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Chronological Table


(Dates according to New Style or Western Calendar)



	1879

	7 November

	Lev Davidovich Bronshtein (Trotsky) born at Yanovka, near Yelizavetgrad (Kirovograd) in Ukraine.




	 
	21 December

	Josef Stalin born at Gori, Georgia.




	1886

	 
	Trotsky begins primary school.




	1888

	 
	Enters St Paul’s High School, Odessa.




	1896

	 
	Completes secondary education in Nikolaev.




	1896-97

	 
	Joins Social Democratic revolutionary group in Nikolaev.




	1898

	March

	Russian Social Democratic Labour Party (RSDLP) formed in Minsk. Trotsky arrested and exiled to Siberia for two years.




	1899

	 
	Trotsky marries Alexandra Sokolovskaya in prison.




	1900

	 
	Birth of Trotsky’s first daughter, Zinaida. Lenin and Martov start their newspaper Iskra (The Spark).




	1902

	 
	Birth of Trotsky’s second daughter, Nina. Trotsky escapes from exile, adopts the name of Trotsky and leaves the country illegally. Meets Lenin for the first time in London.




	1903

	 
	RSDLP splits at its Second Congress in London into Bolsheviks, led by Lenin,







	 
	 
	and Mensheviks, led by a group including Martov and Trotsky. Trotsky marries Natalya Sedova.




	1904-06

	 
	Russo-Japanese War.




	1905

	 
	Trotsky returns to Russia and takes active part in first Russian revolution.




	 
	October

	Tsar concedes political reform, including a legislative assembly, the State Duma.




	 
	December

	Trotsky elected President of St Petersburg Soviet.




	1906

	 
	Trial of Trotsky and other members of St Petersburg Soviet. Birth of Trotsky’s first son, Lev.




	1907

	 
	Trotsky exiled to Western Siberia. Escapes abroad. First meeting with Stalin at Fifth Party Congress in London.




	1908

	 
	Birth of Trotsky’s second son, Sergei.




	1910

	 
	Death of Trotsky’s mother, Anna Bronshtein. Trotsky establishes his independent newspaper Pravda, which fails for lack of funds.




	1912-14

	 
	Trotsky works as war correspondent in the Balkans and reporter in Paris for the newspaper Kievskaya mysl’.




	1914

	 
	Trotsky leaves Vienna for Zurich and later Paris.




	 
	August

	Russia enters First World War.




	1915-16

	 
	Trotsky collaborates with Menshevik Internationalists in Paris on newspaper Nashe slovo.




	1916

	 
	Trotsky expelled from France to Spain, where he is arrested.




	1917

	 
	Arrives in New York.




	 
	March

	Tsar abdicates. Provisional Government formed in Petrograd.




	 
	March-May

	Trotsky leaves for Russia. Arrested in Halifax, Canada. Arrives in Petrograd.




	 
	August

	Trotsky enters Bolshevik Party at Sixth Party









	 
	 
	Congress and becomes member of Central Committee.




	 
	August-September

	Trotsky and other Bolsheviks arrested on charges of working for Germany. Soon released.




	 
	September

	Trotsky becomes chairman of Petrograd Soviet.




	 
	October

	Military Revolutionary Committee created with Trotsky as chairman. Trotsky appointed People’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs in first Soviet government.




	 
	December

	The Cheka, the Soviet political police, formed. Bolshevik-German armistice.




	1918

	January

	Soviet-German peace talks at Brest-Litovsk. Trotsky heads Soviet delegation. Constituent Assembly dispersed by Bolsheviks after one session.




	 
	February

	Chicherin replaces Trotsky as People’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs and head of Brest-Litovsk delegation.




	 
	March

	Brest-Litovsk peace treaty signed with Germany. Trotsky appointed People’s Commissar for Military and Naval Affairs. Red Army founded.




	 
	April

	Civil war begins in Russia.




	 
	July

	Tsar and family executed in Yekaterinburg.




	 
	September

	Trotsky appointed chairman of the Military Revolutionary Council of the Republic.




	 
	November

	Allied-German armistice.




	1919

	March

	Third Communist International (Comintern) founded in Moscow. Trotsky elected member of Comintern Executive Committee (ECCI).




	1920

	April

	Poles invade Soviet Ukraine. October Armistice with Poland.




	 
	November

	Civil war ends with defeat and evacuation of White armies in Crimea.




	1921

	March

	Anti-Bolshevik uprising of Kronstadt









	 
	 
	garrison. Tenth Party Congress adopts Lenin’s New Economic Policy and bans the formation of factions in the Party.




	1922

	February

	Cheka renamed GPU. Trotsky’s father, David Bronshtein, dies of typhus.




	 
	April

	Stalin elected General Secretary of the Party.




	 
	May

	Lenin’s first stroke.




	 
	December

	Lenin’s second stroke. Formation of Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.




	1923

	March

	Lenin’s third stroke.




	 
	April

	Twelfth Party Congress.




	 
	October

	Trotsky writes to Central Committee and Central Control Commission. Statement of forty-six of Trotsky’s supporters to the Politburo.




	1924

	January

	Lenin dies. Trotsky, convalescing in the Caucasus, is absent from his funeral.




	 
	May

	Thirteenth Party Congress. Recognition of USSR from Austria, Britain, China, Denmark, France, Greece, Italy, Norway and Sweden. Death of Trotsky’s eldest sister Elizabeth.




	1925

	January

	Trotsky removed as chairman of Revolutionary Military Council and as People’s Commissar for Military Affairs.




	 
	May

	Trotsky appointed chairman of the Chief Concessions Committee.




	 
	December

	Fourteenth Party Congress.




	1926

	March

	Trotsky travels to Berlin for medical treatment.




	 
	July

	‘Statement of the 13’ and ‘Platform of the 83’. Zinoviev expelled from Poliburo and leadership of Comintern.




	 
	October

	Oppositional statement by sixteen of Trotsky’s supporters. Trotsky and Kamenev removed from Politburo.




	1927

	September

	Trotsky expelled from Executive Committee of Comintern.









	 
	 
	of Comintern.




	 
	October

	Trotsky removed from Central Committee.




	 
	November

	Trotsky and Zinoviev expelled from Party.




	 
	December

	Fifteenth Party Congress.




	1928

	January

	Trotsky banished to Alma Ata, Kazakhstan.




	 
	June

	Death of Trotsky’s younger daughter, Nina Nevelson, from tubercolosis.




	1929

	February

	Trotsky deported from USSR to Turkey.




	 
	April

	First Five-Year Plan adopted by Sixteenth Party Congress.




	 
	July

	Trotsky’s Bulletin of the Opposition launched.




	 
	November

	Bukharin expelled from Politburo.




	 
	December

	Stalin proclaims end of NEP and start of collectivization.




	1930

	 
	Trotsky’s autobiography, My Life, published in Berlin.




	1931

	Trotsky’s History of the Russian Revolution published in Berlin. Soviet rewriting of history begins under Stalin’s guidance.




	1932

	Trotsky’s book The Stalinist School of Falsification published in Berlin.




	 
	February

	Trotsky, with his wife Natalya and son Lev, deprived of Soviet citizenship.




	 
	November

	Trotsky briefly visits Copenhagen to give lectures.




	 
	December

	Identity cards issued to urban population in USSR. Collective farmers denied right to leave their villages.




	1933

	January

	Hitler becomes Chancellor of Germany. Trotsky’s elder daughter Zinaida Volkova commits suicide in Berlin after deep depression.




	 
	July

	Trotsky and Natalya leave Turkey for France.




	 
	November

	Diplomatic and trade relations established between USSR and USA.




	1934

	January

	Seventeenth Party Congress, the Seventeenth Party Congress, the ‘Congress of Victors’. Trotsky prepares the founding









	 
	 
	Begins work on his biography of Lenin, which is to remain unfinished.




	 
	September

	USSR joins League of Nations.




	 
	December

	Sergei Kirov assassinated in Leningrad.




	1935

	June

	Trotsky moves to Norway. His first wife, Alexandra Sokolovskaya, is exiled to Siberia where she dies after a few years. Part of Trotsky’s correspondence is sold by his son Lev to the Institute of Social History in Amsterdam.




	1936

	 
	Trotsky’s nephews, Alexander and Yuri Kamenev, arrested and shot. Trotsky completes his book The Revolution Betrayed. Trial and execution of Zinoviev, Kamenev and fourteen others. Trial of seventeen, including Radek and Pyatakov; thirteen executed. Execution of Red Army leadership.




	 
	November

	Part of Trotsky’s archive is stolen by the NKVD from the Institute of Historical Research in Paris.




	 
	December

	Trotsky and Natalya deported from Norway to Mexico.




	1937

	January

	Trotsky arrives in Mexico and is given political asylum. Takes part in international commission intended to establish faked character of political trials in Moscow. Begins book on Stalin which is to remain unfinished. Younger son, Sergei, arrested in USSR and executed. Nephew, Boris Bronshtein, executed.




	1938

	February

	Trotsky’s eldest son Lev dies in Paris in mysterious circumstances.




	 
	March

	Trial and execution of Bukharin, Rykov and sixteen others.




	 
	April

	Trotsky’s elder brother, Alexander Bronshtein, executed in Moscow.




	1939

	August

	Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact









	 
	 
	signed in the Kremlin.




	 
	September

	Germany invades Poland. USSR invades Poland. Start of Second World War. Founding congress of Fourth International in Paris.




	1940

	February-March

	Trotsky writes his last will and testament.




	 
	27 May

	Unsuccessful attempt on Trotsky’s life organized by NKVD.




	 
	20 August

	Another attempt on Trotsky’s life results in his fatal wounding.




	 
	21 August

	Trotsky dies.




	 
	December

	Natalya Sedova sells remainder of Trotsky’s archives to Harvard University.




	1941

	August

	Last issue of the Bulletin of the Opposition published.




	 
	October

	Trotsky’s younger sister, Olga Kameneva, executed.








NIKOLAI BERDYAEV

Without doubt, Trotsky stands head and shoulders above all the other Bolsheviks, except Lenin. Lenin is of course more important and more powerful. He is the head of the revolution, but Trotsky is more talented and more brilliant.




Editor’s Preface

By the spring of 1987, it had become clear that the conventional Soviet treatment of modern Russian—more particularly, Soviet—history was about to undergo a fundamental shift. At first, the most dramatic revisions were conducted by a playwright and a novelist—Mikhail Shatrov in his unstaged plays, and Anatoli Rybakov in his semi-autobiographical, semi-factual novel Children of the Arbat—and historians were relatively slow off the mark. Then, over a brief period beginning in January 1988, the Soviet State Prosecutor announced the ‘rehabilitation’ of the ‘Old Guard’ of Bolsheviks who had been liquidated in the infamous show trials of the mid-1930s. The reason given for this belated admission of injustice was that the charges on which they had been executed were groundless, although the evidence for this discovery was not and has never been revealed.

Articles began appearing on previously taboo subjects, such as the murder of the Polish officer corps at Katyn, and new editions of encyclopedias and biographical dictionaries began to reflect a saner approach to previous ‘non-persons’. Mensheviks, Socialist Revolutionaries and exterminated Bolsheviks were reinstated into Russian history, along with liberals, conservatives, White émigrés, tsarist generals and monarchist politicians.

However, Trotsky’s name did not figure among the rehabilitated cohort of 1917; nor could it, since he had not been officially charged and tried, nor had he been sentenced or executed ‘judicially’. He had undoubtedly figured as the chief inspirer, the éminence grise, the manipulator of the grand conspiracy against the Soviet state and its leaders, and his name had been a constant refrain in all the trials, including those of the Red Army élite, and was used to condemn anyone or any group suspected of real or potential hostility.

Of the rehabilitated Bolsheviks, it was above all Bukharin who first attracted a measure of interest, since it was thought that his ardent advocacy of Lenin’s New Economic Policy might yield insights at a time when intellectuals and the Gorbachev government were seeking policies that could accommodate both a market and a planned economy. Other leading figures still await reassessment. As for Trotsky, a small number of short studies on his ideas has been produced in post-Soviet Russia, but their aims have been to set the record straight in terms of the facts of his life and his role in the revolution and civil war, and they have therefore concentrated on achieving as neutral, or as ‘normal’, a balance as possible—a laudable achievement, given the paucity of sources and the accumulated mendacity to which Soviet scholars had become accustomed over decades.

Dmitri Volkogonov was a professional soldier for most of his life, rising to the rank of Colonel-General under Brezhnev as chief of the army’s Political Education Section. In the mid-1980s he became Director of the Institute of Military History in Moscow, and from that time began asking difficult questions about Soviet history. He assembled two (unpublished) volumes of data on the arrests and liquidations of the Red Army officer corps, and wrote a monumental study of Stalin which could not be published for several years. As the era of glasnost, or freer thinking, progressed, he became more outspoken publicly, especially about the Communist Party and its failure to move politically and ideologically with the times. Savagely attacked by the military establishment, and the Minister of Defence in person, for a generally awkward attitude and in particular for his ‘anti-Soviet’ interpretation of the Second World War as expressed in the draft of a new multi-volume history prepared (but never published) by his Institute, in the spring of 1991 he had little choice but to leave his post and devote himself to independent research.

His political life of Stalin (Stalin: Triumph and Tragedy) had been published in Russia in 1990, and had aroused strong mixed feelings, especially among hard-line Communists who saw in his denigration of the former ‘father of the peoples’ a dangerous trend that could lead to yet further weakening of the state’s authoritarian traditions. They were to be proved right. The rising tide of criticism—of the state and its history, and above all of the Party’s claim to rule alone—eventually inundated the leadership in an unstoppable flood. After the failed coup of August 1991, Volkogonov became a special defence adviser to President Yeltsin and head of the Russian Archive Declassifying Commission, among other posts.

Published in Russia in 1992, Volkogonov’s book on Trotsky sold about a million copies, but received less critical attention than his Stalin. Trotsky’s legacy, unlike those of Stalin and Lenin, had long been submerged and obliterated as a topic of debate, and his place in Soviet history books had correspondingly been diminished to one of no importance. For Western readers, however, Trotsky has always been one of the most enigmatic and powerful personalities of the Russian revolution, a Mephistophelian figure whose life ended in an appropriately dramatic way. The absence of a balanced view of him from the Soviet side meant that he was seen in too sharply contrasted a light, and it is the merit of Dmitri Volkogonov’s book that he has attempted to rectify this imbalance, while also providing a unique insight into the Soviet dimension.

This, the first full-scale political biography of Trotsky to emerge from Russia, was made possible by the fact that Volkogonov has had access to the relevant Russian archives that were hitherto absent from Western studies. Isaac Deutscher was granted access to the Trotsky papers at Harvard University by Trotsky’s widow, and his three-volume work, published between 1954 and 1963, remains a valuable source. But Volkogonov has produced materials held by the NKVD that reveal Soviet motives and actions as never before. His access to the archives was complemented by his discovery of surviving members of Trotsky’s family and, most notably, of the functionaries and special agents who were closely involved in Stalin’s personal vendetta against Trotsky and the plan to assassinate him.

After completing his Trotsky, Volkogonov then went on to produce a political analysis and life of ‘the last bastion to fall’ in his own mind, namely that of Lenin. If Trotsky had become at best little more than a name, and if Stalin had been a real-life memory for millions of Soviet citizens, Lenin had virtually been an icon for generations, an integral part of Soviet education, a totem, a source of ritual and dogma for national and local leaders in need of an ideological prop for a new policy or an apt phrase to support a decision. The response to Volkogonov’s Lenin: Life and Legacy, when it was published in Russia in 1994, was predictably divided and extreme. Those who regarded the dissolution of the Communist Party and the dismemberment of the Soviet Union as crimes against the people were aghast at Volkogonov’s temerity and disloyalty, and his book was condemned as tantamount to sacrilege. It was admired, on the other hand, by those for whom the history of the revolution and the origins of the Stalinist state had long become mere questions of history, those who had come to see Marxism-Leninism, and still more the adoration of a long-dead politician, as utterly irrelevant to the needs of the end of the twentieth century. Both sides thus recognized the book as a demolition of the intellectual foundations of the old system.

As a politician himself, Volkogonov believes that knowledge of the recent past, and especially of the origins of the Soviet state, is relevant to the needs of present-day Russia. He has seen both the rising tide of nationalism and the authoritarian response of the government he supports in the face of the problems that have surfaced with a vengeance in the former Soviet Union. His studies of the three leading figures of the revolutionary period—invaluable historical works in themselves—are meant to show the danger of combining radical politics with authoritarian tendencies. Lenin moulded his ideology from such ingredients and based the ‘first workers’ state’ on its foundations, embedding state violence and terror in the very fabric of the new order. Stalin, once his hold on power was unchallenged, applied his hybrid policies of radicalism and reaction—rapid industrialization and terror, collectivization of agriculture and violence.

Trotsky occupied a unique position. As a militant radical during the revolution and civil war, he saw no need to adopt moderate policies once the internal threat had receded. For him, it was the threat from the capitalist world that was most pressing, and the Russian revolution was only the first stage of the world revolution that was envisaged as inevitable in Marx’s understanding of history and social change. As Trotsky himself confessed in his last will and testament in 1940, he was just as committed to the revolutionary idea in his last days as he had been when he first entered the Russian revolutionary movement in the 1890s, if not more so.

Commitment to world revolution entailed for Trotsky commitment to radical domestic and foreign policies when he was still a figure with authority in the Soviet Union, and, as Volkogonov shows, it was this above all that alienated him from the rank and file of a Party that was more inclined to begin the economic reconstruction of the country than to embark on further revolutionary adventures. Certainly it would be some time before the Soviets formally abandoned the slogan of world revolution, or even their covert financial support of foreign Communist parties and front organizations in the West, but in the 1920s, when Stalin was working to consolidate his position as Party leader, Trotsky’s arguments as an irreconcilable radical gave his rival the ammunition he needed to hound him out of office and ultimately out of the country.

Trotsky’s expulsion from the Soviet Union coincided with the Party’s adoption of the very measures he had advocated: forced collectivization of the peasants and rapid industrialization, using draconian measures wherever necessary. Volkogonov has traced the continuity between the violence and coercion of Lenin’s ideas and the terror of Stalinism, and he has shown that throughout his adult life Trotsky’s thinking and his actions provide a homogenous link in the chain. There is no suggestion that, had he held power, Trotsky would necessarily have unleashed the wave of terror, the purges and the show trials perpetrated by Stalin: everything Trotsky wrote on this matter argues against such a view, and in any case the question is hypothetical. The claim is, however, made by Volkogonov that Trotsky cannot be exonerated of the crime, as the author now sees it, of creating a system that behaved, while Trotsky was still a part of it and after, in a way the world has become accustomed to call ‘Stalinist’.

Not all Russian revolutionaries, once they had escaped or were expelled from Soviet Russia, remained committed to the cause of universal Marxist revolution. Some became doctors and engineers, salesmen, archivists and antiquarian book-dealers, retaining only romantic memories of an adventurous youth. Trotsky shared with them a deep hatred of Stalin and his works, but, having left the Soviet Union, he remained fully active in promoting world revolution, publishing a journal, Bulletin of the Opposition, and establishing a Fourth (Marxist) International, as a rival to the Comintern which had become a tool of Soviet foreign policy. The fact that his venture ended in oblivion does not diminish Trotsky’s image as one of the most committed revolutionaries of the twentieth century—the eternal radical, indeed—but rather shows that the ideas to which he devoted his life were both outmoded and Utopian.



INTRODUCTION
The Fate of a Revolutionary


The armoured train was on its way to Kiev, rattling over the rails towards the Ukrainian capital. The passengers in one of the middle wagons were not sleeping. In the large saloon, furnished with leather armchairs and a sofa, a long table and telephone equipment, a man in an unbuttoned tunic and boots was standing at one of the spyholes. He was of medium height, with a neat beard, and above a high forehead he had a full head of hair streaked with grey. His noble Roman nose was surmounted by an elegant pince-nez. He had lively, bright blue eyes. As he stared into the darkness, searching for signs of life, he saw nothing but a vast, war-torn country languishing in ruins and deep gloom. It was August 1919.

At the table sat a young man in a flannel army shirt, pen in hand. Before him lay telegrams from the 3rd and 4th Armies of the Eastern Front, then advancing on Tobol. The southern grouping was making good progress towards Turkestan. Their reports confirmed that the leader of the White armies on that front, Kolchak’s, days were numbered. The path to the east would be open. But the man in the tunic was thinking of other things. His secretary scribbled down his dictation: ‘The defeat of the Hungarian [Soviet] Republic, our failures in Ukraine and the possible loss of the Black Sea coast, along with our successes on the eastern front, significantly alter our international orientation … The situation looks different when we face the east.’ In confident tone, he continued: ‘There can be no doubt that our Red Army is an incomparably more powerful force on the Asian fields of world politics than it is on the European. We now face the distinct possibility of a long wait while events unfold in Europe, but a period of activity in Asia. The road to India may at this moment be more open to us, and shorter, than the road to Soviet Hungary. Our army, which by European standards is still of little importance, is capable of destroying the unstable balance of colonial relations, giving a push to and ensuring the victory of an uprising of the oppressed masses in Asia.’ He sat down and continued dictating: ‘Naturally, our operations in the east presuppose the building and reinforcement of a mighty base in the Urals. We must concentrate there all the labour force we had intended settling in the Don oblast. We must send to the Urals all our best scientific and technical forces, our best organizers and administrators. We must send the best Ukrainian Party people who for other reasons are now without jobs. If they have lost Ukraine, let them conquer Siberia for the Soviet revolution.’

As he went on, he outlined not merely the general strategic line of the revolution, but even provided the concrete detail: ‘A cavalry corps of 30-40,000 horsemen must be formed to invade India. The path to Paris and London lies through the cities of Afghanistan, the Punjab and Bengal. Our victories in the Urals and Siberia must greatly raise the prestige of the Soviet Republic throughout oppressed Asia. We must seize the moment and somewhere in the Urals or Turkestan we must concentrate a revolutionary academy, the political and military headquarters of the Asiatic revolution, which could soon become much more effective than the Executive Committee of the Third International. Our task is to shift the centre of gravity of our international policy in good time.’1

The speaker was Lev Trotsky, Chairman of the Revolutionary Military Committee of the Republic, Commissar for the Army and Navy, and a member of the Politburo. His secretary was Nikolai Sermuks. In the course of his life Trotsky wrote or dictated about 30,000 documents, the great majority of which are scattered in numerous archives. Virtually everything he wrote was connected in some way with the Russian and world revolution. For him, and those like him, it was considered normal, natural and indeed obligatory to spur on the revolution. In the above notes to the Central Committee he was proposing a new strategy, calling on the Party to turn towards the east, to despatch large cavalry forces to India at a time when, as he knew perfectly well, the whole of the west and south of Russia was in flames, and the greater part of the country’s industry and agriculture, as well as a third of her people, were under German control. Only the next day he was informing Lenin of the critical position in the south, and demanding a meeting of the Politburo at which measures could be taken to overcome the ‘threatening danger’.2 But he also knew that India was the Achilles’ heel of the British Empire.

Even when, twenty years later, he found himself cornered in his concrete Mexican fortress, he would still dream of the world revolution. Of the millions who passed along the revolutionary path, the great majority left no trace. Trotsky, however, remains even today a topic of debate. He is remembered with hatred and respect, anger and admiration. His portrait cannot be properly painted only in black and white, but calls for a wide range of colours. Opinion on this most famous of revolutionaries has swung from glorification to anathema, until at last it is possible to accept him coolly and objectively as a vivid, complex, multi-faceted personality in the gallery of world figures.

The first study of Trotsky was probably that of G.A. Ziv, his old schoolfriend, who published a short book in New York in 1921.3 There were also official biographies. One, compiled by order of the Central Committee in May 1924, was entitled ‘Bronshtein (Trotsky) Lev Davidovich, also known as “Lvov”, “N. Trotsky”, “Yanovsky”, and by the literary pseudonyms of “Antid Oto”, “Takhotsky”, “Neophyte”, and others’. This five-page document was accompanied by a note which stated that ‘Comrade Trotsky’s biography, with the list of his publications, has been compiled by Comrade [Evgeniya] Bosh by order of Istpart [the Central Committee section dealing with the history of the Party and the October Revolution], and is to be kept in the Secret Section of Istpart for use by research workers’.4

These early biographies are uncontroversial and superficial, containing only the bare facts of Trotsky’s life. Fifteen years later his image would be presented in the Soviet Union as malevolent, blood-thirsty, repellent. Addressing the February/March 1937 Central Committee Plenum, Stalin would describe the Trotskyists and their leader as ‘a barefaced gang of wreckers, spies and murderers’.5 The Soviet press depicted Trotsky as the source of all evils, and for the next fifty years continued to heap odium on him as on no one else. Gradually the old abuse gave way to new myths, claiming that Trotsky was a bloodstained maniac hungry for personal power, that he was in every way the forerunner of Stalin. Over the last few years, Trotsky has become a subject of more balanced judgement, a personality symbolizing not merely the radicalism of the Communist idea, as it was expressed in the uncompromising and Utopian nature of Bolshevik plans, but also in its tragic realization. Trotsky was at the birth of the Soviet state, he was one of the architects of the Soviet totalitarian bureaucratic system whose baleful effects have yet to be eradicated from Russian life.

It was Trotsky’s fate that he was able to synthesize an unbending faith in Communist ideals with the criminal mercilessness of the dictatorship of the proletariat, that he could be both one of the inspirers of the Red Terror and its victim. He was, in my view, unique in that he combined what was most attractive about the Russian revolutionaries with the most repugnant aspects of Bolshevism. Early in the century, Trotsky had read the prophetic words of the anarchist Prince Kropotkin:


All revolutionaries dream of the revolution as an opportunity to liquidate their enemies legally … of conquering power, of creating an all-powerful, all-knowing state which will deal with the people as subjects and subordinates, ruling them with the help of thousands and millions of bureaucrats of all kinds … They dream of a ‘committee of public salvation’, whose purpose is to get rid of anyone who dares to think differently … Finally, they dream of restricting the initiative of the individual and of the nation itself … to make sure the nation chooses leaders who will think for it and make laws in its name.6



Trotsky marked this passage with a query, but both he and the Bolshevik leadership acted according to Kropotkin’s formulation with no such questioning.

I have come to see, in writing my studies of Lenin, Trotsky and Stalin, that each one complements the other historically. Lenin emerges in revolutionary history as the inspirer, Trotsky as the agitator and Stalin as the executor, the one who carried out the idea. The swerves, the collisions and the tragedies of Soviet history can be observed in sharp relief when seen through the prism of these three personalities. In this respect, the biographical method is quite effective, for it allows one to analyze an entire historical layer of time through the personal fabric of a human existence. In the draft of one his articles, Trotsky underlined the phrase: ‘If personalities do not make history, then history makes itself by means of personalities.’7

Trotsky enjoyed many triumphs, the most significant being that of October 1917. Having tasted this victory, it might have seemed to him that things would go on in this way for a long time, if not forever. And yet, soon after the end of the Civil War, he felt himself to be virtually superfluous in the ordinary world of everyday concerns. Everything pointed to his being made for big events, for worldwide glory, but the world revolution had stumbled, and even the ‘Asiatic’ one had not occurred. One tragedy after another now began to dog Trotsky’s life. He lost all his jobs, was exiled, deported, wandered the globe in search of a safe hiding place from Stalin’s assassins, and while virtually every member of his family, as well as countless numbers of his comrades, were meeting violent deaths. Labelled ‘Trotskyist’, it was not only genuine supporters who were being liquidated, but also millions of compatriots who were merely suspected of any lack of loyalty to the dictatorial regime. It is amazing that Trotsky managed to survive ten years in emigration, considering the scale of Stalin’s manhunt for him. Two months before he was assassinated, he wrote: ‘I can say that I live in this world not in the dimension of rules, but in that of exceptions.’8 The life of this revolutionary was almost magical, a meteoric flight into world fame, and a long, long drama of struggle, hopes and disappointment, ending with the last act in Mexico.

Trotsky himself, his gaze fixed on the mirror of history, did not regard his life as tragic. At least, in 1930, in exile on the Turkish island of Prinkipo, he could write: ‘“And what of our personal fate?” I hear you ask. I do not measure the historical process by the yardstick of personal fate … I don’t recognize personal tragedy. I recognize the replacement of one leader of the revolution by another.’9 In practice, of course, he was able to lose the fight, but not to abandon hope. He knew very early on that, as far as history was concerned, his defeat might come to be seen as more worthy than victory in a different battle.

Trotsky’s biographers enjoy a rich store of materials left by their subject, in the form of books, articles, pen-portraits, memoirs, essays. His wife, Natalia Sedova, recalled that he had intended writing a series of major books, but ‘everyday events … pushed them to one side’. His book on Stalin was forced on him by a combination of financial need and his publishers. Several times he said he wanted to write a ‘pedestrian’ book that would earn him enough money to be able to ‘entertain himself writing about things that interested him. But he never managed,’ Sedova wrote. ‘He was not capable of writing pedestrian books.’10

Trotsky was one of the first of the Soviet leaders to exploit the intellectual potential of his secretaries to the maximum. His every speech and note, prepared or spontaneous, was carefully recorded, transcribed and printed. Most of the twenty-one volumes of his collected works that he managed, with a few gaps, to publish before his exile in 1927 consist of his reports, speeches and newspaper articles.11 Another important source are the archives, including the Houghton Library at Harvard, which contains some 20,000 documents, including 3000 letters; the International Institute of Social History in Amsterdam, which houses more than 1000 letters, including Trotsky’s correspondence with Lenin; and part of the Nicolaevsky Collection at the Hoover Institution. Archives inside Russia, which have been completely closed until very recently, include the former Central Party Archives, the Central State Archives of the October Revolution, those of the Soviet Army, the Ministry of Defence, the Committee for State Security, and a number of others. The majority of the documents in this book are published for the first time.

Another important source was the testimony of relatives of Trotsky who had by some miracle survived, and a number of people who had met or known him personally. Among these, I would like to express my gratitude to Trotsky’s niece A.A. Kasatikova, his great-nephew V.B. Bronshtein, and the wife of his younger son Sergei, O.E. Grebner; to one of his stenographers, N.A. Marennikova, and one of Stalin’s secretaries, A.P. Balashov; to N.A. Ioffe, D.T. Shepilov, A.K. Mironov, V.M. Polyakov, N.G. Dubrovinsky, D.S. Zlatopolsky and F.M. Nazarov, all of whom had relations with the family or with Trotsky himself; and among the remaining ‘Trotskyists’, to I.I. Vrachev, Stuart Kirby, and the late Tamara Deutscher, widow of Trotsky’s best biographer, Isaac Deutscher.

I have also been fortunate enough to have talked to senior Soviet security officers whose knowledge of Trotsky’s fate went beyond hearsay. These include P.A. Sudoplatov, Ye.P. Pivonravov and A.N. Shelepin. From the end of the 1920s until 20 August 1940, when he was liquidated on Stalin’s orders, Trotsky was kept under constant surveillance by the special services, the GPU, OGPU and NKVD, the latter body knowing more about him than he could ever have suspected. Stalin was kept regularly informed about his every move, and on occasion Trotsky’s writings found their way to Stalin’s desk even before they were published. I have used the correspondence of the NKVD field unit that penetrated Trotsky’s entourage, and have had numerous conversations with the people responsible for carrying out the Central Committee’s order to assassinate him.

Among Western authors whose works I have consulted, Isaac Deutscher’s three-part biography stands out, as do the efforts of Yuri Feltshinsky; Baruch Knei-Paz’s monograph is a fundamental work, while others who have contributed to ‘Trotskology’ include Dale Reid, Michael Jacobson, Joel Carmichael, Isaac Don Levine, Harold Nelson and Robert Tucker. Only recently have Russian scholars approached the subject, and among them I should like to mention Yu.I. Koroblev, V.I. Startsev, N.A. Vasetsky, Y.A. Polyakov and P.B. Volobuev.

I began working on my three ‘portraits’ many years ago, gradually gathering little-known material, facts, publications and personal testimony. Had I observed proper methodology, Lenin should have come first, followed by Trotsky and then Stalin. The reason they have appeared [in Russia] in reverse order is not accidental. The book on Stalin, who now personifies Russia’s historic failure, was written by 1985, at a time when an honest critical analysis of Lenin was simply impossible. Soviet prejudice against Trotsky continues even now to be very strong, and in 1987 the Party could still speak of the great service done by higher Party circles, led by Stalin, in ‘the victory over Trotskyism’. Thanks to decades of brainwashing, most people in the Soviet Union are not even aware that Marxism in Russia developed in three stages: Leninism, Trotskyism and Stalinism, all of them deriving from the same root. Despite some major differences, what all three men shared was reliance on social violence, a belief in the absolute certainty of only one ideology, and the conviction that they had the right to dispose of the destinies of nations.

I have tried to describe the evolution from freedom to the unfreedom that characterized the dominant social thinking of the time. Before October 1917, all Russian revolutionaries clamoured for freedom of speech, yet when Maxim Gorky declared that Bolshevik violence was ‘the path to anarchy, the end of the proletariat and of the revolution’, the Bolsheviks took harsh measures not only against Gorky’s paper Novaya Zhizn, but against all the free press. At a meeting of the Council of People’s Commissars (Sovnarkom) chaired by Lenin in December 1917, Trotsky proposed even ‘harsher measures against the bourgeois press and foul slanders on the Soviet regime’.12 Almost without realizing it, he and the others were confining freedom to a reservation where in due course the time would come to liquidate it altogether. Here lay the paradox of Bolshevism: having proclaimed freedom as the aim of their revolution, they did not see that they were taking it away not only from the ‘ex-people’, but also from those they had promised to make ‘everything’, the people who had trusted them. It was the party-cum-state they invested with freedom, then the bureaucratic machine, and finally the dictator.

To the end of his life, Trotsky did not see that many of the fundamental tenets of Marxism, which he never doubted, were profoundly wrong. But it was precisely the false ideas of the dictatorship of the proletariat and of class war that lay at the root of the future tragedy, and it was the process of making these postulates into immutable principles, to which Trotsky remained faithful all his life, that led the country to its historic failure. A political portrait of Trotsky, therefore, is also an account of the fate of freedom in Russia, without doubt a tragic story.

When in March 1922 Lenin wrote, in his secret letter to the Politburo, ‘If it is necessary to achieve a particular political goal by means of a number of cruel measures, then they should be carried out in the most energetic way and in the shortest possible time,’13 Trotsky was in complete agreement with him. This was the deeply ingrained flaw in Russian Jacobinism, of which Trotsky was one of the most eloquent exponents. However pitiful the results of his efforts, to the end of his life Trotsky never ceased to peer into the future, believing fanatically, as he did, in the coming of the world revolution.



1
At the Turn of the Century


The leaders of the October revolution were born during the reign of Alexander II (1855-81), a time when, arguably, the tsarist regime experienced the first tremors of its own demise, when the ‘tsar-liberator’ was blown up by a bomb thrown by members of the terrorist group ‘People’s Will’. The Russian Empire was lagging behind the West, and the small but significant intelligentsia was the first section of society to feel and express its disillusionment, although the peasants and the workers had not yet lost their age-old delusion of ‘the good tsar’.

By the turn of the century that atmosphere had changed. It was a difficult and confused time. The gentry had long lost their power and were growing still weaker, the burgeoning working class was generating revolutionary discontent, while the taciturn peasantry, oppressed by hopelessness, harboured the potential for violent rebellion. Revolutionary ideas were being spread with increasing vigour by intellectuals claiming to speak in the name of the hapless. Some were calling for enlightened reform, others preaching extreme radicalism, including individual terror. The Church meanwhile, as well as the police and the censor, did its utmost to strengthen the throne. Those with perspicacity, however, were able to sense in the barely detectable subterranean tremors the approach of a time of great change and convulsions. Just as one can almost smell the approaching spring in February, so the turn of the century in Russia was felt to be the time before the storm.


The Bronshteins


The life of Jews in Russia was governed to a great extent by the constraints of the Pale—that is, the broad corridor from the Baltic to the Black Sea, roughly following the old Polish frontier, and within which the great majority of the Jewish population were compelled to reside. Russia proper, or the provinces outside the Pale, was mostly off-limits to Jews. The rules which governed the Pale were themselves arbitrary, being both extended and narrowed by Alexander I and Nicholas I. When they were narrowed, some Jewish families, unwilling to suffer the restraints of life in some pathetic shtetl, or townlet, moved to the south of Russia, to what in Soviet times would be called ‘virgin lands’. The government encouraged settlement on the fertile northern shores of the Black Sea where, as well as Russians, Ukrainians, Greeks and Bulgarians, a small number of Jewish colonists also settled—though they were rather exceptional, since agriculture and cattle-raising were not occupations associated at that time with the Jews. The Bronshteins, who came from a shtetl near Poltava, close to the centre of present-day Ukraine, were one such exception.

Trotsky’s father, David Bronshtein was a tough and enterprising farmer. He bought about 250 acres from a retired Colonel Yanovsky near the small town of Bobrinets, in the more southerly province of Kherson, and by dint of hard labour and close-fisted resourcefulness, and by the constant acquisition of more and more land, became a substantial landowner. During the revolution he was to find himself caught between two fires: the Whites saw him as the father of a Red leader, while to the Reds he was a rich private farmer and exploiter. A number of telegrams of the time show that Trotsky’s relatives were spared by neither the Whites nor the Reds. Having lost his estate, David Bronshtein, with the help of some local Reds, cabled his son: ‘On Denikin’s orders, Uncle Grigory, his wife and cousin, Lev Abramovich Bronshtein, have been arrested and taken to Novorossiisk as hostages. Their situation is very serious. I ask you to do everything to obtain their release and to inform us of the result in Odessa.’1

Trotsky helped his dispossessed father by setting him up as the manager of a requisitioned flour mill near Moscow. David Bronshtein retained a life-long admiration for his son, although he could not understand how his family could have produced a revolutionary. Totally illiterate, only towards the end of his life did David manage to make out some words, and then only in order to decipher the titles of the books and articles his youngest son was publishing. He died of typhus in 1922.

Trotsky’s mother, Anna, was a typical Jewish town dweller from Odessa, where she had received a modest education. She married David for love, thus condemning herself to the life of a peasant, no easy option for a city girl. She managed, however, to adapt, and also to introduce some elements of culture into the family’s life as countryfolk. Whenever opportunity allowed Anna spent her time reading, occasionally ordering books by post, and did all she could to ensure an education for her eight children, of whom only Lev, two sisters and a brother survived beyond childhood.

Leib (Lev) Bronshtein was born on 25 October 1879 (7 November according to the Western calendar, which the Soviet regime adopted on 1 February 1918). In the brief autobiography he submitted in 1919 for the Party’s official record, he wrote that he was ‘born in the village of Yanovka, Kherson Province, district of Yelizavetgrad, on the small estate of my landowner-father’.2 In fact, the family already owned more than 250 acres, was renting another 500, had a steam-operated mill, plenty of various livestock, and was employing peasant labourers by the dozen. Lev’s childhood, of which he wrote little, was not, he recalled, one of hunger and cold, as the family was already comfortably off. ‘But it was a bleak sufficiency, for the family ‘strained every muscle and directed every thought towards work and savings’, and children were accorded little space in such an environment. ‘We were not deprived, except of life’s generosity and tenderness.’ Childhood for Lev had been neither the ‘sunny meadow’ enjoyed by a small minority, nor the ‘dark cave of hunger, violence and misery’ suffered by the majority. ‘It was the grey childhood of a petty bourgeois family, in the countryside, in the sticks, with wide-open spaces and narrow, mean interests and values.’3 Perhaps the young Lyova learned some of the realities of life as he kept notes for his father, of how much they were getting for their wheat, how many pounds of grain a peasant had brought for milling, how much the poor peasants were earning.

Another facet of his childhood was closely associated with his mother, and with the mostly successful efforts she made to imbue her children with a love of knowledge. Trotsky recalled the long winter nights, the house buried in snow higher than the windows, when his mother loved reading to them, stumbling over a word or a complicated phrase, and showing her delight when one of the children offered an explanation. ‘But,’ he wrote, ‘she read with persistence, tirelessly, and during the slack hours on winter days, we could hear the steady hum of her voice as we entered the porch.’4 Perhaps it was on such nights that his mother sowed the seeds of a culture that would soon produce rich fruit.

Perhaps also the sight of the life led by the impoverished peasants, who came in their hundreds to reap the Bronshteins’ harvest, shocked the future Marxist. Barefoot and dressed in rags, they worked for pennies, and were fed a basic vegetable soup, porridge and bread. They slept in the open and under the ricks when it rained.

Undoubtedly, one influence on the mind of the young Trotsky was that of school. His first school was a heder, or Jewish primary school. His progress there was mediocre, for he lacked Yiddish, the medium of instruction, and neither the Hebrew alphabet nor the prayer book could have had any meaning for him. Indeed, religious observance was of little more than symbolic importance to the family in general. But he did learn to read and write Russian, and had barely mastered the grammar when he began writing verses which, unlike the poetic efforts of the young Stalin, appear not to have survived.

In 1888 M.F. Shpentser, a relative of his mother who would later become a publisher in the south of Russia, got the boy into a good state school in Odessa—no simple matter, as a quota operated, according to which Jewish children must not exceed 10 per cent (in some cases 5 or 2 per cent) of the pupils in a school. In his own official file, Trotsky recorded that he had attended St Paul’s High School and was always top of his class.5 Despite the fact that ordinary high schools differed from gymnasia, which also taught Classics, in that they devoted more time to the natural sciences and mathematics, Trotsky managed to read many of the major works of Russian and Western literature. He fell foul, however, of the French teacher, a Swiss called Bernand, and was expelled for a year, an event he apparently regarded as sufficiently important in his revolutionary development to mention in his official record. Rejecting sports and other recreational activities, he excelled in all subjects and remained top of the class, and the ease with which he accomplished this feat was to leave a perceptible mark on his character for the rest of his life. He was extremely self-assured, self-assertive and somewhat condescending towards his schoolmates. His biographer G.A. Ziv, who knew him in those years, later wrote that ‘the key feature of Bronshtein’s personality was that everywhere and always he had to be first, the other facets of his psyche serving only as secondary elements’.6

Nature had endowed Trotsky with bright blue eyes, thick black hair, regular features, the gift of elegance and a talent for dressing well. He had many admirers and as many detractors, for talent is rarely forgiven, and in time, moreover, the sense that he was exceptional generated in him marked egoistic and egocentric traits. This was underlined by the fact that, even when he was popular, he had no close friends, for friendship demands equality. From childhood on, Trotsky was unwilling to recognize his intellectual equal in anyone, except possibly in Lenin, and even then only after October 1917. Trotsky recalled nothing good of his schooldays, which he characterized as ‘if not black, then grey. I can hardly think of a single teacher whom I might remember with affection.’7 He would often say that there were too many mediocrities in the world, and he did not suffer fools gladly.

Beyond the confines of the school, however, he met and was influenced by many varied personalities. His cousin Shpentser, in particular, imbued him with a love of books—both their content and the physical process of making them. As a youth Trotsky became familiar with all the stages of book production, and the feel of a book fresh off the press remained a source of intense pleasure throughout his life. As for writing, the pen became and was to remain his chief weapon. Studying literature and the production of newspapers stimulated his interest not only in the Russian classics, but also in Western culture and civilization. In this respect he was not unusual. The Russian Empire was backward in many respects, and this backwardness was felt most acutely by the progressive intelligentsia, which longed for bourgeois democratic freedoms, a liberal order and cultural advance. For the Jewish intelligentsia the Russian Empire was a world of pogroms, discrimination, the Pale of Settlement. Before he ever visited the West, Trotsky had imbibed European culture and values, and his Westernized views would influence his thinking when he later formulated his Theory of Permanent Revolution, or declared that the outcome of the Russian revolution depended on the timing of the world conflagration, or advocated that some aspects of European culture be introduced into Russia.

High school, first in Odessa and then in the neighbouring city of Nikolaev, gradually distanced Lev Bronshtein from his family. When he visited the farm in Kherson, where his father was now doing so well, he felt stifled by the narrowness of this little world, dominated as it was by the constant struggle for success, profit, advantage. He was developing a powerful, flexible, sharp mind, ever seeking to understand the new and the unfamiliar, and he brought it to bear on the contrast between what he saw in the city and what greeted him on his returns to the countryside. Trotsky spent his childhood and adolescence in a petty bourgeois milieu, and although later he would throw off the mentality of acquisition and consumption, some of the traits which he had inherited would resurface in later years.

Like many middle-class revolutionaries at the early stages of their political lives, Trotsky was capable of rapid, sometimes very dramatic, shifts of direction. Thus, he came to Marxism soon after vehemently rejecting it as a teenaged Populist.* Having collaborated with the Mensheviks at one time, after the revolution he called for the harshest measures against them. He was, perhaps, one of the first proponents of the Red Terror which he would later condemn. Though a lifelong Marxist, he retained some elements of middle-class revolutionary-mindedness, spontaneity and fanaticism. He was, however, utterly consistent in his total rejection of Stalinism, a fact chiefly motivated by personal considerations.

Trotsky’s family could not of course have created the revolutionary in him, but it gave him an insight into petty bourgeois life, permitted him to obtain an education, and supported him financially right up to the revolution. In this respect, his position was greatly preferable to that of the majority of revolutionaries. Thanks to his versatility, moreover, he also had access to a variety of other sources of financial support; from lecturing, grants from charities and earnings from journalism.

As Trotsky’s involvement in the revolutionary movement deepened in the late 1890s, his ties with his family weakened. David Bronshtein, according to his son, became harsher as he became richer, the burdens on him growing heavier as his business expanded, and his children became more of a disappointment to him.8 The main disappointment was that none of his four children wanted to carry on the business. The elder son, Alexander, acquired an education and worked as an engineer in the sugar industry, continuing to do so after the revolution. After Trotsky was deported in 1929 Alexander publicly disowned him, but he was nevertheless exiled internally, then arrested, and finally, on 25 April 1938, shot. Trotsky’s elder sister Liza died of natural causes in 1924. His younger sister Olga married the leading Bolshevik Lev Kamenev. Trotsky maintained the closest relations with her as long as he was in the Soviet Union. Branded the sister of the chief ‘enemy of the people’, however, she had little chance of survival. Arrested in 1935 and shot in 1941, she outlived her two young sons, who were shot in 1936.

Trotsky’s mother died in 1910, after writing to him that she did not expect to see him again. He was outside Russia at the time and could not attend her funeral. The fate of most of his family, like his own, was a tragic one. For Olga Grebner, the wife of his younger son Sergei, Trotsky had been like a leper: ‘He brought misery to everyone he came in contact with,’ she told me. In his ‘supplementary statement’ of 24 August 1934 on the death of his elder son Lev Sedov, Trotsky wrote: ‘Yagoda [head of the security organs] caused the premature death of one of my daughters, and drove the other to suicide. He arrested my two sons-in-law who simply disappeared without trace. The GPU arrested my younger son, Sergei … and he then disappeared.’9 Sergei perished in 1937, his elder son was murdered in Paris in 1938, and most of his relatives, even distant ones, would be liquidated in due course.


The Path of Revolution


Trotsky loved mathematics, whose abstract world fascinated him with its mystery, its logic and its inexhaustible possibilities. He dreamed of studying it at Novorossiisk University, and might have become a scientist, but the only ‘universities’ he was to attend were those of the Russian prison system. His revolutionary career began when he left high school, aged seventeen.

He was staying with relatives whose two grown-up sons had taken up socialist ideas. Although he was ever-open to new ideas, Lev expressed indifference for ‘theoretical utopias’ and was amused by the brothers’ assertion of ‘the historic value of socialism’, preferring instead to study his textbooks. Once he had been drawn into argument by his cousins, however, the socialist way of thinking would stay with him for the rest of his life, and ideological, political struggle would become his raison d’être.

His political development was accelerated when his cousins introduced him to Franz Shvigovsky, a Czech who cultivated an orchard for a living and who had formed something of a commune with Populist friends. Trotsky later recalled how, as a seventeen-year-old, he used to visit this ‘undefined radical’ and read Mikhailovsky, Kareyev, John Stuart Mill, and ‘an atrociously printed copy of the Communist Manifesto’. He remembered that only Alexandra Lvovna Sokolovskaya, a midwifery student from Odessa six years his senior, was reading Marx’s Capital: ‘In 1896-97 I was an opponent of Marx (whose works I didn’t read).’10 It was from Alexandra that Trotsky first heard an argued case for Marxism. He hated losing a debate, but he had nothing substantial to oppose to Alexandra’s cool, balanced arguments. Relying on logic and intuition alone, he managed to maintain his dignity. She would smile as he tried vehemently to expose the ‘inconsistency of Marxism’, sensing perhaps that Populism was closer to his outlook, as he had not absorbed the iron ‘determinism’ to be found in Marxism. Given his self-assurance, he was more at home with a theory that advocated ‘critically thinking personalities’, brilliant heroes who could rise above the mob, idols capable of raising the masses to great causes. His attacks on Marxism were youthful outbursts against a dry theory of which he knew nothing.

There was in the young Trotsky a streak of revolutionary romanticism. He was an advocate of the personal principle, a pioneer for moral reasons. Sokolovskaya’s arguments, nevertheless, gradually eroded his self-confidence and caused him intellectual confusion. Soon political debate became suffused by a sudden rush of feeling between the antagonists, despite their deep differences of ‘doctrine’. Out of vanity and in a spirit of contrariness, Trotsky decided to ‘destroy Marxism’ publicly. He filled his first article with epigrams, quotations and venomous shafts, and later wrote that ‘luckily it was not published, and no one, including me, was any the worse for it’. It was to have been the basis of a play he planned to write with Alexandra’s brothers, the central theme of which would be the conflict between the Marxists and the Populists, but this, too, came to nothing.

When he went home on vacation in 1897, Trotsky shocked his parents by making seditious remarks about the Tsar: ‘You see, father, at the first audience he gave to the nobility he declared, “I shall uphold the principles of autocracy as firmly and unflinchingly as my unforgettable late father …”’

‘Quite right,’ responded David Bronshtein.

‘But then the Tsar went on to declaim, in his excited state, that the men of the zemtsvo [locally elected self-governed assembly] “must give up their senseless dreams”! “Senseless”! and the word in the text of his speech was ‘groundless”.’

‘So what?’

‘The Tsar shouted the words “senseless dreams” so loudly that the Empress, who doesn’t know much Russian, asked one of the grand duchesses what he’d said, and was calmly told, “He says they’re all idiots.” And Utkin, the governor of Tver province, was so badly shaken by the Tsar’s shouting, he dropped the gold tray he was carrying. “A bad sign for the coronation,” whispered the old retainers, as they watched Vorontsov-Dashkov, on his knees, picking up the gifts.’11 He added: ‘The world you and the rest of society are living in has gone sour. It’s all got to be changed. We’ve got to get rid of the Tsar and achieve freedom! Yes!’

‘What are you talking about?’ his father exploded. ‘You’d better think again! It’s not going to happen for 300 years! Where did you get these ideas? Don’t you ever go near that layabout Shvigovsky again!’

The argument led to a temporary rift, and Lev, feeling himself liberated, refused his father’s financial support. After a few months in Shvigovsky’s commune, the ‘rebel’ made peace, but in practice his law-abiding parents’ authority over him was now a thing of the past, and most of his actions were carried out against their wishes. His radicalism, and that of his friends, meanwhile deepened. They were much affected by the news in 1897 that a student called Vetrova had burned herself to death in the Peter-Paul Fortress in St Petersburg. Although the reasons for this act never became clear, to the members of the ‘orchard commune’ it was plainly a protest against the autocracy. Ziv recalled that Lev suggested he join a workers’ union which he and his friends had organized, and which had decisively rejected Populist ideas. ‘It’s purely social democratic’ ‘Who belongs?’ Ziv asked. ‘The avant-garde of youth: revolutionary-minded students and workers!’12 The South Russian Workers’ Union was named in honour of a body that had been dispersed by the police a quarter of a century earlier.

Lev Bronshtein, now known by the alias of Lvov, and his friends organized several small circles among the dockworkers of Nikolaev, at which they read newspapers, pamphlets and consciousness-raising proclamations. The work of the ‘Union’ was to copy and duplicate social democratic texts for distribution among the workers on the wharves and in other workplaces. Its leaders had little experience, and their attempts at secrecy were primitive. The group was easily penetrated by police agents, and on 28 January 1898 Bronshtein, Shvigovsky and others were arrested. Writing to the Party historian, Nevsky, on 5 August 1921, Trotsky recalled that ‘it was the workers in the prison who made me a Marxist, above all Ivan Andreyevich Mukhin’.13 From Nikolaev prison Trotsky was moved first to Kherson and then to Odessa. He describes his ‘grand tour’ of Russia’s gaols in his autobiography. He was in Odessa prison for about two years while his case was being investigated. There was no trial. He and three others were sentenced to four years in exile, while the rest, including Sokolovskaya, were given shorter terms. Trotsky then spent about five months in Moscow transfer prison and three at Irkutsk in Siberia. He did not waste a single day of his imprisonment, constantly seeking to improve his mind. Much later, when asked what was his favourite pastime, he replied, ‘Intellectual activity: reading, thinking and, perhaps, writing.’14

While they were in the Butyrki prison in Moscow, Trotsky and Sokolovskaya requested permission to get married from the prison authorities, who had no objection, and the couple informed their parents. Alexandra’s were not opposed, but the Bronshteins would have none of it. Trotsky wrote to Alexandra at this time and the letter has been preserved in the archives. For the rest of his life Trotsky remained sensitive on this matter, which was understandable enough, considering the feelings of his second wife. In 1922, when he learned that the Party’s historical journal Proletarskaya revolyutsiya intended to publish his personal correspondence with Alexandra, he wrote to the editor: ‘I’m not dead yet; people I corresponded with are still alive, so don’t exert yourself to turn us into historical material for Istpart [the special commission on the history of the party and the revolution]. If Istpart has a different view, I’m prepared to take the matter to the Politburo. Until the Politburo discusses the matter, please don’t publish.’15 His wishes were complied with.

It now seems reasonable, seventy years later, to lift that ban. On the eve of their marriage, he wrote to Alexandra:


Shurochka,16 I have a whole lot of news for you (however uninteresting). I met my mother the day before yesterday. The meeting ended in a complete rift—which is really for the best, don’t you think? This time I counter-attacked and things became rather nasty. I turned down their help. I just got a letter from your father: what a nice man! He’s not angry that I’ve broken with my parents, he seems pleased … He says it removes the issue of material inequality … I’m sitting so close to you now that I can almost feel your presence. Next time you go downstairs for exercise, say something, as I’m bound to hear you. Try, Sashenka! I’m finding it hard … I want to hear your voice and I want to see you … What if they won’t let us get married? It’s impossible! There have been times (hours, days, months) when suicide seemed the most decent way out. But I hadn’t got the nerve … The Siberian taiga will be the test of our civic sensibilities. Anyway we’ll be happy there! Like the gods on Olympus! I’ve repeated this to myself so many times, and I still want to keep on repeating it …17



In less than three years Trotsky would abandon Alexandra in the depths of Siberia with their two tiny daughters, never to return to his first family again, and blaming ‘fate’ for the separation.

Trotsky’s personal correspondence makes it plain enough that he married Alexandra for love, and yet in his autobiography he devotes no more than half a paragraph to the event, and even tries to give the impression that it had been dictated by revolutionary expediency:


As well as I can remember, it took about three weeks before we came to the village of Ust-Kut. There I was put ashore with one of the women prisoners, a close associate of mine from Nikolaev. Alexandra Lvovna had one of the most important positions in the South Russian Workers’ Union. Her utter loyalty to socialism and her complete lack of any personal ambition gave her an unquestioned moral authority. The work that we were doing bound us closely together, and so, to avoid being separated, we had been married in the transfer prison in Moscow.18



Why did the eighteen-year-old Trotsky need a marriage which he would later try to depict as virtually fictitious? Perhaps because, in all his writings, he felt the need to invoke noble, moral motives and decency, whereas his first love and first marriage had been short-lived. He could hardly fail to mention the relationship in his autobiography, but to invoke their ‘work’ as the reason for staying with a woman who ‘lacked personal ambition’ was acceptable to him.

The story of Trotsky’s first marriage suggests unadorned pragmatism, an urge to free himself from a burden in order to move on to higher things. In fairness to Trotsky, for a long time he attempted (not very energetically) to retain the link with his wife and children. Following his deportation to Turkey in 1929, his elder daughter, Zina, visited him (his younger daughter, Nina, had died the previous year). Alexandra had hoped that being with her father would help Zina to cope with her emotional problems, but she felt like a stranger in his house. It was decided that she needed treatment in Berlin, and Trotsky did his utmost to obtain it for her. After a course of therapy, however, he wrote to Alexandra in Moscow that she ‘should be thinking about a room’ for Zina to come back to. A few weeks later, however, he was faced with the sad task of informing his first wife of their daughter’s death.

It is true that when Alexandra was in trouble in 1935, and was exiled merely for being Trotsky’s first wife, he frequently talked about her, his daughters and his grandsons to his second family, and was worried about what would happen to them. He recorded in his diary on 2 April 1935, having just heard that Alexandra had been deported to Siberia:


I don’t think [she] has been politically at all active during the last few years, both because of her age and the three children on her hands. Several weeks ago in Pravda, in an article devoted to the fight against ‘remnants’ and ‘dregs’, the name of [Alexandra] was also mentioned—in the usual hoodlum manner—but only in passing; she was accused of having exerted a harmful influence—in 1931!—on a group of students—I think of the Institute of Forestry. Pravda could not discover any later crimes. But the very mention of her name was by itself an unmistakable sign that we must expect a blow in this direction too.



Three days later, after much agonized talk about the fate of his younger son Seryozha, Trotsky wrote: ‘N[atalie, his second wife] has thought more about A[lexandra].L. than about Seryozha: it may be, after all, that Seryozha is not in any trouble, but A.L. at sixty years of age has been sent somewhere to the far north.’19

Deep in Siberian exile at the turn of the century, as he describes in colourful detail in his autobiography, Trotsky set about establishing a programme of work. He carried on with his education, and also took his first successful steps in journalism. He dropped his first revolutionary alias, ‘Lvov’, in favour of ‘Antid Oto’, and articles over this signature began appearing in the local newspaper Vostochnoe obozrenie (Eastern Review). He was willing to write on any topic—the Siberian village, the position of women in Siberia, the local authorities and the role of local government. He wrote essays on Nietzsche, Gogol, Uspensky and Herzen. He was invariably categorical in his judgements—in a piece on a popular writer, entitled ‘The History of Literature, Mr Boborykin and Russian Criticism’, he wrote: ‘Mr Boborykin has written a book on the European novel … but, strange to relate, no one, apart from the author, can understand it.’20 This was a style Trotsky would carry with him throughout his life: peremptoriness and an unwillingness to compromise on his values, a lack of fear of saying exactly what he thought to anyone, a readiness to go against established norms. It was this approach that made him many supporters. But it created still more enemies.

He managed to send a number of articles abroad, where Russian émigré circles noticed the literary talents of the unknown correspondent. Also unknown to them was the fact that these works were not the result of long and painful labour, but the fruit of rapid composition, sudden inspiration when thoughts seemed to fly onto the page. Trotsky did not suffer from the common complaint of writers, for whom, as Simon Nadson put it, ‘there is no greater torture than the torture of finding a word’. He wrote quickly, sharply, emphatically. Some of the pieces he wrote as a young man show an obvious desire to dazzle with erudition, to cite the latest literary and scientific authorities or the classics, often for no obvious reason. And exile in Siberia gave him plenty of time and opportunity to engage in literary study.

His Siberian exile became for Trotsky, in his countless reminiscences, one of the peaks of his personal service to the revolutionary cause. In February 1923, at the behest of his friend Max Eastman, Trotsky wrote an account of his exile:


We shared an apartment with a Polish shoemaker called Mikshei. He was a wonderful comrade, attentive, caring, a great cook, except that he drank, and the more he drank, the more he wanted to. We divided our time between domestic chores and reading. We cut firewood, swept, washed the dishes, helped Mikshei in the kitchen. We read all manner of things: Marx, socialist writings, world literature. There was journalism: I began writing for Vostochnoe obozrenie. I kept my literary writing for the night. Often until 5 or 6 a.m. I retained this habit into later life, my Vienna period … On one occasion they wouldn’t hand over my mail at the post office. I protested furiously. They fined me three roubles. I heard about this at Verkholensk, whence I was soon to escape. So my fine was never paid, along with my many other debts to tsarism.21



Not for nothing did Krzhizhanovsky, Lenin’s agent in Samara, nickname Trotsky ‘The Pen’. He would record practically every meeting he ever had, all his conversations, speeches and appearances. It would be hard to find another Russian revolutionary who wrote so much, in such detail and so eloquently about himself. It is hard to accept his assertion in the preface to his memoirs that he had become accustomed ‘to viewing the historical perspective not from the standpoint of my personal fate’.22 On the contrary, a feature of his rich literary output is his tendency, however unwitting, to discern manifold historical events precisely through the prism of his own personality. He added that no one had succeeded in writing an autobiography without writing about themselves, and that is so. But he also wrote a great deal about himself, even when he was not writing his autobiography.

Ust-Kut boasted a small library which had been built up by exiles. Of all the books he found there, Trotsky was most impressed by a two-volume collection of Gleb Uspensky, whose tales and essays he at first approached with distrust, only to find he could not put them down. When the paraffin ran out and the lamp finally failed, he felt as if he had been living in one of Uspensky’s Russian villages, with its pain, its burdens and its ignorance. Later, when Trotsky’s ‘Westernism’ also embraced literature, he still retained a special place for Uspensky. He marked in the writer’s diary a passage which read:


… the whole village laboured for one manor house. Without excuse or protest, the village had to work day in, day out, year in, year out. The squire, who owned the village, could change from good to bad, but this meant nothing to the village, the same work was expected whether the squire was a conservative, a liberal or even a radical, in a word, whoever took up residence in the manor house. Whoever lived there, they demanded the same thing: work, work which filled most of the day, most of the year, all one’s life—work not for oneself … All this resulted in a perfectly defined ideal for the being called a peasant.23



Uspensky became Trotsky’s model for the pieces he himself wrote on village life in Siberia, a way of life that soon palled for a personality eager to find room for self-expression and to become known. Ust-Kut and Verkholensk became detestable, and Trotsky felt cramped by the miserable hovels along the single muddy street. When his writing began to attract attention he felt the need for a bigger stage. Trotsky heard in 1902 that two or three of his pieces had somehow reached Iskra, the social democratic paper edited by Lenin, and that they had made a good impression. He decided he could remain no longer in Siberia, but must get to Petersburg, to Moscow, to the capitals of Western Europe, where he felt he was needed. After much agonizing, he finally told Alexandra that he planned to escape. She did not object, although one can imagine what it must have cost her: she would have to remain behind in the depths of the Siberian taiga with two infants, her second baby having just arrived, and with little hope of reunion with her husband. But in her eyes Lev was a genius, and was destined to become famous. She thought she was being true to the revolutionary cause by sacrificing him in the name of her ideals. She would sacrifice everything in due course: her husband, her daughters, her sons-in-law, grandchildren, and finally herself.

Trotsky obtained permission from the local authorities on 20 February 1902 ‘to travel on for one day to Irkutsk, and not to stop anywhere en route without compelling reasons’.24 At Irkutsk he told friends of his plan to escape, and that summer he duly carried out his plan. Alexandra’s words of farewell as he left her were: ‘Go, a great future awaits you.’ Escape turned out not to be at all difficult. He was concealed in a cart under a load of hay and set off back to Irkutsk, where he was given clothes and a passport, in which for the first time he used the name, chosen it seems haphazardly, by which the world would come to know him. ‘Trotsky’ was the name of one of the warders in Odessa prison, an impressive and handsome figure of a man.

Alexandra was unable to keep her husband’s escape secret for long. Within two days a cable was on its way from Verkholensk to the governor of the province, with a copy to the police chief: ‘Yesterday, Leiba Bronshtein went absent without leave. Twenty-three years old, five foot ten, dark brown hair, goatee beard, wears spectacles. According to his wife, Bronshtein left for Irkutsk. Signed Police Superintendent Ludvig.’25 A fuller description would soon appear in the records of the Okhrana:


Bronshtein, (Lev) Davidov, also Nikolai Trotsky and Yanovsky, deprived of all rights, son of a colonist, Russian [i.e. a Russian subject], writer. Arrested in 1898 in connection with the ‘South Russian Workers’ Union’ case in Odessa. Exiled for four years under open surveillance. Went into hiding from Verkholensk on 21 August and was placed on wanted list No. 5530 on 1 September 1902.26



Trotsky stopped for a week at Samara, where Iskra’s Russian base was located, and a week later continued towards London. Travelling on his false passport, he crossed into Austria illegally, managing to reach Vienna before running out of funds. There he located Victor Adler, the founder of the Austrian Social Democratic Party. He later described Adler as a man with a face so expressive that he was not merely good, but was too good not to find mitigating circumstances for one’s sins. When Adler opened the door of his apartment, Trotsky greeted him with, ‘I am Russian …’ to which Adler replied, ‘You don’t have to tell me, I already had time enough to guess.’27

Early one morning in October 1902, Trotsky made his way to the one-room flat occupied by Lenin and his wife Nadezhda Krupskaya at the London address given to him in Zurich by Pavel Axelrod, one of the editors of Iskra and a venerated figure in the social democratic movement. He knocked, as instructed, three times. Krupskaya came to the door and called out, ‘It’s The Pen!’ While she was paying off the cabbie, Trotsky was already showering Lenin with news from Russia. Lenin, ten years Trotsky’s senior, saw in the young firebrand someone who might open a new chapter in the Russian revolutionary movement. Now, virtually trapped in his bed as Trotsky pulled his chair closer, Lenin listened as the young man talked and talked, gesticulating and barely taking breath, singing like a bird that has just been released from its cage.


European Bivouac


Trotsky spent about a third of his life in exile, and each spell would have its own political and moral tone. If the second ‘bivouac’ in Turkey (February 1929 to July 1933) was to be ‘the long wait’, and the third in Mexico (January 1937 to his death in 1940) an ‘exile of embitterment’, then his first was one of ‘enthusiastic discovery’. These three phases of his life lie at the base of his ideas on ‘permanent revolution’ and the role of the Fourth International.

Emigration had long figured in the political and intellectual life of Russia. When Nicholas Berdyaev became an émigré in 1922 he asked himself: ‘What Russian ideas have I brought with me to the West?’ and replied: ‘I have brought awareness of the conflict between personality and world harmony, between the individual and the social, a conflict which cannot be resolved within the confines of history.’28

The young Bronshtein brought with him a thirst for knowledge and the riches of European culture. This was where he must preserve his identity and adapt to the new social and intellectual milieu. The Russian intelligentsia in those days existed as it were in two dimensions: one located in Russia, nearby, familiar, but in which it was difficult to realize one’s ideas of free thinking; the other in Western Europe, with its tradition of greater political and intellectual tolerance. Western Europe was more than a source of high culture for the Russian intelligentsia. It became a place where ideas and initiatives were generated and sent back to Russia in the hope of accomplishing revolutionary changes there. Russian intellectuals had always possessed an unusually high order of spirituality and faith in eternal ideals. Many of them had gone to Europe intending no less to serve their motherland than to save themselves.

A particularly powerful group of revolutionary Marxist intellectuals in emigration around the turn of the century included Lenin, Plekhanov, Martov, Potresov, Dan, Axelrod and Vera Zasulich, all of them in one way or another making a mark on the theoretical preparation of the revolutions of 1917. It was to this revolutionary Mecca that Trotsky, barely twenty-three years old, came in the autumn of 1902. He had been drawn by the possibility of contributing to Iskra, the social democratic newspaper edited by two generations of revolutionaries: the ‘oldies’ (stariki), consisting of Plekhanov, Zasulich and Axelrod, and the ‘young ones’, Lenin, Martov and Potresov. Lenin at once saw in Trotsky ‘a man of exceptional abilities, staunch, energetic, who will go further’.29 Trotsky began writing at once. In November 1902 Iskra published his first article. He wrote for the newspaper about strikes and revolutionary traditions, exile and the Second International. He also contributed to other newspapers. His range was exceptionally wide, hinting perhaps at dilettantism. The archives contain a large number of his manuscripts, published and unpublished—there is even one entitled ‘On Somnambulism’.

At Lenin’s suggestion, in March 1903 Trotsky was co-opted onto Iskra’s editorial board with a consultative vote. His relationship with the highly educated Iskra group left its mark on him. He was especially attracted to Zasulich, Martov and Pavel Axelrod, to whom he dedicated his first major work, a 1904 article entitled ‘Our Political Tasks’. By this time relations between Trotsky and Lenin had become strained, as he revealed in the article, in which he was as negative about Lenin as he was positive about Axelrod, of whom he wrote: ‘he is the true and watchful guardian of the interests of the proletarian movement … a genuine proletarian ideologist … Axelrod doesn’t write in the form of “articles”, but mathematically concise formulae, from which others, including Lenin, compose their own numerous articles.’30

Trotsky moved into the house in Holford Square, King’s Cross, where Lenin, Martov and Zasulich were living. They met several times a day to discuss the news as well as the articles they were writing. Trotsky could not conceal his admiration for Vera Zasulich, who had become famous throughout Russia in 1878 when a jury had acquitted her of the attempted assassination of General Trepov, the governor-general of St Petersburg. A brilliant, rebellious nihilist, her reminiscences fired the imagination of the young revolutionary. She belonged to the generation of Russian revolutionaries for whom radicalism was part of their nature. Trotsky declared that she was for him ‘a legend of the revolution’. These were not empty words. Trotsky thought in radical categories. He never favoured half-measures.

At first, Trotsky’s relations with Martov were excellent. Martov was a brilliant journalist with a talent for graphic, deep analysis of the most complex issues, and Trotsky genuinely admired him. But soon after the October revolution he would write of his former idol: ‘Martov is undoubtedly one of the most tragic figures of the revolutionary movement. A gifted writer, an original politician, a shrewd Marxist intellectual … he will go down in the history of the workers’ revolution as a big minus … Martov became the most refined, subtle, elusive, perceptive politician of the dull-witted, vulgar and cowardly petty-bourgeois intelligentsia.’31 For Trotsky, evaluation of another’s position was more important than their personal relations, and the independence of his own ideas on any subject was pre-eminent. This was something the editors of Iskra would soon discover, notably at the Second Congress of the Russian Social Democratic Workers’ Party.

Without standing on ceremony, Trotsky scrutinized the members of the Iskra board, people who had become legends for many revolutionaries. The leading figure among them was Georgi Valentinovich Plekhanov, a frequent visitor to London from Switzerland, where he normally resided. In the West since January 1880 and noticeably cut off from Russia, Plekhanov was nevertheless regarded as ‘the father of Russian Marxism’. Theoretical soundness, rigorous logic, encyclopaedic knowledge and an eloquent pen had made him a genuine master of the doctrine. He greeted Trotsky with caution, if not outright hostility, and his initial guardedness soon grew into a firm dislike which he retained to the end of his days. He was totally against Trotsky being co-opted onto the editorial board, and was studiedly cold when they met. Isaac Deutscher suggested that this antipathy derived from the fact that they were both excellent writers and sharp-witted debaters with a tendency to histrionics, and each had a high opinion of himself.32 But while Trotsky’s star was plainly rising, Plekhanov’s was waning. Trotsky was the youthful enthusiast, Plekhanov the ageing sceptic. When Plekhanov came to London, Zasulich told him that Trotsky was a genius, to which Plekhanov sourly replied, ‘I shall never forgive him for it.’

As for Trotsky’s contributions to the paper, Plekhanov often complained that they were lightweight, high-flown and florid, and that they lowered the theoretical and political tone. This criticism was justified, as Trotsky often resorted to aphorism, quotation and eloquence as a substitute for depth. Although he was less outspoken on the subject than Plekhanov, Lenin took a similar view. Trotsky never learned to accept criticism coolly, but it is possible that he learned from these early lessons to moderate his style. Yet he was unable to establish good relations with Plekhanov. In 1917 Plekhanov referred, in private, to Trotsky as ‘the revolution’s lover’, a sarcastic quip to which Trotsky would reply in good measure. When Plekhanov died in June 1918, Trotsky said in a speech: ‘There can be no greater tragedy for a political leader who has spent decades saying that the Russian revolution can develop and come to victory only as a revolution of the working class, than to refuse to take part in the working-class movement at the very moment of its victory.’33

Having brought Trotsky into the paper, Lenin soon advised him not to limit himself to journalism, but also to use his talents as an orator. Apart from the many Russian émigrés, there were Englishmen, Frenchmen, Germans and Swiss who were interested in Marxism, the situation in Russia and the prospects for socialism, and Trotsky duly began giving speeches and lectures in London, Brussels, Paris and Zurich. The constant contact with well-known revolutionary figures quickly broadened the young man’s horizons, but it also strengthened his belief that his abilities were a special gift, that he was exceptional. Trotsky wanted this be recognized by others, and would indulge in theatrical gestures and extravagant turns of phrase in order to achieve an effect.

Trotsky always knew he was going to leave his mark on history, and early on he began meticulously saving his papers. The archives contain rough drafts of speeches and articles, marginal notes on newspapers and calendars, and a large collection of newspaper cuttings in which his name was mentioned. He was right to think he would become famous: that, after all, was his aim. This does not diminish him as a revolutionary, but it does suggest that for him the revolution was a vehicle of self-expression. Ego meant more to him than to many other leaders, apart from Stalin, who wore the cloak of modesty while he was eaten up with the hunger for power and glory. Trotsky was essentially different from Stalin in that from an early age he strove for intellectual greatness. Power and glory were not his passion, as they were Stalin’s, but the inevitable attributes of intellectual superiority. Intellectual recognition was for Trotsky immeasurably more important than official posts or political status.

The London period of Trotsky’s emigration lasted only a few months, and ended in the summer of 1903. It was marked by visits to other countries and cities. The great public interest in enigmatic Russia, the attention Trotsky attracted to himself, the opportunity to mix with the legends of the European labour movement, and the realization that Russian social democrats could hold their own, intellectually, culturally and in the boldness of their plans, were exciting discoveries. Living in Paris from 1903, he immersed himself in French life, and felt the pulse of a different parliamentary culture from that of England. At the same time, he never failed to stress the backwardness of Russia. The admiration Trotsky expressed for Western culture and the achievements of bourgeois democracy led him in due course to argue that the victory of socialism in Russia was critically dependent on the forces of revolution in the West.

Trotsky’s correspondence with Alexandra, still languishing in Siberia with their two infant daughters, very quickly diminished. His first wife had lost her attraction, and he had not given himself time to experience the joy and pain and cares of fatherhood. His little family had, in his word, receded into the ‘irretrievable’. When his parents came to Paris in 1903, hoping to make peace with their son, and his mother tried to remind him of his duty to his wife and children, he gently asked her not to discuss the matter again. His father was secretly delighted, for he had always been convinced that Alexandra had led his son astray. As for his mother, she was happy to see all the newspaper cuttings about the son she so admired. She read the headlines about him aloud, while old David listened approvingly. When they left for home, they gave him money and also promised to take care of Alexandra and the two girls. It offended their Jewish sensibilities to leave the family of their own son penniless.

Trotsky’s enemies, beginning with the proto-fascist groups known generally as the Black Hundreds and continuing with the anti-Semites in Russia today, have always stressed his Jewish origins, sometimes even connecting his actions with the ‘Zionist conspiracy’, ‘Jewish intrigues’, Freemasons and so on. In fact he was never a Zionist. He was a leader who happened to be a Jew, and for some that has always aroused suspicion. There were occasions when he suffered from his Jewish background. He declined Lenin’s offer of the job of Interior Commissar in the first Bolshevik government, declaring that ‘people wouldn’t understand the appointment of a Jew to that position’. He no doubt had in mind the prejudices surviving in the public mind that associated this post with the tsar’s penal system. Genrikh Yagoda would have no such qualms when Stalin offered him the job. Trotsky never forgot he was a Jew, chiefly because his enemies constantly reminded him. He was, however, never a nationalist, a Zionist, or a racist. His was unequivocally an internationalist outlook.*

In February 1932 he wrote to one of his followers, Kling:


You ask me what my attitude is to the Jewish language? My reply is, the same as to any language. If in my autobiography I really used the word ‘jargon’, it is only because in my childhood the Jewish language was not called ‘Yiddish’, as it is now, but ‘jargon’, at least, that’s what the Jews in Odessa called it, and nothing derogatory was intended. You say [that in my book I write] ‘I’m called an assimilationist’? I really don’t know what to make of this word. Of course, I am opposed to Zionism and any other form of self-isolation by the Jewish workers …34



In May 1932, Jewish-American workers wrote to Trotsky on the Turkish island of Prinkipo, informing him that they had just founded a Jewish newspaper. He replied: ‘The existence of an independent Jewish publication must serve not to isolate the Jewish workers, but on the contrary must make them accessible to ideas which will unite all workers into one revolutionary family.’35

In 1919, when he was Chairman of the Revolutionary Military Committee and War Commissar, he received a letter from Murom in Vladimir Province, from a Korean Communist called Nigay, who wrote that dark rumours were circulating in Russia to the effect that ‘the motherland has been conquered by Yid commissars. All the country’s disasters are being blamed on the Jews. They’re saying the Communist regime is being supported by Jewish brains, Latvian rifles and Russian idiots.’ To save the country from destruction and betrayal, Nigay advised Trotsky ‘to create a mighty Jewish army and to arm it to the teeth … The Jews are no worse than Tatars or Latvians, and they’ve got their own regiments.’36 In reply, Trotsky asked his assistant Butov to send Nigay some of his articles on the internationalist character of the Russian revolution.

Trotsky was aware of anti-Semitic prejudice when he was at the peak of his power, but when his position became shaky he felt it all the more, as a letter he wrote to Bukharin on 3 March 1926 shows:


I am writing this letter by hand (although I have lost the habit), because I’m ashamed to dictate what I have to say to my stenographer … The secretary of the cell (of whom I told you) writes [that they’re saying], ‘The Yids in the Politburo are kicking up a fuss.’ And yet again no one has reported it to anyone, and for the same standard reason: he would be kicked out of the factory. The author of the letter is a Jewish worker. He also decided not to report those who are saying ‘The Yids are agitating against Leninism.’ His reasoning: ‘If others, non-Jews, are keeping quiet, it’s awkward for me …’ In other words, members of the Communist Party are afraid to report to the Party organs about Black Hundreds-style agitation, because they’re afraid they, not the Black Hundreds, will be sacked … You’ll say I’m exaggerating! How I wish I were. Anyway, let’s go to the cell ourselves and check it out …37



Bukharin was at the time an ally of Stalin’s, however, and would go nowhere with Trotsky.

In a letter written when he was in exile on Prinkipo, Trotsky replied to a question about the creation of the Jewish autonomous region in Birobidzhan: ‘The Jewish question has become a component part of the world proletarian revolution. As for Birobidzhan, its future is tied to that of the Soviet Union. The Jewish question, as a result of the whole of Jewish history, is international … The fate of the Jewish people can be determined only by the complete and final victory of the proletariat.’38 However erroneous and naive his reliance on class struggle and revolution to solve the ‘Jewish question’, this is convincing evidence of Trotsky’s deep and lasting hostility to Zionism. In all his wanderings, he remained above anti-Semitic attacks on himself.

Among the émigrés in Paris in the early years of the century was a young, clever, attractive (and married) woman called Natalya Sedova. The daughter of rich parents, she had been expelled from her ladies’ college in Kharkov for free thinking and reading seditious literature, and was now studying the history of art at the Sorbonne. As she recalled, the autumn of 1902 was a time when the Russian colony in Paris was inundated with lectures. The Iskra group, of which she was a member, brought in Martov, then Lenin, then Trotsky, billed as a young comrade who had escaped from exile. Natalya recalled that his speech was very successful, and that the colony was delighted. She and Trotsky soon got to know each other better, and she showed him the Louvre and disclosed her past life to him. The relationship developed quickly, and she soon left her husband to live with the young revolutionary. They were to remain strongly attached for the rest of their lives, sharing his triumphs, as well as his ostracism and persecution. Her support was often acknowledged by Trotsky as his mainstay during his worst moments. He always felt grateful to Paris that he had met her there.

The time he spent abroad, from the autumn of 1902 to early 1905, when he returned to Russia, was perhaps the happiest of his life, despite his comment that Paris was ‘like Odessa, only Odessa’s better!’ Sedova, who mocked this attitude, remarked that he was so ‘utterly absorbed in political life’ that other things ‘were a bother, something unavoidable’.39 It was also a time of self-affirmation, learning, discovery, establishing a wide circle of acquaintances and attracting admiration. The provincial revolutionary from the south of Russia was beginning to see himself almost as a hero.


The Paradox of Trotsky


The Russian radicals showed great persistence. The First Congress of the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party was held in Minsk in March 1898 but, with only nine delegates, it was more symbolic than real. The party was proclaimed to exist, but it was no more than a name, as all but one of the delegates were arrested within two weeks. The only document of importance to survive from the meeting was the RSDLP Manifesto, written by Peter Struve, who was himself in the process of self-redefinition and would shortly emerge as the organizer of Russia’s first liberal movement, the Union of Liberation, forerunner of the Constitutional Democratic Party formed in 1905.

Lenin and the other editors of Iskra set about convening a proper constituent, second congress of the party, and this duly met in the summer of 1903. The delegates assembled first in Brussels, but then moved to London when the attention of the Russian secret police proved too intrusive. Twenty-six Marxist organizations were represented by forty-three delegates, Trotsky holding the mandate of the Siberian social democrats. He had gained a reputation as a practised underground operator who despite his youth had already experienced prison and exile. He arrived in Brussels in the company of Lenin’s younger brother Dmitri, and at once threw himself into the work of the congress, making speeches, taking part in debates and discussing resolutions.

The congress opened in the warehouse of the so-called House of the People in Brussels before moving to a chapel off Tottenham Court Road in the West End of London. The agenda of some two dozen items included the composition of the congress itself, the place of the Jewish Workers’ Union (known by its Yiddish name of the Bund) in the RSDLP, the party programme, the national question, demonstrations, risings, terror, the attitude to be adopted towards the Party of Socialist Revolutionaries (SRs) who had formed in the previous year, election of the Central Committee, the editorial board of Iskra and so on. As it transpired, only two or three issues assumed lasting significance. At first things went smoothly, but then the issue of the Bund almost split the congress in half. The Bund had already acquired considerable influence and organizational strength over a wide area of the Pale of Jewish Settlement, and had also extended its writ to the Jewish social democratic organizations in the south of Russia, where new communities of Jewish workers and artisans were settling in growing numbers. Now, at this crucially important meeting of the party, and having experienced the heavy-handedness of Iskra’s agents in Russia, the Bund wanted to be recognized as the sole representative of Jewish workers in the party and to be left to run its own affairs. It was demanding not only equal, federal status with the bodies claiming central authority, like Iskra and the party central committee, but also supported resolutions which would recognize national cultural autonomy as a programme point and thus implicitly extend national status to the Jews, despite their lacking a territory.

About half the congress delegates were of Jewish origin, and in effect the result of the debate would determine whether the party was to be governed by nationalist or internationalist principles. Since the non-Bundist Jewish delegates supported the Iskra line, the congress opted for internationalism. Trotsky and Martov, both Jews, were staunch defenders of the Iskra line, even though within a few days they would be at daggers drawn with Lenin. With characteristic passion Trotsky castigated what he called the narrow nationalism of the Bund, which he claimed would impede the creation of a united and strong party in multi-national Russia. His attacks on the Bund were so fierce he earned the nickname of ‘Lenin’s cudgel’. He argued that if the Bund were allowed a special place in the party, other factions would demand the same, and that to accord special conditions to all the national groupings would destroy the idea of an all-Russia party. The Bund, he argued, was moving towards separatism which, once it was established within the party, would extend to the structure of the socialist state when it came into being.

Lenin won the day on this issue, and the congress adopted a resolution which roundly rejected the principle of federative relations between the party and the Bund as one of its constituent parts, and declared the Bund to be an autonomous component of the party.40 These terms were unacceptable to the Bund.

Meanwhile, the delegates began discussing the party statutes, and a row blew up over the first point, which concerned the definition of membership. At first glance the two variants, proposed by Lenin and Martov respectively, appeared almost identical. Lenin proposed that a member should support the party not only with material help, but also by ‘personal participation’, whereas Martov proposed ‘personal co-operation’. This terminological distinction, as the split revealed, signified two different approaches to what a member should be. Lenin’s definition expressed a desire to create a stricdy centralized organization in which members would carry out specific demands, chief of which should be participation in revolutionary activity. Martov, on the other hand, wanted to open up the party into a broad association of sympathizers.

The issue became the pretext for Martov and his supporters to attack Lenin for other problems that had emerged among the supporters of Iskra in their closed sessions. Lenin had proposed reducing the size of the editorial board from six to three—himself, Martov and Plekhanov—which had been seen as offensive to the other three, Pavel Axelrod, Vera Zasulich and Alexander Potresov, all highly respected figures. Lenin might have been forgiven for wanting an efficient and productive organization, considering how few articles the latter three had contributed (eight, six and four, respectively), compared to his own, Martov’s and Plekhanov’s output (thirty-two, thirty-nine and twenty-four), but he succeeded only in creating a hostile atmosphere, so that when the issue of membership arose in the general assembly of the congress, the rift emerged. Trotsky declared that he could neither understand nor forgive the removal of the three editors, even though Lenin had referred to them in extremely cordial terms. Martov and Trotsky started accusing Lenin of rudeness and of usurping power.

The two allies of yesterday, Lenin and Martov, were now denouncing each other fiercely and exposing the hidden meaning behind the two rival formulations of party membership. The two simple words, ‘participation’ and ‘co-operation’, split the delegates. At first, Plekhanov was on Lenin’s side, while Trotsky supported Martov. As Trotsky later described the event: ‘At the congress, Lenin won Plekhanov over, although only for a time. Plekhanov evidently sensed something at the congress. At least he told Axelrod, in discussing Lenin: “Of such stuff Robespierres are made.”’41

Lenin was disappointed by Trotsky, on whom he had counted for support, and who during the earlier sessions had been an ardent advocate of a strong, centralized party. Both during and between the sessions Lenin and his brother Dmitri tried to persuade Trotsky, in the friendliest way, that he had not thought through his position. Trotsky, however, was more influenced by his personal feelings, and he felt closer to Martov and Axelrod than to Lenin. For his part, Lenin recognized—at a time when he was still capable of self-criticism—that the split had occurred at least partly as a result of his own behaviour. Shortly after the congress, he wrote to Potresov, his friend and colleague from the earliest days of his revolutionary activity in St Petersburg: ‘I ask myself why we should part and become lifelong enemies! I am going over all the events and impressions of the congress, I am aware that I often acted and behaved with appalling irritation, “crazily”, and I am prepared to admit my guilt to anyone, if something generated by the atmosphere, the reactions, the retorts, the struggle and so on, can be described as guilt.’42

Trotsky recalled what he had thought of Lenin’s behaviour in the autobiography he wrote in 1929, after his deportation from the USSR: ‘His behaviour seemed unpardonable to me, both horrible and outrageous … My break with Lenin occurred on what might be considered “moral” or even personal grounds. But this was merely on the surface. At bottom, the separation was of a political nature and merely expressed in the realm of organization methods.’ He concluded: ‘Whatever I may say about it … the second congress was a landmark in my life, if only because it separated me from Lenin for several years.’43 Neither Trotsky nor his many biographers seem to have noticed the profoundly paradoxical nature of the young revolutionary’s own behaviour. Before addressing this issue, however, we should look at another question of great significance for understanding both the Russian and the Soviet philosophy of history, and Trotsky’s political character.

For many years, scholars have interpreted the Second Party Congress, and especially the split over the membership issue, primarily as a question of organization, of what kind of party this was to be, a fortress or an association. This was not the main issue, however. The origin of the conflict lay deeper. Since the introduction of Marxism into Russia, its basic concept was interpreted and understood by the intelligentsia in different ways. Some accepted only its most radical features, those associated with the idea of smashing the old state apparatus, establishing a dictatorship of the proletariat and liquidating the exploiting classes.

Another section of the new Marxists emphasized the social democratic principles in the doctrine, principles which could be secured and consolidated not only by revolutionary, but also by reformist methods. (Indeed, the first party programme advocated democracy, secret suffrage, inviolability of the person, freedom of thought, speech, press, movement, assembly, strikes and trade unions, the right to education in one’s native tongue and so on.) This division of approach gave rise, on the one hand, to those who thought terror, coercion and expropriation were permissible, and on the other to those who wanted to compel the capitalists to make concessions through compromise. It is thus correct to assert that the split at the Second Congress occurred not over the organizational question, but over a difference in the theory and practice of revolutionary methodology. The congress formalized the coexistence of two parallel tendencies: one radical, revolutionary and uncompromising, which would characterize the Bolsheviks; the other reformist, evolutionary and parliamentary, which was to become the hallmark of those henceforth known as Mensheviks. As Martov was to write in 1919, in his posthumously published work Mirovoi bol’shevizm (World Bolshevism): from the outset, ‘Lenin was sceptical about the democratic resolution of social-political problems, trusting instead in economic vandalism and military force.’44

The paradox of Trotsky lay in the fact that while by his very nature he was a radical, or leftist, he supported the reformists and the moderates. The future, and lifelong, advocate of world, permanent socialist revolution was giving his support to Martov, of whom he would later write: ‘Hilferding, Bauer, Renner and even Bernstein himself, all of them better educated than Martov, are by comparison clumsy apprentices when it comes to the political falsification of Marxism.’45 Yet the paradox is illusory. Despite his intellectual brilliance and elegance, and the skill with which he was able to express complex ideas, in many respects Trotsky was at that time still relatively superficial about many things. What appeared to be encyclopaedic knowledge was often unsupported by serious analysis. It did not occur to him that by siding with Martov, he was in opposition to himself. He would understand this in due course, but the momentum of the conflict kept him in opposition to Lenin for many years.

He soon tried to correct or mitigate his situation by adopting centrist positions. Of this he himself wrote: ‘I was not formally a member of either of the two factions. I continued to work with Krasin [a Bolshevik] … At the same time, I kept in touch with the local Menshevik group, which was following a very revolutionary policy.’46 However, he felt compelled by the logic of the ideological conflict to continue his opposition to Lenin. Shortly after the congress, in his ‘Report of the Siberian Delegation’, he wrote that ‘the congress thought it was doing constructive work; it was only destructive … Who could suppose that this assembly, convened by Iskra, would mercilessly trample over Iskra’s editorial board? Which political crystal-gazer could forecast that Martov and Lenin would step forth … as the hostile leaders of hostile factions? All this has come like a bolt from the blue … this man [Lenin], with the energy and talent peculiar to him, assumed the rôle of the party’s disorganizer.’47

In his account of the congress, Trotsky accused Lenin of wanting to ‘seize power’ and ruling with ‘an iron fist’. The democratic ‘Westernizing’ principle was dominant in Trotsky at that time. His criticism reached a temporary peak in his article ’Our Political Tasks’, published in Geneva in 1904 and dedicated to ‘My dear teacher, Pavel Borisovich Axelrod’. That dedication alone would provide ammunition for Stalin when he attacked Trotsky at the Central Committee Plenum of October 1927.48 In his article, Trotsky accused Lenin of three sins: alienating the revolutionary forefathers from the revolutionary movement, ‘impermissible devastation’ of the Economists (i.e. the gradualists in the movement), and usurping power in the party. Giving the Central Committee special powers, he rightly perceived, would open the path to one-man dictatorship. Identifying him with Robespierre, he referred to ‘Maximilien Lenin’ as ‘an adroit statistician’, ‘a slovenly lawyer’, ‘a rabble-rouser’, ‘a malicious man’, and much more. It was a wholesale condemnation. According to Trotsky, Lenin had ‘submerged the question of tactics in “philosophy”’ and confused party practice with the party programme. Lenin was so obsessed with keeping the organization ‘pure’, so obsessed with spies, that he lost sight of ‘the need to struggle against absolutism and of that far greater struggle, the emancipation of the working class.’49

In attacking his former mentor, and in fiercer terms perhaps than any other Marxist revolutionary hitherto, Trotsky paid little attention to argument—there were few to which he might have resorted—and relied instead on youthful ardour. He plainly underestimated Lenin’s political potential. Perhaps he thought that ultimately Lenin would lose his dominant position. Despite possessing immeasurably greater prophetic power than, say, Stalin or even Lenin, this was not to be either the first or last time that he would be mistaken.

Trotsky would often have to justify his ‘non-Bolshevism’ to those who chose to remind him of it. When during his last exile one of his supporters informed him that Tolheimer, another former supporter, was accusing him of ‘anti-Leninism’, he responded that he had not been a Bolshevik until 1917:


But I believe that even when I was in disagreement with the Bolsheviks, I was closer to Lenin than Tolheimer is now. If I came to Lenin later than some other Bolsheviks, that doesn’t mean I understood him less than they did. Franz Mehring came to Marxism a lot later than Kautsky and Bernstein, who had come under Marx and Engels’s direct influence in their youth. That didn’t prevent Franz Mehring from being a revolutionary Marxist to the end of his days, and Bernstein and Kautsky from ending their days as pathetic opportunists. It is absolutely true that Lenin was against me on a number of key issues, but why should it follow that Tolheimer is right against me? I cannot understand that.50



As a ‘Jacobin’ himself, at the beginning of the century Trotsky was accusing Lenin of radicalism; as a ‘centrist’, he accused Lenin of wanting to concentrate power in the party’s central bodies; as an admirer of Robespierre, he repudiated Lenin as a potential dictator. This paradox was linked, on the one hand, with Trotsky’s substitution of ideas by people: he saw the exit of Axelrod and Zasulich from Iskra’s editorial board as a tragedy and Lenin, the architect of the drama, as a usurper. On the other hand, many of the arguments he advanced at that period were intuitive and emotional, rather than rational. His sharp mind had not yet matured for deep intellectual thinking.

It irked Trotsky greatly that his sarcasm and trenchant observations went mostly unanswered by Lenin, who in one of his letters to his mistress Inessa Armand commented: ‘That’s Trotsky for you!!! Always the same, evasive, underhand, posing as a leftist, but helping the right while he still can.’51 Trotsky’s most savage comment on Lenin came in a private letter to the Menshevik member of the Duma Nikolai Chkheidze in March 1913, in which he called Lenin a master in the art of stoking up quarrels, ‘a professional exploiter of any backwardness in the Russian labour movement … The entire structure of Leninism is at present based on lies and falsification and carries within it the poisonous seeds of its own destruction …’52 This was probably the worst criticism Trotsky ever wrote about Lenin, and characterizes their extremely strained relations before 1917. In that tumultuous year, however, Trotsky witnessed what convinced him was Lenin’s primacy in intellectual power, but also his harsh actions on the political and social plane. To the end of his life, he was to admire Lenin as a real leader.

From 1917 to Lenin’s death, their collaboration was close and constructive. Trotsky became not only the second man of the revolution, but closer to Lenin than any other in his radicalism and determination. Together, they were the joint architects of the Soviet system. In his Diary in Exile, Trotsky wrote on 10 April 1935:


Lenin and I had several sharp clashes because, when I disagreed with him on serious questions, I always fought an all-out battle. Such cases, naturally, were memorable for everyone, and later on much was said and written about them by the epigones. But the instances when Lenin and I understood each other at a glance were a hundred times more numerous, and our solidarity always guaranteed the passage of a question in the Politburo without disputes. This solidarity meant a great deal to Lenin.53



It should be stressed that Trotsky’s early criticism of Lenin was very close to the truth, especially in his attacks on Lenin’s harshness, intolerance and peremptoriness. Leaving Lenin’s politics aside, his attitude to theory embodied a destructively nihilistic approach to bourgeois social thought in general. ‘Not a single word of the philosophy or political economy of any of these philosophers should be believed,’ he wrote in 1908 in his study ‘Empiricism and Historical Materialism’.54 This negativity was noted by Nikolai Valentinov, a former Bolshevik and former Menshevik who, as an émigré in Paris, wrote informative memoirs of his meetings with Lenin. Marxism, Valentinov remarked, was objective truth as far as Lenin was concerned, whereas everything else was either feeble-mindedness or charlatanism.55

Following the Second Congress, but especially between the 1905 revolution and February 1917, Trotsky expended the greater part of his prodigious energy on the factional struggle. He was very good at making enemies of his friends, and this often placed him in the crossfire between both sides. Losing allies before making new alliances was not a failing unique to Trotsky, however, but was rather a feature of Russian revolutionary life.


Ensign Arbuzov


In February 1905 Trotsky arrived in Kiev bearing a passport issued in the name of an Ensign Arbuzov. Changing his name was nothing new—Lvov, Yanovsky, Vikentiev, Petr Petrovich, Yanov, and of course Trotsky, had been used so far. Only a month before, he had been immersed in the normal business of a Russian revolutionary abroad—making speeches, writing articles, arguing and debating, and meeting interesting people. The news of ‘Bloody Sunday’ in St Petersburg, however, when troops had fired on a peaceful procession of workers and their families on 22 January 1905, had shaken the entire émigré colony. Even the unceasing polemics between the Bolsheviks and Mensheviks became slightly more muted. Iskra, now in the hands of the Mensheviks, battled with Lenin’s Vpered (Forward), while Plekhanov was writing venomous articles against Lenin with the aim of isolating him as a ‘Russian Jacobin’. Bloody Sunday and the ensuing public mood now augured the possible chance of proving one faction or another correct.
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