaction, and hopelessness had blanketed the country for two decades, ever since the assassination of Alexander II in 1881 ended a period of tepid, albeit promising reforms. The current tsar, Nicholas II, was, like his father, Alexander III, an absolute monarch who was constrained not by laws or governmental institutions but only by historical traditions, by advisers who served at his pleasure, and by his own limited imagination. He was not a cruel man, but he was weak-willed, conservative, pious, and easily swayed, especially by his narrow-minded and credulous wife, the German-born Tsaritsa Alexandra. All power across the entire empire, which was the largest country in the world and spanned a dozen time zones, flowed from the throne down. Without the tsar’s agreement, no one anywhere could do anything to initiate political change from the ground up. The only institutions that allowed an individual to effect very limited social change were either strictly local or charitable, and the imperial bureaucracy could always override any initiative even on this level.

This imperial system was paternalistic by inclination and tried to act benevolently, but its long-term practical effects were dire for the majority of its subjects. The peasants, who made up 80 percent of the population and whose labor was the backbone of the empire’s predominantly agricultural economy, lived largely in archaic poverty and ignorance; the workers in Russia’s developing industries were exploited and impoverished; the educated classes were disenfranchised and often disillusioned. And as Savinkov knew well, everyone was at the mercy of the regime’s reactionary whims.

“What is to be done?”: the eternal question—the despairing howl—of Russian history resounded over the country seemingly without an answer, until the revolutionaries, for the most part socialists and Marxists of different stripes, decided that the time to do something was now and took matters into their own hands.



However, this was not the whole story of Russia before the early 1900s, and one did not need to be a reactionary or a monarchist to see that there were still glimmers of hope and not just unequivocal reasons for despair.

Like an old mansion that still has sturdy timbers and walls even though parts of the foundation and roof have been attacked by rot, the Russian Empire also had areas of strength. It had experienced a decade-long period of promising, even if patchy, economic growth at the end of the nineteenth century. Government revenues had doubled, the length of the railway system had increased by 50 percent, foreign investments had flooded in, and hundreds of new corporations and companies had been established. For much of this period Russian credit was high and the ruble was stable. By 1902, Russia had become the fifth-largest steel producer in the world and was emerging as an industrial power.

Even with the disheartening signs of economic weakness toward the end of the decade—a series of crop failures in the late 1890s and 1901 hit the peasantry hard; this was followed by an economic depression that spread throughout the country—it was not a foregone conclusion that Russia was doomed to descend in a downward spiral. By 1910, a new economic boom was underway. The country had enormous, largely untapped wealth in its natural resources. There were some strong and talented men with vision who could provide leadership in a time of great turmoil. Moscow, the old capital, was leading the country in growth. It had become a major transportation hub, an industrial and trade center, and one of the biggest cities in the world. Its energetic and independently minded business elites played a major role in the local government and poured money into social improvements and cultural initiatives, even in the face of systematic resistance by the imperial bureaucracy in Saint Petersburg. These civic-minded businessmen and their city provided models for what could have spread across the country. But there were other forces at play that would prevent it.



Initially, before Savinkov found his footing, he briefly embraced Marxism and its cardinal belief that the future belonged to the industrial working class, which was destined to revolt against its bourgeois oppressors and establish a socialist state. Because the labor movement in Russia was relatively poorly developed in the late 1890s—the country’s industrialization was still far behind Western Europe and the United States—Savinkov, like many other former students who had joined the revolution’s ranks, committed himself to awakening factory workers to their plight and rallying them to the coming revolution.

Savinkov now also had a deeper and more personal stake in the country’s future because he recently had become a father. On April 26, 1900, while he was still abroad, Vera gave birth to a daughter, Tatyana. His absence had been hard for Vera because there were some health complications initially, although in the end mother and the baby were fine.

Vera also fully shared Boris’s commitment to the revolutionary cause, and after he returned, the young family settled in a scruffy district on the outskirts of Saint Petersburg, where he organized a propaganda circle for a group of factory workers, giving lectures and leading discussions. There were risks in such a life, and Savinkov could not have had any illusions about them. The police had files on him from his two arrests. They were also doing everything they could throughout the empire to uncover and stamp out sparks of revolution, no matter how small. To avoid detection, Savinkov began to develop his skills in clandestine operations. Eva Broido, who worked with him at the time and who would later become a prominent revolutionary herself, remembered him as “a born conspirator, a master of dodging the police.” He regularly used disguises that combined a theatrical flair with attention to detail: whenever he went to meet his workers he put on a shabby worker’s coat, a paint-stained cap, and smeared paint or whitewash on his hands and face.

This is also the time when Savinkov began to write, as he would continue to do in a variety of genres for the rest of his life. His first piece was published in 1900, when he was only twenty-one, and has the sober title “The Petersburg Movement and the Practical Tasks of the Social Democrats.” It is noteworthy for several reasons, including the fact that it got the attention of Vladimir Lenin, the future Bolshevik leader and one of the most influential political figures in twentieth-century history.

Savinkov’s essay appeared in a Russian émigré political journal published in Geneva and was based on his experiences with the factory workers. As would become typical of him both in his life and in his writings, he focused not on ideological questions but on practical methods—specifically, how a revolutionary movement should be organized and what individual members should do in it. His argument was simple: there were not enough people agitating among the workers, and those involved were not sufficiently conspiratorial. As a result, he explained, individuals had to carry out several revolutionary functions at once, and this made it easy for the police to arrest entire groups.

Lenin commented on Savinkov’s piece in his 1902 brochure “What Is to Be Done?” (whose title repeated the primary existential question of Russia), which became famous in the annals of international communism because it contributed to the fateful split in the Marxist Russian Social Democratic Party that gave rise to the Bolsheviks. As such, Lenin’s brochure is one of the most influential documents in twentieth-century revolutionary history.

Lenin singled out for praise Savinkov’s argument that there were not enough leading figures in the revolutionary movement. This resonated with Lenin’s own belief that a “vanguard” of committed revolutionaries was essential to spread Marxism among workers, an idea that also foreshadowed his own future authoritarian behavior. However, such agreements between Savinkov and Lenin would not be repeated. When they met in 1917, it would be at daggers drawn.

Prison

The concern that Savinkov expressed in his essay about inadequate secrecy among revolutionaries was prescient because his disguises failed to shield him for very long. On April 18, 1901, the police arrested him for possessing illegal literature. A more thorough investigation resulted in a second, more serious and accurate charge being added later—that he was engaged in antigovernment propaganda among workers in Saint Petersburg.

Savinkov was no longer merely a self-proclaimed revolutionary: he had been canonized as one by the ultimate authority—the imperial police. The new dossier they started on him would grow very thick over the coming years. In light of his future career, it is noteworthy that at this early stage during questioning by the police he proudly acknowledged his socialist worldview but rejected violence: “The use of force… from my point of view, is impermissible under any circumstances and for any reasons.”

Vera hurried to inform Sofia, who got the news just when it seemed that the worst was finally behind her: only one week after she had brought her oldest son, Alexander, home to convalesce from his prison ordeal. Vera was pregnant again, but she managed to sound chipper and brave in her letter. She tried to persuade Sofia not to come to Saint Petersburg because even she was not allowed face-to-face visits with her husband. Sofia agreed, and for the time being decided not to mention Boris’s arrest either to Alexander or her husband, who was becoming increasingly distraught and whose health was deteriorating under the blows that kept falling on the family.



Savinkov spent a total of ten months in two prisons in Saint Petersburg while his case crept through the judicial system. The same prosecutor who had played a role in his expulsion from Saint Petersburg University, Trusevich, also had a hand in his imprisonment, as he would in several other dark moments later in his life. Vera was eventually allowed to visit him with their baby daughter, to deliver parcels with clothing and books, and to write to him.

Savinkov kept these letters for the rest of his life, as he would several hundred others she sent him over the next dozen years. The fact that the letters survived at all is nothing less than remarkable in light of how unsettled his life would be in Russia and abroad during the next quarter of a century. And that he saved them in spite of how his relationship with Vera would change is also very revealing.

From the first, Vera sounds as if she is buffeted by alternating gusts of hope and despair. This duality is captured even in the physical appearance of the letters, all of which have ugly yellow streaks across the pages—signs that they had been tested for secret writing by prison censors.

It is only a few weeks after Boris was arrested and Vera begs him not to worry about her, even though she admits that she is miserable without him; she tries to cheer him up, as well as herself, by reminding him that they “are still young” and by assuring him that she is “deeply convinced” the future will bring them happiness. She of course never mentions his revolutionary activities, but they are implied in her hopes. She laments that during a visit to the prison she was allowed only to glimpse him through a grate in a dimly lit room and “couldn’t even squeeze your hand.” She praises “Tanyurka”—an affectionate and humorous Russian diminutive for “Tatyana”—because she “conducts herself very nobly” for a one-year-old, and assures him that they are both “hale and hearty women who know how to wait until you are released, whole and unharmed.” Boris had worried that the prison’s dark and depressing appearance might frighten the little girl and emotionally scar her, but Vera assures him that this cannot happen because she is too young.

Later Vera writes that even though their families and friends are of course upset about what has happened to him, she still feels quite alone because no one can share fully the depth of her yearning: “if you only knew how much I miss you, you wouldn’t judge me for crying sometimes”; and then, to soften her lament, she adds: “but this happens rarely.” She reports that she corresponds frequently with his parents, “who are very caring about me,” especially his father, who writes often. She continually revels in their daughter, who is “such a wonderful little girl that it’s simply a marvel,” and includes a photograph of her: curly-haired, dimpled, and poised in a crisply ironed dress.

The last letter in this series comes six months later and is dated October 26, 1901. Vera writes that it is 5 A.M. and that she is leaving for the hospital. She insists that she is not at all afraid and urges him not worry about her or Tanya. Boris would once again miss the birth of his child. Their son must have been born the same day or soon after—the actual date is not known—and they named him Victor, after Boris’s father. In the family, his diminutive would be Vitya.

A Revolutionary Finishing School

In the spring of 1902, Boris Savinkov unexpectedly received a temporary respite. Because he had not committed a capital crime, he was released from prison and exiled to Vologda, a provincial city 350 miles to the east of Saint Petersburg, to await his final sentence.

The change was very timely. Savinkov’s psychological constitution was stronger than his brother’s, and he had not been broken by the ordeal of imprisonment the way Alexander had, but it still took a toll on him. He now looked older than his twenty-three years—thinner, pale, jittery—and had developed a slouch. He had also lost a lot of his hair, and what was left he cut very short, but he compensated for this with a thin, spreading moustache, the ends of which he curled jauntily up.

Savinkov’s treatment as a political prisoner was not unusual in imperial Russia. In the late nineteenth century, hundreds and then, as the twentieth century unfolded, thousands of revolutionaries were exiled to Vologda and other provincial cities for varying periods of time. Because of its “convenient” location in relation to Saint Petersburg—convenient from the point of view of the police—Vologda became known unofficially as “Siberia-by-the-Capital.” The actual Siberia began a thousand miles farther east, and that is where the likes of Vladimir Lenin, Lev Trotsky, and Joseph Stalin were sent when their turns came.

But for all the brutality with which the imperial regime treated political prisoners, it was also surprisingly and paradoxically humane at times in the conditions it imposed on exiles, although this could vary greatly depending on the location and the zeal of the local police and administration. Before he was sent to Vologda, Savinkov was allowed to visit his parents in Warsaw for three days with his wife and children.

Even more surprising from a contemporary standpoint is that after being settled in Vologda for a while, Savinkov was free to bring Vera and the children to live with him; moreover, he could live wherever he chose. Initially, Savinkov found an apartment to rent in a building that also housed the city’s Catholic chapel, which had been established in this unlikely location because of the numbers of Polish political exiles who had been sent to Vologda over the decades. The presence of the church and the Poles, with whom Savinkov quickly established friendly relations, was a poignant reminder of his first act of rebellion against the empire.



Vologda itself was a backwater of some 20,000 souls in the flat Russian north amid endless dark forests under a vast empty sky and consisted mostly of weather-beaten, one-story wooden houses scattered over a wide area on both sides of the meandering Vologda River. There were a few factories, some industry and trade, mostly in decline—an exception was the famous local butter, which was even exported to Europe—and a number of notable old churches. For most of the exiles, it was an unappealing place to be stuck away from the political action, even if it was an enormous improvement over prison. But the landscape’s brooding cold beauty, with its thin, silvery light and spectacular crimson sunsets, did have its admirers—and it still does. Savinkov kept a notebook in Vologda and included in it some appealing sketches of the area’s scenery.

In addition to living where they wished, exiles were also free to occupy themselves pretty much as they pleased, provided they had the money to pay for their comforts. For someone with an education, employment was relatively easy to find, even if you were politically suspect. To help make ends meet, Savinkov, who appears to have been helped financially by his parents at this time, got two jobs—as a secretary in the local court and as a document copier for a lawyer. Because he had begun to study law in Saint Petersburg, he had some relevant training.

With extra time on his hands, Savinkov also continued to write, although in a new vein. He produced a swarm of book reviews that appeared anonymously in a well-known and respected left-liberal journal, Russian Wealth, which published articles on an eclectic array of subjects. Savinkov reviewed mostly books about Russian literature, but also a memoir, a travelogue, and some new works of fiction, including, most notably, Andrey Bely’s experimental debut publication in 1902, The Second Symphony, which he (appropriately) panned. Over the course of the next decade, Bely would emerge as a major poet and one of the greatest Russian novelists of the twentieth century.

Savinkov also turned to writing fiction himself. His first efforts—only some have survived, unfortunately, because not all the newspapers in which they appeared have been preserved—were several short stories drawing on his life in Warsaw. In addition, he also produced “The Night,” an imitation of a satirical work about the transitory nature of authorial fame by Maxim Gorky, an immensely popular, radically oriented contemporary writer.

Pleased with what he had written and full of self-confidence, Savinkov sent “The Night” and a second (lost) story to Gorky himself, seeking his approval and hoping that he would help get them published. But when the famous writer’s response finally arrived, it could not have been more discouraging. Gorky advised Savinkov to take up any other craft than literature. “Writing,” he explained condescendingly, “is a difficult matter and not everyone is up to it.”

Savinkov was not used to being rebuked and spent the entire day with his face as dark as a “cloud of stone,” according to a friend who was there. But a pleasant surprise was coming. Despite his disparagement, Gorky wanted to help beginning writers and sent Savinkov’s stories to a Moscow newspaper, The Courier, which had a literary section edited by another very popular writer, Leonid Andreyev, who specialized in gloomy and despairing portrayals of contemporary Russian society. Andreyev accepted “The Night,” which Savinkov had signed with the pseudonym “V. Kanin,” and it appeared in the September 5, 1902, issue, thus marking Savinkov’s debut as an author of fiction. The news caused jubilation in Vologda, and Savinkov’s friends organized a celebration that lasted late into the night and included his reading the story out loud.

“The Night” is written in the then-popular “decadent” style and is full of naïve and clumsy atmospheric effects meant to suggest the frightening mysteriousness of existence (a howling wolf, a shivering horse, an enormous fiery moon that sheds no light). The small, nasty devil who appears in the story tells the narrator that human existence is sordid, vain, and empty, and then announces what sounds like Savinkov’s own sense of things: “in a century hardly one of you is born who loves himself sufficiently to be able to love others. And all the others only mutter unnecessary and incoherent phrases because they hate others and don’t love themselves.” In the context of Russian literature—and Savinkov was very well read—such ideas inevitably recall Dostoyevsky’s famous character Raskolnikov in Crime and Punishment, who tries to combine his egotistical idea of being an “extraordinary individual” with altruism. For Dostoyevsky, a devout Russian Orthodox Christian, this combination was anathema. Savinkov apparently saw things differently, although he used Dostoyevsky as a literary touchstone later as well.



Because of the numbers of like-minded radicals and the freedom they had to gather, Vologda became something like a revolutionary clubhouse or training camp. One of the exiles even jokingly nicknamed Vologda the “Athens of the North,” and it would indeed be Boris Savinkov’s final university in all subjects revolutionary.

There was no shortage of intellectual stimulation. The Savinkovs and others regularly received new books and magazines containing the latest best-selling works by left-leaning writers who sympathized with the revolutionaries, Gorky and Andreyev among them. Illegally published revolutionary literature must have reached them easily as well.

Boris and Vera were also hospitable and organized regular gatherings in their home that were attended by exiles who would have made even socially conscious hostesses in Moscow or Saint Petersburg proud, including Alexey Remizov—on the verge of becoming an important writer—and Nikolay Berdyaev—a major philosopher then moving from Marxism to Christian spirituality. Boris assumed a prominent role on these occasions, and people remembered him because of his individualism, although some resented his self-assured manner.



Because of the lackadaisical attitude that often typified the Russian imperial bureaucracy, the police in Vologda were also astonishingly lax. Once an exile arrived and registered with the governor’s office, they were effectively free from close surveillance. Many exiles quickly realized that it would be foolish not to exploit the opportunity. Savinkov took advantage of it shortly after he arrived and made a round trip to Saint Petersburg for his father-in-law’s funeral in March 1902, which is when he brought Vera and the children back with him. The gendarmes in Vologda noted his absence but did nothing about it. The erratic benevolence of the imperial regime even extended to allowing a three-day visit to Vologda by Boris’s mother and his brother Alexander, who had just been released from yet another imprisonment in Moscow and was on his way to a much harsher exile in eastern Siberia. Sofia and Alexander parted from Boris with deep sorrow. The brothers did not know it, but they would never see each other again.

Marxists vs. Socialist Revolutionaries

Savinkov’s time in Vologda was transformative because that is where he decided to become a terrorist. Even before he arrived, when he was still in prison, he had lost faith in the political program on behalf of which he had tried to mobilize factory workers in Saint Petersburg. Grassroots agitation was too slow, too limited in scope, and too ineffective against the crushing power of the imperial regime. Savinkov had also concluded that Marxism did not address the “agrarian question,” which was of fundamental importance for Russia. But even more important was his growing attraction to the heroic assassinations carried out by the People’s Will Party in the 1880s. In an individual act of terrorism, the personal and the political fuse into a unique affirmation of vengeance, justice, and the self.

Given Savinkov’s inclinations, there was only one movement in which he could find an ideological home within the spectrum of Russian radicalism during the early years of the twentieth century—the Russian Socialist Revolutionary Party, usually called just Socialist Revolutionaries or SRs for short. They were the primary rivals of the Marxist Russian Social Democrats, the party out of which the Bolsheviks emerged in 1903 when they split from their rivals, the Mensheviks.



“Bolshevik” and “Menshevik” derive from the Russian words for majority and minority, and although the Bolsheviks were not in fact the majority in the Social Democrats, Lenin kept the name to make it seem as if his branch was more numerous. In addition to personal animosities between Lenin and his Menshevik counterpart, Yuly Martov, the branches of the party differed in principles of organization, with Lenin insisting on members’ obedience to a central authority, while Martov welcomed a looser structure. As a participant and close observer put it, the SRs and the Marxists of either faction fought one another with almost the same passionate intensity as they fought the imperial regime, albeit without bloodshed (at least prior to 1918, one should add).

The conflict between the parties was based on profound differences in how they understood history, economics, society, ethics, and even human nature. Savinkov’s shift from one camp to the other reflected a major change in his world outlook and self-conception.

Like all Marxists, the Russian Social Democrats based their revolutionary plans on the “industrial proletariat class” and viewed the peasantry as “petty bourgeois” proprietors (their worst term of opprobrium), no matter how small and insignificant their individual plots of land were. The Marxists also viewed history in terms of inevitable “class warfare” that would destroy the bourgeoisie and establish the “dictatorship of the proletariat.”

From the Socialist Revolutionary perspective, however, the Marxists were blinded by the ideology that they had imported from the West and ignored the crucial fact of Russian reality—that peasants were four-fifths of Russia’s population and therefore should be the primary focus of revolutionary liberation.

By all objective measures, the situation of most Russian peasants was in fact frightful. At the beginning of the twentieth century, their agricultural labor gave them only between one quarter and one half of what they needed to live on. To make up the rest, they had to hire themselves out as laborers or seek seasonal work in cities. This made them hungry for more land and receptive to agitation for radical social change. The primitive conditions under which they lived are starkly illustrated by child mortality. In 1913, the death rate among peasant newborns under the age of one ranged from 28 to 39 percent, depending on the region. The rates in western European countries were roughly half: 14 percent in Britain, 17 in France, 20 in Germany, and 21 in Austria-Hungary.

The plight of industrial workers was in many ways even worse than that of the peasants. Over 50 percent of workers’ children died before their third birthday, and, according to some estimates, over 80 percent were undernourished. Conditions were worse in Moscow than in Saint Petersburg.

Accordingly, the Socialist Revolutionaries conceived of themselves as the party of peasants and workers, with an emphasis on the former. As socialists, the SRs advocated destroying capitalism and the privileges of the bourgeoisie, including transferring land ownership to the peasantry and control of factories to the workers. But they eschewed “class warfare” and welcomed anyone into their fold who embraced their democratic and socialist ideals, without regard to the “class” to which they had belonged. The Bolsheviks would eventually appropriate the SR platform of socialized land reform as well as several other ideas. But fundamental ideological differences between the two parties would never be bridged, including the Bolshevik transformation of “class” into a category as indelible as “race.”

The tactics the parties used created a pronounced divide between them as well. The Marxists believed that a revolution could only be made by mass movements of workers who were organized and led by trained party leaders. The Socialist Revolutionaries also carried out extensive grassroots agitation, in their case among peasants as well as workers. But unlike the Bolsheviks, the SRs were resolutely anti-authoritarian. They did not put their faith in top-down party leadership—the formula that would eventually lead to Bolshevik tyranny—but in inspiring the masses to rise up.

And for this they developed their distinctive and notorious tactic of “central terror”—the assassination of government officials who had key roles in maintaining tsarist despotism. The SRs believed that eliminating such figures would demonstrate the regime’s vulnerability, which, in turn, would catalyze the masses to fight for radical political and social change. The SRs felt compelled to resort to this method because there was no peaceful way to change the government in Russia. And, as a result, they condemned the use of terrorism in countries that had elections and democratic institutions.

By contrast, Lenin and other Marxists condemned terrorist assassinations as expressions of individualistic bourgeois values and as evidence that terrorists mistrusted the masses. The Bolsheviks would go so far as to deny the Socialist Revolutionaries any legitimacy by claiming that they were neither truly “revolutionary” nor “socialist,” and Lenin labeled them mere “adventurers.” Nonetheless, because they focused on the peasantry, and despite, or because of, the role that terror played in their tactics, the Socialist Revolutionaries were far more popular and numerous than the Bolsheviks before and during the revolutionary year of 1917.


“Moral” Terror

The SR assassins called themselves “terrorists” proudly, but what they meant by this bears no resemblance to what the word means now.

Today the word makes people recoil with revulsion and fear because it denotes random slaughter by religious, nationalist, or racist fanatics intent on avenging what they perceive as injuries to their own kind. Today’s terrorists usually do not even attempt to target those individuals who are specifically responsible for their injuries, such as politicians and generals, and can attack almost any national, social, or cultural group, chosen by chance and engaged in any pastime, with the more victims the better—be it American office workers, French theatergoers, Black parishioners, Sunni worshippers, Turkish pedestrians, Russian vacationers, Israeli commuters, Afghani schoolgirls. The list goes on and on.

Had the Socialist Revolutionaries known of such events, they would have condemned them as unequivocally criminal, just as they condemned political assassinations in countries with free elections. In fact, the SRs actually went to extraordinary lengths to avoid injuring innocent bystanders during their terrorist assassinations.

Nevertheless, it is impossible to escape a fundamental paradox at the heart of the Socialist Revolutionary ethos. On the one hand, they believed they were justified in killing individuals who were in power because they were combatting the evil that those individuals abetted. But on the other, most of the SR terrorists were highly moral individuals and agonized over their actions, which they sought repeatedly to justify to themselves and their comrades. As a prominent member of the party characterized it, their attitude toward terrorism was “almost reverential.” He recalled how a factory worker who wanted to take part in an assassination decided that he was “unworthy” because he had previously led a drunken, dissolute life, and “for this sort of thing you need to go in wearing a clean shirt.” Striking evidence of the difficulty the SR terrorists had in reconciling their actions with their conscience is that most of them saw their own deaths during the assassinations or after being captured as just punishment for their transgression.



The actual catalyst for Savinkov’s decision to join the Socialist Revolutionaries was his meeting a charismatic member of the earlier, heroic period of the Russian revolutionary movement, the legendary Ekaterina Breshko-Breshkovskaya, nicknamed “Babushka [Grandmother] of the Russian Revolution” because of her decades-long commitment to the cause. Born in 1844 into a nobleman’s family and an active revolutionary since 1873, her stages of the cross included over twenty years in Siberian prisons and exile. When she was finally released in the amnesty that a hopeful regime granted to political prisoners in 1896 on the occasion of Nicholas II’s coronation, she still did not stop. Early in 1902, Babushka became one of the founders of the Russian Socialist Revolutionary Party and of its secretive Combat Organization, the militant wing that actually carried out terrorist assassinations.

A tireless agitator and organizer, she immediately started a series of trips to provincial cities in Russia to recruit new members; the numerous political exiles there were an especially promising pool. Proceeding cautiously because the police were suspicious of her motives, but managing to evade their surveillance by virtue of her advanced age and modest dress, she enlisted Kalyaev in Yaroslavl, a historic city some 150 miles northeast of Moscow. In turn, he told her about his old friend Boris Savinkov in Vologda, with whom he had stayed in touch and even visited in exile.

Babushka’s attention was flattering to the young men she approached, all of whom knew her reputation. Her manner was also very persuasive. An old comrade characterized her as “a preacher, an apostle who convinces with words and even more by active example. Young souls were always drawn to her because she believed in them, and her faith compelled them to rise above themselves.” Plump and silver-haired, with a childlike smile on her soft round face and only the shadows around her eyes betraying the suffering she had known, she spoke in a low, sweet, cultured voice about the need to organize, to fight, and to kill tyrants so that the people would be free.

Many would heed Babushka. Many others of varying political persuasions would advocate and carry out terrorist attacks as well, with the result that during the first decade and a half of the twentieth century some 17,000 people became victims throughout the Russian Empire, from government ministers to rank and file policemen to civilians. A high-ranking minister, Count Sergey Witte, would characterize Russia as “one vast madhouse.”



Savinkov joined the Socialist Revolutionaries in the fall of 1902. So did his friend and future comrade-in-arms Boris Moiseyenko, a taciturn, cool-headed, ex-university student who was also in Vologda and lived on the same street. Both had been greatly impressed by the assassination carried out the previous spring by the SR Stepan Balmashov, a former university student. On April 2, he entered Minister of the Interior Dmitry Sipyagin’s office in Saint Petersburg disguised as a military adjutant. He waited calmly until Sipyagin arrived, then walked up to him, announced that he had brought important papers, and fired two poisoned bullets into him at point-blank range. Following this, he shouted: “That’s how one must act with these people!” The minister died an hour and a half later. Balmashov was one day short of his twenty-first birthday.

At his trial, he acknowledged that he had faced a moral quandary because although he considered terrorism “cruel and inhuman” it was also “regrettably” the only possible method in the fight against autocracy. Sentenced to death, he refused to petition Nicholas II for clemency and was hanged on May 3.

For idealistic young men like Savinkov and Moiseyenko, Balmashov’s theatrical assassination and noble death were very seductive.

Several months later Babushka made another visit to Vologda. Coincidentally, a second gust of inspiration arrived soon after—news that Grigory Gershuni (the conspiratorial name of Isaac Gersh) had been arrested in Kiev on May 13, 1903. The Socialist Revolutionaries revered Gershuni as the “tiger of the Revolution”: he cofounded their party, was the first head of its Combat Organization, and organized Minister Sipyagin’s assassination.

That news clinched it for Savinkov. The tactical efficacy of terrorism mesmerized him, and the appeal of heroic action became irresistible. He resolved to escape and to join the Combat Organization. So taken was he with the idea that he even began to persuade a woman acquaintance who visited him in Vologda that she should join as well, stressing that it suited her “temperament.” She concluded that terrorism for its own sake had eclipsed all other considerations for Savinkov.

Escape

In late spring 1903 the news Boris Savinkov dreaded finally arrived. He had been sentenced to five years’ exile under police supervision in Eastern Siberia; the term had even been increased from the original three years. He wrote to inform his mother, once again upsetting the relative calm she had enjoyed the previous winter.

Shortly thereafter Sofia got an additional shock—Boris’s letters from Vologda suddenly stopped. She wrote to him repeatedly and sent telegram after telegram, but there was no response.

Boris had begun by sending Vera and the children to stay with his parents in Warsaw. He then worked out the details of his escape with the help of the SR network of members and sympathizers in Vologda, and on or around July 10, 1903, made his move.

There was a standing order from the Vologda police chief forbidding exiles from going to the city’s railroad station and its river landing. But following in the steps of other escapees, Savinkov simply ignored the toothless prohibition and took a train to Archangel, a major port on the White Sea 400 miles to the north that was a center of shipbuilding and international trade.

He had a local contact, and shortly after he arrived, the contact informed him that a Russian merchant vessel was about to leave for Norway in just one hour. The opportunity was too good to miss. Savinkov did not have enough time to return to the train station for the luggage he had left in the check room, which included his passport in one of the bags. He also could not afford to linger in Archangel and wait for another suitable ship, because the police might start looking for him. (In fact, his disappearance from Vologda would be discovered by the authorities only several days after he escaped, on July 14.) So he abandoned all his belongings, and trying to be as inconspicuous as possible boarded the Imperator Nikolay I with a second-class ticket to Vardø in the extreme northeast of Norway.

One might have thought the Russian police would keep an eye on a busy port that could be used by political escapees from the region. But no one stopped Savinkov to see his papers. Gendarmes would certainly have done so at regular land border crossings, such as the major one for train travelers at Verzhbolovo between Russia and Germany. In fact, the Russian Empire was notorious in Europe at that time because of its stringent border controls: passports and visas were required to enter the country, and if you wanted to leave, you needed police authorization. By contrast, other European countries allowed free travel between them without passports.

The slow-moving Imperator Nikolay I made a number of stops along the way and took six days to cover 700 miles along the bleak, low-lying Russian coastline before it dropped anchor in Vardø’s harbor. Now that Norwegian soil was within sight, Savinkov’s next challenge was how to get to it without documents. But this also proved surprisingly simple. When customs agents came on board, Savinkov pretended that he was a fish merchant on business and climbed down into the launch heading for shore. Fifteen minutes later he was a free man.

Some days later his mother in Warsaw received a postcard from Norway with a single word on it, “Greetings.” She recognized her son’s handwriting and understood.

But her relief was short-lived, because in August 1903, or less than a month after getting the postcard from Boris, she got more bad news about Alexander. His sentence had been changed from exile in Irkutsk, a sizeable city in central Siberia, to a much harsher exile in Yakutia, a remote area in the northeastern corner of Siberia that is one of the coldest places on earth. Sofia realized that she would have to keep this shocking news from her husband, who was collapsing under the strain of what was happening to his older sons. She invented an entire story for his benefit about how Alexander was actually carrying out a plan of his own to work as a geologist in the provinces. In order to make this more persuasive, she even composed reassuring letters that she pretended were from Alexander and read them to her husband. Fortunately, for the time being, he believed them. For long periods, however, they would not know where Boris was, what he was doing, or even if he was alive; neither would Vera.

Once Savinkov was out of Russia, travel without a passport was easy. Languages were also not an obstacle because he was fluent in French, the lingua franca of the age. From Vardø he went by ship to Trondheim and then Oslo in Norway, and from there to Antwerp in Belgium. By August he had made it to Switzerland, which had a long tradition of granting political asylum to foreign revolutionaries. Geneva was also where the Socialist Revolutionary Party leadership made its home.

Terror Central

Although officially directed by its Central Committee, in 1903 the Socialist Revolutionary Party was effectively run by just one of the committee members—Mikhail (Moishe) Rafailovich Gots, a man with impeccable revolutionary credentials. The son of a rich and successful Jewish tea merchant in Moscow, he had begun to study medicine at Moscow University in 1885, which is when he also became a member of the People’s Will Party. The following year he was arrested for involvement in revolutionary activity and exiled to Siberia. His participation in armed resistance by a group of political prisoners protesting abuses, during which he was seriously wounded, led to a trial by a military tribunal and a lifelong sentence of hard labor. But after six years this was reduced to exile because of his health problems. And in 1900, a year after being granted clemency and allowed to return to European Russia as his health continued to deteriorate, he moved abroad, first to Paris, then Geneva.

The imperial regime would pay a heavy price for its humane treatment of Gots inasmuch as he would live for another six years and become its most implacable opponent. Gots was one of the founders and chief theoreticians of the Socialist Revolutionary Party and Combat Organization, as well as its foremost ideologist of terror and editor of the leading SR journal. His apartment in Geneva became the Party’s headquarters, and he dedicated most of his considerable personal wealth to the Party’s needs.

Gots produced a powerful impression on Savinkov when they first met. At thirty-seven, he was a dozen years older than his visitor and already a legendary figure. He was slender and slightly built, with a curly black beard framing a pale face, and his lively eyes seemed filled with youthful fire. This was all the more striking because Gots spent much of his time as a chair-bound invalid. He suffered from a progressive paralysis of his legs that doctors had tentatively diagnosed as polyarthritis, but none of the traditional treatments worked, and the condition was so painful that he could not sleep without morphine.

Despite his frailty, Gots spent all his time on revolutionary work and lived like an ascetic. His apartment, which he shared with his wife, was furnished as sparsely as a student’s, and in a gesture toward the SR Party’s democratic populism he always wore a traditional Russian-styled blouse with a side-fastened collar that was decorated with a bit of simple embroidery along the edges. His manner was unpretentious and hospitable. But he prided himself on being very observant and a keen judge of people, and his gaze was riveting.

He quizzed Savinkov about why he wanted “to participate,” as he put it, “only in terror” and “not in general work.” Savinkov made an accommodating reply befitting his status as a raw recruit: although he attached the greatest importance to terror, he was willing to place himself completely at the disposal of the central committee and to engage in any of the party’s activities.

Gots listened carefully, then paused. He had decided to put Savinkov off for the time being: “I can’t give you an answer yet,” he replied. “Wait a while—and stay in Geneva.”

Gots had actually taken to Savinkov right away and would quickly develop a paternal, even a tender affection for him, referring to him as “our Benjamin”—an allusion to the youngest and best-loved son of Jacob and Rachel in Genesis 35:18. But Gots was also wary and wanted Savinkov to be vetted by the new leader of the Combat Organization, who had replaced Gershuni when he was recently arrested. And this new leader was none other than Evno Azef, who had risen to a position of central authority in the most feared and effective terrorist organization in Russia.



Geneva was, and still is, a dignified-looking city of stone and brick, comfortably situated between two mountain ranges on the shore of a beautiful lake from which an iconic white fountain jets to an impressive height. There was a considerable contrast in 1903 between its law-abiding burghers and prosperous outward appearance—it was already famous for its watches and jewelry—and the Russian revolutionaries conspiring below the surface of its large foreign colony.

While Savinkov waited for an assignment from Gots, he roomed together with Boris Moiseyenko, his friend and fellow exile from Vologda, who had also recently escaped and wanted to join the Combat Organization. Moiseyenko had brought the welcome news that Ivan Kalyaev was planning to come to Geneva as well. When he did, they would have the core of a formidable terrorist cell cemented by close personal friendship.

In the meantime, the two young men kept largely to themselves and to a small circle of like-minded revolutionaries. An occasional visitor from the outside was the venerable Babushka, who had been spirited out of Russia because of a renewed threat of arrest and came by to check on her recruits. To raise money and spread the word about the struggle for justice in Russia, she would soon go on a very successful lecture tour of the United States—including large and enthusiastic audiences of American sympathizers and Russian expatriates in New York (several thousand at Cooper Union), Boston (3,000 in Faneuil Hall), Philadelphia (2,000), Chicago, and elsewhere.



Many of the other young Russian revolutionaries in Geneva whom Savinkov met had also been university students, and with time and freedom on their hands they often gathered to talk. Savinkov impressed, and was remembered by, all who met him, although not everyone liked the impression he made. He stood out because of his individualism, which extended even to his appearance. The other young men were largely indifferent to how they looked and, in keeping with their commitment to revolutionary struggle and solidarity with the masses, wore nondescript clothing. It was also rare for any of them to have very much money. But Savinkov always dressed carefully and even looked dandyish with his elegantly tailored suits, stylish cravats, and groomed moustache. He also tended to keep somewhat aloof from the others, producing the impression that he was unwilling to share everything he thought and felt. However, when he chose, he could also be a charming conversationalist and brilliant storyteller.

Victor Mikhailovich Chernov, the goateed, cerebral Socialist Revolutionary theorist and member of its Central Committee, got to know Savinkov well. He found him to be original, strong, and passionate, but also secretive, extravagant, and something of a “fantasist,” as he put it—someone who longed for a life filled with brilliance and flash.

An annoying trait in Savinkov was his apparent indifference to the theoretical concerns that Chernov had worked out laboriously himself. Once, at a gathering in Geneva and within Chernov’s earshot, Savinkov had confided to someone else with a chuckle:


Well, in matters agrarian, you’ll have to forgive me, I’m hardly a specialist. How many desiatins of land a peasant needs and according to what formula—in such things I’d rather rely on Victor Mikhailovich here. His department doesn’t concern me. Everything that the Party says about this I accept and will not utter a word against it; and I advise you not to as well.



Chernov never forgot or forgave Savinkov the perceived slight or his attitude toward the “agrarian question,” which he seemed to view as hopelessly boring and prosaic despite its centrality in the SR Party platform. For Chernov, this early impression of Savinkov presaged his future “extreme subjectivism” and “Mephistophelian” contempt for people (although it is clear that Chernov’s memoir of Savinkov as he was in his early days was also colored by their fraught relations over the course of the next dozen years). Paradoxically and deplorably in Chernov’s view, these were the same traits that would later allow Savinkov to “conquer the hearts and minds” of his followers.

Sometimes the common ground Savinkov found with other revolutionaries had nothing to do with their dangerous profession and even transcended political differences. Nikolay Valentinov-Volsky was a committed Marxist, but although in theory this made him Savinkov’s ideological enemy, they both shared a love of Russian poetry, which allowed them to spend a delightful evening together when they happened to meet in Kiev after both had left Geneva.

When they began, Savinkov took a loaded revolver out of his pocket and put it by his side, in case of a police raid. They then turned to talking about the works of Russia’s greatest poets—Pushkin, Lermontov, Tyutchev, Fet—and about well-known poets of the second rank—Maykov, Apukhtin, Polonsky. They pulled the poets’ books off the shelves of their host’s well-stocked library and read favorite poems out loud. Volsky recalled that “Savinkov knew a great many poems by heart and recited them splendidly, with a noble simplicity, and without that unpleasant affectation and unbearable theatricality which is for some reason customary in reciting poetry.”

As the evening wore on, Savinkov made a confession that completely disarmed Volsky. Not only did he love poems by the second-raters, but even by Semyon Nadson, a long-haired, handsome romantic who died tragically young (of consumption, of course) and had been a favorite of sentimental provincial young ladies a decade earlier. Savinkov could recite him from memory too, and Volsky never forgot how this future terrorist, with slender hands “like a young woman’s,” tenderly mouthed lines about the loveliness of “first timid words” and the “trembling of a maidenly-pure soul.”

The Chief of Terror

Several weeks passed while Savinkov waited in Geneva for his assignment. To fill his time, he returned to writing and produced at least one short story, “In Twilight. A Sketch,” which a Socialist Revolutionary journal published in November 1903. In it, Savinkov imagines how a young terrorist, torn between self-doubt and revolutionary elation, manages to escape police surveillance in Saint Petersburg and stabs one of his pursuers to death on the eve of a major public demonstration. The detailed descriptions of the terrorist’s state of mind, his wanderings through the city, and the assassination do credit to Savinkov’s imagination. But he was not even close to anticipating what actually lay ahead for him.

Then, one morning in late September or early October 1903, when Savinkov was sitting alone in the room he shared with Moiseyenko and not expecting anyone, there was a knock on the door. When he opened it a strikingly ugly man stood before him: tall and top heavy, with a slouching, obese torso perched on skinny legs; a thick, short neck; and a round head with a low forehead and closely cropped brown hair. His fleshy, dark-complexioned face, with big, widely spaced brown eyes, a skeptically cocked left eyebrow, and fat lips, was fixed in an impassive, stony expression. He looked to be in his early thirties and dressed modishly, which jarred with his grotesque physique.

“Evgeny Filippovich Azef,” the visitor introduced himself and extended his hand.

Savinkov recognized immediately who he was—the new head of the Combat Organization. He had used a Russified first name and patronymic instead of the Jewish “Evno Fishelevich.”

Azef walked in and sat down. Acting as if he were bored, which seemed strange under the circumstances, and speaking slowly, he asked Savinkov in an unpleasantly high-pitched voice: “I’ve been told that you want to work in terror? Why specifically in terror?”

Savinkov repeated politely what he had told Gots earlier. He also volunteered that at the present moment he considered the assassination of Minister of the Interior Vyacheslav von Plehve to be the most important task facing the Combat Organization.

Azef listened with the same lethargic expression. He seemed to weigh everything at length before replying. “Do you have any comrades?” he finally asked for some reason.

Savinkov named Kalyaev, Moiseyenko, and a third person. He also gave Azef detailed biographies and characterizations of each. Azef listened in silence, and then rose to leave. He said nothing about the young men Savinkov had described.

In the next few days, Azef made several more similar visits to the boarding house and treated Moiseyenko in the same way as Savinkov. Each time, he said little himself but listened very carefully as he slowly and methodically made up his mind about the two young men and how they could fit into his plans.

Finally, after several weeks, the visit came when Azef announced what Savinkov and Moiseyenko had been longing to hear: “It’s time to go to Russia,” he said.

With that simple phrase, they learned that they were now members of the Combat Organization.

“But first,” Azef added, “leave Geneva and spend a few weeks in a small town somewhere so you can check if you’re being watched.”



Azef had reason to fear that his game could be spoiled by some zealous Okhrana agent in Geneva who might stumble across these suspicious-looking young Russians and want to investigate them. He needed constantly to balance his activity on a razor’s edge: if the police discovered his betrayal, they would arrest him and hang him; if the Socialist Revolutionaries did, they would try to kill him. Azef’s police handlers in Paris and Saint Petersburg took great pains to keep his identity secret and to protect him from any interference, but he had to be constantly on the alert himself as well.

By 1903, Azef had also acquired an unassailable reputation among the Socialist Revolutionaries for his rare and wide-ranging administrative and practical skills: transporting and organizing the distribution of clandestine publications, devising and maintaining punctilious security protocols, managing finances, and, most importantly, mastering the chemistry of dynamite production, setting up clandestine laboratories, and carrying out tests of bombs.

Because Azef appeared to succeed brilliantly at anything he undertook, the SR leaders spoke of his “golden hands.” Gershuni had bequeathed the Combat Organization to Azef even before his own arrest. Chernov considered Azef’s lucid, “mathematical” mind simply irreplaceable. Gots always treated him with the greatest respect.

But their admiration did not stop there. The more the SR leadership got to know Azef, the more they also became convinced that beneath his unappealing appearance and taciturn manner there dwelt a very sensitive soul.

Gots was once deeply moved by the sight of Azef breaking into sobs after hearing a former prisoner describe a whipping he had received in Siberia. An old revolutionary recalled being moved by Azef’s tenderness toward every little Jewish boy trying to sell him something on the streets of Vilnius and Warsaw.

The way Azef expressed his emotions could be as clumsy as his physical appearance, but even this was interpreted as an endearing trait. Party members remembered how he would walk up to someone with whom he had been arguing and give them an unexpected conciliatory kiss. As a result, the majority of his comrades treated him not only with respect, but with care, attention, and genuine affection.

There were some rare dissenting voices. Women seemed to notice something about Azef that put them off. Kalyaev also did not like him either the first time they met, explaining that there was something about him he did not understand.

There were occasional suspicions about Azef’s duplicity. After a meeting with Azef in 1902, a member of the SR Party who worked closely with Gershuni told him he suspected that Azef was actually a police agent because he seemed to know things that he could have gotten only from the Okhrana. He resolved to follow his hunch and to secretly collect incriminating information about Azef. But his investigation got nowhere because he was arrested a few months later. Someone had apparently betrayed him to the police.



Despite Azef’s vaunted expertise, Savinkov and Moiseyenko soon discovered that there would be no training in terrorism and that they would have to learn whatever they needed to know by doing it. No one explained to them the best ways to spot someone following you; no one described how to escape from pursuers.

Nevertheless, following Azef’s instructions, the next day they left Geneva by train for Freiburg in southern Germany and settled into a modest pension. They watched for several days, but nothing happened. Savinkov and Moiseyenko were beginning to learn how much of a terrorist’s life consisted of just tedious waiting.

Finally, after two weeks Azef arrived and for the first time revealed the target he was assigning them. It would indeed be Minister Plehve, the second most powerful man in the Russian Empire. Savinkov’s and Moiseyenko’s most ardent wish had come true.

Azef explained that Plehve knew that terrorists wanted to kill him and, as a result, spent most of the time in his apartment inside the Okhrana headquarters building itself at 16 Fontanka Embankment, on one of Saint Petersburg’s main canals. He ventured out rarely, but he did make weekly reports to the tsar at his various residences, which changed depending on the season.

Because getting into the heavily guarded building would be extremely difficult, Azef had developed an ingenious new plan of attack. Members of the Combat Organization team would disguise themselves in ways that would make them inconspicuous in the streets—as newspaper sellers, cabbies, peddlers—and would track the minister’s coming and goings until they knew all his routines and itineraries. After choosing the optimal place and time, they would blow up his carriage with a bomb that was designed to be thrown and to explode on impact.

Azef added that because the police had no experience with terrorists hiding in plain view like this, the plan had a good chance of success. He concluded with a tone of conviction that was unusual for him: “If there is no betrayal, Plehve will be killed.”

Whatever negative impression Azef may have produced by his unfriendly manner and appearance during his first meetings with Savinkov was erased. Azef now seemed to him the embodiment of uncompromising revolutionary commitment and acumen.

First Steps

By the second half of October 1903, Azef put the plot against Plehve in motion. Moiseyenko left for Russia, intending to use the border crossing into Russian Poland at Alexandrovo and to smuggle in a supply of mercury fulminate, a strong but dangerously unstable explosive that would be used in the bombs’ impact fuses. Savinkov did not have a passport, so he first had to travel to Krakow, a Polish city that was then part of Austria, to get a counterfeit before he could proceed to Russia. Azef stayed behind for a few days, claiming that he needed to carry out experiments with explosives in remote locations on the outskirts of Geneva.

Savinkov arrived in Saint Petersburg without incident in early November. Despite his total lack of experience, Azef had put him in charge of coordinating the attack on Plehve. But Azef also instructed him to wait until he arrived himself and promised this would be soon.

As before, days and then weeks passed, and Azef was nowhere to be seen. Savinkov’s first steps as a terrorist on Russian soil were disorienting and frustrating. He felt paralyzed and was at Azef’s mercy: he wanted to act, but did not know what to do.

In the meantime, Azef was warily pursuing his own devious agenda. During the preceding five weeks, between September 20 and October 29, 1903—when Savinkov was waiting in Geneva for his assignment and, later, after he left for Russia—Azef had sent seven letters in secret to Leonid Rataev, head of the Foreign Agency of the Okhrana. This subdivision of the imperial police was housed in two modest rooms on the ground floor of the Russian embassy in Paris, located within a walled compound on rue de Grenelle in the elegant 7th Arrondissement on the Left Bank.

The mandate of the Okhrana’s Foreign Agency was to monitor all anti-tsarist activity by Russian revolutionaries living in France, Switzerland, and England, and it did so in time-honored ways: by employing Russian and French “tails” (called fileurs, from the French filer or “to shadow”) who watched and followed suspects, by intercepting correspondence, by bribing the likes of concierges and chambermaids to eavesdrop and pass on any papers they could lay their hands on, and by cultivating informants in the revolutionary organizations themselves. To keep track of the mountains of data that accumulated, the Foreign Agency maintained an efficient, elaborately cross-referenced system of card catalogs, files, and photographs containing information about thousands of individuals. (In a remarkable twist of history, this material eventually made it to the United States and has been in an archive in California for many years.)

The letter Azef wrote on September 20 was typical—a routine report about the activities of the Socialist Revolutionaries, including such details as their recent congress abroad, a list of members who were supposed to leave for Moscow “with terrorist plans regarding” Grand Duke Sergey, the name of a new arrival from Russia (not Boris Savinkov), the membership of the SR central committee, and the promise to hand over personally a copy of a letter that Gots had received. Azef gave his code name and return address as “M-r Aristoff, rue École de Médecine” in Geneva.

During October, Azef sent additional letters to Rataev from Zurich, Baden, Bern, and Geneva, which he signed “Ivan.” In them he discusses and touches on a wide range of topics, including the possible origins of “two bombs in Krakow,” the absence of serious threats against the Russian emperor during his coming visit to Italy, a request for reimbursement of 450 rubles, the comings and goings of various Socialist Revolutionaries, the names of Party members in several Russian cities, advice about where to arrest one of them, the whereabouts of Babushka and others, an acknowledgment of receipt of money, the rumor that “Bronshtein (Trotsky)” may be coming to Geneva and the nature of his ideological differences with Lenin, the fact that one of Rataev’s secret agents has clumsily blown his cover, a request for another reimbursement because “I now have very little money left,” and a complaint that he has not gotten responses to several of his letters.

In none of these letters does Azef mention the plot that he was beginning to hatch against Plehve. By contrast, he had warned Rataev of a plot against the minister more than a year earlier, on June 4, 1902, and had also specified that the terrorists were planning to use a bomb. For personal reasons about which one can only speculate, Azef decided to reveal the first and conceal the second.

Part of what allowed him to succeed in his complex game was the structure of the Socialist Revolutionary Party. In its finances, choice of targets, and planning, the Combat Organization was largely autonomous from the party’s governing body, the Central Committee, which, even though it authorized assassinations and celebrated successful ones, concerned itself with ideology, fundraising, and agitation. This separation was of course necessary to protect the Combat Organization’s secrecy and security. But it also created a yawning divide between those who stayed in places like Geneva and Paris and talked about the need for terror, and those who plotted and carried out attacks on the streets of Russian cities.



Even against the background of Russia’s often tragic history, which is filled with lurid events and outsize individuals, Azef is an unbelievable figure. Like the religious mountebank Rasputin, with his malignant influence on Nicholas II and Alexandra and through them on the entire country, Azef was both a symptom and an agent of the forces that were tearing Russia apart and preparing it for the unprecedented human disasters that defined the twentieth century.






CHAPTER TWO THE MINISTER


The man Savinkov was assigned to kill in his first action was appointed as minister of the interior by Nicholas II on April 17, 1902, two days after his predecessor, Dmitry Sipyagin, was assassinated by Balmashov. Vyacheslav Konstantinovich von Plehve—the surname was German; his grandfather had emigrated—was a highly experienced bureaucrat with thirty-five years of ever-ascending appointments in the Russian imperial service. A lawyer by training, he was intelligent, skillful, hardworking, and adept at navigating court politics. He was also a true believer in autocracy, and all his efforts during the different stages of his career focused on strengthening the state’s institutions of domination and control.

Plehve began to live up to his reputation for being tough as soon as he was appointed. Because Balmashov was one day short of his twenty-first birthday when he shot Sipyagin, he was technically still a minor, which, according to Russian law, meant that he could not have faced the death penalty in a civil court. But Plehve wanted to make an example of the young man and had him turned over to the military for trial, which handed down a death sentence.

Plehve’s other policies were similarly brutal, but much more ambitious in scale.

Because he refused to differentiate between radical and moderate opposition, he treated as insubordination any signs of independence by the zemstvos, an important and widespread system of restricted local self-government in the provinces, thereby alienating and inflaming their often well-born and civic-minded members.

Plehve’s known dislike for Jews—he once told the Russian minister of war that they needed to be “taught a lesson” because they were “conceited” and “in the forefront of the revolutionary movement”—together with the anti-Semitism endemic in the imperial bureaucracy encouraged the authorities in the Bessarabian city of Kishinyov to do nothing when a notorious pogrom broke out on Easter Sunday, April 6, 1903. The event caused outrage around the world and spawned additional pogroms in Kiev, Odessa, Baku, and Warsaw.

Plehve continued the forced “Russification” of Finland and Armenia begun by his predecessors. He ordered police to quell a strike by workers in Odessa and ordered troops to fire upon striking workers in Kiev, Kharkov, Tiflis, Baku, Batumi, and other cities. In the Poltava and Kharkov governments, peasant demonstrations were broken up by beatings and over 1,000 individuals were put on trial. Investigators later found that police and Cossacks had raped peasant women and girls.

However, Plehve had good reason to believe that decisive action could stamp out the Russian revolutionary movement that had sprung back to life in the last few years. Two decades earlier, as director of police, he had effectively destroyed the People’s Will Party after they assassinated Alexander II. He did so by increasing the reach and powers of the national police, by participating in the investigations himself, and, most notably, by employing a double agent, a certain Sergey Degayev, who became a police informant while simultaneously holding a high position in the party. Degayev’s revelations led to the arrests of many members of the People’s Will, which never recovered from the blow.

When Plehve assumed his new exalted position, he fully expected to repeat the same tactics. Azef’s astounding achievement in June 1903, when he became the leader of the Combat Organization, exceeded the Okhrana’s wildest conspiratorial ambitions, and Plehve believed that his victory over the terrorists was now assured. In an interview with a French reporter, he announced that he expected terrorist activity to die down very soon because of new police measures. When the reporter remarked that it must have required courage to assume the post in which Sipyagin had been killed, Plehve boasted: “My security is impeccable. An assassination attempt against me may be accomplished only by accident.”

Plehve’s security was indeed designed to foresee every eventuality. In addition to living most of the time in the heavily guarded Okhrana headquarters building in the capital, he never ventured out unless extreme precautions had been taken. His carriage had armored window shades and was accompanied by detectives on bicycles. The country house where Plehve spent summers was so well protected that an official who once visited him there was surprised when he glimpsed body armor under Plehve’s shirt.

“Do you suppose that I would simply decide to let you come to see me without having all the necessary safeguards in place?” Plehve asked. “What if you should suddenly thrust a dagger at me?”

Plehve did not know that for the Combat Organization, the days of daggers and revolvers were over.


Amateur Days

Everything in Savinkov’s plot against Plehve went wrong at first, and it could easily have been the end of his career as a terrorist.

The same day he arrived in Saint Petersburg in November 1903, he went to look for one of two comrades, Ignaty Matseyevsky, who had come to the city earlier and who was supposed to disguise himself as a cigarette street vendor. The second man, Ignaty’s brother, Iosif, was going to be a horse-drawn cab driver. Without any specific guidance from Azef, all three were planning to see what they could learn about Plehve’s movements on their own. None had stalked a target before.

Ignaty’s unshaven, pinched face and rough sheepskin coat changed his appearance so much that when they first met Savinkov did not recognize him. This was very encouraging. So was Ignaty’s report on how he had deceived the police guards outside Okhrana headquarters, where he had spent time watching for Plehve. Pretending to be a country yokel and rattling off folksy expressions as he doffed his cap, Ignaty even got a guard to tell him who lived in the building. Iosif’s disguise also worked well, and the police ignored him as he drove his cab around the Fontanka neighborhood where the Okhrana building was located.

But there were problems that the team did not know how to solve. It was very difficult for Ignaty to sell cigarettes on the street and watch for Plehve at the same time because as a peddler, he was required to keep moving. There was also a lot of competition from other street vendors who had staked out territories on sidewalks. Iosif had trouble watching too because passengers were constantly hailing his cab. He could not refuse them all without drawing suspicion to himself and had to keep leaving his observation post.

Savinkov had hoped to catch a glimpse of Plehve by chance, which would not be easy in the heavily trafficked streets. When December arrived, Azef was still nowhere in sight and the three members of the team had learned almost nothing about Plehve’s routine. Whether Savinkov made occasional surreptitious visits to Vera and his children, who lived in the city, is not known, but seems probable.

Sankt-Peterburg

As Savinkov and his comrades also discovered, the imperial capital is an especially uncomfortable place to spend a lot of time outdoors in winter. The Baedeker guide describes its climate succinctly as “raw, damp, and very unsettled.” Because it is located at a high northern latitude (like Juneau, Alaska), the sun appears for fewer than eight hours a day. The light is diminished even more by the city’s location on the coast of the Baltic Sea. Clouds drift overhead on four days out of five; rain or snow falls on one out of two; fog rolls in regularly. Sometimes it is like a sheer curtain drawn across the cityscape; at others, it is so thick that you cannot see more than a few yards in front of you. Much of the city is only a few feet above sea level, prone to flooding, and interlaced by canals. The pervasive moisture makes the winter cold feel even more penetrating.

But all this also adds to the city’s unusual and mysterious allure. The mists soften the stately rhythms of the city’s buildings; the thin light mutes their pastel facades; vistas at a distance become less distinct and invite the play of imagination. During long winter nights, the city’s third dimension seems to fade altogether. Palaces, streets, and bridges arching over glistening darkness drift and dissolve into patterns of black and gray, with only blurs of occasional streetlights breaking the gloom.



Saint Petersburg now appeared to Boris Savinkov in a very different aspect than during his days as a student. The routes he followed when stalking Plehve were all within the city’s historical core, and the palaces, monuments, parks, and waterways he saw then are still there now. But to the knowing eyes of a revolutionary the city was a palimpsest where an often violent past glimmers through the stone, water, and air.

Just steps from the Okhrana building on the Fontanka is the Summer Garden, with its neatly trimmed hedges, gnarled trees, centuries-old Venetian marble statues—and memories of the birth of terrorism in Russia. A chapel near its entrance (torn down by the Bolsheviks in 1930) commemorated Alexander II’s escape from the first assassination attempt on his life in 1866. Additional attempts were made in 1867, 1879 (twice), and 1880 (a massive explosion in the Winter Palace itself), before the People’s Will finally succeeded in 1881 on the Griboyedov Canal Embankment in the center of the city. On that spot, less than a fifteen-minute walk from the tsar’s Winter Palace in one direction and the Okhrana headquarters in the other, was erected a cathedral in Russian Revival style that was given the chilling name Savior on the Spilled Blood, and that became one of the city’s most famous landmarks. Alexander II was also not the first Russian emperor to meet a violent death; two others were killed by courtiers in 1762 and 1801.

One of the places Savinkov would have expected to spot Plehve’s carriage when it drove to the Winter Palace was along the Palace Embankment on the shore of the Neva. Visible from any location there across the river’s broad expanse is the Peter and Paul Fortress, part of which was the notorious political prison in which Savinkov himself had spent ten weeks before his exile to Vologda. Another ten minutes’ walk beyond the Winter Palace stands the symbol of Saint Petersburg—The Bronze Horseman, the larger-than-life equestrian statue of Emperor Peter the Great, the city’s founder. The square by this statue was where Russia’s first revolutionaries gathered in December 1825 to demand a constitution, basic freedoms, and the abolition of serfdom. Scores of them were killed, hundreds were imprisoned in the Peter and Paul Fortress, and the uprising’s leaders were questioned in the Winter Palace by Emperor Nicholas I himself before being executed or exiled.



When Savinkov undertook his grim hunt for Plehve on the city’s streets, he also strolled through verbal shadows from the past that fell on everything he saw. His mother and his schooling had made him a reader, and classical Russian literature was central to the creation of a disquieting and potent myth of Saint Petersburg. “The Bronze Horseman,” a celebrated narrative poem by Alexander Pushkin, Russia’s national writer, made the statue of Peter into a symbol of the irreconcilable opposition between the individual and the state. Nikolay Gogol’s “Petersburg Tales,” which are among the most valued treasures in Russia’s literary gold reserve, conjure a metropolis filled with tragic conflicts between the weak and the strong and nightmarish transformations of reality. Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment is set in Saint Petersburg, and Raskolnikov’s decision that an exceptional individual can give himself permission to kill so that he can do good directly prefigures the moral struggles that Savinkov and his closest comrades would experience when planning terrorist attacks. Savinkov’s own novels reveal the extent to which he viewed existence through the lens of Russian literature.

Flee to Fight Another Day

Boris Savinkov had been stalking Plehve for over a month with nothing to show for it and without any news from Azef when an event occurred in mid-December 1903 that convinced him the police were on his tail. Unexpectedly one morning, a scruffy-looking, middle-aged man in a shabby frock coat appeared at the door of Savinkov’s room in the Rossiya Hotel and addressed him by the name that was on Savinkov’s counterfeit passport. He explained that he wanted to hire Savinkov to write for his commercial newspaper, but as he spoke, his eyes nervously scurried over everything in Savinkov’s room.

The absurdity of the man’s proposal, his behavior, and the fact that he knew about Savinkov’s alias meant that he could only be a police spy, although not a very skillful one. Savinkov managed to bluff his way out, but then saw police spies on the street. After shaking them off, he abandoned everything in his hotel once again, as he had in Archangel, alerted his comrade, and boarded the evening train to Kiev. He had done nothing that could have tipped off the police to his presence in the city or allowed them to identify him. Savinkov could not explain the mystery at the time, but he also did not forget it. At least there was some comfort in discovering that he could see through police deception and evade pursuit.

Savinkov chose Kiev as a refuge because it was the only place where he knew members of the SR Party who could help him get out of the country without a passport, which he had left with his other things in the hotel. In a few weeks, his escape route was set. Together with another terrorist who had been hiding in the same safe house in Kiev, he made it to the town of Suvalki in the northwestern corner of Russian Poland, where his new comrade knew a Jewish woman smuggler.

The smuggler had added both terrorists to a large party of Jews—men, women, and children—who were preparing to escape from Russia and begin the long trek to new lives in the United States. A bribed Russian border guard led them to the staging area near the German frontier. The night was freezing and a full moon was out. They all sat in the snow for a quarter of an hour as they waited for the signal to cross and warily watched the guards’ fires glimmering in the distance to the left and right of the “window” that had been prepared in the border. When the faint, drawn-out whistle finally came, everyone leapt to their feet. Jostling one another and slipping on the ice, the Jewish fugitives rushed down the moonlit road leading to the border with East Prussia. Savinkov and his comrade followed. It was exhilarating to step across the invisible line that meant freedom and safety. Several days later, after a sequence of trains to Königsberg and Berlin, Savinkov was in Geneva at SR headquarters.

The Novice Speaks Up

Savinkov arrived wanting an explanation from the Party leaders why Azef had abandoned him and the others in Saint Petersburg for the past two months. To his satisfaction, he discovered that his willingness to “work” in terror had given him new stature in the leaders’ eyes and that he no longer had to accept passively everything they said. When Victor Chernov was unable or unwilling to give him a satisfactory answer, Savinkov went to consult with Gots, who was resting in Nice. Gots initially attempted to soothe Savinkov by excusing Azef, and then tried to hurry Savinkov along, urging him to return to Russia and to seek out Azef personally. But Savinkov refused. He had learned enough in Saint Petersburg to know that without changes in people and resources, it would be pointless to risk going back.

Savinkov’s arguments and self-assured manner impressed Gots. He relented and gave Savinkov everything he wanted: money, contacts, and the names, whereabouts, and specializations of the three members of the Combat Organization who would be added to his team. Remembering his old friend Kalyaev, Savinkov asked that he be added as well. Gots agreed to this too. It was a notable gesture of confidence in someone who had no experience.

With new counterfeit passports in hand, Savinkov and Kalyaev left for Russia via Berlin. Kalyaev was ecstatic and talked excitedly the entire way about the easiest way to kill Plehve, laughing with delight when Savinkov told him that he might have to be disguised as a street peddler.

In the end of January 1904, Azef finally arrived in Moscow as well and immediately confronted Savinkov, questioning by what authority he had left Saint Petersburg. But Savinkov stood his ground. He answered that he had done so because he had not gotten any news for months and the police were closing in on him. He also bristled at the implication that he was somehow the guilty party.

Neither one would yield during their rancorous meeting. In the end, having aired their grievances if not erased them, they turned to the impending attack on Plehve.

What neither Chernov nor Gots nor anyone else in the Socialist Revolutionary Party knew is that Azef had left Savinkov adrift in Saint Petersburg because he had been busy with his own dark affairs. He had traveled widely and sent messages from Paris, Copenhagen, and Saint Petersburg to Rataev at the Okhrana office in Paris; he also met with Rataev on January 6. On no occasion did he say anything about the plot against Plehve. However, it is not known if he tipped off the police about Savinkov in Saint Petersburg in December.

Terror in Time of War

The resurrection of the plot against Plehve coincided with a momentous historical development that would do much to amplify the shock of an ambitious assassination. On the night of January 27/February 8, 1904, in what would prove to be a dress rehearsal for Pearl Harbor, the Imperial Japanese navy launched a devastating surprise attack on the Russian Pacific fleet lying at anchor in the outer harbor of Port Arthur at the tip of the Liaodong Peninsula in China. This was the culmination of a long series of aggressive political and military maneuvers by Russia, Japan, and several Western European powers to acquire spheres of influence in China and Korea. Russian and Japanese ambitions had collided head-on over the partition of Manchuria.

The debacle of Port Arthur would be only the first of the military disasters that giant Russia suffered at the hands of little Japan, whose military power Russia had grossly underestimated. As reports of new defeats on land and on sea shocked the nation, discontent with the imperial regime’s improvidence and ineptitude grew. Within a year, on January 9/22, 1905, the war that began 4,000 miles to the east of Saint Petersburg would catalyze a revolution that would shake the Russian Empire from top to bottom, leaving cracks that would help to bring it crashing down a dozen years later.

The Socialist Revolutionary Party joined the widespread condemnation of the war. As a matter of principle, it advocated peaceful coexistence among peoples and replacing standing armies with popular militias. It also actively agitated against the war by distributing leaflets among workers and peasants that demanded the “immediate cessation of the war with Japan, which is onerous, wasteful, bloody, and unnecessary for working people!” But the Party also saw an opportunity that it could exploit. By striking a powerful blow against the Russian Empire when its manifest failings were multiplying, the revolutionary cause would gain unprecedented support—enough, perhaps, to overturn the regime.



To be able to execute a successful attack on Plehve, Savinkov first had to get to know the members of the Combat Organization that had been assigned to his team by Gots and Azef. Most of these young men would become legendary figures in the history of the Russian revolutionary movement.

The first was Alexey Pokotilov, a nobleman, the son of an army general, and a former student at Kiev University, who would be in charge of explosives and assembling the bombs. Savinkov invited him to the celebrated restaurant Yar, located near the northwestern edge of Moscow on the main road to Saint Petersburg. It is hard to imagine a more unlikely location for revolutionaries to meet. This was one of the finest restaurants in Russia, and “not cheap,” as Baedeker’s Guide put it with Anglo-Saxon understatement. It was also notorious for occasional displays of what Russians, and especially rich members of Moscow’s merchant class, liked to call their “broad” nature—the ability to demonstrate dash or unbridled passion in a way that would make people notice and remember. Savinkov’s choice reveals the streak of bravado that would become a hallmark of his revolutionary activity. It also reflects his personal style and taste for comfort, which he indulged when he could. SR headquarters had evidently supplied him with enough cash to satisfy his sybaritic tendencies.

When he first walked into Yar, Savinkov had difficulty recognizing Pokotilov because of how completely he blended in with the restaurant’s well-heeled clientele. However, Pokotilov’s polished appearance belied his emotional state. He was so keyed up about the prospect of killing Plehve, and insisted so vehemently on his right to throw the first bomb during the attack, that the chronic eczema from which he suffered flared up and small drops of blood began to ooze out across his forehead. Savinkov’s description of the encounter in his memoir inevitably makes one think of wounds from an invisible crown of thorns and all that implies.

By early February 1904, Savinkov had returned to Saint Petersburg to complete his round of meetings with new members of his team. He accepted Maximilian Shveytser, a short, clean-shaven, and elegantly dressed young man who looked like a foreigner and produced the impression of calm, contained strength. A former student at Moscow University and the son of a successful Jewish banker, he had been trained by Azef as a bomb maker in several European locations after he joined the Combat Organization.

A few days later Savinkov met Yegor Sazonov, the last new member of his team, who was supposed to assume the disguise of a cab driver, like Iosif Matseyevsky. Sazonov had joined the Combat Organization after escaping from Yakutsk in far eastern Siberia, where he had been exiled for belonging to a revolutionary organization. He had an unusual past for a revolutionary because he was from a family of religiously conservative peasants who became rich in the timber business. But like Shveytser, he had also been radicalized at Moscow University. Sazonov embraced his disguise as a cabbie with the zeal of a “method” actor, and before coming to Saint Petersburg had perfected his new role by practicing in the provincial city of Tver.

Savinkov met Sazonov on a quiet street in an outlying green area on Vasilyevsky Island, where he was waiting in his ragged cab behind a sorry-looking nag. When Savinkov got in and they drove slowly across the island and talked, he felt himself being charmed by Sazonov’s lighthearted stories about a cabbie’s life and moved by his deep religiosity which, like Kalyaev’s, was fused with his faith in the revolution. Sazonov responded to Savinkov in kind, and later characterized him as being like “some marvelous flower, carried in by a breeze from God knows where. Everything he did had a strangely personal character: he fought as if he had been personally insulted, as if his honor had been impugned. And he fought in a way that was an example to us all.”

The powerful personal bond that arose between the two would become a hallmark of Savinkov’s relationship with all members of his team. It was unlike friendship in civilian life because it was rooted in mortal danger: not only had you resolved to kill your enemy together, but everything you did also determined whether your team members lived or died.

The ties among these Russian revolutionary terrorists resembled nothing so much as the loyalty that soldiers through the ages have reported feeling for their comrades when they are on the front line—the ones they can literally feel with their elbows. Such personal connections were often far more important for those who had experienced them than all the lofty-sounding goals proclaimed by their commanders or by the kings and ministers far in the rear.


March 18, 1904

This time Azef had decided to guide the initial stages of the attack on Plehve himself. He also instituted strict rules of secrecy. Meetings had to take place rarely and only on the street or in public locations such as restaurants, bathhouses, or theaters. Members of the team were forbidden from having any contacts with family or friends, or even writing to them. And all were instructed to dress and behave in ways that made them blend in with life in the city.

By the first days of March 1904, all the preliminary arrangements had been made, and Savinkov was eager to get started. Kalyaev, Pokotilov, and Shveytser left Saint Petersburg and were lying low in provincial cities, ready to return on short notice. Savinkov, Sazonov, and Matseyevsky were tracking Plehve in the streets. A seventh member of the team, David Borishansky, a replacement for Matseyevsky’s brother and already known to Savinkov, was expected to arrive soon from Geneva.

The team’s surveillance had determined that Plehve went to the Winter Palace to report to the tsar every Thursday around noon, taking the route along the Fontanka River Embankment and the Palace Embankment that Savinkov had walked often. He returned via different routes, however, and the men tracking him had not been able to determine if there was a regular pattern. Nevertheless, Savinkov decided that there was one location where they could intercept Plehve’s carriage without fail—right in front of Okhrana headquarters at 16 Fontanka.

The plan was not only bold but rash, and when Savinkov laid it out Azef objected vehemently. Savinkov insisted, however, and managed to persuade Azef at least to ask Sazonov and Matseyevsky what they thought. After some hesitation, both agreed with Savinkov. Azef still tried to talk them out of it, arguing that a risky attempt like this could sink the entire campaign, although he said this slowly and reluctantly, in his usual, strangely phlegmatic manner. Savinkov disagreed even more harshly, and Azef finally relented. Why he did is unclear because the plan seemed suicidal. Shortly thereafter, Azef left Saint Petersburg, and Savinkov sent messages to gather the entire team. He set the attack for midday on Thursday, March 18.

As the team’s leader, Savinkov assigned everyone specific tasks. Shveytser would assemble and distribute the bombs, after which he would stay out of sight. Three of the men would be bomb throwers—Pokotilov, who had insisted on his right to be the primary assassin, Sazonov, and Borishansky. Two others, Kalyaev and Matseyevsky, would be lookouts. Savinkov would observe.



In an attempt to distract themselves, Savinkov and Pokotilov spent Wednesday night on the eve of the attack at the Variety theater on the Fontanka, just a thirty-minute walk from the Okhrana building, watching the lighthearted fare. Pokotilov was pale and nervous, the pupils of his eyes feverishly dilated. Savinkov saw small drops of blood ooze out on his forehead again. After the performance, as they walked, Pokotilov kept repeating the phrases of his simple credo, as if stacking and restacking bricks in a defensive wall: “I believe in terror. For me the whole revolution is terror. There are few of us now. But you’ll see: there will be many. Tomorrow, perhaps, I’ll be gone. But I’m happy because of this, I’m proud: tomorrow Plehve will be killed.”

At 10 A.M. the following day, Shveytser, who had spent the night assembling five bombs in his room on Vasilyevsky Island—two each for Pokotilov and Borishansky, and a bigger one weighing seven pounds for Sazonov—was picked up by Sazonov in his cab. Following a prearranged route through the city, they distributed the bombs to the throwers. An hour later, each was at his position along the Fontanka on either side of the Okhrana building together with the watchers who were supposed to signal when they saw the minister’s carriage approaching.

The disposition was very confusing and spelled disaster. Not only was the whole area teeming with police agents and guards, but because the watchers as well as the throwers were not sure of the direction from which Plehve’s carriage would come, they had to keep looking in different directions to keep track of one another’s signals and movements.

Savinkov’s inexperience, impatience, and eagerness to prove himself had endangered all their lives. The risk that Kalyaev and Matseyevsky faced was especially unnecessary because they were unarmed lookouts and could not take part in the actual assassination. Savinkov would understand all this only later.

With noon approaching and all the men in their assigned places, Savinkov crossed to the other side of the Fontanka, entered the Summer Garden, and sat down on a bench to wait.

Half an hour passed. The cold was penetrating.

Suddenly, Savinkov heard what sounded like a distant explosion. He involuntarily rose to his feet and looked across the Fontanka. But everything on the other side was unchanged—there was no smoke, no shower of broken glass; no figures running in front of any of the buildings.

A second later Savinkov realized it was only the noonday gun—a regular, daily signal—that had been fired from the Peter and Paul Fortress across the Neva. Then he saw Pokotilov entering through the Summer Garden’s gates. He was pale and walking quickly, the pockets of his fur coat bulging from the two bombs.

He collapsed onto the bench near Savinkov and said: “Nothing worked; Borishansky ran away.”

Savinkov could not believe what he had just heard. When they walked out of the garden and reached the street, it was as if blinders suddenly dropped from Savinkov’s eyes and he began to understand the debacle that was unfolding. He saw Kalyaev at his post on the Tsepnoy Bridge, and was struck by how obvious he was, with his unnaturally tense pose, like a gun dog pointing out the prey. Kalyaev had been there for an hour and it now seemed incomprehensible that the police agents stationed in the area had not paid him any attention.

Just then, as Savinkov and Pokotilov were hurriedly crossing the bridge, a grand carriage behind a pair of black horses with a liveried footman on the box appeared and thundered past them at a fast trot. Plehve’s calm face—gray hair, fleshy jowls, walrus moustache—flashed by in a window. Pokotilov reached for one of his bombs but it was too late. The carriage was already too far away and approaching Sazonov. Savinkov and Pokotilov froze; they knew Sazonov was holding his heavy bomb on his lap under a rug. But as they watched helplessly, Plehve’s carriage quickly swerved around Sazonov’s cab, turned into the building’s open gates, and disappeared inside.

Sazonov had been caught completely by surprise. He was facing the wrong way because he had been forced to turn his rig around to avoid suspicion—the other cabbies had ridiculed him for not lining up like them. As a result, he had not seen Matseyevsky’s signal or the carriage’s approach, and although he had reached for his bomb, he was not quick enough.

Bitterly frustrated and disoriented by their failure, the terrorists lingered in the area for another half hour, hoping for a second chance and again risking being spotted. But the ineptitude of the police continued to match their own and extended their luck. They all managed to get away.



The team had agreed earlier to gather in the North Pole restaurant on Sadovaya Street for a postmortem of the attack. On the way there, Savinkov ran into Borishansky and confronted him about why he had abandoned his post. A calm, stony-faced man, Borishansky replied that anyone would have done the same and denied he was a coward: he had been surrounded by so many plainclothes policemen that he expected to be arrested any minute.

Because Savinkov had seen them himself, he decided to drop the matter. By now he had also realized who was really at fault. This first failure had taught him and the others a great deal. As he put it, using a Russian saying that underscored the need to resist doing anything rashly, “measure seven times and cut once.”


Azef’s Designs

Azef had again moved his pieces strategically on the chessboard. While Savinkov was putting his team together in February 1904, Azef maintained regular contact with Rataev and provided him with descriptions of the terrorists. He concentrated especially on Kalyaev and Shveytser, although he lied that he did not know their real names. Rataev so valued Azef’s reports, which he took at face value, that he once confessed to him: “More than anything in the world I am afraid of compromising you [in the eyes of the revolutionaries] and losing your services.”

Azef did not stop there, however. Closer to March 18, he had informed Alexey Lopukhin, the director of the police department in Saint Petersburg, that the terrorists were planning an attack near the Okhrana headquarters on the Fontanka. But he also lied again—this time about the target, saying for some private reason that it would be Lopukhin himself and not Plehve. Nevertheless, the result was that Lopukhin deployed such a large number of police agents in the area that the usually imperturbable Borishansky felt threatened and fled. This helped disrupt the plot, although the police also blundered badly by failing to recognize or arrest a single member of Savinkov’s team despite having Azef’s descriptions of two of them.



For several more years, Azef would continue in the same vein—giving information to the police that was either correct, or only partially correct (and therefore misleading), or completely false. The one constant was that he withheld any information that might compromise him, and he always had alibis for doing so. But why he betrayed some revolutionaries and not others, why one plot and not the next, and why during one period and not another, remains a mystery to this day.

This mystery is compounded by another one: Azef sent revolutionaries to the gallows by betraying them, but he also participated in some thirty terrorist acts against leading figures of the Russian imperial regime, either by actively organizing the attacks or tacitly approving them.

Why did Azef do what he did? The one certain motivation is money. Azef liked comfort, living well, fine clothing, easy women, and good food and wine. He took money from both the police and the revolutionaries and accumulated a sizeable sum as a result. During the last years of his career, the police were paying him what amounted to an enormous salary by the standards of the day, 12,000 rubles a year plus bonuses up to the same amount (roughly $400,000 or more today). This exceeded the 10,000 rubles the Russian Empire’s director of the police earned in 1907.

Power may have been a motivation for Azef as well—his ability to outwit dangerous revolutionaries and to control the behavior of imperial grandees. One of his old school friends believed that Azef found deep satisfaction in the idea that someone from his humble background “holds in his hands the fate of both warring camps and that, to a certain extent, the march of events in Russia and perhaps the entire world depends on him.” And in fact, Azef’s recommendations regarding issues of personal security directly influenced the behavior of ministers and the tsar himself. They would decide where they could or could not go based on the threats that Azef reported.

The ability to wield such power inevitably fed Azef’s sense of self-worth. His wife, Lyubov (the name means “love” in Russian), remembered what a striking egotist he was and the contempt with which he spoke about peasants, workers, and Russians in general. Azef’s sense of superiority even colored his attitude toward his admiring younger brother Vladimir, who also worked in the revolutionary movement but whom Azef mistreated and considered “a fool.” During the peak years of his career Azef’s self-esteem could only have been inflated even more by the adulation he received from the senior members of the SR Party, Gershuni, Gots, and Chernov. For Savinkov and other members of the Combat Organization, Azef became a revered figure.

Azef’s origins in the Pale of Settlement must have played a role as well. As a Jew who experienced Russian anti-Semitism in his childhood and youth, Azef could have been moved by hatred for the regime that fostered such discrimination as well as by contempt for the people among whom it was widespread. There is evidence that this influenced his specific animus against Plehve. But Azef’s willingness to betray revolutionaries who were Jews—and there were many in the SR Party, including the leadership—suggests that he was not fixated on Russian anti-Semitism alone.

Finally, fear and the inability to get out—the feeling of being trapped between two dangerous enemies—must also have been an ingredient in the poisonous brew of motivations that kept Azef maneuvering between the revolutionaries and the police. Every successful action that he undertook on behalf of one side required lying to, or at least withholding information from, the other. He could also not abandon one side and work only for the other because he would become an enemy of the one he had left and his life would be in danger.


Regrouping

After their attempt on Plehve failed, Shveytser disarmed the bombs and took them back to Libava on the Baltic coast. Matseyevsky and Sazonov continued their surveillance, and the others dispersed to different provincial cities. Savinkov and Pokotilov were supposed to meet with Azef in Dvinsk, a city in what is now Latvia, to consult about the failure and decide what to do next, but Azef was nowhere to be found; neither were there any telegrams or messages from him. His disappearance at such a crucial moment was so unexpected that Savinkov and Pokotilov could think of only one shocking explanation—he had been arrested.

With Azef apparently gone, Savinkov hesitated about taking over the entire operation because the failure of the March 18 plan had taken a toll on his self-confidence. But none of the others wanted to lead the team either, and rather than letting it disband, Savinkov decided to summon everyone to a meeting in Kiev so that they could consult.

There was no unanimity about a single course of action. The team agreed to go on without Azef, but then they blundered by deciding to split their forces and attack Plehve plus a new target—the reviled governor-general of Kiev, Nikolay Kleygels. Savinkov initially opposed this move because it would create two smaller and weaker teams, but Pokotilov insisted, saying that he was prepared to blow up the entire building at 16 Fontanka by himself if necessary. Savinkov did not feel he had the authority to override him and acquiesced.

Pokotilov and Borishansky left for Saint Petersburg, where Pokotilov, who now took over the role of the team’s technician, holed up with his equipment and explosives in a hotel. Late in the morning on March 25, armed with two bombs each, Pokotilov and Borishansky went out to look for Plehve on the streets of Saint Petersburg. But they did not see his carriage where they thought it was supposed to pass and decided to try again in a week. It was another painful disappointment. Pokotilov collected all the bombs and defused them for safety.

Then, on the night of March 31, he started arming them once again in preparation for the new attack the following morning. This was always a delicate and dangerous procedure, and Pokotilov worked very carefully. But on this occasion, he appears to have accidentally broken one of the thin glass tubes filled with sulfuric acid that was part of the bomb’s firing mechanism.

The explosion was devastating. It instantly tore Pokotilov to bits and destroyed the room, reducing even the main structural ceiling beams to splinters. Pokotilov’s corpse was so mutilated and charred that at first the police thought it might have been a woman because of the diminutive size of a fragment of one foot. It was a miracle that the three remaining bombs in the room did not go off.

Savinkov and the other members of the team in Kiev learned what happened from the newspapers. This was a far heavier blow than the failure of March 18. Not only had a cherished comrade died tragically, but their entire plot had been disrupted. The team now had only enough dynamite for one bomb, and this meant that they could not make another attempt on Plehve.


Azef the Savior

It was in this moment of confusion and despair that Azef demonstrated his ingenuity and willpower in a way that impressed Savinkov deeply. Right after Pokotilov’s death, Azef unexpectedly showed up at the apartment in Kiev where Savinkov was staying.

“What right did you have to change the decision of the central committee on your own authority?” Azef demanded, his face clouded with anger, and began to berate Savinkov for starting a campaign against Kleygels and for leaving Saint Petersburg.

Savinkov had no choice this time but to take the rebukes like an errant schoolboy. Azef brusquely dismissed the fact that he did not come to the meeting in Dvinsk, claiming that he had noticed police agents following him and had spent three weeks traveling around Russia to shake them off. This, of course, sounded entirely plausible.

Savinkov was also on the verge of announcing that he wanted to give up on Plehve. But seeing the sullen anger darkening Azef’s face, he thought better of it and kept silent.

“People learn by doing,” Azef admonished him sternly. “No one gets the right experience all at once.”

Savinkov made a final attempt to argue, saying that because the Combat Organization was now too weak to mount an act of “central” terror, they should focus on a smaller-scale target, like Kleygels.

But Azef would have none of it. “What are you saying to me?” he objected: “What do you mean we don’t have the forces to kill Plehve? Pokotilov’s death?… If there aren’t enough people, we’ll have to find them. If there’s no dynamite, we’ll have to make it. But we can never abandon the plan. Plehve will be killed in any case.”

Azef’s tirade chastened Savinkov and also inspired him in a way that he never forgot. Savinkov felt that Azef had breathed new life into him, and even years later, after Azef’s incredible deceptions were revealed, Savinkov acknowledged this with a mix of wonder and admiration:


Azef’s persistence, calm, and self-assurance lifted the [Combat] organization’s spirits, and it began to seem strange to me that I could have decided to end the attempt on Plehve… It would not be an exaggeration to say that Azef resurrected the organization, and we set out to kill Plehve with faith, determination, and without regard to the cost.



Azef also did not just limit himself to a pep talk. He gave Savinkov specific instructions about which members of the team were to go where and what their tasks would be, he recruited new members, and he involved himself in all the technical and tactical details of the preparations. He also conducted long and kindly discussions with Sazonov to revive his revolutionary fervor, which had been shaken by the failures.

But in secret, Azef continued to pursue his own agenda. At the same time that he was inspiring Savinkov and his team, he was badmouthing him to the other members of the SR Party for having botched the Saint Petersburg operation. Azef even cunningly tried to undermine Savinkov’s own self-confidence by telling him that another Party member refused to join the Combat Organization because “Pokotilov perished as a result of the fact that you, Savinkov, abandoned him to his fate in Saint Petersburg and left.” This was a devastating thing to hear. However, it allowed Azef to cow Savinkov and to maintain his supremacy in the organization even as he was motivating Savinkov to prepare a new attack on Plehve.

Azef had a more sinister goal as well: he now actually wanted Plehve killed. Despite his paradoxical indifference to politics and to systemic Russian anti-Semitism, Azef had a score to settle with Plehve specifically because he blamed him for the notorious Kishinyov pogrom in April 1903. A senior police official who also had no love for Plehve once witnessed how Azef “shook with rage and spoke about Plehve with hatred” when the subject of the pogrom came up.

As a result, Azef began to lie regularly to Rataev about the Combat Organization’s immediate intentions. At the end of April 1904, he wrote to Rataev in vague terms about the explosion in the Northern Hotel that killed Pokotilov and pretended that he was not even sure if he had ever met the man. He also feigned ignorance of what had actually happened and suggested that the revolutionaries would not use explosives any longer. In May, Azef also misled Rataev about Sazonov, saying that he may be involved in a plot but provided no details. In late June, he lied again when he said that the Combat Organization was delaying a new attack on Plehve because they did not have any bombs and that it would take a long time to prepare new ones.

However, Azef had in fact already solved the Combat Organization’s dynamite problem by helping Shveytser get access to a provincial government laboratory where he could secretly manufacture a new load of explosives. After a close call when a chemical reaction began to accelerate out of control before he managed to neutralize it, as a result of which he suffered several bad burns, Shveytser succeeded in producing forty pounds of dynamite. By June, he had recovered from his wounds in a hospital and brought the explosives to Saint Petersburg.

New Female Recruit

Even though women had taken part in revolutionary terrorism in Russia from its beginnings in the 1870s (Vera Zasulich shot Fyodor Trepov, the governor-general of Saint Petersburg, in 1878), it was still largely a male affair in the early twentieth century. But when Savinkov began to rebuild his team, he decided for the first time to add a woman who had been recommended to him. His decision was in keeping with the Socialist Revolutionary Party’s commitment to an equitable restructuring of Russian society, and both the Party and even its Combat Organization were open to women, although they never made up more than 20 percent of the membership.

Savinkov’s new recruit was Dora Brilliant, the daughter of a prosperous Jewish merchant from Kherson, a port on the Black Sea. Her parents, in keeping with their cultural traditions, had strenuously opposed allowing her to get an education, but she rebelled and managed to attend high school and then become a midwife. (Because the upbringing of Jewish women in Russia was usually more sheltered than the rest of the population, they had an even more difficult time finding occupations outside the traditional ones of marriage and family.) After participating in a student demonstration and being exiled to Poltava, a provincial city in what is now eastern Ukraine, Dora met Grigory Gershuni, the head of the Combat Organization. He produced such a powerful impression on her that she joined the Socialist Revolutionaries. All who knew her were struck by her commitment on the one hand and her strange, unvarying sadness on the other. A comrade who met her in Poltava remembered “her deeply-set, dark eyes, which expressed some sort of inconsolable melancholy and grief. Someone aptly said that the age-old sorrow of the Jewish people was expressed in them.”
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