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“A fascinating read. Philip Pomper is a brilliant psychoanalytic historian, and Lenin’s Brother is an important contribution to our understanding of the Russian revolution.”

—Anna Geifman,
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“This absorbing narrative illuminates the psychological motivations for terrorism and illustrates how universal these patterns are. The idea of sacrificing one’s life in taking the life of others inspired Russian revolutionaries a hundred years before ‘suicide terrorism’ grabbed the world’s attention. The story is also skillfully situated in its historical context: the terrorist at the center of the hapless plot to assassinate the tsar was the older brother of Lenin.”

—Martha Crenshaw,
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Ambivalence, I think, is the chief characteristic of my nation. There isn’t a Russian executioner who isn’t scared of turning victim one day, nor is there the sorriest victim who would not acknowledge (if only to himself) a mental ability to become an executioner.

JOSEPH BRODSKY
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION AND RUSSIAN DATES



In order to keep things as simple as possible, I use the most familiar transliteration for well-known Russian persons and place-names. Generally, I use the system of transliteration of the U.S. Board on Geographic Names. Any deviations are made with two goals: to present either the most familiar transliteration or the one that best conveys the phoneme. On the other hand, I switch to the Library of Congress system favored by scholars for references in the endnotes and bibliography. The goal here is to follow scholarly practice.

I use the Russian Julian calendar for the historical actions described in the text. The Julian calendar lagged behind the Gregorian calendar by twelve days during Alexander Ulyanov’s lifetime. The dates of U.S. newspapers cited in chapter 8 are thus twelve days ahead of the corresponding Russian dates. Dates for the early twenty-first century in chapter 9 are given according to the Gregorian calendar. Lenin’s revolutionary regime quickly switched to the Gregorian calendar in February 1918.








MAIN CHARACTERS



The Christian names in this list have been converted when possible for an Anglophone readership and with patronymics removed. Patronymics are sometimes used in the text. Neither all members of the Ulyanov family nor of the conspiracy appear here.

THE FAMILY

Alexander Ulyanov, familiarly “Sasha” (1866–1887): a brilliant zoologist at St. Petersburg University, who became a terrorist and was hanged for his role in an attempt on the life of Tsar Alexander III in 1887.

Vladimir Ulyanov, familiarly “Volodya” (1870–1924): the founder of Bolshevism and leader of the October Revolution, whose relationship to his older brother precipitated his revolutionary career.


Anna Ulyanova (1864–1935): the eldest child in the Ulyanov family, whose memoirs and historical efforts provide the best material for understanding Alexander, Vladimir, and family dynamics.

Maria Ulyanova (1835–1916): the mother of the family, whose pedagogy, child-rearing methods, and personality played a major role in the family dynamics.

Ilya Ulyanov (1831–1886): the father, a scientist, educator, and high-ranking official, whose sudden death played an important role in the psychological changes leading to Alexander’s turn to terrorism.

THE TERRORIST CORE GROUP

Peter Shevyrev (1863–1887): a biology student at St. Petersburg University and the primary organizer of the Second March First conspiracy, who was hanged in 1887.

Josef Lukashevich (1863–1928): a brilliant chemist, a student at St. Petersburg University, a founder of the Second March First conspiracy, who evaded the noose in 1887 and lived to become a professor of geology in Vilnius after his release from prison.

Vasilii Osipanov (1861–1887): a suicidal assassin, student at St. Petersburg University, the lead bomb thrower in the combat squad, and founding member of the Second March First conspiracy, who was hanged in 1887.

Pakhomii Andreyushkin (1865–1887): the most reckless member of the core group of the Second March First, a student at St. Petersburg University, whose indiscreet letter tipped off the security police before the assassination attempt; he was hanged in 1887.

Vasilii Generalov (1867–1887): a student at St. Petersburg University, the youngest member of the core group of the Second March First, a suicidal bomb thrower who was hanged in 1887.


Orest Govorukhin (1864–?): Alexander Ulyanov’s preceptor in his turn to terror, who joined the Second March First with Ulyanov, but fled abroad shortly before the assassination attempt and became a Marxist.

Raisa Shmidova (1864–1942): a close collaborator, who helped Govorukhin and Ulyanov store explosives and developed a strong personal relationship with Ulyanov, and was exiled to Siberia for her role.









PREFACE



I INITIALLY UNDERTOOK this biography of Alexander Ulyanov in order to probe more deeply the psychological undercurrents of a family that produced the most important revolutionary of the twentieth century, Alexander’s young brother, Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov. In a book about the psychological triangle of Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin that I wrote before the collapse of the Soviet Union, I began this project without the benefit of access to the Ulyanov family archives. The archival research that I did in the post-Soviet period did not change all of the conclusions about Lenin that I reached in that earlier book, but it did inspire me to tell another story as well: that not just of the Ulyanov family but of the terrorist conspiracy that Alexander joined in 1886. A small group of students at St. Petersburg University called themselves the “Terrorist Faction of the People’s Will” and planned to kill Alexander III on March 1,1887, the sixth anniversary of his father’s assassination by the People’s Will. They thus appear in history texts as the “Second March First.”

All students of Russian revolutionary history know about the People’s Will and the assassination of Alexander II on March 1, 1881. That event changed the course of Russian history, though not in the direction wished for by the terrorists. Instead of reform they got reaction, yet the achievement of assassinating a tsar gave them an aura of the heroic. Their imitators, the Second March First, failed in every sense. Their quarry eluded them. The leaders, among them Alexander Ulyanov, were hanged in May 1887, and if his younger brother hadn’t become Lenin, Alexander would have been just another casualty in the long history of Russian revolutionary martyrs. One even wonders about Alexander’s sacrifice for the cause. After all, what did the causal chain of revolutionary action produce?

There is a remarkable consensus among historians that without Lenin the October Revolution of 1917 would not have occurred, so telling the story of the process that brought Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov into the orbit of revolutionary Russia is well worth the effort. Lenin, however, did not have the same aims as Sasha. Alexander was a narodnik. He believed that the great mass of peasants, once enlightened, would bring socialism to Russia. Although Alexander incorporated some Marxian ideas into his worldview and program, they were only one element. Sasha was not dogmatic and would surely have evolved in his thinking if he had not been hanged at the age of twenty-one. Lenin differed dramatically from his brother. Alexander was willing to kill others and to give his own life for these ideals of the nineteenth-century intelligentsia, but his brother had a different agenda. Sasha’s failure as well as his commitments affected Lenin’s thinking. The amateurism of the conspiracy and the terrible price the reckless young conspirators paid for failure undoubtedly influenced Lenin’s approach—his revolutionary professionalism. The story of how Lenin became a dogmatic Marxist and successful revolutionary leader is, however, too complex a story to be told here. Sasha’s story and that of his co-conspirators is a different matter.


To my surprise (I hadn’t suspected that the sources were adequate), I found myself deeply involved not only with the Ulyanov family but with the psychodynamics of a small group of university students who became terrorists. The more suicidal members propelled the terrorist project forward and pushed Ulyanov beyond a point of no return. Very different people, from reckless and intellectually shallow ones to the ascetically studious Sasha Ulyanov, arrived at the same conclusion: that they had to sacrifice their lives for a larger cause. For today’s terrorists, a great variety of causes justify terrorism; for Ulyanov and his group, “scientific” theory justified their self-sacrifice and the sacrifice of others’ lives. Terrorism takes many guises and attracts many different kinds of people. The story I tell is as much about terrorism as about how Sasha Ulyanov, a shy, dutiful young man, at first immersed in his scientific work, became the theorist of a terrorist conspiracy and then, by default, the leader of the group.

Several Soviet historians did undertake to write the story of Alexander Ulyanov and the Second March First. They could not, however, avoid the sort of distortions that affected the work of the generations of scholars coerced by Stalinism and the cult of Lenin. Serious students of Russian revolutionary history got the basic story of the terrorist conspiracy right, but their ideological equipment and historical environment did not allow them to mine some of the veins that contemporary historians find interesting: the psychodynamics of terrorist groups, for example. Groups as small as the Second March First and as ephemeral—a handful of students launched the project in December 1886 and most of the core members were arrested on March 1, 1887—nonetheless provide rich material for understanding contemporary events. The story of the Second March First shows dramatically that suicide terrorism emerges from “scientific” ideas as easily as from fervent religious belief. It shows that the urge to self-sacrifice and the willingness to sacrifice others propel a great many people who do not share any distinct psychological profile or ideology; and it also shows that such impulses are fundamental; that they are nourished and generally find expression in groups; and that the more we understand them, the more likely we are to understand a multitude of human tragedies.







LENIN’S BROTHER







ONE

Endings and Beginnings

ENDINGS



THE MATERIAL OBJECTS that supported the brief prison life of Alexander Ulyanov added up to a few kilos of cloth, paper, pottery, glass, and metal. He had a hat, an overcoat, a frock coat, trousers, a towel, handkerchiefs, a mug, a glass, two teapots, two teaspoons, a few books—little more than that. The ascetic Ulyanov did possess one uncharacteristically flamboyant item, a Scottish plaid woolen cloak—his concession to the dress code of the radical students at St. Petersburg University. The commandant of the Peter and Paul Fortress, Adjutant General I. S. Ganetskii, pedantically noted every item that fell under his purview and passed through his jail. As they departed, the prisoners had to verify the inventories of their worldly goods and sign the lists prepared by their jailers. Other than Ganetskii’s terse notations, only Sasha Ulyanov’s prison depositions, a few letters, a handful of memoirs of survivors of the conspiracy, and the stenographic account of the trial give us the story of his last weeks.

Seven prisoners, including Ulyanov, in the early hours of May 5, 1887, were roused from sleep and taken in chains to the fortress’s dock. The prisoners, their military guards, and a hangman with the tools of his trade boarded three small steamboats that carried them from the island prison at the mouth of the Neva to another one in Schlüsselburg Fortress, located about forty kilometers to the east at the Neva’s source, Lake Ladoga. Only two of the prisoners, Josef Lukashevich and Michael Novorussky, lived to tell the story of the voyage. Their sentences had been commuted to lifelong penal servitude, but they were amnestied during the Revolution of 1905 after eighteen years in Schlüsselburg.

The absence of a permanent gallows in Schlüsselburg and the construction of a new one apparently delayed the execution for three days. The transfer and then the delay stimulated false hopes in the remaining prisoners, who believed that the tsar had commuted their sentences; however, at 3:30 a.m. on May 8 they were told that they would be executed in half an hour. The newly erected scaffold had room for only three, so two of the prisoners, Ulyanov and Peter Shevyrev, had to wait their turn. Had the tsar entertained an eleventh-hour commutation of the death sentence to life imprisonment for them? Other political prisoners had enjoyed last-minute reprieves. Dostoevsky had gotten one from Nicholas I in 1849 while standing before a firing squad. If Alexander III had played with the idea of saving Ulyanov and Shevyrev, nothing came of it and no record survives. Dmitry Tolstoy, minister of the interior, a witness at the execution, claimed in his report to Alexander III that Ulyanov and Shevyrev waited inside while the three who preceded them expired and were taken from the gallows in the prison courtyard; but a contradictory rumor circulated that Ulyanov and Shevyrev had watched at the foot of the gallows for half an hour while their hooded comrades writhed in the agony of strangulation. If the latter version is true, then incompetence rather than sadism probably produced the situation.

Of the five Decembrists who were hanged in 1826 for plotting to change the autocratic regime, three tumbled into the pit beneath the scaffold when the ropes broke. They waited in pain until the scaffold and new nooses were readied for a second, successful try. One of the waiting condemned men was reported to say, “Poor Russia. She doesn’t even know how to hang people properly.” Even if the story is apocryphal, it is apt. The executioner of five members of the People’s Will involved in the assassination of Alexander II, on April 2,1881, botched the hanging of Timofei Mikhailov and Andrei Zhelyabov. Mikhailov fell to the platform twice when the noose slipped. To prevent repetition of the accident with Zhelyabov, the hangman tied a double knot, thus delaying strangulation. Because of the hangman’s incompetence, both Mikhailov and Zhelyabov struggled for several minutes before they expired.

Dmitry Tolstoy reported on May 8, 1887, that the three designated bomb throwers listened to the sentence, said goodbye to one another, kissed the cross proffered by a priest, and boldly mounted the scaffold. Vasilii Generalov and Pakhomii Andreyushkin shouted, “Long live the People’s Will!” Vasilii Osipanov wished to do the same, but the hangman put a sack over his head and muffled his words. After the three bodies had been taken down, Shevyrev and Ulyanov with firm strides mounted the scaffold. Shevyrev did not accept the priest’s offer to kiss the cross, but Ulyanov did. Oddly enough, the chief of the corps of gendarmes present at the hanging reported, to the contrary, that all five rejected the cross.1

The three men who were hanged first—Andreyushkin, Generalov, and Osipanov—had volunteered to hurl bombs under the tsar’s carriage. This was, in effect, a suicide mission, in that the explosive radius of the bombs and their poisoned shrapnel were very likely to kill the throwers as well as their target. They had carried three bombs of different size and explosive force. The two larger bombs were packaged in an elliptical shell: thick cardboard covered in black cloth concealing tin-plate cylinders packed with five and four pounds of dynamite each. The smaller bomb had three pounds of dynamite in a tin box, hidden within a false book cover with the title Greenberg’s Dictionary of Medical Terminology. If the throwers had successfully detonated the bombs, the explosive force would have destroyed everything within a radius of roughly four meters. However, the space between the tin and the cardboard in each bomb was surrounded with cube-shaped lead “bullets”—541 in all—that had been filled and smeared with strychnine and atropine sulfate. The blast from the larger bombs would have thrown shrapnel more than twenty-three meters in all directions. Anyone in the area of the blast thus ran a greater risk of being fatally poisoned than of being injured by the concussion. Major General Nicholas Pavlovich Fyodorov, the court’s expert witness, testified that the strychnine solution was so strong that a single grain introduced into the bloodstream would have been fatal. Before the trial Fyodorov had imprudently touched his tongue to one of the bullets to determine whether it contained explosive material. He fell ill from the effects of strychnine within a few minutes and required medical care, but recovered.2

 

WITH THE BACKING of Shevyrev, the main organizer, the throwers had fended off Ulyanov’s attempts to delay the assassination until the fall. They were determined to kill Alexander III on his way to a requiem mass for his father on March 1, 1887, the sixth anniversary of the successful assassination of Alexander II by the People’s Will. On February 22, 1887, the throwers met at the Café Polonais and decided that they should act within the next few days. The combat squad and Ulyanov then met on February 25 and agreed on the time, place, and stations. Ulyanov not only explained the technical aspects of their bombs but, as the main theoretician, prepped them to represent their position under interrogation in case they were captured. After meeting on Nevsky Prospect at 11:00 a.m., they were to disperse in order to patrol the likely routes the tsar would take to the Peter and Paul Fortress.

They expected the tsar to leave the Anichkov Palace, just east of the Public Library on Nevsky Prospect, and drive northwest along Nevsky in the imperial equipage to the Palace Bridge, or to turn west just past the Public Library onto Sadovaya Street to Gorokhovaya Street (the two legs of a triangle of which Nevsky Prospect was the hypotenuse) and then north toward the Admiralty and the Palace Bridge. If a signaler spied the tsar’s carriage, he was to tip off the throwers by blowing his nose into a handkerchief. The throwers, who had worked out the map of their venture, hoped to intercept the tsar either on Nevsky at its intersection with the Catherine Canal (now the Griboedev Canal) or on Sadovaya Street.3 They went into the streets on February 26 and February 28 (the first time in anticipation of a possible appearance of the tsar at St. Isaac’s Cathedral) and made ready for the chosen date, March 1. Meanwhile, Ulyanov, who saw March 1 as the beginning of a terrorist campaign, worked feverishly to get the program of the Terrorist Faction of the People’s Will printed. He was obsessed with advertising the rationale for the assassination and for the continuation of terror until it achieved its immediate goal, the granting of a liberal constitution.

The conspirators had good information and rightly assumed that the tsar would leave the Anichkov Palace by 11:00 a.m. on March 1. It was a Sunday—just as it had been when his father had been assassinated six years earlier—and Alexander III did indeed plan to attend a requiem mass for his father in the Peter and Paul Cathedral on the island fortress. The tsar and tsarina, Maria Fyodorovna, and their two eldest children, Nicholas and Alexander, were to travel in a sleigh. The tsar ordered his equipage for 10:45 a.m., but something unusual happened along the chain of responsible actors: the tsar’s valet told the coachman, but the latter forgot to tell the sub-equerry, whose duty it was to harness the horses to the imperial equipage. Dressed in his overcoat, Alexander III, barely containing his rage, sat in the anteroom of his palace in the company of his doorman for almost half an hour. At the first opportunity, he singed the coachman’s ears, bringing the poor man, a veteran of twelve years service, to the verge of tears. While the tsar cooled his heels, the conspirators patrolled the three streets along which the sleigh might pass. By the time the tsar left the Anichkov Palace, the police had rounded up the bomb throwers.4 Had Alexander III’s coachman done his job properly, the events of March 1, 1887, might have unfolded differently—but only if the police had failed to act in time and the conspirators had done their jobs properly. There were just too many contingencies to turn the coachman’s blunder into an act of providence, but that did not stop people close to the tsar—or Alexander III himself—from believing in divine intervention.

The police captured the throwers on St. Petersburg’s main thoroughfare, Nevsky Prospect, at midday on Sunday, March 1. It seems absurd in retrospect that they hadn’t known that the three packages carried by Andreyushkin, Generalov, and Osipanov contained powerful bombs. A “black office” in the postal service that worked for Russia’s security apparatus had intercepted letters that alerted the police to the possibility of a terrorist act. Additional indiscretions committed by the throwers and signalers during a trial run identified them as a group to the police before March 1. The police had put them under close surveillance; yet the agents who arrested the suspects on March 1 still did not know that they were carrying bombs. After he was taken to the police station on Gorokhovaya Street 2, Osipanov, who carried the bomb disguised as a medical dictionary, managed to throw it to the floor, but it failed to explode. The police officer who picked up the “book” that their captive had rudely thrown to the floor was astonished to find an explosive device.

Ulyanov had manufactured nitroglycerine and packed the bomb casings with dynamite surrounded by the lead cubes filled and smeared with strychnine. He had taken over the main organizational tasks in mid-February after Shevyrev, tubercular and exhausted, left for the Crimea, where the police caught up with him on March 7. Ulyanov not only filled in for Shevyrev; he pressed for full formulation and printing of the group’s “scientific” program. The police arrested him in the late afternoon on March 1, when he went to one of the conspiratorial apartments a few hours after the bomb throwers and three reconnoiterers or “signalers” had been taken into custody.


The brilliant aspiring scientist Lukashevich had designed the bombs. He escaped arrest until the police showed up at his apartment at 2:00 a.m. on March 3. Novorussky had organized the delivery of materials and set up a safe house outside the city for Ulyanov’s laboratory. He, too, was quickly apprehended, as were six others who had helped in some fashion or had known of the plot and kept silent. After six weeks in prison, the fifteen implicated in the plot to assassinate Alexander III appeared on April 15, 1887, before a Senate tribunal that dealt exclusively with state crimes. The trial lasted four days, followed by sentencing, appeals, and final judgment, with all but five escaping a death sentence.

The bodies were thrown into a common grave, as was the custom with state criminals executed at the Schlüsselburg prison. With the help of former guards, after the revolutions of 1917, Novorussky located the site of the grave. The Soviet regime erected a granite monument there in 1919 with the names of all of the twenty-eight prisoners who had been executed and three who had committed suicide during their imprisonment. At that time Alexander Ulyanov received no special recognition, despite the fact that his younger brother, Vladimir Ilyich, headed the new Soviet government under his revolutionary pseudonym, “Lenin.” Much later, after the fortress had been turned into ruins from artillery bombardment in World War II, and when cults of the leaders had become common, the regime placed a plaque with a bas-relief head of Alexander on a wall still standing at the site of his cell in Schlüsselburg. Lenin avenged his brother, and many others, by having Alexander III’s son Nicholas executed by a firing squad with his wife and all his progeny in July 1918. History and the Russian Orthodox Church treated Nicholas better. He and his family were canonized as passion sufferers in 2000.

The story of Lenin’s choices and his behavior as a revolutionary and head of government cannot simply be summed up by the word “revenge,” but Alexander’s execution undoubtedly started it all. The seventeen-year-old Volodya sat his final exams in Simbirsk in May 1887, during his brother’s last days, in the same gymnasium where Alexander had won a gold medal as best student when he graduated in May 1883. Volodya repeated his brother’s academic success—he won a gold medal in 1887—and later bested him in the profession of revolution. After Sasha’s execution he spent much time pondering why his older brother had joined a terrorist group and taken a leading role. The quiet, studious Alexander had spent almost every waking hour during his late teens in a backyard laboratory studying worms and bugs. At the age of nineteen he had won another gold medal, this time in the natural sciences during his junior year in St. Petersburg. Everyone expected Alexander to become a professor of zoology. The other Alexander had hidden himself from the family.

Volodya told a close friend of the family, the very woman who had carried the shocking news of Alexander’s arrest to them, “it means that he had to act that way—he couldn’t act in any other way.”5 The young Lenin’s firm conviction about the nature of his older brother’s commitment compelled him to try to understand it. He approached this mystery in a penitent mood. Whereas Alexander had immersed himself in the natural sciences, Volodya, four years Sasha’s junior, had disdained them, plunged into literature, and become an avid student of the classics. Virtually estranged at the time of Alexander’s arrest, the brothers had been locked in adolescent combat since their father’s death in January 1886. Now, instead of making a point of being different from his older brother, Volodya tried to enter his mind. What transformation had Sasha undergone in St. Petersburg that forced him to sacrifice his career and family to the revolutionary cause?

For his own reasons, Lenin maintained strict silence about his family, and most family members wrote very little about Alexander and his relationship with Volodya. Not Lenin, but his older sister, Anna, has provided posterity with the most valuable sources for studying the brothers’ relationship.


BEGINNINGS:
 THE ULYANOV AND BLANK FAMILIES

The two families that shaped Alexander Ulyanov and his brother, Vladimir, faithfully represented the Russian enlightenment. The European Enlightenment’s radical turn, however, frightened Russian autocrats. Liberal constitutions inspired by the American and French revolutions threatened imperial structures. Catherine the Great, at first an enthusiastic importer of European ideas and patron of Voltaire and Diderot, began to persecute Russia’s homegrown philosophes during the French revolutionary era. Napoleonic aggression further changed Russia’s posture toward European thought. Napoleon’s imperial project and his armies failed in 1812–15, but he had successfully exported revolutionary ideas. The European Enlightenment had affected Alexander I in his young manhood. In the first part of his reign Alexander toyed with the idea of giving Russia a constitution. Victory over Napoleon changed his mind, but elite officers affected by liberal thought tried to impose a constitution after his death in 1825. The crushing of the Decembrists in 1825 by Alexander I’s successor, Nicholas I, and the affirmation of Russia’s traditional political system created chronic revolutionary ferment in the educated elite.

The upward path of the Ulyanov family intersected the history of the Russian enlightenment. Free thought terrified autocratic regimes, but a modernizing empire could not dispense with universities and technical institutes. In a decades-long contest with censors and policemen, a distinctively Russian enlightenment emerged. The Ulyanov family history faithfully represented some of the trends. By virtue of a university education, Lenin’s father, Ilya Nikolaevich Ulyanov, rose from the lower-middle class of Astrakhan, a port city on the Volga delta, to the position of actual state councillor in the tsar’s civil service.

Ilya’s father, Nicholas, a tailor, left few documents. They reveal, however, that in 1835 he was registered as a meshchanin, a member of the lower part of the mercantile estate, and owned a two-story house in the city of Astrakhan made of stone and wood. Nicholas did his tailoring on the first floor. Rather late in life Nicholas married Anna Smirnova, a woman of obscure ethnic origins and social background, but they had four children, two sons and two daughters. Even strenuous research has not revealed a great deal about the marriage or their ethnicity. The Ulyanovs lived in an area populated by ethnic minorities. The streets of the city were filled with stevedores, tradesmen, craftsmen, runaway serfs, and retired soldiers and sailors who had poured into the Volga delta from all parts of Eurasia. Nicholas and Anna were probably Tatars, Kalmyks, or members of some other Central Asian ethnic group. They may have had Russian ancestors, but they looked distinctly Asian.6

The father’s death in 1836 left the family in straitened circumstances. Ilya, only five at the time, would not have been able to go to school but for the self-sacrifice of his brother, Vasilii, thirteen years his senior. The only surviving photograph of Vasilii Nikolaevich shows a mustached man dressed in a checked vest and a frock coat and wearing cufflinks. What little hair he had was curled at the temples and pomaded. Vladimir Ilyich Lenin looked even more like his uncle than like his father. Ilya had a narrower cranium and broader cheekbones and was pockmarked. Evidently Vasilii’s industrious service for the prominent Astrakhan mercantile firm the Brothers Sapozhnikov paid off handsomely. From carting salt as a teenager at a salary of fifty-seven rubles a year, he had risen to the position of clerk, for which he needed to be literate, and with a clerk’s salary he could stake his younger brother to a university education. Vasilii evidently recognized Ilya’s promise and, rather than pursue higher education and raise his own family, supported his mother, brother, and sisters after Nicholas’s death. This act of self-sacrifice became the most important legacy of Ilya Nikolaevich’s birth family. Thanks to Vasilii, he was able to concentrate on his studies, earn a silver medal at the end of his gymnasium career in Astrakhan, and go on to Kazan University several hundred kilometers farther north on the Volga.7

Ilya Nikolaevich’s university career brought him into contact with one of Russia’s illustrious academicians, Nicholas Lobachevsky, a founder of non-Euclidean geometry. Ilya decided to study mathematics and physics, with specialties in meteorology and astronomy, as the title of his bachelor’s thesis suggests: “Olbers’ Method for Calculating the Orbit of the Comet Klinkerfuss.” He completed his studies in 1854 and with Lobachevsky’s help got a position in the Penza Institute for the Gentry, located in a sizable town on a Volga tributary, the Sura River, more than six hundred kilometers southeast of Moscow. Penza turned out well; Ilya taught and ran the meteorological station and met his future wife there. Liberal thinkers in the Gentry Institute’s administration influenced Ilya Nikolaevich’s future career. One of them took him under his wing and became his brother-in-law.

Historical events played into Ilya Nikolaevich’s career. The Western powers defeated Russia in the Crimean War of 1853–56. Military defeat on its own territory had a profound effect on Russia’s identity as a great power. The tsar’s post-Napoleonic conservative advisers had justified Russia’s traditional order through its military might. Their ideas now seemed bankrupt. The war exposed the empire’s weakness compared with the industrializing European states. A vigorous reform movement followed under Nicholas I’s successor. Alexander II liberated the serfs in 1861 and revived the Russian enlightenment. Like the years 1953–56 following Stalin’s death, the period after the Crimean War seemed to the Russian intelligentsia like a thaw after decades of freeze. Careers in science and education beckoned forward-thinking men.


In 1861, Ivan Veretennikov, a school inspector at the Penza Institute for the Gentry, not only looked after Ilya’s career but introduced him to his sister-in-law, Maria Alexandrovna Blank. Veretennikov, a graduate of Kazan University, had become connected with the Blank family while teaching Latin in Perm, at the edge of the Urals. Beginning in 1841, Dr. Alexander Blank served first on the Perm medical board and then moved about in the Urals region doctoring factory workers. In Zlatousk in 1846 he achieved the post of hospital inspector. Shortly after that, in 1847, Dr. Blank retired to his newly purchased estate in Kokushkino, near the city of Kazan and the Volga. Veretennikov played a major role in shaping the Ulyanov family’s future by introducing several of his colleagues to Dr. Blank’s daughters. All five of them married teachers and school administrators professionally connected to Veretennikov. Ilya became tightly integrated into this like-minded coterie after he married Maria in 1863.

Like Ilya Nikolaevich, Alexander Blank had grasped the opportunities a modernizing regime created for men of talent who pursued scientific and technological knowledge. He began life as Israel (Srul) Blank, but he and his brother, Abel, abandoned the Jewish faith for Russian Orthodoxy in 1820. Israel became Alexander Blank. With the help of liberal, aristocratic sponsors, the two brothers left Zhitomir, part of the Russian empire’s Jewish pale of settlement after the partitions of Poland, and enrolled in the Medical-Surgical Academy in St. Petersburg. After beginning a medical practice in 1824, Dr. Blank met Anna Grosschopf in St. Petersburg and married her in 1829. Anna’s father, Johann, had migrated from Lübeck, a medieval Hanseatic city on the Baltic, where Germany met Scandinavia. The German-Swedish side of the family adapted well to life in St. Petersburg and flourished in mercantile and bureaucratic positions. Johann Grosschopf had married Anna, the daughter of Karl Ohrstedt, a goldsmith of Swedish origin. Their daughter, Anna Grosschopf (named for her mother), was thus Swedish on her mother’s side, German on her father’s, and Lutheran on both.

The Blank-Grosschopf union produced a son (the firstborn) and five daughters between 1830 and 1836, with Maria Alexandrovna, the fifth child, arriving in 1835. The birth of six children in the course of roughly seven years perhaps hastened Anna’s early death in 1840. Her widowed sister, Katherine von Essen, quickly replaced Anna in the Blank household and became Dr. Blank’s domestic partner.8 His new positions, however, were hardship posts compared with that in St. Petersburg. After the rigors of life in Perm and Zlatousk, Dr. Blank looked for a place to retire. He and Katherine agreed on the estate of Kokushkino, on the Usha River in Kazan Province. Dr. Blank had chosen Kokushkino because of its proximity to the provincial capital, Kazan, and its excellent schools and university. His retirement funds, a solid sum received from the sale of his late wife’s St. Petersburg property, Katherine von Essen’s resources, and a mortgage on the estate allowed him to support the large family. Dissatisfaction with life in Perm and Zlatousk probably precipitated his premature retirement, but he continued to treat the local peasants from an office in his home.

Dr. Blank’s son, Dmitry, graduated from the gymnasium and entered the law faculty of Kazan University in 1848. As the only male, he was the family’s sole candidate for university education. Dmitry committed suicide in January 1850, just a few months before Ilya Nikolaevich enrolled in the university.9 Perhaps, in some small way, the marriage of his daughters to the kind of young men whom he wished his son to be compensated Dr. Blank for Dmitry’s death. The family kept silent about Dmitry.

Aunt Katherine raised the children strictly, in keeping with her German and Swedish Lutheran background. Dr. Blank, who had not only converted to Orthodoxy but evidently closed the door on his life in Zhitomir, matched Aunt Katherine’s religiously inspired austerity with his own secular brand. A doctor who believed in a simple diet and natural cures, Alexander Blank avoided prescribing strong medications whenever possible for his patients and enforced on his children a rigorous health regime—light clothing, simple diet, water-soaked wraps to temper the body—as if to defy the rigors of the Russian climate.

Educated young men sought out Dr. Blank’s company, although one suspects that the doctor’s five daughters outshone the other attractions at Kokushkino. Well-born on their mother’s side and well-educated on their father’s, the women made suitable mates for the young, professional, and liberally inclined men who visited the estate. For unknown reasons Maria waited longer to marry than her four sisters had and was already twenty-six when she met Ilya in Penza in 1861. They married in 1863, the very year that she received certification to teach at the elementary level. It was a fitting match. Ilya’s life plan looked very much like Dr. Blank’s. Both were of non-Russian ethnic background and had risen by virtue of talent and hard work. Dr. Blank died in 1870, the year of Lenin’s birth, but he willed his estate to the five families, who continued to use Kokushkino as their common property and gathered there for summer vacations.

After marrying Maria in 1863, Ilya Nikolaevich took a position teaching physics and mathematics in the gymnasium in Nizhny Novgorod, the bustling Volga commercial city, where Maria Alexandrovna gave birth to Anna in 1864 and Sasha in 1866. Not long after Sasha came Olga, who died in early infancy in 1868. Sasha was only three when Ilya accepted the post of inspector of public schools in Simbirsk. The Ulyanov family moved down river and farther east to the comparatively small and sleepy Volga town of Simbirsk in 1869. Maria Alexandrovna, already pregnant with Vladimir, gave birth in Simbirsk in April 1870.

In Simbirsk, Ilya Nikolaevich faithfully served the Russian enlightenment and its central value: secular education. He was a dedicated, toiling member of an understaffed imperial bureaucracy, overseeing secular elementary education in an entire province. Although not a large province, ranking forty-second of sixty-five, Simbirsk nonetheless had an ethnically diverse population of 1,300,000 and was spread out over the territory of a small European state. When Ilya Nikolaevich arrived in 1869 from Nizhny Novgorod, there were 460 public elementary schools, the vast majority of which were dysfunctional and rural. Only 89 of them, less than one-fifth of the official total, measured up to his standards, whereas many of the others existed only on paper or were in a pitiful state. Each such school served a populated area of about 8,000 inhabitants, but on average had only twenty-one students.

Ilya Nikolaevich was charged at first with the inspection of 70 to 80 schools a year. Inheriting a corps of 526 badly educated and poorly paid teachers, he found that 294 were local priests and 3 mullahs. Many of the schools listed hardly functioned. In short, he had to create a modern system of elementary education starting with an inappropriate teaching staff, wretched hovels that were counted as schools, and an ethnically diverse and largely illiterate population. A beneficiary of the new openness to talent of the post-Crimean period, he was the right person for the job. Ilya Nikolaevich created a pedagogical institute to serve the underprivileged minorities of the region, particularly the Chuvash, Mordvinians, and Tatars. By Ilya Nikolaevich’s estimate these ethnic groups made up almost one-third of the population of Simbirsk Province. In 1879 Ilya reported that there were 425 actually functioning schools, with 15,561 students. Under his supervision 151 new school buildings had been constructed and the budget had risen by a factor of 3.5. By the end of his career there were 434 fully functioning public elementary schools and 20,000 students.10

Ilya Nikolaevich had to diagnose problems and assess a great variety of needs, from school construction to curriculum, textbooks, and pedagogy. He oversaw the hiring and training of teachers, determined their salaries, and made budget recommendations. All of this required a great deal of travel over a territory of roughly sixteen thousand square miles for discussions with villagers, teachers, local officials, and his ministry. He had to correspond with the officials of both rural and urban bureaus. A small, physically frail, and intense person, Ilya Nikolaevich paid the price of dealing with bureaucrats and reluctant taxpayers while traveling over Simbirsk Province’s primitive roads in badly sprung, horse-drawn vehicles. After a little more than ten years at his position of director of public schools, he suffered from arteriosclerosis. Ilya probably had an organic predisposition to the disease, from which Lenin also suffered, and they both died of cerebral hemorrhages at roughly the same age.

Ilya Nikolaevich taught his children to believe in education as the foundation of progress, and to think of professional life as a profound commitment to unremitting labor in the service of enlightenment. Ilya rarely praised the children and expected them to apply themselves dutifully and rigorously to their schoolwork. Their father’s severity made the growth of conscience virtually coincide with a sense of achievement in learning. Although a model of conscientiousness and self-sacrifice himself, he impressed upon his children that he was the beneficiary of the unselfishness of an older brother who had supported the family after their father’s death. Ilya taught Sasha not only the importance of science but a sense of duty to the point of self-sacrifice. Sasha took the message to heart.

 

THE ULYANOVS WERE neither poor nor well-off. In 1874 Ilya Nikolaevich, when appointed director of public schools in Simbirsk Province, became actual state councillor in the civil service, a rank that carried with it hereditary nobility, but a modest salary. The Ulyanov family’s style of life reflected both their income and preferences. Neither Ilya Nikolaevich nor Maria Alexandrovna cared for display. The spare furnishings of the house on Moskovskaya Street where they spent most of their years in Simbirsk expressed a philosophical and perhaps an aesthetic preference for the utilitarian rather than the sumptuous. The Ulyanov children grew up surrounded by scientific books and journals and Ilya’s laboratory equipment from the Penza days, but also Maria Alexandrovna’s sheet music, piano, and French and German books.

Simbirsk, though a city of about forty thousand, had a semirural character. Nature was all around. The nearby Sviyaga River supplied them with their drinking water; a well in the yard, water for watering the garden and other domestic purposes. The house on Moskovskaya Street in which the family lived between 1878 and 1887 had a spacious backyard garden divided by a path that ended at a fence bordering Pokrovskaya Street. The path was lined by silver poplars and, at the very end, a lone aspen tree that Anna particularly loved. Along the boundary fence separating the Ulyanov yard from the neighbors’ there were four other paths, each with its own “forest,” color-coded by the children for its dominant hue: black, for lilac and elm; yellow, for acacia; red, for prickly hawthorn. The last “forest,” actually, a collection of miscellaneous trash donated by the neighbors, they called “the filthy forest.” In the center of the area bounded by “forests” Maria Alexandrovna planted a flower garden. It had a little gazebo, where they had evening tea during the summer. There were also apple, pear, and cherry trees, raspberry, gooseberry, and currant bushes, and several strawberry beds. Maria Alexandrovna strictly supervised the harvesting of their bounty. The garden was a family effort, with all the children helping with watering and gathering.11

Sasha very quickly began to investigate and collect the local insects and frogs. He and his siblings and cousins roamed the hills and forests and navigated the rivers of Simbirsk and Kokushkino in a little dugout canoe. They climbed and swam in summer and skated and sledded in winter. The extended family—all of Maria Alexandrovna’s sisters and brothers-in-law and their children—continued to gather every summer at Dr. Blank’s estate, which they collectively inherited after his death in 1870.

The Ulyanov family grew quickly: a second Olga followed Vladimir in 1871; then Nicholas, who died in infancy in 1873; followed by Dmitry in 1874 and Maria in 1878. The children formed dyads shaped by birth order: Anna and Sasha; Volodya and Olga; and Dmitry and Maria. The eldest, Anna and Alexander, were inseparable. If Anna had any of the typical resentment of the eldest child toward her first competitor for parental attention, she hid it well in her worshipful memoirs. The powerful bias in favor of the eldest son no doubt played a role. Anna yielded influence to Sasha, favored by both parents and also admired and imitated by his younger siblings. Volodya pedantically copied his older brother’s every gesture. The parents seemed distinctly focused on Sasha and his future. A family portrait of 1879 placed Sasha squarely in the center.

The family led a rather hothouse existence; the children socialized mainly with their cousins during summers at the Kokushkino estate. Maria Alexandrovna’s sisters and brothers-in-law, all of them educators, only reinforced the family’s intense focus on learning. Ilya invited a few of his closest co-workers to tea or to play chess, and sometimes had them to dinner. Perhaps the family members felt most comfortable in such company; but perhaps the prejudices of the more established Simbirsk gentry of Great Russian stock limited the Ulyanovs’ socializing. Did their neighbors mutter about the accomplished but quiet, painfully shy, and odd-looking children? The memoirists who wrote about Anna’s and Sasha’s years in St. Petersburg often commented on their looks—their small stature, Asian eyes, and Anna’s dark skin and curly hair. All of this contributed to the children’s acute shyness, although within their family hothouse surrounded by their “forests,” they flourished in a distinct way.








TWO

Traumas



THERE WERE, unavoidably, traumas. Two infant deaths—Olga’s in 1868 and Nicholas’s in 1873—no doubt affected Maria and the older children. Anna’s memoirs reveal that Sasha at the age of four became seriously ill. During the illness he lost the ability to walk. Anna’s description, based upon her memories as a six-year-old, suggests physical factors, but psychologically traumatic events, too. A rapid series of changes strongly affected Maria Alexandrovna and, through her, Sasha. Anna contrasted their first years in Nizhny Novgorod with what followed in 1869. Nizhny Novgorod became their first home after Ilya and Maria’s marriage in August 1863, and Anna remembered it fondly. Ilya thrived in his teaching posts and quickly moved up the ranks in the civil service. They could afford kitchen help. Maria Alexandrovna made their large, four-room apartment into a comfortable space. They had a piano. Under her mother’s tutelage, Anna began to read, and before their departure four-year-old Sasha started reading newspapers. In 1868–69 one thing followed another: the death of the first Olga in infancy; in the spring of 1869 a trip by steamer to Astrakhan, the family’s only known visit to see Ilya Nikolaevich’s mother and siblings; then the move in September 1869 to Simbirsk, where they settled into an apartment in the wing of a house on Streletskaya Street. Anna, perhaps unconsciously, paints a rather grim picture of a side street, with the house at its very end, near a prison. Volodya was born there in April 1870. A few months later they moved into a more spacious apartment in the home of the same landlord. Sasha fell ill at some unspecified time in 1870 after Volodya’s birth. Anna recounts this scene:


I remember his only dangerous illness—inflammation of the stomach—when he was four years old. I remember how Mother’s despair astonished me: she fell on her knees before the icon, and whispered to me, “Pray for Sasha.” I remember how she tore a howling Volodya from her breast, thrust him toward the nurse, and threw herself toward Sasha, who had taken a serious turn at that moment…. I remember Mother’s glowing face, when she guided and supported him during his convalescence—when he had to be taught to walk all over again.1



Before Volodya’s birth, the family never had the services of a nurse and, in compensation for his mother’s preoccupation with Sasha, Volodya enjoyed the lavish attention of Varvara Sarbatova. The two boys could hardly have been more different from each other in looks and temperament. The earliest photos of Sasha suggest an unhappy child whose eyes look in rather than out, whereas Volodya’s show a touch of mirth in a cherubic face.

Anna plotted her memoirs of Sasha as tragedy: the death of a hero, whose chronic melancholy and silence were organically bound up with his sense of duty. The parents had chosen Sasha, the eldest son, to further the family project of scientific achievement, and Anna blamed her father for pushing him too hard. Although Anna did not intend to make her father the villain of this family tragedy, one astute reader of her memoirs noticed that she had done precisely that. Trotsky, who had intended to write a biography of Lenin, completed only a small volume about Lenin’s childhood, adolescence, and early career, The Young Lenin, in which he speculated about Ilya’s methods of child rearing.2 The most psychoanalytically inclined Bolshevik leader inferred from Anna’s memoirs that, if anything, she had downplayed the severity of the father’s quick-tempered and authoritarian interventions. Anna presents a glowing picture of her mother’s management of the children’s play and learning, whereas she criticizes Ilya’s methods.

During the Simbirsk years, Ilya was away on inspection trips much of the time, so Maria Alexandrovna had the main responsibility for the children’s tutelage. Anna describes her mother as a sort of moral genius as well as a natural pedagogue. She shaped the children’s character while making learning enjoyable. She taught them to love literature, languages, music, and drawing. Although Sasha had a tin ear, he loved music. He did learn to draw and later used his draftsmanship to record his observations of the histological sections of freshwater annelids. Maria Alexandrovna knew how to turn learning into games. The four older children punned in Russian, German, and French, created rebuses and puzzles, and, for a time, composed their own little journal called “Saturday.” On that day, they would all gather around the dining room table and show off their writing skills and humor. Sasha edited the game column. They all had noms de plume. Sasha took his, “Vralman,” from an uncouth character in a satirical play by the eighteenth-century Russian satirist Denis Fonvizin. The Russian-German hybrid name denotes “liar.” The staff of “Saturday” appreciated that Sasha, to the contrary, could not tell a lie. Volodya’s pseudonym, “Kubichka,” little cube, referred to the younger brother’s sturdy physique. “Saturday” happened when Sasha was about twelve, just before his interest in biology and chess became all-absorbing.

Anna offers these happy childhood scenes in counterpoint to observations about Sasha’s unhappiness after Ilya in 1874 enrolled the eight-year-old in the preparatory course for the gymnasium. Ilya feared that Maria, who had grown up in a household of girls, didn’t know how to raise boys. He also worried about Sasha’s quiet and gentle ways. Ilya’s decision to enroll the brilliant and gentle Alexander early had nothing to do with book learning. He wanted Sasha to learn how to be a boy and to be able to hold his own with other boys. Anna observed, “He was afraid of the effeminizing effects of this domestic pampering and found it expedient to place the boys as early as possible under masculine influence.”3 The father’s well-intentioned severity permanently damaged his relationship with his eldest son. Anna traced Sasha’s chronic mood of melancholy and locked-up anger to the years in the Simbirsk gymnasium.

The sensitive, shy, and introverted little boy with his new gymnasium uniform buttoned up to his chin entered a world of students who were generally quite unlike him. Sasha, the class grind, let the other students exploit his consistent effort by helping them with their homework, but otherwise avoided their company. He suffered sullenly and usually wordlessly for nine years in the Simbirsk classical gymnasium. Anna noted in her memoirs, without elaboration, that Dostoevsky’s House of the Dead was one of Sasha’s favorite books. Perhaps the passages in which Dostoevsky showed how the prisoners retained their humanity in an environment designed to degrade it had special meaning for Sasha. Dostoevsky, convicted of a political crime in his youth, knew that his gentry status and education marked him as an outsider, that he would never be accepted by the common criminals. Sasha no doubt felt like an outsider, too, even though most of his fellow students were, like him, members of the gentry estate. Ilya achieved hereditary nobility in 1874 when he became actual state councillor. Younger and smaller than the other boys, and gentler in every sense, Sasha traded his mastery of the curriculum for a modicum of acceptance, which evolved into admiration as his classmates matured.

Despite it all, Sasha prevailed and became one of the elite students of his generation. The rigor of learning Latin and Greek, French and German, mathematics, the natural sciences, history, and literature—however badly taught by most of the instructors and absorbed by most of the students in the Simbirsk classical gymnasium—could nourish receptive minds. This, plus the enlightenment culture of their families and the occasional supportive and inspiring pedagogue, allowed the better students to find what they needed to succeed in the professions. When Fyodor Kerensky became rector in 1879, he firmed up the Simbirsk gymnasium’s slack standards and salvaged its reputation by refusing to promote undeserving students. Rectors like Kerensky had to work within a framework established by a regime that sought to instill conservative values by teaching the classics and emphasizing religious instruction. The system failed and produced rebels in spite of it all—and so did progressive parents.

Modernizing trends eroded the myth of a Christian tsar, the mutuality of love between tsar and people, and the military mystique of the tsars. Defeat in the Crimean War had shaken Alexander II’s confidence and forced widespread recognition among the progressive gentry not only that serfdom was shameful but that their own privileges had retarded Russian modernization. The repentant noblemen became abolitionists and constitutionalists. Their children, along with less privileged youths entering the gymnasiums and universities, followed suit. They sometimes pursued radical solutions, seeking redemption for their ancestors’ exploitation of serfs by enlisting in the ranks of revolutionaries rather than in the tsar’s regiments.

Groups form around common objects of love; most need things to hate as well. The Westernized and progressive Russian nobles withdrew their loyal service and their love from the dynasty and the imperial state. Alexander II’s reforms of the 1860s and 1870s abolished serfdom and created a modern judiciary, among other things, but the tsar defended his dynasty’s autocratic tradition. Alexander II would not grant a constitution. For those longing for a parliamentary system, the regime’s modernizing reforms remained incomplete. Frustrated by Alexander II’s failure to go forward, a significant part of the expanding educated stratum found some solace in new objects of devotion—science, the liberal professions, and the latest utopian thought. The education of new generations failed to instill uniformly the conservative values desired by the ministries responsible for shaping and policing Russia’s ambivalent modernization. Alexander II, at first hailed as a liberator, now embodied resistance to historical progress and became the common object of hate of the revolutionary intelligentsia. Groups of radical students, the cutting edge of revolutionary restlessness, began plotting his assassination by the mid-1860s.

 

THE SENSITIVE, IDEALISTIC, and relatively sheltered Ulyanov children could hardly avoid traumatic school experiences. They could hardly escape forming love-hate relationships with admirable and loving, but also severe and demanding, parents. They had an additional vulnerability—family secrets. The children evidently did not know anything about Maria Alexandrovna’s brother, who would have been Uncle Dmitry to them if he had lived beyond adolescence. The story of Dmitry’s suicide had to be unearthed by diligent investigators exploring every nook and cranny of the life of a family that changed the course of history. Maria Alexandrovna maintained strict silence about her relationship to her older brother, but named her youngest son Dmitry. Such secrets tend to make children feel that something shameful lurks in the past and that it could affect the present.

Although family members suspected the truth about Dr. Blank’s Jewish origins by 1897, they could not get documentary verification until much later.4 Several Communist leaders knew something about Lenin’s Jewish ancestry by the end of 1924, but the party’s cult of Lenin led to suppression of the information. It took the collapse of the Soviet Union and of the Lenin cult to produce fully researched and freely published genealogies.

Trotsky, who himself had suffered the wounds of anti-Semitism, wrote nothing in his autobiography about his own traumatic experiences, but reacted sensitively when he detected symptoms in others. Exile in the 1930s gave him greater freedom to write about Lenin, but for political reasons he still felt compelled to avoid any direct reference to Lenin’s Jewish ancestry. However, he seized upon a childhood incident mentioned in Anna’s memoirs that in his view powerfully affected Sasha.5 It was about anti-Semitism, and it allowed Trotsky to drop a strong hint.

The incident happened during a summer vacation in Kokushkino. Anna and Sasha were caught in a rainstorm while rowing their dugout near the family estate in Kazan Province. They rowed to shore and took shelter in the village of Tatarskaya.


We ran to the closest cottage—Karpei’s. We knew him well. A hunter and fisherman, he came often to Kokushkino with his game or fish and always stopped for conversation about a great many things. Father called him a poet and philosopher. He looked the type: thick, unruly black hair, graying a bit; beautifully dark and expressive eyes…. He was a talented autodidact…. But I especially remember the conversation we had with him on this occasion, when we ran for shelter from the rain. He told us how the tsar [Nicholas I] had decreed that “little Yids” be driven across Kazan Province to Siberia. His vivid eyewitness account produced a strong impression. Later, during our university years, we read in Herzen’s My Past and Thoughts a similar description that called to mind Karpei’s…. But at that moment, deep in thought and depressed, we returned to our boat. I think that this was one of the experiences in Sasha’s childhood that had awakened in him that confused [smutnoe, in Anna’s text] feeling of dissatisfaction with the existing political system that he mentioned in his speech at his trial.6



Karpei probably knew about Dr. Blank’s Jewish background and had purposely chosen to tell them a story about Jewish cantonists. Perhaps, in a sly way, he wanted to plant a hurtful image, something that would gnaw away at them. If so, he evidently succeeded.

The cantonists were child military recruits during the reign of Nicholas I. In 1827 Nicholas had issued the “Statute of Conscription and Military Service.” It included special clauses concerning Jews that subjected them to discriminatory forms of recruitment, segregating Jewish boys from other cantonists. The Jewish conscripts were often as young as eight years old. If they survived the brutal trek to their place of service, they would be converted to Russian Orthodoxy. When Sasha and Anna during their university years read Alexander Herzen’s vivid and moving account of his encounter with a convoy of Jewish cantonists in My Past and Thoughts, it revived the childhood trauma.

Herzen told of stopping in a village during a downpour on his way to exile in Vyatka. A transport officer who had also stopped in the muddy village invited him to have a cup of tea at a peasant cottage. The officer complained to Herzen about the vagaries of service that had brought him to Vyatka.


	—This is how it is. They rounded up a bunch of damned little Yids, eight-or nine-year-olds. First they ordered me to herd them to Perm, but they changed it and now we’re herding them to Kazan [Herzen’s italics]. I’ve taken them around sixty-five miles. The officer who handed them to me said, “They’re just trouble, a third were left on the road (pointing to the ground). Half of them won’t get to where they’re supposed to go,” he added.

	—What happened, some kind of epidemic?—I asked, shaken to my core.

	—No, nothing like an epidemic, it’s just that they die like flies. Yid children, you know, they’re kind of puny, weaklings…not used to walking through mud for ten hours and eating dried crusts—with strangers, no father or mother to take care of them—they began to cough, starting in Mogilev….



Herzen and the officer left the shelter of the peasant cottage and walked into the pouring rain. The officer had the children stand at attention. The older boys, twelve or thirteen, managed to rise to the occasion, but the eight-year-olds drooped.


Pale, exhausted, terrified, they stood in awkward, thick military uniforms with stand-up collars, pitifully staring at the soldiers of the convoy…white lips, blue circles around their eyes—feverish and shivering. And these sick children without anyone to console them, standing in an icy wind, marched to their grave.7



Perhaps Herzen unconsciously punned. The word for “grave” in Russian is mogila. The cantonists’ trek had begun in Mogilev, in the Pale of Settlement. Perhaps Sasha was reminded of his own trauma at age eight, when Ilya Nikolaevich condemned him to the miseries of gymnasium life and put him into uniform. But what did it mean to Anna, when in 1927 she told the story in her memoirs of Sasha?

Anna, at the Communist Party’s behest, began a systematic search for archival evidence of her family ancestry after Lenin’s death in 1924. She had seen the documents about Dr. Blank’s conversion to Russian Orthodoxy by the end of 1924. Roughly at the same time, an archivist, Yurii Oksman, had seen other documents leading to the same conclusion about Dr. Blank. Oksman told the historian V. I. Nevsky. They conveyed the information to the party leaders Lev Kamenev and Nicholas Bukharin. All bound themselves to an oath of silence.8 Anna had to comply. The story about Karpei thus hinted at the family secret, but stopped short of revelation. Five years later, during a period of rising anti-Semitism in the Communist Party, Anna decided to write to Stalin and urge him to publicize the Ulyanov family’s Jewish background. She failed to understand Stalin’s own anti-Semitism or the Communist Party’s desire to divest itself of its putative “Jewish” character. Jews had played a prominent role in the formation of Russian Social Democracy, in the Menshevik and Bolshevik factions, in the first Soviet government, in the state security apparatus, in the Red Army, and in the Communist Party press. They had quickly become targets of anti-Bolshevik feeling, not only during the revolutionary period and Civil War, but also as Communist popularity waned in the 1920s and 1930s.

The period of the Great Purges revived the anti-Semitism that had led to the killing, torture, rape, and looting of more than 100,000 Jews during the Civil War. The poster art of the Civil War period had caricatured Trotsky’s “Jewish” features. Anti-Semitism reappeared in the period of Stalin’s Great Terror, with Trotsky now portrayed as a grotesque Judas figure. Anti-Semitism was undoubtedly one factor supporting the blood purges and Moscow trials of the late 1930s. The Lenin cult created by Stalin and the others would not tolerate an even partly Jewish Lenin. The family secret became a matter of state importance. Anna and Alexander had already suffered the psychological damage. At some point in their childhood they sensed that they belonged to a hated and victimized group and that it was all terribly unjust, but they were helpless to do anything about it. Anna’s memoirs register important traumatic episodes in the history of Sasha’s sad and silent ways, but certainly not the whole story.

For the fortieth anniversary of Sasha’s hanging, Anna assembled the memoirs of most of the survivors connected directly with the conspiracy and those of others who knew Sasha as a fellow student at St. Petersburg University. All of the memoirists sensed something admirable in Sasha, and several noticed something disturbing. Anna recognized that he did not show any joie de vivre—an expression that the Russians had borrowed from the French. In Russian it is compressed into a single word, “lifejoy” (zhizneradostnost’). Every photo of Sasha shows the same morose face, from that of the four-year-old with long curls standing awkwardly beside Anna to that of the sullen prisoner with dead eyes and an angry set to his jaw. Sasha lived behind a wall of silence and ascetic dedication to his work. Perhaps the Ulyanov family’s own collective act of denial, its secretive and secluded character, and an atmosphere that destroyed their joie de vivre, created in the children a kind of impacted anger, wordless and expressionless, but ready to explode.

After the incident in the rainstorm in Tatarskaya, Anna had sensed the truth, but evidently could not bring it to consciousness for a long time. Sasha, in Anna’s telling of his experience, had only a “confused” feeling about the meaning of Karpei’s story, but perhaps it affected his powerful identification with victims and his relationship with Raisa Shmidova. Lenin certainly knew about the family’s ethnicity before 1917—his sisters would not have withheld the information from him—although he kept silent about it. During Lenin’s struggle with Stalin and others over the Soviet policy on nationalities, he expressed his feelings about ethnic prejudice quite vividly. We do not know about any traumas in his childhood akin to the ones Anna and Sasha had experienced—this, too, remained unspoken—but we know that Lenin responded passionately to prejudice against minorities and against anti-Semitism in particular. Lenin’s actions—his promotion of Jews and members of other minorities to high positions in the party and his angry response to expressions of Russian chauvinism—also spoke volumes.








THREE

The Making of a Rebel



SASHA’S ESSAYS during his senior year in 1882–83 in the Simbirsk gymnasium showed both his sense of the trajectory of history and a cosmopolitan vision. He had to work within the cramped intellectual space of assignments that dictated the topic as well as the formal features of the essays. In one such compulsory essay, Sasha compared two of Russia’s most important eighteenth-century men of letters, Denis Fonvizin and Nicholas Karamzin, both of whom had written of their travels in Europe. Fonvizin perceived the defects of the French system of laws and the incompetence of the French administration during the last years before the French Revolution. He saw the dreadful poverty of the lower classes, the hollow lives of the aristocracy, and the extreme corruption of morals not only in France but in much of western Europe. Karamzin visited France a few years later, experienced the French Revolution directly, and mistakenly saw it as nothing more than an explosion of ignorant elements in the masses. He took the measure of a people by universal values of art and science, unlike Fonvizin, who found fault with civilized Europe in order to show the superiority of Russian life. Fonvizin failed to appreciate the progressive character of European arts and sciences, whereas Karamzin judged them to be superior. Sasha’s balanced approach, his ability to select the aspects of their views that meshed with his own, showed later in his syncretic, non-dogmatic approach to revolutionary theory and strategy.

In another gymnasium essay, “The Major Causes of Wars,” he linked social and political evolution to the dynamics of groups, as tribal entities fought one another, expanded, and formed states on the territories of diverse ethnic groups. Already converted to a scientific approach to history by the writings of the British historian Henry Thomas Buckle, Sasha downplayed the role of personal ambition and individual agency in history. His essay “The Principles and Consequences of the Crusades” shows a sophisticated grasp of the economic problems that spurred the religious movement, the cultural benefits of contact with more developed Muslim societies outside Europe, the negative social and political consequences for feudalism of the attrition among the knights, and the positive economic impact of the Crusades for European trade and industry. All of this prepared Alexander for reading Marx at St. Petersburg University.

Next to the natural sciences, history became Sasha’s favorite subject, and it shows in his last gymnasium essays. The study of history coupled with the prestige of the natural sciences in his generation typically led to an all-embracing scientific approach akin to Buckle’s—to the idea that history and society, too, obeyed laws. A Darwinian approach pioneered by Herbert Spencer—another of Sasha’s favorite British authors—linked evolution, human development, and the historical progress of societies in a unified system of knowledge. Sasha, however, later rejected one of Spencer’s central biological principles, the survival of the fittest. When the nineteen-year-old Sasha thought about an epigraph for his junior thesis at St. Petersburg University, he summed up his worldview in a few well-chosen German words: “Was wirklich, dass geschichtlich,” which, though elliptical, translates into “What is real is historical.” What he actually meant was, What is real is evolutionary.

Sasha’s most revealing essay of 1883, however, is one entitled “How to Be Useful to Society and the State.” It was a standard assignment that typically elicited pieties of the sort that instructors wanted, but it stimulated Sasha to present his authentic views. The essay shows that the values of the nihilist subculture of rebellion did not conflict with the core of his family’s ethical code. Sasha set forth the five cardinal values in his code of conduct: honesty, love of work, strength of character, intellect, and knowledge. He might have added duty to the cardinal five, but he explicitly mentions one’s obligation to serve society in the body of the essay.1

By the age of sixteen he had sorted out the mixed messages of the Russian writers who had most strongly influenced him: Dmitry Pisarev and Fyodor Dostoevsky. One might add Ivan Turgenev, but Sasha probably saw Turgenev’s characters through the lens of Pisarev’s interpretations. Later, the more programmatic ideas of Peter Lavrov, the preeminent theorist of Russian populism, justified his choice of terrorism, but Sasha was still far from terrorism in 1883. At that point in his life he had fallen under the sway of Pisarev’s brilliant essays. The year before they left for St. Petersburg, Alexander and Anna had discovered the nihilist critics and read all of Pisarev’s censored works in the home of the family doctor, who had been sent to Simbirsk for his radical views, but whose library of seditious works had evidently survived.

Pisarev’s image of the nihilist hero in an essay of 1865, “The Thinking Proletariat,” showed young men of Sasha’s type the lineaments of a new kind of human being ascetically dedicated to science and work for the good of humanity. Pisarev not only reinforced the nihilist thinking that made self-sacrifice both rational and pleasurable; he offered a psychological analysis of the “new people” in accordance with his own interpretation of Darwin and the way pleasure and pain worked in the most developed members of the human species. Pisarev dwelled upon the inability of the new people to tolerate internal discord. Conscience—moral duty—must perfectly harmonize with action, reason with feeling, egoism with the love of humanity.


New men don’t sin and don’t repent; they always reflect, and thus they only make mistakes in calculation, and then correct their errors and avoid repeating them in the future. For new people goodness and truth, honesty and knowledge, character and intellect are identical; the more intelligent a new person, the more honest he is because fewer mistakes creep into his calculations. In the new person there is no reason for discord between intellect and feeling, because his intellect, focused on work that he loves and is also useful, always chooses that which profits him personally, coincides with the true interests of humanity, and, consequently, with the requirements of the strictest justice and the most acute sense of morality.

The unique features of the new type…may be formulated chiefly in three propositions, very closely tied together.



	I. New people have developed a passion to work for the general benefit of society.

	II. What is of personal utility to new people coincides with the benefit of society, and their egoism embraces the broadest love of humanity.

	III. The new people’s intellect is in total harmony with their feeling because neither intellect nor feeling is distorted by chronic enmity toward others.2



Everyone who knew Alexander well would find him perfectly described in “The Thinking Proletariat.” In fact, his younger brother’s own terse statement when he learned that Alexander had belonged to a plot to assassinate Alexander III shows that Volodya understood his brother’s inability to compromise or to tolerate any dissonance between his ideals and actions. “It means that he had to act that way—he couldn’t act any other way.” Others who had known Alexander during his years at St. Petersburg University confirmed Volodya’s judgment. In 1887 Nicholas Rudevich wrote brief portraits of some of the key figures, including one of Alexander: “He could not tolerate discord between words and action. Once he decided that terror was necessary, he immediately began to implement his decision.”3

The scientific worldview, however, created problems for those with the wit to see that the war of each against all might make just as much sense in Darwinian terms as labor for one’s fellow creatures. An earlier essay that Pisarev had written in 1861 about the hero of Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons especially struck Sasha. Bazarov, Turgenev’s model nihilist, could as easily kill impulsively as benefit mankind by his scientific labor. In one of the novel’s most powerful moments, Bazarov gives a short, eloquent speech on life’s meaninglessness.


The tiny space I occupy is so infinitely small in comparison with the rest of space, in which I am not, and which has nothing to do with me; and the period of time in which it is my lot to live is so petty beside the eternity in which I have not been, and shall not be…. And in this atom, this mathematical point, the blood circulates, the brain works and wants something…. Isn’t it hideous? Isn’t it petty?…Aha! There goes a valiant ant dragging off a half-dead fly. Take her, brother, take her! Don’t pay attention to her resistance; it’s your privilege as an animal to be free from the sentiment of pity—make the most of it—not like us conscientious self-destructive animals!4



Pisarev did not try to make Bazarov into a man with pure motives and benign impulses, but showed the distinctly dark side of his character. Turgenev’s critics accused him of creating an antihero of sorts, of using Bazarov to criticize the young people who had rejected the values of their parents and of using the term “nihilist” to discredit radicalism. Turgenev, perhaps unconsciously, had attached death imagery to Bazarov and nihilism. Arkadii, the son in Turgenev’s novel who abandons nihilism and partially returns to the values of his father, falls in love, raises a family, and perpetuates life. Bazarov, the unrepentant nihilist, accidentally infects himself with typhus while doing an autopsy on a corpse, and dies. Turgenev made it quite clear that an unhappy love affair had emptied Bazarov’s life of any meaning. Although he lived at home with his parents, he might as well have been in a desert. Life imagery required human connection and renewal.

On their side the nihilists accused their elders of anesthetizing themselves against the misery of the peasants with idealist philosophy and the effete world of the arts. The intelligentsia’s quarrel over Bazarov was one acute episode in the long struggle between the culture of the arts and the culture of the natural and social sciences. The sciences came to signify down-to-earth utilitarianism and materialism. Turgenev attached to the novel’s ineffectual Romantic characters a love of nature and music and poetry and a healthy nesting instinct that Bazarov ridiculed. Many Russian families experienced the conflict of the two cultures portrayed by Turgenev—a conflict that has taken many forms since the Enlightenment. At that moment in history radical ideologues deemed the Romantic style an ally of oppression and backwardness. Pisarev encouraged his readers to reject Pushkin for Heine—an angrier and more distinctly revolutionary poet. (Still acting like a disciple of Pisarev in his last days in prison, in the last interview with his mother before his hanging, Sasha requested a volume of Heine’s poetry.) Nihilists believed that the arts, religion, property, and the family itself were instruments serving exploitative social and political structures. Only science, realism in art, and materialism in philosophy unmasked the rottenness of the old values supporting class dominance and the exploitation of women or their abasement into mere prostitutes, when not slaves to reproduction and domestic labor. Art became a luxury unless it served progressive, material goals identified by the natural and social sciences.

In some ways Pisarev’s life imitated Turgenev’s art. After a futile struggle with Russian censorship and the secret police, at the age of twenty-two Pisarev was arrested and imprisoned in the Peter and Paul Fortress for four and a half years. Less than two years after his release from the fortress, Pisarev drowned in July 1868 while bathing in the Baltic Sea. Rumor had it that police spies watched while he drowned, but did not try to help him. Sasha knew the rumor and held the regime responsible for his idol’s death. The Pisarev who had connected materialism with altruism in “The Thinking Proletariat” rather than the one who presented the dark side of materialist thought apparently became Sasha’s preceptor. But had Pisarev’s “Bazarov” also planted in Sasha the notion that the new people were somehow premature, that they were doomed at that moment in history?


The whole interest, the whole meaning of the novel [Fathers and Sons] is contained in the death of Bazarov. If he had turned coward, if he had been untrue to himself, it would have shed a completely different light on his whole character…. Bazarov did not become abased, and the meaning of the novel emerged as follows: today’s young people become carried away and go to extremes; but this very tendency to get carried away points to fresh strength and incorruptible intellect….5



Pisarev, by inclination an aesthete, resolved his own inner conflict by casting his lot with the natural sciences and suppressing the logic of the dark side. He recommended to his youthful readers the utility of dissecting frogs over the pleasure of reading poems. Nature should be approached as a prosaic workshop rather than a source of rapturous or sublime feelings. Beauty was a luxury. The world consisted of nothing more than matter in motion. Pisarev admonished young people to calculate everything, especially pleasure and pain, and to increase the one and diminish the other. Submission to reason and science did not, however, license the “new people” to serve their instincts mindlessly. Nihilism’s scientific asceticism showed the way to a better future: the study and conquest first of nature’s and then of society’s tyrannies. The sometimes mocking, sometimes indignant Bazarov, a medical man who submitted only to the laws of nature, also knew how to heal the splits in society. Nihilists decided that socialism was the only true medicine for social ills. The calculus of rational egoism yielded the imperative to mitigate human pain and to serve the human species. Students saw science as a higher calling and flocked to medical schools.

The youth rebellion of the 1860s created a permanent cleavage in Russian culture and society. Like all self-conscious cultural revolutions, that of the nihilists had a stagy look, with some trappings borrowed from European revolutionary culture. The men grew beards and let their hair grow long, sported menacing broad-brimmed hats—usually black—red shirts, and high boots, and threw plaids (which hardly seem sinister today, but signified rebellion in that context) over their shoulders. The women cut their hair short, dressed austerely and sometimes mannishly, and sported red blouses and plaids in imitation of the men. The nihilists occasionally entered into fictitious marriages to save young women from the tyranny of their families, or to lift prostitutes out of the gutter, and sometimes to protect men from the police.

In 1862 the imprisoned nihilist critic Nicholas Chernyshevsky wrote a clumsy but extremely influential novel about nihilist men and women organizing communes, practicing open marriage, uplifting the needy, and presaging a revolutionized Russia living in a socialist utopia. In the novel What Is to Be Done? Chernyshevsky’s fictional hero, Rakhmetov, unlike the well-known antiheroes of Russian literature, shows no discordant feelings and pursues an ascetic program of bodybuilding in preparation for revolutionary struggle. The nihilists took seriously the German materialist philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach, who authored the dictum “Man is what he eats.” Rakhmetov ate raw meat, whose high nutritional value had been demonstrated by modern science. He also slept on a mat with nails embedded in it, presumably in order to steel himself to face torture. The fictional heroes of nihilism provided models for Russian terrorists; Osipanov had imitated Rakhmetov in the latter practice.

With Chernyshevsky and Pisarev, Nicholas Dobrolyubov completed the trinity of moralistic materialists who shaped nihilism and, through Lenin, affected the culture of Bolshevism as well. Like Pisarev, Dobrolyubov had died while still in his twenties, in 1861, at the age of twenty-five. He had been Chernyshevsky’s closest collaborator. Although Chernyshevsky outlived the others, he spent most of his adult life in prison and Siberian exile. An aura of martyrdom thus clung to all of the nihilists of the 1860s. Dobrolyubov’s work no doubt had special meaning for Anna and Sasha. He had written an influential review of Ivan Goncharov’s novel of 1859, Oblomov. No educated citizen of Simbirsk, Goncharov’s birthplace, could have failed to read Oblomov, and no nihilist could have remained uninfluenced by Dobrolyubov’s essay “What Is Oblomovism?” The antihero of the novel, Ilya Ilyich Oblomov, signified dreamy ineffectuality and enervation; he became the subject of Dobrolyubov’s clinical dissection of the society and culture that had created his pathology. Although he was well intentioned and intelligent, Oblomov’s pampered upbringing had taken away the energy and will to serve his ideals. Dobrolyubov placed Oblomov in a genealogy of antiheroes in Russian literature, the Hamlets and superfluous men. The children of the indefatigable Ilya Nikolaevich had most certainly read Goncharov’s novel and Dobrolyubov’s clear message to fight against a society that destroyed its best people.

 

SASHA MADE HIS COMMITMENT to terrorism during a procession to the Volkovo Cemetery on November 17, 1886, to commemorate the twenty-fifth anniversary of Dobrolyubov’s death. Police and Cossacks closed the cemetery and blocked the procession, in some cases surrounding the students. Thwarted in their effort to honor the memory of Dobrolyubov, Sasha and Anna were forced to stand in a cold, drenching rain with hundreds of other students. The angry students and Sasha’s own surprisingly explosive rage on that day foretold his decision to become a terrorist. To be sure, the organizers of the procession included students who were already inclined toward terrorism and looking for an occasion to arouse their more apathetic comrades. They succeeded.

The humiliations of that day created the atmosphere that led to the plot to kill Alexander III. For the first time the ordinarily reticent Sasha wrote an inflammatory proclamation. Until that time he had struck others as almost saint-like, tactful and gentle, soft-spoken and self-contained, like a dark star of the emotions, absorbing energy but not letting any escape. Sasha had found it difficult to accept all of nihilism’s extremes, and for a while he stood apart from the student subculture. Some of his contemporaries had already decided during their gymnasium years to join the People’s Will. The nihilist vision permitted more than one path: young rebels might become ascetics of science and serve progress by that type of heroism; or they could interpret rational egoism to mean calculation about revolutionary tactics, tactics that might entail the simultaneously murderous and suicidal actions of terrorism. In either case, the ideas had to be worked out rigorously in keeping with the most advanced scientific ideas, and they had to be placed in the service of the people who had labored for centuries as serfs and provided the surplus for the education of the new people. The agonies of thought and spirit that it took to work through a decisive commitment often showed in Sasha’s anguished face, but he suffered wordlessly.6 It took almost four years of thought and study in St. Petersburg to prepare him for his response to the events of November 17, 1886, but one senses that the emotional background lay even deeper. Whatever the psychological currents underlying Sasha’s conscientiousness, he finally found in the doctrine of narodnichestvo what he needed to make a commitment to revolution—and terrorism.


Taking over the basic socialist position of the nihilists, but adding a Kantian ethical grounding, the populist writers of the 1870s created impassioned images of the peasants, to whom they believed the intelligentsia owed a debt for their own position as the “developed” vanguard of humanity. The intelligentsia’s elitism and self-affirmation coexisted, sometimes uncomfortably, with love of the people and a spirit of self-sacrifice. The more pride they felt in their own achievements, the more they felt the need to go to the people, to pay back the debt for centuries of exploitation, to teach them about socialism, or simply to help them improve their lives. This repentant mood and activist spirit produced the famous “Going to the People.” In the mid-1870s thousands of students had made pilgrimages to the countryside in the guise of artisans and midwives, but had failed to mobilize the villagers for revolutionary action. Those who survived the depredations of the imperial security apparatus often moved back to the cities, where they joined revolutionary circles. Isolated terrorist acts and then tactics of armed self-defense against police and gendarmes finally led to a full-fledged commitment to systematic terrorism.

The largest revolutionary narodnik party, Land and Freedom, split in 1879 over the issue of terror. The terrorist party that emerged from the split, the People’s Will, reflected the frustration of the young people, many of whom had been roughly treated and arrested, and then had languished in prisons and places of exile. The terrorists who were tried took advantage of the reformed bar and turned the tables on the prosecution by heroically defending their cause in speeches that appeared in the European press and made their treatment seem barbaric. The revolutionaries of the late 1880s believed that their brothers and sisters in the cause had been prevented by the tsarist regime from spreading the word of socialism to the villagers, whose traditional communalism made them natural material for a more advanced, “scientific” socialism. Terrorism, they thought, would open the way to freedom of speech within a constitutional system, both prerequisites for the spread of socialist ideas. Quite naturally many of the recruits to later cohorts of terrorists wanted to imitate the heroic figures who had preceded them—to sacrifice themselves and to deliver a stirring speech for posterity.

In the process of transferring love, loyalty, and a spirit of service from tsar to people, many of the young revolutionaries took a cue from their religious upbringing as well. The religious authorities taught love of Christ and of Russia’s Christian rulers. In Russia’s medieval past, even before the Mongol era, the princes of the founding Riurikid dynasty sometimes acquired the mystique of Christ’s Passion. Dying for brotherly love or for the Russian land beset and then conquered by pagans, the sainted warriors redeemed the many. Holy Russia emerged from the Mongol yoke. To be sure, the Muscovite rulers had risen as collaborators with their Mongol overlords, and had massacred their Christian brethren in large numbers, but not in the myths that inspired Russian imperial self-justification. The notion remained strong that suffering had redemptive value. Hundreds of years of secularization and decades of the Enlightenment then transmuted the notion of the redemptive value of suffering into the ideology of narodnichestvo—the exaltation of the simple peasant. The notion that the peasants had suffered for them and, worse still, at the hands of their own serf-owning ancestors gave young rebels substitute objects of love not only for the Romanovs and their state but for Christ.

The socialist intelligentsia, still barely emerging from a worldview centered on Christ, believed that the people’s collective suffering would redeem Russia and that perhaps backward Russia would lead bourgeois Europe to socialism as well. The last would be first, and rich men would not enter the kingdom of heaven. In the socialists’ version, the surplus value extracted from peasants and factory workers by aristocrats and bourgeoisie would become the currency of redemption—the people’s suffering was ordained by the laws of history. Russia, the most backward of European powers, would be transfigured in an inevitable revolution that would bring not the kingdom of the faithful but a world both just and rational, a socialist world.

Every new generation of revolutionary ideologues built on the nihilist foundation of science worship. The later doctrines—populism, Marxism, anarchism—were all footnotes to nihilism. The practitioners of revolution vindicated Turgenev’s insight, given utterance by Bazarov, that human beings were conscientious, self-destructive animals—a view embodied in several of Dostoevsky’s memorable characters and later echoed by Nietzsche and Freud. Self-sacrificing conscientiousness usually trumped self-indulgence or power seeking in the revolutionary subculture created by the young nihilists and populists, but the sense of superiority conferred by scientific knowledge might turn noblesse oblige in a megalomaniacal, power-seeking, and dictatorial direction. Dostoevsky, a man terrified by the drift of modern life, in Crime and Punishment, The Possessed, and The Brothers Karamazov warned against the way in which progressive ideas took diseased forms in young minds, with both murderous and suicidal consequences.

Sasha’s attraction to Dostoevsky, attested to by Anna, at first seems odd. Dostoevsky probed the diseased psyches of young extremists who made a faith of reason and science, and thereby abandoned religious faith and the ordinary metabolism of generations. The deeply ambivalent and tortured writer also wrote patriotic tracts supporting Russian imperial goals, yet he believed, too, just as he had in his youth, that any truth seeker in Russia would naturally become a revolutionary. Well-founded and widely circulated rumors that Dostoevsky had planned to turn the saintly Alyo-sha of The Brothers Karamazov into a terrorist, and to have him executed in the sequel to his great novel, may even have reached Sasha. Dostoevsky, at the very least, contributed to Sasha’s sense of the unwholesomeness of Russian society. When he testified about his personal development to the Senate tribunal on April 18, 1887, Sasha said,


I can trace to my early youth a confused [smutnoe] feeling of dissatisfaction with the general state of affairs, a feeling that penetrated ever deeper into my consciousness, and led me to the convictions that guided me in the present circumstances. But only after studying the social and economic sciences did I arrive at a firm conviction about the abnormality of the existing order, and my vague dreams about liberty, equality, and fraternity took shape in rigorously scientific and, more precisely, socialist forms.7



Dostoevsky, that grim poet of both human depravity and saintliness, described in The House of the Dead a prison life not so remote from Russian society’s. Anna relates in her memoirs that Sasha was fascinated by prisons. The Ulyanovs’ first home on Streletskaya Street in Simbirsk was a modest wooden house a short walk from one of Simbirsk’s highest elevations, the Old Crown, several hundred feet above the Volga. Streletskaya Street led to a square abutting the town prison and the Old Crown. Anna and Sasha used to play and walk near the prison and could not fail to hear the shouted obscenities escaping through the barred windows. In the autumn of 1883, when Anna arrived in St. Petersburg, she and Sasha went on outings, the most notable of which was a visit to the Peter and Paul Fortress, with bastions that served as prisons for state criminals. Less than four years later Sasha would occupy a cell in the Trubetskoy Bastion. His sensitivity to and identification with victims and his sudden and extreme responses to scenes of humiliation and victimization made vivid by Anna are akin to those portrayed in Dostoevsky, who understood how saints and seekers after the truth became terrorists in Russia.

Although Anna no doubt designed the prison scenes in her memoirs to foreshadow Sasha’s turn to terrorism and tragic fate, they have an authentic ring when she tells of his anguished response to human cruelty and death imagery. During their first days together in St. Petersburg, Anna and Sasha visited an exhibition of Vasilii Vereshchagin’s paintings in the Hermitage. Vereshchagin, a soldier-artist who, like the painters who portrayed the peasants’ life, had become a favorite of young radicals, bore witness to the brutality of the Russian imperial campaigns of the preceding decade. The regime had the museum take down Vereshchagin’s most celebrated canvas, The Apotheosis of Death, which showed a great pyramid of skulls pecked by ravens and gleaming in the desert sun. No one had clearer insight into Sasha’s fascination with death imagery than Anna, but she hid certain things from herself.

 

SHORTLY BEFORE the planned assassination of Alexander III, Sasha had stopped attending the discussions and meetings of the several student circles to which he belonged. One of his acquaintances saw him appear only two weeks before March 1, 1887, at a meeting of one such circle devoted to economic issues. The circle had especially interested Sasha during his intense investigation of Russia’s social and economic development in 1886.


Perhaps he dropped by for one last glance at us and to say goodbye silently. His appearance struck many in the group. He sat the entire evening without saying a word, pensive, his big dark eyes staring fixedly. I very vividly remember his face, always calm and serious, with wide cheekbones, the deathly pallor of his skin accentuated by wavy black hair that sat on his head like a cap. But on this particular evening his face looked precisely as if it was illuminated by some sort of inner light; and it seemed transfigured. I wasn’t the only one who noted this; after his arrest many of us remembered that expression on his face, the face of a man who had condemned himself to death.8




Bartenev had inadvertently described an icon. He used a Russian reflexive verb that can as easily be translated “consecrated himself” as “condemned himself” or “doomed himself.” Sasha had thought and written in the secular idiom of the intelligentsia, but perhaps images of the Passion sufferers of Orthodox Christianity had brought him to March 1, 1887. Sasha’s father had remained a devout follower of Orthodoxy, and even chose Simbirsk’s Pokrovskii Monastery’s cemetery as his burial place. Ilya Nikolaevich had raised his children as believers and evidently did not understand how far Sasha had fallen under the influence of the atheistic and materialist nihilist thinkers. Toward the end of his gymnasium career Sasha ceased to attend mass, against his father’s wishes. Ilya Nikolaevich had to acquiesce. A secular vision dominated Sasha, but the intelligentsia’s vision of progress looked very much like Christian eschatology; and self-sacrifice in revolutionary struggle, for some at least, might have been unconsciously modeled on the redemptive suffering of earlier warrior-saints, now reincarnated as narodovoltsy—as the People’s Will.







FOUR

Sasha, Anna, and Raisa



WHEN HE GRADUATED from the Simbirsk gymnasium in May 1883, at the age of seventeen, Sasha looked self-confident in the photo marking that event. The student with the best overall record, final examination scores, and the gold medalist, he had every reason to believe that St. Petersburg University would grant him admission. A pile of thick, dark hair brushed straight back from his high forehead added three inches to his height in the class photo—and also in a photo taken roughly four years later—but he was still quite small and had narrow shoulders. During his last year as a gymnasium student in Simbirsk, Alexander began to detach himself from the family. When they added an outside kitchen near the garden, Sasha took some of the extra space for a laboratory. He tried to lighten his father’s financial burden by giving lessons during his senior year to earn enough to pay for his various tubes, flasks, retorts, and other scientific paraphernalia. Maria Alexandrovna said no to his plan to hire himself out as a tutor to a merchant’s family in a nearby town, and he sullenly complied, burying himself in his makeshift laboratory until his departure in August.

Sasha also spent more time away from home hunting with one of his male cousins; boating on the nearby Sviyaga River and collecting specimens for his laboratory work; playing chess—sometimes with the pugnacious and relentlessly competitive Volodya—often besting multiple opponents at a sitting; and reading advanced scientific and historical literature. He sometimes slept in his laboratory. Knowing that he would likely be taking courses based on the work of the renowned professor Dmitry Mendeleev, who had formulated the periodic table of the elements, he read the latter’s chief work, The Foundations of Chemistry. As the favorite son and the carrier of Ilya’s hopes, Sasha got more attention from his father at that point in his life than he wished, so he bolted his dinner and fled to his laboratory before Ilya or anyone else at the table could engage him in conversation.

Sasha’s self-imposed program of reading had begun to create an intellectual gap between him and Anna. Even though she, too, had taken Pisarev’s puritanical nihilist code to heart, and had even abandoned music lessons under his influence, she could not maintain the reading regimen followed by Sasha. Anna had always dreamed of being a writer. She, Sasha, and their favorite cousin, Maria Ivanovna Veretennikova, three and a half years older than Sasha, during their summers together at Kokushkino shared opinions about Russia’s great poets and novelists, and Anna quite rightly found some of Sasha’s opinions odd. In fact, he had a tin ear for literature as well as for music and lacked insight into the psychology of fictional characters. He sometimes rejected Anna’s positive views of fictional heroes—and she chose the obviously robust and courageous ones, like Nezhdanov in Turgenev’s Virgin Soil. One heated dispute during the summer of 1878 haunted Anna. When she, Sasha, and their cousin Maria discussed their favorite characters in Tolstoy’s War and Peace, Sasha chose Dolokhov, a scoundrel who murdered the French prisoners of war in his charge. Sasha had quite negative opinions of Prince Andrei and Pierre, the most sympathetic male characters in the novel. The girls—Anna almost two years older than he and Maria three and a half—forced him to defend his choice; the only argument he offered on behalf of Dolokhov was that he loved his mother.1 The story of a twelve-year-old boy stubbornly and irrationally defending a lost cause against his older sister and female cousin does not in itself suggest anything odd, but it is embedded in observations that tell a great deal about Sasha’s emotional makeup as well as his misreading of great literature.

Anna had noted Sasha’s weaknesses in literary composition, some of which she attributed to the formulaic essays dictated by his gymnasium instructors. His stylistically plodding pieces can also be seen as signs of a lack of imagination and expressiveness. Sasha’s boyhood failure to reconstruct imaginatively the full emotional world of Tolstoy’s fictional characters is not in the least surprising, but to the end of his brief life Sasha measured people and fictional characters by the “scientific” morality taught by nihilist and populist critics. He appreciated humanity’s suffering in the abstract and in early adolescence reacted strongly to it, especially in Dostoevsky’s works, but seemed to have little empathy for the emotional needs of the real human beings in his life and did not always appreciate the effects of his actions on them. His parents and siblings cherished Sasha’s “golden crumbs of affection,” and Anna surmises that he repressed the “huge reservoir of sensitive love” that he felt for them. Did he also suppress his love of literature and the fine arts according to the formulas of nihilism, or was he following his natural bent in this as well?

Perhaps personal inclination and gifts and deficits were involved, but gender roles set Anna and Sasha along different paths. Anna had domestic tasks, took care of the younger children, and despite her love of reading had neither the time nor the desire to master the heavy scientific and historical tomes devoured by Sasha, who not only subscribed to a historical journal but borrowed books from a lending library. Anna, no slouch in her chosen fields, completed her gymnasium course before she reached sixteen, and achieved a silver medal. After months of illness she took a position as a teacher’s aide in a local school. All the while Sasha plunged further into scientific study, but for Anna the world of the natural sciences remained terra incognita. Even in a family with science in its blood, one in which a female cousin had become one of Russia’s first woman doctors, Anna knew that her strength lay in literature and language, and thought of taking her mother’s achievement one step further by preparing for a teaching career in a special program of advanced courses for women in St. Petersburg. Anna’s mastery of foreign languages made her services as translator valuable to her younger siblings, and she later published poetry, stories, and novels. The gender divide thus produced an expected result: son imitated father and became a scientist, daughter followed in her mother’s footsteps, excelled in humanist disciplines, and became a writer. Sasha also distanced himself from Anna in other ways, and her pique still shows in memoirs written more than forty years after the events of 1882–83. In retrospect she interpreted Sasha’s attention to their cousin Maria during their last summer at Kokushkino as his first romantic interest; and it was all the more hurtful because Anna had something of a crush on her younger brother.

During his last summer at home, Sasha tried to detach himself from his adoring older sister without hurting her feelings. High-strung and sensitive to criticism, she resented her brother’s interest in their cousin in that summer of 1883; and that apparently triggered not only jealousy but the need to express her affection for Sasha and to test his for her. In her memoirs Anna told of a single moment when Sasha reciprocated her affection.


I remember a walk with Sasha that summer in the garden on a moonlit evening. Everyone had gone to sleep, but I felt like wandering in the garden, and through the window of Sasha’s laboratory insistently begged him to take a walk with me. He gave in. We reached the street and turned back to the garden. I was in an especially rapturous mood that evening under the influence of some sort of childish crush, which I felt at that time, and to my own surprise I suddenly tightly embraced Sasha. We didn’t usually express any tenderness to each other, but at this moment I couldn’t restrain myself. Sasha responded to my impulsiveness with a firm brotherly embrace—so sweet and sensitive. Holding each other, we walked a little longer in the garden. And at this moment life seemed to be a joyous chorus. In later years I remembered this as a special day—when his brotherly embrace gave me such pure and poetic happiness.2



Anna describes another emotional zenith, this time when Sasha returned from his studies in St. Petersburg in May 1884.


I have a vivid memory of his meeting with Mother after he returned from his first year away from home. He had already greeted everyone; the younger children surrounded him. Then he turned back to Mother and firmly, silently embraced her in a surge of warmth. I remember how Mother answered his embrace with such touching joy; and I remember vividly the wonderful glowing expression on his face.3



Evidently, Anna remembered these two moments so vividly because they were so rare. In a repeated refrain in her memoirs, she foreshadows Sasha’s fate by noting his anguished response to the suffering of others and to stories of injustice. His infrequent expressions of affection and attachment perhaps gave her some hope that he would not withdraw completely from the family into the world of science and abstract ideas that drew him toward—she knew not what. Anna did not fully understand Sasha, and he evidently did not understand the women in his life. Nor did he understand the younger brother tagging at his heels, desperate for his attention and approval. The cold treatment Volodya received did not, however, set him apart from others close to Sasha.

In January 1887, while he was under police surveillance, Sasha wrote a lengthy letter to his favorite cousin, Maria Ivanovna Veretennikova, and in it gave his only surviving written attempt at self-revelation and self-analysis. Roughly four months after writing the letter, he presented to the tribunal that sentenced him to death a “scientific” justification for the use of terror in Russia at that historical moment, but spent little time on personal motives. He claimed that he did not count as an individual, except insofar as he fulfilled his obligation to further social progress. In his letter to Maria, however, he does try to explain one of his most salient traits: his lack of strong ties to others. Maria had elicited the letter by asking her cousin his opinion of a mutual friend, but he chose to use the letter for a deeper purpose—a rare attempt at self-analysis—and underlined the seriousness with which he had gone about his task.

Sasha claimed that he kept people at arm’s length because he judged most of them harshly, but the memoirs of his fellow university students tell a somewhat different story about him. His peers perceived him as gloomy, taciturn, and self-contained, but also exceedingly gentle and tactful in his relations with them. The latter traits no doubt issued from his efforts to suppress or at least hide his severity. His intense public presence—knitted brows, compressed lips, tendency to sit quietly in a corner at social gatherings and listen without talking at discussions—attracted attention, but did not repel Sasha’s peers. On the few occasions when he did speak, he impressed his fellow students with his deep knowledge, passionate convictions, and cogent arguments. His distinctly nihilist style—a muted, ascetic variation, devoid of Bazarov’s edginess and pursuit of women or Rakhmetov’s occasional cigar and brandy—gave him a certain cachet among young people conditioned to admire that species of behavior as well as impressive knowledge.

It still seems odd that Sasha, who in the weeks before he wrote the letter had been thinking about the assassination attempt, should even have taken time to write something of this sort. He knew that he was being watched and that there was a chance the letter would be intercepted. Other members of the conspiracy sent out indiscreet letters. In fact, one of Andreyushkin’s intercepted letters gave the conspiracy away. Orest Govorukhin left a strange note with Sasha for delivery to Raisa Shmidova, who had helped them hide the explosives for the bombs. In the note Govorukhin hinted that he might commit suicide, although he later claimed that it had been designed to throw the police off his track. Such gestures expressed the need of young men preparing to kill and perhaps to die to explain to important people in their lives who they were and what their actions meant. Was it also adolescent impulse, the need to make a heroic gesture?

Ostensibly about the behavior of an anonymous mutual friend, “NN,” Sasha’s letter to his cousin contains not just a devastating critique of NN, but also one of women in general, all of which would surely offend his cousin Maria. He wrote,


I am not in any way deceiving myself about the effect that this letter will have on our relations, but perhaps it will be less harsh if you believe me when I say that the latter failing issues exclusively from the severity of my character and an inclination to see first of all and most clearly of all a person’s bad side.4



The self-criticism, however, proves to be quite deceptive. The letter actually justifies Sasha’s severity even though he apparently regrets the way it affects his human relations. His prose takes on the tone of a scientific analysis of the differences between the mind of a developed person and that of “NN,” who exhibited what Sasha took to be typical feminine weaknesses.

The letter sets forth Sasha’s version of the ideas of Peter Lavrov, the exiled Russian revolutionary, who had galvanized Russian youth with the theory of the intelligentsia’s debt to the masses and inspired the “Going to the People” of the mid-1870s. Lavrov’s views of 1884 about human development and morality justified the use of revolutionary terror. Sasha’s thinking at the time that he composed the letter perfectly coincided with Lavrov’s thinking about the role of the intelligentsia. The ideas about women, however, are Sasha’s rather than Lavrov’s.


I consider the distinguishing features of femininity to be Romanticism (under which I have in mind the predominance of feeling and imagination in a person), a weak development of critical thought, too much individualism, that is, an absence of social sympathies and involvements, acceptance of prejudices circulating in society, insufficient energy, and, mainly, lack of initiative. She doesn’t…try to arrive at a conscious worldview, fully thought-through social and moral convictions and completely rejects theoretical, scientific approaches to them…. In evaluating a person, I always use these measures: to what extent he has worked out definite social ideals and the ideal of another, better order of things; how well founded and progressive his convictions are; and how energetically and confidently he goes about realizing them…. Insufficient consciousness expresses itself above all in an excess of individualism, a person forgets about the mass of people surrounding him, about his duty to them; going about his private family or simply personal life, he doesn’t notice the suffering around him or simply gets used to it; in other words, he becomes a species of egotist…. The concept of “morality” is by its very essence social and, when individualized, is transformed into the notion of “honor.”5



Sasha’s opinions about women sound odd for a socialist sensitive to history’s victims, and they seem to contradict the Russian socialists’ commitment to equality for women. Like other members of the intelligentsia, Sasha relied upon great writers to transmit realistic images of Russian life. Russian novelists, including Turgenev and Goncharov, had created strong heroines, who often put their Hamlet-like suitors—called “superfluous men” by literary critics—to shame. In both fiction and the real world, women had no monopoly on Romanticism and inaction or men on science and revolutionary commitment. Sasha knew that some of the revolutionary movement’s most prominent figures were women; they had led the terrorist party that he had joined. All revolutionaries knew the names of Sophia Perovskaya and Vera Figner—they stood for courage and service to the cause. In 1878 Turgenev had written a prose poem about women revolutionaries, “The Threshold.”


I see a huge building. The front door is wide open; behind the door—deep gloom. A girl stands before a high threshold…a Russian girl. The impenetrable gloom chills the air; and together with an icy breath, a solemn, hollow voice issues from the depth of the building.


	—O you, who wish to cross this threshold, do you know what awaits you?

	—I know, the girl answers.

	—Cold, hunger, hatred, ridicule, contempt, humiliation, imprisonment, disease, and death itself.

	—I know.

	—Total alienation, loneliness.

	—I know, I’m ready. I’ll endure all sufferings, all blows.

	—Not only from enemies—but from kin, from friends?

	—Yes, from them, too.

	—Very well, are you ready to sacrifice yourself?

	—Yes.

	—To be a nameless victim? You will perish and no one—no one will know whose memory to honor.

	—I need neither thanks nor pity. I don’t need to have a name.

	—Are you prepared to commit crimes?

	—The girl bowed her head…

	—I am even prepared to commit crimes.

	The voice did not immediately continue its questioning.


	—Do you know, it said at last—that you might lose faith in your present beliefs, you might realize that you deceived yourself and sacrificed your young life in vain?

	—I know this, too. And yet I want to enter.

	—Enter!

	The girl strode across the threshold—and a heavy curtain closed behind her.

	—Fool!—hissed someone.

	—Saint!—came from somewhere, in reply.6





Women had not only distinguished themselves as leaders in the Executive Committee of the People’s Will and in later terrorist organizations. In the conspiracy of the Second March First they put themselves in harm’s way to help Sasha construct his clandestine laboratory in a suburban area and to hide the explosive materials. In his own family his older cousin, Anna Ivanovna Veretennikova, was already one of Russia’s first woman doctors. Why, then, write such gratuitously harsh statements about women in general? If the entire letter is an apologia for his own life—a life that might end in the near future—then it may be best to see it as an effort to explain away the brittleness of his human relations in general, his awkwardness with women, and perhaps with Maria herself. After the fact, she would understand his actions.

Some of Sasha’s opinions about women, like most of his opinions, were probably based upon the science of the day. In both scientific publications and the journals that published some of Sasha’s favorite authors, there were reviews and discussions of brain measurements—size, weight, chemical composition, convolutions, fat content, and white and gray matter—that “demonstrated” the inferiority of women. The Dutch physiologist Jacob Moleschott’s famous aphorism “No thought without phosphorous” had been used to show that men in general and male scientists in particular had more of that chemical in their large brains, just as the materialist philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach’s “Man is what he eats” had been used to demonstrate the superiority of English beef eaters over Irish potato eaters. Dobrolyubov, among others, on the basis of brain measurements had endorsed the notion of women’s intellectual inferiority to men. Sasha, a typical scientific materialist, might easily have accepted Dobrolyubov’s homage to contemporary authorities, whose data and theories about men’s and women’s brains were rejected by other scientists. But we can only speculate about the meaning of the contradictions in Sasha’s thinking about women and his behavior toward those closest to him during the last months of his life. Despite all of his efforts to avoid any dissonance, his feelings and actions sometimes came into conflict with his hard-won scientific formulas; and his treatment of the women he loved the most seemed unconsciously designed to hurt them.

In the last months of his life he either distanced himself from the women closest to him or thoughtlessly endangered them. He gave Anna’s address to Shevyrev to use as the destination for a conspiratorial telegram sent from Vilnius on February 3, 1887.7 Although Sasha gave her advance notice that she would receive the telegram, he did not reveal its purpose: to let him know that their emissary to Vilnius had acquired the nitric acid, strychnine, and pistol for which he had been sent, and was on the way to St. Petersburg. The telegram led to Anna’s arrest and incarceration along with the other conspirators. Anna had not been involved in the conspiracy and did not even know about it. She was completely befuddled by the strange message sent under the false name “Petrov”: “Sister is dangerously ill.” Sasha simply misled her. In his trial testimony under cross-examination on April 15, 1887, he said that he quickly realized he had made a mistake and had wanted to rectify it, but it was too late to intercept their agent, Kancher. Until Maria Alexandrovna successfully pled her daughter’s case to Alexander III, Anna faced the possibility of Siberian exile. Sasha sought to be ultra-rational and completely scientific in his behavior, but his carelessness violated common sense, much less conspiratorial scrupulousness. In prison because of him, the all-forgiving Anna wrote to Sasha first, twice before she received a reply. Neither of her letters survives in the archives, but in her memoirs she describes her first letter as “a wail from the depths of her soul” and quotes herself: “There isn’t a better or nobler person than you on the earth. I don’t say this alone or because I’m your sister; everyone who knows you says so, dear light of my life.”8 In his last prison letter to Anna, written less than two weeks before his execution, Sasha tries to find the emotional pitch consonant with the situation:


26 April

Dear Anna!

Many thanks for your letter. I received it a few days ago and was very happy to have it. I delayed a bit before writing because I hoped to see you in person, but I don’t know if that will be possible.

I stand before you infinitely guilty, my dear little Anna; this is the first thing I must say to you and beg your forgiveness for it. I won’t enumerate all the harm that I’ve caused you and, through you, Mama: that’s self-evident to both of us. Forgive me, if that’s possible.

The accommodations are good, the food is good, and in all, I lack for nothing. I have enough money; there are also books. I feel good both physically and psychologically.

Be well and tranquil, as far as this is possible; from all my soul I wish you every happiness. Goodbye, my dear one, I firmly embrace and kiss you.

Yours, A. Ulyanov

Please write me again; I’ll be very happy to receive even the least bit of news. I’ll also write you, if I learn that I’ll be able to. Goodbye again.

Yours, Al. Ulyanov9



The letter and its afterthought seem strangely formulaic, along the lines of other letters he sent home designed to allay any anxiety about his material circumstances. The closing is even more stilted than his usual “Yours, A.U.,” as if written by someone distant. Sasha shows simultaneously the formal tokens of affection and the emotional detachment of someone who had already made his most impassioned and most important goodbye on April 19, in court, where he had made a pact with death and posterity.

Maria Alexandrovna suffered in a different way because of Sasha’s behavior. No human being in the world was closer to Sasha than she was, yet his self-destructive behavior in April 1887 might easily have destroyed her, too. One memoirist, no doubt hyperbolically, claims that Sasha’s execution rendered his mother an emotional invalid for the rest of her life. Did he choose revolutionary morality and his ties to the group that called itself “the Terrorist Faction of the People’s Will” over ties of love and affection to the women closest to him? Revolutionary morality required that one sacrifice loved ones, if the cause demanded it. The authorities must have found Maria Alexandrovna a compelling figure because, although the public and relatives of the accused were not allowed in the courtroom, they made an exception for her on April 19 and allowed her to hear his last statement, a ringing defense of terrorism. Maria Alexandrovna could not bear it and left the courtroom before he finished.

The most important woman in Sasha’s life at the time of the conspiracy and during the judicial process, Raisa Shmidova, claimed that she and Sasha had loved each other and that in February they had been betrothed, in a fashion. In the end, she too suffered from the relationship. A typical nigilistka and a midwife by profession, Shmidova had befriended Sasha and Anna. She suffered lifelong exile to Siberia for her involvement in the conspiracy, but like several of the others was amnestied after the Revolution of 1905 and lived to see 1917. Shmidova married another exiled revolutionary in 1887 and raised three children with him in Krasnoyarsk. At the beginning of the Civil War she wrote a letter to Lenin in which she averred that she had loved Sasha, had been his fiancée, and still loved him. Shmidova—by marriage, Klyuge—then complained about her family’s dreadful material position as a result of the Civil War and the behavior of the Red troops. She begged Lenin’s help. In the absence of an answer from him, years later she contacted Anna. On December 31,1923, Shmidova wrote angrily in reply to a letter (evidently not preserved) in which Anna had accused her of inventing her betrothal to Sasha in order to get material help from the family. Driven to counter-accusations that Anna expressed bourgeois attitudes, which didn’t accept “I love you” as a token of betrothal, but required a ring and official documents, Shmidova told more in her letter than “bourgeois” modesty required.10 The letter, though somewhat incoherent, has details of her relationship with Sasha that seem quite authentic: his profession of love; the two nights that they’d spent together, one of them on a bed under which they’d concealed explosives; how during the trial they’d kissed each other on the lips while waiting in the corridor before entering the courtroom. They kissed not merely for passion’s sake, but as a way to exchange notes in tiny scrolls wrapped in foil taken from packages of tea. Such details are too good to be false. Shmidova repeated them in memoirs written in 1937 and published only in 1967—both anniversary years of Sasha’s execution.

Although occasionally inaccurate, the memoirs nonetheless shed light on what Raisa meant to Sasha. “I’d say that we complemented each other; each of us had what the other lacked.”11 She did not claim (as she had in her letters) that she had been Sasha’s fiancée, but she did make it clear that they had a strong relationship, and tried to explain why. Her vivaciousness and impressionability, which seemed to others a sign of Shmidova’s shallowness or even wantonness, evidently attracted Sasha. She sang beautifully, and he loved to hear her render his favorite revolutionary hymns. Raisa created for Sasha a small space for joie de vivre. When Sasha and Lukashevich decided to throw a goodbye party for the terrorist group, they turned to Shmidova for help. Despite his superior knowledge and talents, Sasha did not treat her condescendingly—and she admired that in him. Theoretical knowledge was not her strong suit, but she took great risks during the unfolding of the conspiracy and got both his respect and his love. Each had what the other wanted. She admired everything about him, but especially his depth and seriousness; he was drawn to the life force that preserved her for decades in Siberian exile.

Those closely connected with Sasha during 1886 and 1887 mistakenly believed that he had only casual contact with Shmidova. The intellectually shallow Shmidova was obviously no match for Sasha. And how could she have married so soon after the hanging if she had loved Sasha? Anna and other memoirists evidently thought that they were protecting Sasha’s reputation by disavowing any love relationship, but one memoirist, Semyon Khlebnikov, had a somewhat different view:


I think that many of the young women who surrounded Ilyich were like…Russian heroines, poetically portrayed by Turgenev in his prose poem, “The Threshold,” women who would without a moment’s hesitation follow Ilyich to death, if that were necessary. So it was especially unfortunate that Alexander Ilyich—that pure, childishly credulous soul, chose…a person whose qualities were so inappropriate—morally and intellectually or even purely physically—for a person with his superior qualities. I knew this person well. Perhaps she’s still alive, and one shouldn’t go into greater detail about her character and the facts of her life. I’ll only say that she showed how short a memory…she had for the unforgettable Alexander Ilyich…. Barely three months after Alexander Ilyich’s execution, while en route to her place of exile, she found another object for her affections and married him. When the news reached them Alexander Ilyich’s comrades were justly bewildered and bitter.12



Such condemnations seem unjust. Shmidova was, after all, a nigilistka, and disdained conventional notions of morality—proper hairdos, feminine dress codes, and sexual prohibitions. This, too, might have made her attractive to Sasha, but quite a few men in the revolutionary milieu had not given up their notions about how women should behave and dress and what made them physically attractive. Shmidova’s cri de coeur to Anna went unheeded and, but for Anna’s preservation of her letters, would have been censored as well:


Until this very moment I still don’t understand one thing: Why did your brother, going to a certain death, tell me about his feelings? So that I, shattered, would carry this into the tundra to the farthest north tormented with the loss of the person I loved the most?13



Shmidova’s letters convincingly describe a very young man who awkwardly expressed his love for her at a moment of separation. Tragically, Shmidova returned to her native Kharkiv, only to be interned in the ghetto created by the Nazi authorities during their occupation of the city. She either was hanged by the Nazis or committed suicide in December 1942 by throwing herself out of a window.14

 

IN THE AUTUMN OF 1886 Shmidova had lived in an apartment separated from Ulyanov and Chebotarev’s only by the landlady’s dining room. They were frequent guests in each other’s apartments, and Shmidova visited Sasha much more often than Anna did. Later in the autumn she moved to an apartment on Italian Street, where she lived next to Govorukhin until he left on February 20. She apparently continued her strong relationship with Sasha and aided him and Govorukhin with conspiratorial tasks. Despite memoirs that cast doubt on the seriousness of Shmidova’s commitment to revolutionary work, all of the evidence suggests that Shmidova had strong ties with terrorist networks in Kharkiv and Vilnius. At Shmidova’s request Sasha asked Anna to put up for a night a member of the terrorist group in Vilnius, Hannah Leibovich. The police found in Anna’s apartment notes from both Sasha and Shmidova requesting lodging for Leibovich.

Sasha spent his last days of freedom with Shmidova. She helped him and the core members of the conspiracy organize the farewell party, and then they worked together on Februrary 27–28 feverishly setting the type for the group’s program. On the morning of March 1, Shmidova came to Anna’s apartment. She told Anna that she had just been with Sasha at his apartment, a fact confirmed by one of his depositions. That same morning, Mark Elizarov arrived at Anna’s, and the three of them went for a walk on that bright, almost spring-like Sunday afternoon—perhaps at the same time that the combat squad and the police were out on the streets. When Anna expressed her concern about Sasha, Elizarov told her knowingly—suggesting that he had been present at the goodbye party mentioned by Shmidova and Lukashevich—“Alexander Ilyich has already sung the funeral hymn.”15








FIVE

Students



ILYA NIKOLAEVICH and Maria Alexandrovna had hoped that Sasha would study nearby, at Kazan University, south of Simbirsk on the Volga, where Ilya had launched his career and written his master’s thesis, but Alexander knew that an aspiring biologist would go further in St. Petersburg, and, like any boy his age, he wanted to escape his parents’ suffocating concern for him and his career. The parents consoled themselves that their son and daughter would look after each other in the dangerously rebellious student population of the capital city. Even before Alexander completed his gymnasium studies, he had become the center of the family, a kind of moral force as well as its first hope to realize the recently established family imperative of achievement in the sciences. Despite his maturity in most respects, his shyness and incommunicativeness worried his parents, who knew less about his internal world than they wished.

Alexander II had been assassinated in St. Petersburg on March 1, 1881, just two years earlier, and the hunt for the young terrorists of the People’s Will continued. The terrorist campaign and assassination had shocked loyal civil servants like Ilya Nikolaevich. Alexander II’s reforms had created the framework of Ilya Nikolaevich’s successful career as an enlightened educator. The first attempt on Alexander II’s life occurred in 1866, the year of Sasha’s birth, and there were nine subsequent unsuccessful attempts until the Executive Committee of the People’s Will carried out his death sentence. Although the schools had been put under a stricter regime during the formation of the radical subculture in the 1860s, the crackdown under Alexander III after his father’s assassination greatly curtailed the autonomy of the universities and the rich corporate life of the students. Russia’s refractory youth, however, did not accept such reactionary trends with equanimity and always found ways to circumvent the rules. It was a worrisome situation for parents sending their children to the capital of the empire, and Ilya Nikolaevich and Maria Alexandrovna may have sensed that some sort of rebellion simmered beneath the apparent calm of the pride of the Simbirsk classical gymnasium’s graduating class of 1883.

 

THE TRIP FROM SIMBIRSK on the Volga to St. Petersburg on the Neva required, first, a journey northwest by steamboat to Nizhny Novgorod, and from there a long train trip. Already frugal by habit and also feeling guilty about the greater expenses incurred by his declining to go to Kazan University, Sasha traveled in a grimy, crowded third-class coach during the long leg of the trip. After his arrival in late August 1883, he found cheap housing in the Peski District, and by refusing to pay for cabs and the horse-drawn trams that served as public transportation, he managed to save ten of the forty rubles that Ilya Nikolaevich gave him each month.1 Russian university students often got by on thirty rubles a month, sometimes twenty-five, and Sasha undoubtedly knew this. He didn’t feel that he was making a sacrifice. Anna arrived in September. Although she was two years older than Sasha, Anna acted like the junior sibling, deferring to him in everything but his literary opinions, which she sometimes found puzzling. Alexander enrolled in the natural sciences at the university, and Anna in the Bestuzhev courses in higher education for women.

Sasha had to decide what his relationship to Anna would be in their new life in St. Petersburg. He quickly looked for ways to separate himself from her after their initial closeness of September 1883. At first he had to play the role of responsible male to Anna—for young women presumably needed men to look after them—even if the “man” was a small, studious seventeen-year-old two years her junior and still finding his way in a city of 800,000. Created at the beginning of the eighteenth century by imperial fiat and the architectural whims of the ruling family and aristocracy, St. Petersburg, by virtue of the empresses’ enlistment of mainly Italian architects, became the “Venice of the North.” It was built on islands in the Neva delta, with magnificent palaces along the rivers and canals, gilded cathedrals and state buildings with stately columns and pilasters, parks with marble statues, stuccoed town houses painted with a Mediterranean palette of green, lavender, blue, and yellow. Nevsky Prospect, a splendid thoroughfare, ran from the Alexander Nevsky Monastery to the Winter Palace through a district full of luxury shops; but there were also slums around putrid Haymarket Square, rough areas adjacent to recently built railroad stations, and new ghettoes on the periphery populated by a growing factory proletariat.

In late August 1883 Sasha took an apartment suggested by a family friend in the Peski District, but it was a very long walk from the university, and Sasha immediately began to search for more convenient lodgings. In the unusually long letter—long for him, at least—to his mother written on September 27, 1883, he gave a relatively detailed account of the fortunate outcome of his first travails in the city. After an unsuccessful search on Vasilevsky Island, home to St. Petersburg University, he settled on the Petersburg side, to the northeast across a branch of the river, the Little Neva. He rented a room on the second floor of a two-story wooden home, with private access to his own bright, spacious room, which had a high ceiling and two windows. It was dry and cozy, something to be grateful for in St. Petersburg’s winters. There was a bed with an iron bedstead, like his own in Simbirsk, a leather divan, a table and chairs, and a chest of drawers. The elderly landlady, a kindly woman, charged him ten rubles a month for the room and for cleaning it. Sasha also took partial board, which consisted of a two-course dinner for thirty-five kopecks. With such modest living expenses he could easily get by on thirty rubles a month. These comfortable arrangements, however, did not prevent Sasha from falling ill with a stubborn form of typhus. Throughout the academic year he suffered from recurring fevers and stomach problems. St. Petersburg’s water supply, drawn from the highly polluted Neva, and her landlady’s “industrial” cuisine took their toll on Anna as well. Sasha’s motherly landlady, however, saw to it that he was well fed during his illness, and prepared dishes for Anna as well when she visited.

The house at 4 Syezzhinskaya Street was conveniently located a short walk from the Stock Exchange Bridge, which linked the Petersburg side to Vasilevsky Island and the embankment near the Rostral Columns and Stock Exchange Square. Sasha could walk to the university in fifteen or twenty minutes. Another bridge connected the Petersburg side to the Peter and Paul Fortress. On his way to the university Sasha walked parallel to a narrow strait separating the Petersburg side from the island fortress and the golden spire of the Peter and Paul Cathedral that contained the tombs of the Romanov emperors and empresses. In September, when they still lived together in the Peski District, Anna and Sasha visited the cathedral and stood amid the sarcophagi of the emperors and empresses, but then went out to look at the walls of the fortress’s political prison, where their beloved Pisarev had spent four years and where Sasha would spend the greater part of the last weeks of his life.

Exploring the city with Anna and apartment hunting quickly gave way to the serious business of exploiting the city’s vast cultural resources and preparing for lectures. Sasha spent his happiest moments in the university itself, especially in its laboratories and libraries. Dominico Trezzini, the premier architect of St. Petersburg during Peter the Great’s reign, had originally designed the university’s main building to house the twelve collegia of Russia’s new imperial government. Ironically, Trezzini had also designed the Peter and Paul Fortress. Alexander I gave the buildings that had housed Peter’s collegia to the newly founded St. Petersburg University in 1819. The converted twelve collegia formed a single, very long—over 400 meters—but relatively narrow structure. In the words of one of Sasha’s contemporaries:


Its back end sat on the Neva embankment, and its wide, three-story façade opened out to the University line. Inside were similarly endless corridors running the length of the building, and rows of windows too numerous to count. A noisy crowd of students, dressed every which way (there was no uniform at that time), moved along the corridor. And the professors picked their way through the crowd to get to their lecture halls—the renowned Mendeleev with a monstrously large head and a golden mane, like a lion’s, falling to his shoulders…. The physical-mathematical and law faculties had huge auditoriums, the historical–philological small ones.2



For his forays into the central city, if he walked briskly across the Palace Bridge, past the Alexandrov Gardens, and then down Nevsky Prospect with the Kazan Cathedral Square and Merchants’ Court, a vast colonnaded arcade with a great variety of shops, on his right, Sasha in a short time could reach the city’s impressive Public Library next to the Anichkov Palace. He spent much of his time there before the university lectures began in September.

Sasha condenses into a single sentence in the letter of September 27, 1883, his positive impression of the lectures and of the university’s facilities—luxurious offices and well-stocked libraries—but he described in some detail Turgenev’s funeral that had taken place in the Volkovo suburb south of the central city on that very day. Turgenev had died in France, and his coffin had to be transported by rail to the Warsaw Station in St. Petersburg. On a funeral wagon under a golden canopy and surrounded by wreaths, it reached the cemetery in Volkovo in midafternoon. Sasha and Anna watched the procession, but it was impossible to get inside the cemetery, where four of Russia’s most prominent scientists and writers eulogized Turgenev. Sasha did not note in his letter that Cossacks and police barred entry to the cemetery. More than three years later when he wrote the student proclamation condemning the behavior of the police and Cossacks on the twenty-fifth anniversary of Dobrolyubov’s death, Sasha mentioned Turgenev’s funeral, and bitterly referred to the Cossacks and police as “representatives of the government.” Sasha and Anna faced the “brute force” of the tsar’s instruments for the first time, but not the last, in September 1883 at the gates of the Volkovo Cemetery. Anna’s memoirs show that Sasha was already sensitized to the regime’s brutality.

When Anna arrived in September, she joined Sasha in the apartment in the Peski District, but they parted ways when he moved to Syezzhinskaya Street. Although Anna liked Sasha’s new living arrangement and hoped that she could live near him, he encouraged her to find something closer to the Botkin House on Sergievskaya Street, where the Bestuzhev courses were given in a stolid, two-story building. There Anna found herself in the company of about seven hundred elite young women, who, like herself, came mainly from enlightened gentry families that could afford the tuition. A significant number were radical and showed the usual signs of the feminist branch of the nihilist subculture—cropped hair, red blouses, rough language, and “masculine” mannerisms—very much like Shmidova. Many of the best students were enrolled in the natural sciences and mathematics rather than the literary-historical curriculum, and quite a few were under police surveillance. It was not a happy situation for Anna, but she had never been a happy person. Ilya Nikolaevich, jokingly applying the ancient formulas of the four humors to his children, had dubbed the older pair “melancholic” whereas Vladimir was “choleric.” The relative autonomy of the Bestuzhev courses at that moment in their history and the services of distinguished professors like Mendeleev, who gave lectures that paralleled those at the university, did not dramatically improve the chances of young women. They were certified to teach only at an intermediate level after completing their program of study.

The distance between Anna’s house on Sergievskaya Street and Sasha’s did not prevent them from dining together twice a week during their first academic year, every Sunday and Wednesday. Although he was suffering from a stubborn typhus infection, he kept on working except for a few days in bed at its onset; but when Anna fell ill with a respiratory ailment, he advised her to go home to recover. She blamed her ill health on her landlady’s kitchen; to add to her misery she suffered from homesickness. Shy and conventional in dress and interests, Anna did not fit in well with the nigilistki she met in the Bestuzhev courses. The courses themselves suffered because of the anxiety of the administration during the crackdown of 1884, and Anna became bored with the instruction. She made all of this quite clear to Sasha, who thought Anna would be better off at home in Simbirsk. No doubt he also thought of liberating more time for his work. Anna, however, pulled herself together. They both prevailed against illness and she against loneliness, boredom, and homesickness by spending as much time as she could with him and his kindly landlady, whose personality as well as cooking had a healing effect on both of them. Like any lonely first-year student, Anna wanted to go home for the semester break, but Sasha refused to spend the money on travel or his time on something other than his studies, and she, still clinging to him, greeted 1884 in St. Petersburg.

Sasha had matriculated at St. Petersburg with the ringing endorsement of his gymnasium teachers, including that of the relatively enlightened rector, Fyodor Kerensky, whose son Alexander became head of the Provisional Government after the February Revolution in 1917. Sasha, however, now was just one of many brilliant young men drawn from every corner of the Russian Empire. In 1885 St. Petersburg University had 2,206 students. Roughly half of them, 1,037, enrolled in the physical-mathematical faculty, and a little more than half of those worked in the physical sciences.3 The prestige of the faculty in the biological sciences drew many students, but ideology played a role in this, too. The idea of science as the source of all truth and as a panacea for human ills had been introduced by the nihilist critics thirty years earlier and remained strong in this period. Although the nihilist ideologues had created the image of the heroic scientist with revolutionary goals, the lure of pure science—science for its own sake—attracted students with a genuine scientific bent. They quickly learned that in order to succeed they had to specialize and devote most of their energies to laboratory work. Sasha told Anna that he spent eighteen hours a day on his studies. For five semesters he pursued the ascetic routine of preparing for his exams and doing additional laboratory work in the pursuit of scientific discovery and the junior prize for original research. Many others who had been attracted to science for mainly ideological reasons went into medicine. Like all difficult courses of study, the physical sciences took their toll; fewer than one in three students who had joined the department survived until the fourth year.

Aside from his extreme frugality and work habits, there is nothing unusual in the story of Sasha’s student career before the autumn semester of 1886. His surviving letters of 1883–87 to his parents, but mainly to his mother, tell a very ordinary story of student life, but they are remarkably terse and signed “Yours, A. U.” The bodies of the letters have no expressions of affection, aside from “dear little Mama,” in a typical Russian diminutive, mamochka. Anna commented on the letters’ brevity and colorlessness, which she took as another token of Sasha’s bottled-up emotions. Evidently many of the letters have perished—Sasha sometimes complained or responded to his mother’s complaints about a lapse in communications after the passage of two weeks—only twenty-seven of his letters to his immediate family survive for 1883–87, including two written in prison. The ordinary fare for his first year: On May 11, 1884: “Thank you, dear Papa, for sending money (50 rubles). Don’t send any more, so much remains from before.” On May 19, 1884: “My third exam went well; today I have to take the fourth, anatomy….”4 Not a single letter to Sasha from the still worshipful Volodya has survived, if he wrote any. There are no letters from Sasha to him, although at Volodya’s request (perhaps forwarded by Maria Alexandrovna), Sasha sent logarithmic tables and books for his younger brother, and he recommended to Volodya through Maria Alexandrovna a book on mathematical sophisms that he had earlier sent to his father.

The few and brief letters do not reveal very much about Sasha’s first years in St. Petersburg or the changes in his thinking, but the intellectual life there, at least, is known. Any biology student at St. Petersburg University at that moment in Russian science faced an array of evolutionary thinkers, many of whom produced novel approaches to the notion of the struggle for existence that Darwin and others had placed at the center of the evolutionary process. During the brief period between his arrival in August and the beginning of lectures in September, Sasha spent much of his time in the Public Library on Nevsky Prospect reading Darwin. Pisarev’s writings had already exposed Sasha to the nihilist approach to Darwinism. Converts to Darwin’s ideas had quickly turned them into ideologies supporting quite different positions on a spectrum that ran from confident conservatism to dedicated revolutionism.

If evolution had produced all creatures through a long process of struggle and natural selection, then the qualities of human beings and their societies had to reflect that process. The struggle for existence presumably continued, although in ever novel forms. Russian Darwinists generally rejected the influential English and American approaches endorsing the “fittest,” the successful individuals who had outcompeted others and found their rightful place at the top of the social hierarchy. Russian thinkers rather chose as successful competitors in the struggle for existence groups whose individual members might go so far as to sacrifice themselves for the group’s survival. Such groups rationally expanded to include others, ultimately forming a unified species and universal collaboration in the struggle for survival. Instead of the struggle of all against all, humanity evolved toward an all-inclusive cooperative social system—socialism. The most developed human beings had altruistic instincts rather than aggressive ones, and they would eventually unify the human species.5 Rebels found congenial the notion that the disadvantaged and exploited groups would eventually unite against the ruling classes and end both conflict and division. Such ideas prepared Sasha for the ideological company he would keep in the university, but at first he kept to himself and spent most of the time studying.

During his first two years Sasha apprenticed himself to N. P. Vagner, the professor of zoology who directed his junior thesis in 1885. Vagner had established Russia’s first biological field station, at Solovetsk, in the Archangel region, and published a major study of the invertebrates of the White Sea. The faculty celebrities of that era, however, were A. N. Beketov, K. A. Timiryazev, A. M. Butlerov, I. M. Sechenov, and D. I. Mendeleev. Their influence pervaded Russian science at the university, and several of them lectured in the Bestuzhev courses as well. Vagner had been recruited to St. Petersburg by Karl Federovich Kessler, who served as professor of zoology between 1861 and 1881 and played a major role in the establishment of the Russian interpretation of the struggle for existence, emphasizing mutual aid.6 Some Russian Darwinists went so far as to banish the idea of a struggle for existence—which they deemed an ill-conceived metaphor—from a theory that they otherwise found basic to an understanding of nature and society. Fidelity to the cooperative or mutual-aid version of Darwinism, however, did not necessarily entail commitment to revolution. Govorukhin, who did not at first find Sasha an eager recruit, in his memoirs no doubt faithfully represents Sasha’s priorities during his first five semesters in the following remarks about radical students:


They chatter a lot, but don’t study very much…. I don’t join revolutionary organizations, because I haven’t yet solved many problems that are important for me, personally, and more important, social problems. Surely, if the natural sciences…are only now entering that phase of their development when they can look at phenomena from a quantitative as well as a qualitative point of view—are only now becoming genuine sciences, then what do the social sciences represent? Clearly, social problems cannot be solved quickly. I propose, of course, a scientific solution—another makes no sense—and a social activist must find one. It would be absurd if an ignoramus of a doctor tried to cure a disease; it would be even more absurd and immoral to try to cure social diseases, without understanding their causes.7



Nothing in Sasha’s correspondence in his sophomore year suggests anything new in his life: “The trip was good, especially on the steamboat, the train trip was better than last autumn, I even slept a little both nights,” Sasha wrote after he arrived in St. Petersburg on September 13, 1884, two weeks earlier than Anna. He set up in his old apartment, but Anna’s had already been rented to another student, and he had to find a new one for her. After his first classes of the new academic year, he wrote on September 29, 1884,


Everything at the university is as before, there’s nothing new; the lectures are okay. I’ll be working in the chemistry laboratory in the second semester, I fell into the second group because I’m one of the last alphabetically; for the other subjects I’m in the first semester. There are relatively few students in the courses because many of them went into the medical academy, and they say that there are only 80 of us now.



One of the most revealing letters of Sasha’s sophomore year tells of student disturbances, in which he shows no apparent interest; indeed, he is at pains to reassure his parents, something that makes it suspect. On October 6, 1884:


You are probably concerned, reading about the disturbances in Kiev and Moscow universities. Right now everything is calm here; there are no noticeable signs of agitation. Only they say that M. Semevskii [sic], an adjunct university lecturer in Russian history, will no longer give his course; that, by the way, is explained not so much by the new regulations as the arrival of Bestuzhev-Riumin, who’s at odds with him.



Sasha repeated the widespread opinion that K. N. Bestuzhev-Riumin, the reigning celebrity in history and opponent of Vasilii Semevskii’s ideas about Russian agrarian history, would never allow his former protégé to teach there. Sasha and Anna later attended lectures about the history of Russia’s peasants given in Semevskii’s apartment after the university censored them. The regime did not want peasant rebellion to be a part of the curriculum. Sasha joined with others in signing a letter of support when Semevskii was fired.8

The regime’s sensitivity to any signs of sedition showed in every corner of Russian life after the shock of March 1, 1881, but the universities had salvaged considerable autonomy until the full impact of the regime’s security apparatus plus the measures put in place by the minister of education, Count I. D. Delyanov, hit them in 1884. The long-delayed efforts to curb university and, particularly, student autonomy were part of a multipronged attack on intelligentsia critics and the educational trends that were undermining Nicholas I’s conservative ideology of “Autocracy, Orthodoxy, and Nationality.” After the tsar appointed Delyanov in the spring of 1882, one enlightened bureaucrat, Dmitry Milyutin, using an earlier minister of education, Dmitry Tolstoy, as his point of comparison, wrote in his diary, “It’s the resurrection of Tolstoy’s generally despised ministry…with the only difference being the underlying cause. With Tolstoy it was bile, with Delyanov, it will be idiocy.”9 Alexander III had made the despised Tolstoy minister of the interior in 1882. After a period of anxiety about his own survival, the new tsar chose a group of tough counterreformers who tried to roll back what his father had granted in the reform era following the Crimean War. Even the State Council, whose duties included a combination of judicial and legislative functions, proceeded cautiously with Delyanov’s proposed university charter in the autumn of 1883. Although they were willing to curb the universities’ rights to appoint faculty members without the administration’s intervention, some members of the State Council balked at the attempt to impose a system of state examinations. The notion that the state bureaucracy would be entrusted with academic examinations, and that the very professors who had taught the courses would be excluded from the process, offended even imperial bureaucrats who understood the need to tighten control over the universities for security reasons. The most benighted of Delyanov’s reforms were defeated by tsarist bureaucrats who were more liberal than Alexander III and his closest advisers. The tsar, however, chose to back the minority report in August 1884, and in Sasha’s sophomore year the new university charter, although not all of its most obnoxious clauses, became law.

The state exercised oversight of the universities through the minister of education and a group of superintendents: the minister of education with the advice of the superintendent of the university in the region under his jurisdiction chose the chancellors and deans of the universities. The minister of education either filled faculty vacancies with appointees of his choice or allowed the faculties to select a candidate, which he would then confirm or reject. The state thus took away the powers of the academic council and departments of each university to make such decisions autonomously. Academic councils now had only the power to determine annually the number of medals awarded to students for compositions on selected topics, and power over the award of scholarly degrees, including doctorates. All other decisions had to be confirmed by the superintendents or the minister of education. University judicial committees were disbanded. The inspectors of students, formerly subordinated to the academic council and the chancellor, were now appointed by the minister of education and under the directorship of the superintendent. The role of the inspector of students grew and now included the granting of stipends to needy students. The latter role had special significance in view of Delyanov’s desire to maintain the dominance of the Russian gentry and to limit the growing influence (in their eyes, at least) of less reliable students from lower social strata and of minority background. In his effort to enforce conformity, Delyanov brought back the hated uniforms that symbolized the power of the state to shape the identity of the younger generation.

The police spies in the universities typically produced biased reports that exaggerated the role of putatively unreliable groups; Count Delyanov used the reports to justify additional repressive measures. The regime’s suspicion of the independence-minded nationalities of the empire and of the especially hated Jewish minority showed in police reports about the composition and behavior of the student body of St. Petersburg University. One such report prepared by the chief of police of St. Petersburg for Count Delyanov noted that less than 30 percent of the student body of the university in 1886–87 came from the St. Petersburg region. The vast majority of students were thus somewhat far away from their families and, in Lieutenant General Gresser’s view, more likely to get involved in political movements. Even more threatening to the police and Delyanov, almost 12 percent of the students (319 out of a total of 2,738) were Jews, identified as “cosmopolitans with no loyalty to a motherland,” a view that survived in the stereotype of Jews as “rootless cosmopolitans” in the Soviet period. According to the report: “The Jewish tribe has a passion for living at others’ expense and they try to do so at the expense of the zemlyachestva by taking over management of their treasury. They thus agitate for the formation of zemlyachestva.”10 Delyanov set a quota on the number of Jewish students admitted to higher education in 1887, but in spite of the restrictions a variety of loopholes allowed them to persevere. The regime’s persecutions, rather than higher education, turned minorities into revolutionaries in numbers quite disproportionate to their representation in the population of the empire. Even presumably loyal groups—indeed, groups notable for their anti-Semitism—joined the revolutionary movement.

Some elements of the Cossacks, the military caste that the regime used to suppress disturbances, produced dissidents. Students from the Don and Kuban in St. Petersburg formed the most radical of the twenty student groups organized according to regional origin, and they did so in other universities as well. There is a great irony in this. The Cossacks, especially in Michael Bakunin’s version of narodnichestvo, represented an anarchic, revolutionary, freedom-loving element in the larger mass of peasants, but for the regime, and for Alexander III in particular, they represented loyal and unwavering military service to the throne. In 1886 Sasha began to frequent the dining facility that the Cossacks used as a cover for their political meetings, and police reports erroneously listed him as a member of the Don and Kuban Cossack organization. There he would find his fellow conspirators—Govorukhin, Generalov, and Andreyushkin.

University students and faculty typically fought the Delyanov rules by ignoring or subverting any efforts to curb the corporate life that they’d created for themselves during the period of Alexander II’s reforms. The new university charter denied them the right to form zemlyachestva, regional societies that aided indigent students, promoted study of things that censorship forbade, and as the regime dreaded—served as the seedbeds of political conspiracies. Delyanov designed the reform as one dimension of the regime’s effort to restore the control of the conservative gentry over major institutions. Poorer students as well as non-Russians were suspected of being naturally more seditious, and after March 1, 1887, the regime added a hike in tuition to its attack on the zemlyachestva and other student devices for channeling money to indigent students.

There is reason to believe that in his letter of October 6, 1884, to his parents, Sasha was less than candid. In the spring semester of 1884, before the new rules were promulgated, there were rumors that the authorities were planning to close the Bestuzhev women’s courses (they did not cease, but closed enrollment in 1885); the regime had already closed the medical school for women in St. Petersburg after its brief existence. Anna describes Sasha’s reaction in late April 1884 to another rumor that proved false—that the satirist M. E. Saltykov-Shchedrin, one of their favorite writers and adroit editor of the recently shut-down narodnik journal, Patriotic Notes, had been arrested. According to Anna: “I don’t remember if Sasha first heard it from me, but I transmitted the rumor to him…. At first calm and settled, Sasha darkened. ‘This is such a rotten despotism—it’s throwing all of the best people in jail,’ he said quietly, but with such powerful indignation that it once again terrified me.” Anna here refers to Sasha’s similar, though wordless, reaction after their visit to the Peter and Paul Fortress. His acute sensitivity to the regime’s treatment of the intelligentsia provoked a level of outrage that exceeded ordinary limits. “Sasha gloomily turned inward for the remainder of the evening, which I had ruined for both of us…. Now I think that a more astute observer at that moment would have foreseen his fate.”11

Throughout 1884 and 1885 Sasha remained far from any sort of commitment to revolutionary activity, much less a suicidal variation of terrorism. Nonetheless, Anna surely detected something simmering in him and ready to explode. I. V. Chebotarev, Sasha’s apartment-mate during the fall semester of his junior year, and Govorukhin, the person who probably recruited him to terrorism, are of one opinion that Sasha did not become involved in student affairs, much less revolutionary activity, until the spring semester of his junior year. Chebotarev, a fellow alumnus of the Simbirsk classical gymnasium and only one year ahead of Sasha, had found him distant and deeply immersed in his work. Unlike Chebotarev, Sasha had avoided the radical circles that had formed in the late 1870s in Simbirsk around the gymnasium’s charismatic literature teacher, a proponent of agrarian socialism who influenced fellow pedagogues and even susceptible members of the state and military bureaucracy. Chebotarev explains Sasha’s standoffishness by his relative youth; on average the members of the circles were two to three years older than Sasha. But Chebotarev is at pains to note the culture of the Ulyanov family and its political quiescence, providing another reason for Sasha’s relatively slow political pace.12

After he left Simbirsk, Chebotarev joined both the mathematics faculty in St. Petersburg University and the Volga regional zemlyachestvo. The Volga zemlyachestvo included a Simbirsk circle, which Sasha joined pro forma, but for two years he showed no interest in connecting with the politically involved students. Many underclassmen came straight from their gymnasiums fully radicalized and worshipping the memory of the People’s Will. A few tried to resurrect the terrorist party. Emigré leaders who supported terrorism did everything possible to encourage them despite the arrest of the top leaders and the destruction of most of the network in 1881–82. The People’s Will suffered another blow in 1883 when one of the party’s new leaders, Sergei Degaev, turned out to be a police agent. The other leaders, led by Herman Lopatin, forced Degaev to kill Gregory Sudeikin, the officer of the security police who ran him.13 Lured to a rendezvous, Sudeikin and his muscular nephew entered a darkened apartment, where Degaev first shot him in the lower back, and then two accomplices struck him and his nephew repeatedly with crowbars until they succumbed.14 The scandal of the dual murder further damaged the party, and tended to frighten off all but the most committed members. In the mid-1880s the regime’s security network, however imperfect and inefficient, outmatched the surviving groups of terrorists.

Another shattering moment occurred in 1884 when the police arrested Lopatin. The wily émigré and highly respected veteran of the movement had reentered Russia to try to revive the movement. Lopatin was seized and his arms pinned before he could swallow the onion-skin paper lists of party loyalists that he carried with him. Hundreds were arrested. The remaining little knots of conspirators trying to regenerate the terrorist movement had to evade the security network that worked through professional detectives, highly valuable and sometimes highly paid informants who infiltrated revolutionary circles, and part-time spies—landladies, concierges, doormen, porters—who were told by the police to keep their eyes out for suspicious behavior and typically appeared as witnesses for the prosecution at political trials.15

The Ministry of the Interior had the major responsibility for internal security, and its reach extended to the postal service. The personnel and technologies of the “black office” played a central role in the uncovering of the Second March First plot. Among other ways of preventing another assassination of a tsar, the police had recourse to the clandestine invasion, reading, and replacement of mail by the postal service. The ministry hired talented linguists and cryptographers to read and decipher both conspiratorial and diplomatic (also, to be sure, conspiratorial) mail. Inside the black office the decision to open a letter was made after they had profiled the handwriting and the appearance of the envelope. The workers in the black office not only processed a remarkable number of letters at great speed and in many languages; they used the latest electrical technology to extract letters from their envelopes and cleverly restore them to their former state.16 Any aspiring terrorist of the mid-1880s had to be singularly dedicated and perhaps a bit suicidal to challenge the security system erected by the regime.

Not only the Ministry of Education and the police but many of their favorite professors urged university students to get on with their studies and make a contribution to the progress of Russian science and the betterment of their homeland. It was indeed the safer path for revolutionaries at that moment in Russian history. In his stories and plays Chekhov caught the chastened mood of that era of “small deeds,” a sense of hopelessness in the intelligentsia alongside their compulsion to improve the human condition, a desire to contribute something even if it seemed like a drop in the sea. It was an era when Leo Tolstoy’s doctrine of nonresistance to evil began to make converts in the intelligentsia, whose efforts to reform or abolish the autocratic regime had brought some to the gallows and others to Siberian exile.

The imperial regime bought itself some time by following reform with reaction, intensified surveillance, and repression, but its economic policies worked against social stability and the production of loyal subjects. The regime put the peasants who had been liberated in 1861, but who still had to redeem their land, under the tutelage of gentry “land captains.” Other “counterreforms” rolled back the efforts made during the preceding reign to modernize the countryside. Various kinds of direct and indirect taxation discouraged consumption (aside from vodka) and agricultural improvements, and forced the peasants to sell their grain even if it meant bringing them to the edge of hunger, or over the edge. The capital extracted by this method went toward the building of railroads and the purchase of machinery. The tsars promoted industrialization and educated a new professional class needed to sustain a modern economy, but some portion of this new, highly educated stratum took up the cause of the peasants and workers who suffered during the process of modernization. Doctors, midwives, agronomists, statisticians, and teachers worked in appalling conditions to improve the lives of peasants and factory workers mired in poverty-stricken villages or packed into barracks in industrial slums. Chekhov, himself a doctor and suffering from tuberculosis, went to the countryside to inoculate peasants during epidemics. His dreary stories of well-intentioned zemstvo doctors working in impossible conditions and of ignorant villagers seem to be a counsel of despair, but Chekhov’s quiet heroism exemplifies the prevailing philosophy of the intelligentsia during the reign of Alexander III. In the face of brute force, one might pursue a tactic of small deeds.

 

SASHA’S ASCETIC PURSUIT of science during his sophomore year absorbed almost all of his time. In his first letter after the one of October 6,1884, referring to the demonstrations in Moscow and Kiev, he shows interest only in throwing himself into his studies. On October 23 he wrote to Maria Alexandrovna,


I recently began to work in the chemistry laboratory. I had thought that I wouldn’t be able to do it this semester, but one of my friends working in the laboratory gave me his space for a few hours every day and I work there now every day besides Saturday and Sunday until six in the evening…. Generally I spend a greater amount of my time on practical work than on lectures.17


In his letters to Ilya Nikolaevich he inserts more comments on university politics and the fate of various professors under the new university charter, but he never volunteers any serious commentary. The story that emerges from memoirs and the letters of 1884 and 1885 continues to be that of a dutiful student preparing for exams and interested mainly in getting more laboratory time for his research. At the same time Sasha reassures Maria Alexandrovna that he is eating well, staying healthy, and enjoying the comforts of his apartment. He tried to make some extra money by tutoring, but he was not very good at impressing the affluent parents who could afford to hire tutors, and his part-time work did not significantly affect his life. Sasha did not like to leave his books and laboratory and did not encourage social visits by fellow students from the Simbirsk zemlyachestvo or even by Anna. She tempted his scorn with her poetry, stories, and translations and was grateful for his scraps of approval. Life in the laboratory and nihilist philosophy had not helped Sasha develop a sense of literary style, and he appreciated only realistic pieces of the sort that appealed to his favorite critics.

Once again Sasha did not go home for the winter break during his sophomore year, and returned to Simbirsk only in May 1885 for the summer vacation. Anna claims in her memoirs that he had already begun to show interest in the social sciences and brought back with him a number of foreign-language books, among them—although she is not certain about it—Marx’s Das Kapital. Contact with other students, especially with Chebotarev, had begun to widen his interests, and in his reading that summer he began to move closer to the thought world of the radical students. He began the systematic study that he believed would prepare him to make scientific judgments about economic, social, and political theories and programs. Even so, he spent most of his time in his dugout canoe hunting specimens on the Sviyaga River, in his backyard laboratory intensively studying freshwater annelids in preparation for work on his junior thesis, and beginning to shape a scientific vision of history and society informed by his Darwinian worldview.

Perhaps by the end of the summer Sasha had read enough cutting-edge social and economic data to convince him of the need to struggle against the autocratic regime. He left no intellectual journal; and no one close to Sasha, neither Anna nor his cousins, produced memoirs of any conversations suggesting that he had found the scientific justification for rebellion. The only hints that something was afoot appear in family memoirs that cannot be completely trusted. Dmitry Ulyanov, the youngest son, who was eleven years old in 1885, many years later wrote that he overheard a conversation between Sasha and Ilya Nikolaevich.


Father and brother walked along a pathway in the garden…. Their faces were especially serious…. They sometimes spoke heatedly, but most of the time quietly, inaudibly. I glanced at their faces and understood that they were discussing something very important…. What were they discussing? At that time I didn’t understand a thing….



And Dmitry also remembered that Ilya Nikolaevich said to Anna before she and Sasha departed for St. Petersburg, “Tell Sasha to keep himself out of harm’s way, if only for us.”18







SIX

Plotters



THE SHIFTING MOODS of the radical intelligentsia between 1861 and 1885 reflected the tsarist regime’s changes from reform to reaction. Paradoxically, in 1861 Russian revolutionaries saw the liberation of millions of serfs as a prelude to revolution. Confusing and unfair land settlements and redemption payments would open the peasants’ eyes to the tsar’s duplicity. Once free of the illusion of a benign father-tsar, the peasants would do what they had done in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Cossack-led rebellions: they would rise up furiously, burn manor houses, and seize the land. But now the peasants would have enlightened leaders—not Cossacks but scientific socialists. The revolutionaries were correct to this extent: the peasants had to give up their faith in the tsar. That did not happen quickly. It took decades of disappointment and Bloody Sunday in January 1905 to cut that tie. In 1917 Lenin gave the peasants what they wanted—but then Stalin put them back into serfdom. The entire revolutionary movement and the fate of the Russian peasants are easily plotted as tragedy.

Narodniki believed that once peasants possessed all of the land, their traditional village commune might be transformed quickly into a modern socialist economy. The last would be first; Russia would become more progressive than Europe by virtue of its leap into a socialist future. The followers of Peter Lavrov prescribed, in addition to land and freedom, large doses of scientific knowledge dispensed by educated revolutionaries. The most sanguine narodniki accepted Michael Bakunin’s doctrine that the revolutionaries needed only to throw a spark on the combustible villages—agitation and immediate action rather than scientific knowledge would produce a revolutionary conflagration. Bakunin worshipped men of action who might play a leading role and found charismatic prototypes in the Cossack past.

Peasant villages, especially in the Volga region, kept alive legends of Stenka Razin and Yemelyan Pugachev. One group of narodniki in the 1870s used the old Cossack ploy of producing fraudulent imperial manifestos telling the peasants to seize the land and drive out the landowners. Despite their conversion into a military caste serving the autocracy, Cossacks retained their reputation as anarchic and untamed elements within the state, and sustained the refractory Cossack temperament. In the 1870s some narodniki traveled to the traditionally unruly Volga provinces, where they hoped to find folk leaders among the Cossacks and peasants. However, the notion that Cossack-led peasant uprisings might spontaneously merge into a vast revolutionary force proved to be another vain dream of Bakuninists. The failure of both propaganda and agitation in the villages encouraged conspiratorial methods and terrorist tactics. Mass arrests crippled the “Going to the People.” Most of the young revolutionaries who had made the pilgrimage and escaped arrest drifted back to the cities, where they formed terrorist conspiracies. The emergence of the People’s Will in 1879 and the decision to create a centralized party dedicated to killing the tsar changed the nature of the struggle.

The People’s Will grew out of a decades-old tradition of modern European terrorism that began with the Carbonari campaigns against French rule in the post-Napoleonic period. Frustrated with the failure of daggers and pistols to bring down their quarry, terrorists later in the nineteenth century began to use chemistry to further their causes. They sometimes used poisoned bullets. Karl Heinzen inspired the use of compact, easily concealed missiles of great destructive power in his treatise on terror of 1849. Felice Orsini gave European terrorists a spectacular example of this tactic against tyrants in 1859 when he and his accomplices threw three dynamite grenades, in rapid succession, at the carriage of Napoleon III in front of the Paris Opéra. Although this particular attempt failed to kill either Napoleon III or Empress Eugénie, 156 people were wounded in the blast, and 8 died. Dynamite grenades (commonly called “bombs”) became the weapon of choice for the People’s Will campaign to kill Alexander II. The People’s Will, however, had to overcome resistance within the Russian revolutionary movement to terrorist conspiracies and centralization.

The idea of centralized and politically oriented conspiracies acting in the name of the people had powerful opponents. Michael Bakunin warned against leaders lusting for authority and power. He began to attack science as a new kind of religion and, with Marx in mind, quite presciently warned that the intelligentsia might establish a new authoritarian priesthood of science. But Bakunin had a personal weakness for charismatic types. By the end of the 1860s, an aging, dissipated exile looking for strong and simple men of action, Bakunin was easy pickings for Sergei Nechaev, the most unscrupulous terrorist of that era. In 1869 the two jointly composed a stirring “Program of Revolutionary Actions” that acquired a popular title, The Catechism of a Revolutionary. The inspiration of generations of terrorists, it glorified the notion that revolutionary ends justify any and all means, and that the science worship of the intelligentsia had to be subordinated to immediate revolutionary goals. The first three rules of The Catechism eloquently summarize this credo.


The revolutionary—is a doomed man. He has neither his own interests, nor affairs, nor feelings, nor attachments, nor property, nor even name. Everything in him is absorbed by a single, exclusive interest, by a total concept, a total passion—revolution.

In the depths of his being not only in words but in action he has sundered any connection with the civil order and with the entire educated world and with all the laws, proprieties, conventions, and morality of this world. He is—its merciless enemy, and if he continues to live in it, then it is only in order the more certainly to destroy it.

The revolutionary despises any kind of doctrinarism and has rejected peaceful science, leaving it to future generations. He knows only one science—the science of destruction. For this and only for this he now studies mechanics, physics, chemistry, perhaps medicine. For this he studies day and night the living science of people, of the personalities and positions, and all the conditions of the present social structure in every possible stratum. The goal is the same—the quickest and surest destruction of this foul structure.1


In 1869 Nechaev murdered a member of his own revolutionary cell who tried to defect. He had lured the victim to a grotto, strangled him, and then shot him. He lied systematically and threatened followers and opponents alike. Nechaev’s connection to Bakunin gave Marx the grounds for expelling his opponent from the First International. The lurid accounts that emerged from the public trial of Nechaev’s fellow conspirators in 1871 inspired Dostoevsky to write The Possessed. Young revolutionaries were horrified by Nechaev’s methods, and repudiated him, but the tension between science and action did not go away, and intellectuals still found The Catechism of a Revolutionary and Nechaev’s revolutionary commitment compelling. Terrorism works, in some fashion.

Even though European revolutionaries sometimes ridiculed the narodniki who regaled them with the virtues of Russia’s peasants and their communes, they paid attention when the People’s Will began to hunt down Alexander II. Inspired by the People’s Will, Marx wrote that a successful revolution in Russia might ignite a general European one, but only with European help would Russia achieve socialism.2 This qualified support for Russia’s vanguard role proved fateful for later Russian revolutionaries. In 1905 Trotsky proposed that a Russian proletarian revolution would be the fuse for an explosion in the more economically advanced states. Lenin put his version of this theory into action in 1917. In the midst of world war, a revolution in Russia—the weakest link in a chain of imperial powers—would cause the entire capitalist system to break apart. Russia seemed chosen to lead the world to socialism. Impatience and hope guided theory. The October Revolution was one of the greatest gambles in modern history.

Russia’s radical students of the 1880s kept their hearts with the peasants, but some of them endorsed the impressive economic analysis of Das Kapital. Marx died in 1883, the very year that Sasha enrolled in the university and also the year in which a handful of Russian émigrés—all of them repentant narodniki who had converted to Marxism—founded the Group for the Liberation of Labor in Switzerland. It included the theoretical titan of Russian Marxism, George Plekhanov, once a Bakuninist and later Lenin’s mentor; Vera Zasulich, former terrorist; and Lev Deutsch, who had belonged to a conspiracy to deceive the peasants with fake tsarist manifestos. The early Russian Marxists accepted not only industrialization and the end of the peasant commune but the transformation of Russia’s peasants en masse into an exploited factory proletariat. This was shocking to most narodniki. It went against the grain of Russian revolutionary optimism; it said, “Abandon the peasants; give up illusions.”

Only a few converts to Marxism accepted history’s harsh, but presumably benign, dialectic: Russia would have to suffer under an exploitative bourgeoisie until the proletariat became sufficiently miserable and conscious of its position to throw off its chains. In the 1880s, however, most Russian radicals found it intolerable to surrender the peasant commune to the tender mercies of capital. In Das Kapital, Marx, improving upon Marie Augier’s epigram that money “enters the world with a blood-flecked cheek,” had pictured capital coming into the world “every pore dripping from head to toe with gore and filth.”3 To young activists suffering under a regime that had turned back the clock politically more than three decades, the prospect of a long period of misery under capitalism piled one horror on another. It was the worst of all possible worlds: the tyranny of the tsar plus that of the bourgeoisie. But die-hard narodniki were encouraged by Russian economic theorists who believed that efforts to graft onto Russia industrial capitalism of the European variety would fail. The peasant commune would survive. The program of the Second March First in 1887 reaffirmed what dogmatic Russian Marxists rejected—the commitment to a mainly agrarian revolution and the assumption that the peasants could play a progressive role.

Theory aside, the harsh realities of the reign of Alexander III apparently offered only painful choices to those, like Alexander Ulyanov, who identified passionately with the victims of history: they could improve the peasants’ lot by small deeds, perhaps as doctors, teachers, agronomists, or statisticians working in the local government institutions created by Alexander II’s reforms; they could cultivate their scientific talent, and hope that their discoveries would be used to good ends; they could pursue a policy of “the worse, the better” by becoming Marxists and endorsing capitalism, with its ambiguous gift of industrial abundance alongside inequality, the ruin of tens of millions, and a long-delayed revolution; or they could remain faithful to the belief that terrorism might explosively and quickly remove the greatest obstacle dividing the intelligentsia from the people, and thereby accelerate the pace of progress. The most impatient and passionate revolutionary youths rejected all but the last option, even though some of them, including Sasha, endorsed Marx’s general economic analysis.

In 1885 a great many revolutionaries remained convinced that Russia’s vast population of peasants already practiced a primitive form of socialism, that the socialism of the peasant commune might be raised to a higher level, and that the regime’s brute force was the main obstacle to the quick realization of socialism. Some narodniki passionately believed that only the counterforce of terrorism would remove the obstacle. Although Russian Marxists claimed that their doctrine was the last word in social science, the followers of the People’s Will who accepted Marx’s economic theory did not follow his sociology of rebellion, which made the industrial proletariat concentrated in large factories the main vehicle of revolution.

More important still, Marx did not offer an immediately satisfying ethical approach that might salve the consciences of repentant young people. In Marxian theory, history would produce a just outcome and serve the greater good, not by the actions of individuals but by the working of impersonal forces. Many inductees into the revolutionary movement needed the assurance that all of their knowledge served good ends and that they themselves were not mere instruments of historical forces but ethical actors choosing the good.

For all of the economic, sociological, and historical theory they debated, the youthful narodniki remained enthralled by the ethical ideas of Peter Lavrov.4 He preached that “developed” people owed a debt to the peasants for centuries of serfdom and that the intelligentsia could pay back their debt only by combining scientific thought with the determined action of an organized party. Lavrov’s followers in the mid-1880s believed that the actions of the organized and scientifically educated few might change the course of history and liberate the many. The revolutionaries sought a scientific foundation for their ethics, and Lavrov taught them that socialism was both scientific and ethical. “Developed” human beings had to choose not only to work for historical progress but, if necessary, to sacrifice themselves for the cause. In 1885 Lavrov supported terrorist acts that would remove the main obstacle to progress—a benighted tsar who would not grant a liberal constitution.


Alexander III’s reactionary regime continued to try to close every academic loophole used by radicals to organize, agitate, and recruit in the universities and every journalistic source of revolutionary inspiration, but the student leaders increased their efforts to subvert the measures. Although they were declared illegal by Count Delyanov’s reforms, the zemlyachestva continued to operate and the students found ways to discuss the latest amendments to revolutionary theory. So long as Russian tsars failed to grant a liberal constitution allowing Russian socialists to carry their message to the peasants, the royal family and its most despised servants would be quarry for terrorists. The heightened security measures of Alexander III only increased the desire of the most committed revolutionaries to repeat the drama of March 1, 1881.

Agents of the People’s Will continued to infiltrate student organizations in gymnasiums, universities, technical institutes, and military academies. Gymnasium graduates entered the great urban institutions of higher learning already fully converted by local radicals, and maintained ties to their mentors. The university cities became nodal points in frail networks trying to revive the movement. At the height of its influence, the People’s Will had raised hundreds of recruits from two of the tsarist regime’s major props, the army and the navy. However, Sergei Degaev, formerly the main link between the military recruits of the People’s Will and its Executive Committee, had given them up to his controller in the secret police, Colonel Sudeikin. The hundreds of arrests caused by Degaev’s double-dealing in 1883 and Herman Lopatin’s arrest in 1884 had all but destroyed the efforts of the Executive Committee of the People’s Will to regain momentum after March 1, 1881.

In a predator-prey dynamic, the imperial regime held the balance of power so long as the security and military establishment for the most part remained loyal. The Russian Empire, however, was trapped in the escalating arms races of the more advanced European imperial powers, and the need to expand and educate its officer corps in new techniques created more potential recruits to the revolutionary movement in the military academies of the capital.5 In one of history’s many ironies, every increase in Russian imperial might created potential instruments for revolutionary power. In a parallel irony, the revolutionaries remained torn between their dedication to a vast popular uprising and a quick strike at the center in the name of the people by revolutionary cadres with a military wing. Some made contact with cadets; others went into the industrial suburbs of St. Petersburg and propagandized among the workers, but the main recruitment effort lay within the student bodies of the capital’s universities and technical institutes. All of these now familiar patterns of the Russian revolutionary movement became part of Sasha Ulyanov’s life during his junior year.

 

SASHA REACHED THE APEX of his academic career in the winter of 1885–86. Until early 1886 he had remained an ascetic of natural science, working on his thesis to the point of exhaustion, sleeping late, but somehow finding the time to continue his exploration of the social sciences, mainly by way of self-education circles. In these circles, where some of Russia’s future leading academics as well as radicals gathered, Sasha encountered the future plotters of the Second March First. The narodnik revolutionaries in the student body attended as many of the circles as possible, scouting promising recruits. During 1886 Sergei Nikonov, clandestinely a member of the People’s Will, invited Sasha to join the economics circle. In the autumn semester of 1886 Sasha became a member of the Scientific-Literary Society, a prestigious club sponsored by the university faculty, which included some of Russia’s budding academic leaders from across the disciplines.6 In the spring semester of 1886 he also became a representative from the Simbirsk zemlyachestvo to the newly formed council of zemlyachestva.

In a small group of biologists—which was known as the Ulyanov circle—Sasha explored the implications of Darwinism for the socialist future. The biology circle metamorphosed into a terrorist group during Sasha’s senior year. Here one found the future leaders of the Second March First: Shevyrev, Lukashevich, and Govorukhin. Sasha had not fully committed himself to a radical course of action during his junior year, but he established ties to others in these study groups who had. In short, Sasha, by the autumn semester of 1885, had already met the people who would be crucial for his education in radicalism. But he continued to spend the greatest part of his time and energy impressing Professors Vagner and Butlerov, either of whom might have become his sponsor for a career in the academy. He intensified his work regimen during the last leg of work on his thesis. Chebotarev claimed that he sprinted to the finish line by working without sleep three nights in a row.7

When he emerged from his laboratory work, Sasha became interested in meeting women students from the Bestuzhev courses. He attended parties sponsored by the zemlyachestva of the Volga region. At these fund-raisers for indigent students Sasha typically isolated himself in a corner of the room with his head in his hands. He habitually looked morose, his brows knitted. His whole being suggested a mind focused on less frivolous matters than dancing and singing. Sometimes he lit up when the partiers sang his favorite songs. He joined in, off-key and out of sync, to the amusement or consternation of those nearby.8 Sasha did make connections, but usually with equally intense interlocutors. It seemed that he was having a normal, if academically strenuous, year—normal, that is, for a shy, introverted adolescent. Then, on January 12, 1886, Ilya Nikolaevich died suddenly of a stroke.

Anna, who had gone home during the semester break, witnessed her father’s two-day illness and death, but word reached Sasha only after the funeral. Maria Alexandrovna did not want him to interrupt his work. She knew from a letter of December 4, 1885, that Sasha faced an organic chemistry examination on January 13. It was one of his most difficult subjects. Maria Alexandrovna’s devotion to the imperative of academic achievement trumped the rituals of mourning; the eldest son did not attend his father’s funeral, and did not bear the coffin to its resting place or hear the graveside eulogies. Volodya took Sasha’s place. A cousin delivered the news; Sasha was overwhelmed. Chebotarev witnessed Sasha’s reaction—his pacing about his room “like a wounded animal,” completely oblivious to his friend. Others closely acquainted with Sasha feared that he might be suicidal. Anna openly admitted in her memoirs that she had suicidal thoughts and suffered a nervous collapse, although she rejected the idea that Sasha experienced anything similar. Deploying her usual defense mechanism of denial, she took him at his word. Sasha’s letter to Anna of January 31, 1886, reassures her that he has not changed his routine. Indeed, after a short period of self-isolation, he quickly resumed laboratory work.9

On February 3 Sasha received the gold medal for his junior thesis in the presence of twenty-five members of the university’s academic council, including Mendeleev and Beketov, as well as his mentor, N. P. Vagner. It must have felt like ashes in his mouth. Without a word about the ceremony, he wrote to Maria Alexandrovna on March 2, “I received the gold medal for my biological work on segmented worms (I already began work on it during the summer).”10

The intersection of his father’s death with the successful outcome of his scientific work at the very least accelerated a new trajectory in his university career during the course of 1886. Sasha began to play a larger role in student circles. There the activists took him in tow: first, the more moderate politicized students, like Chebotarev of the Simbirsk zemlyachestvo, and then the aspiring terrorists, like Sergei Nikonov and Orest Govorukhin. The importance of the Economics Circle for Sasha’s entry into the radical network can hardly be exaggerated. It gave Sasha the incentive to study deeply the latest works on political economy, the most up-to-date literature on the progress of capitalism in Russia, and the prospects for the peasant commune. These topics had moved to the center of the theoretical debates around the applicability of narodnik or Marxist theories to current economic and social trends. One found in the economics circle not only Nikonov and Chebotarev but Mark Elizarov, who later married Anna Ilinichna and served in Lenin’s first government. Govorukhin, already a member of the biology circle, attended some meetings of the economics circle, too, but found it tame. Deeply involved with the radical group in the Don and Kuban zemlyachestvo, Govorukhin became Sasha’s main gadfly for terrorism.

This robust, fair-haired young man with an accent and mannerisms that gave away his Kuban Cossack origins had a rude way about him that Anna disliked intensely. He seemed to have an almost hypnotic hold over Sasha. Anna did what she could to drive a wedge between them, but failed.11 Like Lukashevich, Shevyrev, and Ulyanov, Govorukhin studied the physical-mathematical sciences. No less reckless than the other Cossack members of the Second March First, he had used his summer vacation in 1886 to spread socialist propaganda among the Cossacks in his stanitsa, a flagrant indiscretion that caught up with him in St. Petersburg. Govorukhin was on the verge of being arrested in February 1887 and, like Shevyrev, left St. Petersburg before the assassination attempt. Unlike Shevyrev, however, he eventually left Russian imperial territory in an odyssey taking him first to Vilnius and then to Switzerland, where he affiliated himself with the Group for the Liberation of Labor.

When Govorukhin met Sasha in the fall semester 1885, Ulyanov was still a dedicated student who never missed lectures, but was nonetheless very well read in the literature of radicalism, and to Govorukhin’s surprise he already knew Russian Marxist literature. Sasha had read not only Das Kapital but George Plekhanov’s Our Differences and Socialism and the Political Struggle, two of the most important Russian Marxist broadsides against the narodniki. In the beginning of his senior year Sasha began to read Marx’s own work more systematically, first the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher of 1844 and then Marx’s critique of Hegel’s philosophy of right. He and Govorukhin discussed these early writings, especially Marx’s critique of Hegel.12 Here they found support for the belief that Russia might avoid the long and painful development of England and France under capitalism.

Ulyanov, however, was not an easy convert to Marxism. For Sasha a reading of Marx was not enough. One had to examine Russia’s economic reality in depth. In the end, Ulyanov accepted basic Marxian economic theory, but like other narodniki believed that Russia’s economic, social, and political circumstances created a unique opportunity for socialism. In the economics circle Sasha learned the latest narodnik critiques of neo-Malthusianism, political economy, and capitalism. There he studied, but found deficient, V. V. Vorontsov’s theory that modern capitalism could not establish itself in Russia. Sasha took copious notes from the contemporary press on the development of major industries in the south of Russia. Although fundamentally a narodnik, he criticized Vorontsov’s ideas and expressed doubts about the solidity of the Russian commune as the basis for a socialist transformation. Perhaps Plekhanov’s ideas influenced him, at least to that extent.13 On the whole, though, Sasha acted like a follower of Peter Lavrov, who required that narodniki acquire a firm base of scientific knowledge to serve the cause. Lavrov accepted terrorism as a tactic, but only with qualifications. For him, and later for Sasha, terror was an instrument that might open the way for enlightenment of the narod.

The radical students at St. Petersburg University often had wider connections and reflected the changing theoretical currents within the revolutionary intelligentsia. Sergei Nikonov, who had recruited Sasha for the economics circle, belonged to the network of radical students in the capital’s military schools, and wrestled with the implications of Marxian theory. He, too, chose terrorism. Lukashevich had ties to Polish revolutionary circles. The Cossack members of the Second March First had ties to the wider circle of the northern Caucasus, and Shmidova to terrorists in Kharkiv. Sasha and others had connections to workers’ circles in the growing industrial slums of St. Petersburg. The Second March First faithfully represented the growing tension within Russian socialism, in which not only shifting loyalties to rural and urban constituencies but also nationalist or regional loyalties affected radical commitments. The youthful members of the Second March First had absorbed the decades-old Russian revolutionary traditions and added their own amendments.

An original member of the economics circle, Nikonov became one of the prime movers of the effort to galvanize a demoralized student body and organize a terrorist network. Marx’s critique of the classics of political economy inclined Nikonov toward social democracy, but he did not accept the one-sided, structural approach that overemphasized economic causality in history. Even though he found Marx’s critique of capitalism convincing, Nikonov disliked the dogmatic Marxian polemics generated by George Plekhanov and his followers in the émigré Group for the Liberation of Labor.14 In their efforts to wean the intelligentsia from narodnichestvo, Russian Marxists monotonously showed the implacable destruction of the peasantry by the laws of capitalism, but in practice, as well as in theory, they gave the revolutionary intelligentsia political and educational roles as “midwives of revolution,” a notion they also found in Marx and Engels.

Nikonov followed the practice of many narodniki, who did not draw a sharp line between the economic “infrastructure” and the cultural and political factors assigned to the “superstructure.” It was difficult to treat the actions of the heroic figures of the revolutionary movement simply as dependent variables rather than important forces in their own right. Nikonov believed that politics might affect economics and that not only classes but individual actors could alter the course of history. With such views, Nikonov naturally gravitated toward terrorism and became one of the few members of the People’s Will in St. Petersburg.15
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ALEXANDER BLANK
 Alexander Dmitrievich Blank (1799–1870), father of Maria Alexandrovna, born Moses Isaac Blank, whose estate at Kokushkino became the summer gathering place for the Ulyanov family.
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KATHERINE VON ESSEN
 Katherine von Essen (1789–1863), sister of Anna Blank and de facto stepmother to Alexander Blank’s six children after Anna’s death in 1838.


[image: image]

ANNA AND ALEXANDER
 Anna at age six, Alexander at age four (1870).
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Anna at ten, Sasha at eight (1874).
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THE ULYANOV FAMILY (1879)
 Alexander (1866–1887) standing conspicuously in the center, Anna (1864–1935), to the left of Ilya Nikolaevich (1831–1886), Vladimir (1870–1924), sitting below Anna, Maria Alexandrovna (1835–1916), surrounded by the younger children, to the right Olga (1871–1891), Dmitry (1874–1943) on the chair to the left, and Maria Ilinichna (1878–1937) on her lap.
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ILYA NIKOLAEVICH ULYANOV (1882 OR 1883)
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ALEXANDER ULYANOV AT AGE TWELVE (1868)
 Alexander in the uniform of the Simbirsk classical gymnasium.
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THE GRADUATING CLASS OF THE SIMBIRSK CLASSICAL GYMNASIUM (1883)
 Alexander in the second row at the far left.
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ALEXANDER AT AGE SEVENTEEN (1883)
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VLADIMIR’S GRADUATION PHOTO (1887)

Soon after his transfer to the Military-Medical Academy, Nikonov began to spread narodnik propaganda to the military cadets in the capital. He was a key participant in the Second March First conspiracy until his arrest on January 28, 1887. From his position at the center of the student network in St. Petersburg during 1885–87, Nikonov estimated that at the height of the movement fifteen hundred students belonged to about twenty illegal zemlyachestva, of which the circle of the Don and Kuban Cossacks was the largest at roughly two hundred members. Quite a few radical students who were neither Cossacks nor from the Don and Kuban regions affiliated themselves with the circle because of its radicalism and wide connections in other cities. It was a situation of delicious irony. Cossacks—Govorukhin, Andreyushkin, Generalov—along with the Siberian Osipanov had the daring and the martial spirit to go into the streets with weapons, and they were willing to take as many lives as they thought necessary to achieve their goal. Yet they entered the revolutionary movement by the pathway ordinarily taken by the intelligentsia—through the gymnasium and university. To compound the irony, Alexander III deeply admired the Cossacks and thought them to be the most loyal of his subjects.

Despite this apparent revolutionary momentum, the vast majority of students balked at sustained and serious revolutionary activity, much less terrorism. Memory of Degaev’s treachery remained fresh in their minds. Whom could they trust? They assumed that police spies were everywhere. Moreover, the rhythms of student life militated against revolutionary plots. Activist projects lost momentum during the long semester breaks. The largest likely sources of recruits, the zemlyachestvo movement, was quite diffuse and largely sustained in 1886–87 by its elected council of twelve to fifteen students. Several members of the Second March First, including Ulyanov, Nikonov, Lukashevich, and Govorukhin, served on the council.

The radicals had to work against a mood of increasing pessimism about the efficacy of violent resistance to the regime of Alexander III. They had to fight against ideological breakdown. Many students found solace in Tolstoy’s doctrine of nonresistance to evil, some in Chekhovian “small-deeds” liberalism, while others, following Dostoevsky, became Russian nationalists and supported monarchism, imperialism, and Russian Orthodoxy. By late autumn 1886 Sasha had joined the broad movement of revolutionary narodnichestvo and, without ever saying it explicitly, followed Peter Lavrov’s move to terrorism. For all of the circles and networks, it took an entrepreneur of sorts to gather the handful of recruits who would dedicate themselves to an organized act of terrorism.

 

THE PERSON WHO ORGANIZED the Second March First, Peter Shevyrev, might have come out of the pages of The Possessed. He distinctly resembled Nechaev, whose conspiracy had inspired the novel, and he had the qualities that went along with revolutionary entrepreneurship: blind belief in the cause, a file-card mind, the ability to create real networks out of mental blueprints, the willingness to adapt means to ends without much attention to theory, and the ability to risk everything to achieve the end. The less than likable Shevyrev, shrill and hysterical, thin and tubercular, squinting at interlocutors over his spectacles, pushed his recruits into an enterprise that they wished for but might not have been able to turn into reality without him. The others knew that their chances of success were small, that they themselves would likely go down with their project, but Shevyrev took them beyond a point of no return.

Shevyrev came from a relatively privileged background, the wealthier stratum of the mercantile estate, studied in a classical gymnasium in Kharkiv, in eastern Ukraina, and, like Ulyanov and Lukashevich, became a student in the natural sciences in St. Petersburg. Shevyrev originally enrolled in Kharkiv University in 1883 and spent two years studying the natural sciences there. Little inclined toward academic work, in Kharkiv he showed interest in science more as an aspiring inventor than as a student. He had a tendency to throw himself into all-or-nothing projects. Failure in a febrile and lunatic venture to create some sort of electrical device evidently affected his decision to invest himself in revolutionary activity.16 At Kharkiv University he developed his organizational skills, and when he transferred to St. Petersburg for his junior year he immediately put them to use to form mutual-aid and self-education groups. Although putatively studying to be a mineralogist specializing in crystallography, he jumped to zoology. In any case, he was an indifferent student and had neither his heart nor his head in his academic work. As a revolutionary he showed no interest in theory and read little in the social-science literature. He dedicated himself almost completely to activism during his two years in St. Petersburg.

Shevyrev showed enormous energy and cleverness in creating student enterprises and events to raise funds. Soon after his arrival in St. Petersburg he began to prowl the corridors of the university buttonholing students, making hundreds of acquaintances, and looking for opportunities. A risk taker by nature, he recruited somewhat recklessly. The expectation of his own imminent death—Shevyrev’s tubercular condition had worsened during his sophomore year—probably increased his feverish activity and recklessness. His illness forced him to extend his summer break after his junior year, and he returned to St. Petersburg only in the middle of the fall semester, 1886.17 Shevyrev’s intense commitment, perpetual motion, and organizational acumen won him the respect of the ordinarily rebellious students who, in this period of relative doldrums, would not easily commit themselves to a conspiracy. When he issued threats of violence against vacillating comrades, however, he evoked accusations of Nechaevism.


Shevyrev’s health, both physical and mental, affected the outcome of the Second March First in several ways. His older brother, Nicholas, an entomologist and professor in the Forestry Institute in St. Petersburg, testified in April 1887 that Peter was not only tubercular but psychologically unstable. Nicholas had decided that it would be better for Peter to move from Kharkiv to St. Petersburg, where he would receive superior treatment for both his physical and his psychological problems. During the course of interrogation Nicholas revealed that since childhood his younger brother had shown signs of hysteria and a tendency to hallucinate—both evidently family traits. Their sister suffered from similar psychological symptoms and had to return home to Kharkiv after a sojourn in St. Petersburg. Despite the St. Petersburg doctors’ warning that the climate would be dreadful for Peter’s lungs, Nicholas still kept him there for two years until it became obvious that his brother’s health—physical as well as psychological—had seriously deteriorated. Peter’s nonstop activity, the climate, and tuberculosis caused hemorrhaging and a physical breakdown by the end of his junior year.18

From his belated return to St. Petersburg from the summer break of 1886 until February 17, 1887, when Nicholas sent him to the Crimea for treatment, Peter revived the projects he had begun and also launched the conspiracy. He was captured on March 7 in Yalta with a bottle of cyanide in his possession. In court Nicholas Shevyrev testified that he had given the poison to Peter, whom he was helping in his study of entomology, and who in turn helped him prepare specimens. He also had given Peter various bottles and gutta-percha tubes for poisoning insects. Although Peter had in his lodgings in Yalta insect-catching and processing equipment when he was apprehended, it is far more likely that he had been contemplating suicide rather than dispatching insects on behalf of the science of entomology. Shevyrev had also gotten potassium cyanide for the bomb throwers so that they could avoid torture in case they were captured.


Nicholas, who had helped Peter’s conspiracy in many small ways, shaped his testimony to save his brother from hanging, and much of it cannot be trusted, but he evidently spoke candidly about Peter’s physical and psychological problems. Shortly before Peter went to the Crimea, his co-conspirators noted that he had begun to show paranoid symptoms. Shevyrev believed that a dog that he encountered in the streets of St. Petersburg was tailing him for the police.19 It seems odd in retrospect that the conspirators would entrust their project and their lives to this unstable and, by much testimony, repellent individual. Once they had crossed the psychological threshold into the thought world of terrorism, however, they measured him by different criteria. Without Shevyrev the project would never have been realized; even those who doubted his methods and character were willing to take the attendant risks of working with him. To many students, his activist qualities translated into a species of charisma rather than repulsiveness. Similar things had been said of Nechaev.

In retrospect the pattern of Shevyrev’s activity during the Second March First conspiracy resembled that of his academic career: he pursued with virtually demonic energy every project he conceived, including the Second March First, but never completed a single one. In mid-February, Shevyrev broke down physically and psychologically; others had to finish his last project. When he departed St. Petersburg on February 17, he left behind a group of young men working virtually around the clock to complete the manufacture of nitroglycerine, dynamite, poisoned bullets, and the bombs themselves. Shevyrev had brought the project beyond a point of no return; and oddly enough, the rickety organization created by this failed inventor nearly realized its goal. It took a person with Shevyrev’s odd qualities to set things into motion. Once set into motion, such conspiracies can achieve a great deal.

In sum, Peter Shevyrev at the age of twenty-three had the qualities of entrepreneur, organizer, salesman, fund-raiser, and, to a lesser degree, intimidator. Some were repelled by his shrillness, pushiness, and apparent lack of intellectual seriousness. All, however, were impressed by his ability to get others to act and his prodigious memory for people and their qualities—traits not uncommon among revolutionary politicians. Nechaev had kept a notebook with hundreds of names inscribed in tiny handwriting. Stalin was known for his almost photographic memory for personnel. Shevyrev initiated the Second March First by recruiting Lukashevich as master bomb maker and Osipanov as the primary bomb thrower. All of the evidence provided by survivors, even by those who were at least ambivalent about him, gave pride of place to Shevyrev for propelling into motion, organizing, and coordinating the conspiracy.

 

JOSEF LUKASHEVICH, the designer of the bombs seized by the police on March 1, 1887, epitomized the hybrid mentality of the time—he advocated terrorism yet declared his devotion to social democracy. A brilliant young man, he like Sasha needed the authority of science to justify his actions. Lukashevich became an early convert to the Marxian version of social democracy. The parallels between Sasha’s and Josef’s radical careers are striking. Lukashevich’s gentry father had four children in addition to Josef, and worked in the chancellery of the governor-general of Vilnius province, in Lithuania. Ethnically Polish and educated in a classical gymnasium in Vilnius, Josef was a member of one of the most hated and closely watched minorities within the Russian Empire.20 Like Sasha, he was simultaneously a member of a privileged estate and an outsider because of his ethnicity—a marginal man. Polish nationalism, like Ukrainian nationalism, added to the regime’s many headaches.

Although the drive for national autonomy remained tied to the quest for liberal constitutions in much of the European imperial world, it gradually began to form links with socialism. Not a nationalist in the narrow sense of the word, like the Polish revolutionaries with whom he consorted, Lukashevich passionately hated Russian imperial rule; and, like Sasha and other members of his generation, he placed his knowledge of science and technical skill in the service of revolution. Both his background and his conspicuous appearance—Lukashevich was several inches over six feet and had striking aquiline features—should have made him an easy target for police spies. His conspiratorial nickname was “Handsome.” It seems extraordinary that he got as far as he did in his plotting and bomb making; in his memoirs he himself expressed surprise at this.

Two and a half years older than Sasha, Josef finished his gymnasium education at the same time, in 1883, and immediately enrolled in the same department in St. Petersburg University, but Lukashevich had advanced further in his education in radicalism. He shared with Sasha a passion for the natural sciences, in Josef’s case chemistry, physics, and botany. Lukashevich was a gentle giant, who loved gardening. When he became involved in the Second March First plot, Josef arranged meetings with Osipanov and Shevyrev in one of his favorite spots, the university’s botanical garden and orangery. They conspired in whispers in secluded spots amid fragrant foliage, “in total silence, far from the gaze of the regime’s spies.”21

In Vilnius, a haven for seditious ideas and entrepôt of revolutionary contraband, Josef had read all of the major narodnik clandestine publications. His political education in Vilnius convinced Lukashevich that liberal constitutions and political freedom had to precede socialism, and this made political revolution the first order of the day. The People’s Will took a similar position and therefore became Lukashevich’s party of choice more for tactical reasons than strategic ones. For Lukashevich, politics paved the way for socialism, but terrorism, constitutions, and parliaments were only way stations on the road to socialism. Marx and Engels theorized that political parties would become superfluous in a classless society. Parliamentary institutions and the state’s professional armies, police forces, and bureaucracies would presumably disappear as socialism ripened into communism.

Like other already convinced revolutionaries, in his first two years in St. Petersburg, Lukashevich bitterly swallowed the Degaev scandal, Lopatin’s arrest, and the new university charter. He maintained ties to radicals back home, ties that he used when the conspiracy unfolded. All the while Josef pursued his studies and, like Sasha, attracted the attention of the leading professors in his specialties. His comrades (though not Sasha) saw him as a worthy successor to Nicholas Kibalchich, whose bombs had killed Alexander II. Under Stalin, Soviet propagandists, driven by national pride to claim for Russia many important scientific and technological breakthroughs, attributed to Kibalchich the discovery of the principle of jet propulsion. Lukashevich’s personal pride in his own technical skill shows in memoirs first published thirty years after his sentencing. He went into great detail about the construction of his bombs in order to refute the expert witness for the prosecution, who claimed that the bombs were badly designed and nonfunctional.22 In fact—Lukashevich implied—his bombs were better than Kibalchich’s.

Lukashevich arrived in St. Petersburg fully radicalized, felt constricted by the doctrine of small deeds, and longed for the opportunity to join a serious conspiracy. At first he provided technical assistance to radical Polish students engaged in hectographing illegal material. During his sophomore year Lukashevich vainly tried to find a terrorist group that could use his skills. One member of a Polish circle arrested in 1885 had in his apartment Lukashevich’s notes on the manufacture of nitroglycerine, but the police never made a connection, even though the notes were in Josef’s handwriting. He ended his sophomore year frustrated in his search for a terrorist organization, and still seeking to move beyond the usual student ploys to circumvent the authorities. The most radical students eventually found one another.

The key moment in the formation of the conspiracy occurred when Lukashevich and Shevyrev, who already knew each other, at some unspecified time in the autumn of 1886 decided to form a terrorist group. Lukashevich and Shevyrev first collaborated on projects to help needy students and simultaneously use them to locate recruits for a terrorist conspiracy. In 1885–86, in addition to a dining room, they created a student bank and an information bureau for jobs. Some of the faculty collaborated as well. Shevyrev managed the money and found factotums to disseminate leaflets advertising his enterprises, which included fund-raising parties and dances. Shevyrev and Lukashevich both knew Ulyanov as a fellow science student and as an increasingly visible member of the council of zemlyachestva and of leading study circles. In a postscript to a letter of April 19, 1886, Shevyrev asked Lukashevich to give to Sasha his notes from Butlerov’s class on organic chemistry for transmission to his brother Nicholas. Shevyrev also mentions Sasha as a source of funds for his student enterprises (presumably collected from the Simbirsk and other zemlyachestva).23 At this moment in the formation of the terrorist project, Shevyrev and Lukashevich were biding their time until something crystallized.

By the autumn of 1886 Shevyrev and Lukashevich started vetting prospective assassins. One young man, identified only as “S” by Lukashevich, offered his services to them, but imprudently announced his intentions to his friends. Shevyrev and Lukashevich not only turned down his offer but also sent him out of town for his own good. Shevyrev befriended another potential assassin, one of the radicalized military men in St. Petersburg, who made a credible offer. A cavalier of the Order of St. George, the unnamed officer planned to shoot Alexander III during a formal inspection of the order on the festival of St. George to be held on November 26, 1886, in the Winter Palace. He lost heart at the last minute.24 Had the officer kept courage, the complex tasks of bomb making and Ulyanov’s involvement might have been short-circuited. Instead, in December 1886 and January 1887 the police made wholesale roundups of the radical military circles that still operated in St. Petersburg and elsewhere, at least temporarily removing that source of threat. Arrests in the student body in December and in the Junker academy, the naval, Pavlov, and Konstantinov schools in January 1887, and especially the arrest of Sergei Nikonov strongly affected Sasha, who was depending on Nikonov for military recruits for systematic terror. All of these signs of the effectiveness of the police changed the thinking of the students and stopped the momentum created by November 17, 1886, but not Shevyrev’s machinations.

 

IF SHEVYREV was the main organizer and Lukashevich the technical expert, Vasilii Osipanov was the point man for the assassination. An aspiring assassin in search of an organization, Osipanov made contact with Shevyrev in the fall of 1886. He was a somewhat mysterious young man of indistinct ethnicity, but his looks suggest he was probably of indigenous Siberian stock. Osipanov was nicknamed “the Cat.” The nickname did not refer to his physique—he was of medium height, stocky, square—but to his solitary ways and stealth. Osipanov had left Kazan University and come to St. Petersburg in the autumn semester of 1886, his senior year, expressly to sacrifice himself in the act of assassinating Alexander III. As a teenager in Tomsk he had met Boris Orzhikh, who converted him to the cause.

There is little information about Osipanov’s early biography before his years in Kazan University. Although he was officially listed as a lower-middle-class town dweller—a meshchanin—his father had served in the army. Osipanov received a gymnasium education in Tomsk and arrived at the university fully radicalized. During his gymnasium years he read Chernyshevsky’s What Is to Be Done?, which gave him a fictional model of ascetic heroism. Osipanov claimed to have imitated Rakhmetov’s painful regime—designed to harden him for torture—of sleeping on a board with nails sticking through it.25 Osipanov refused to carry poison with him to commit suicide in case of capture. At Kazan, the same university from which Vladimir Ulyanov was expelled in 1888, Osipanov started as a student of medicine and then transferred to law. He missed almost an entire school year on enforced furlough for his role in a student demonstration. An orphan, Osipanov received material support from family friends, and didn’t have to resort to student banks or work as a tutor. He arrived at St. Petersburg in the autumn of 1886, at the same time as the other throwers, Generalov and Andreyushkin. It seems odd that at a time when St. Petersburg University was presumably enforcing the reactionary policies of Dmitry Tolstoy and Delyanov, someone with Osipanov’s student record should have been able to enroll. His student status simply served as a convenient cover for his project. He concentrated all of his energy on finding a group of people who could help him carry out his sole intention—killing Alexander III. Shevyrev and Lukashevich felt fortunate to find Osipanov—self-possessed, determined, decisive, and, above all, careful. Osipanov had mixed feelings about joining a group. He trusted only himself to get the job done, but recognized that he would need a support system to achieve his goal. His doubts about relying on a group were well founded—the others were reckless and careless in their methods—but at least they could supply him with dynamite bombs that were potentially more effective than his two-chambered pistol.26

At first he thought of himself as a freelance assassin who, with the help of a lookout, would do the job himself. Knowing the unreliability of pistols, he wanted to load his with poisoned bullets so that even a minor wound would be fatal. When he sought out people who might help him, they dissuaded him from the idea of a solo attack with a pistol. Lukashevich and Shevyrev convinced Osipanov that bombs would be better, but he evidently was the inspiration for the lead cubes filled and smeared with strychnine. The others suggested that Osipanov himself study the tsar’s comings and goings and choose the time and place for the assassination. After his initial reconnaissance Osipanov announced that it would be impossible for one bomber to do the job. He planned to commit the deed while the tsar was en route to the Peter and Paul Cathedral to attend the requiem mass for his father on the sixth anniversary of Alexander II’s assassination, but there was more than one possible route from the Anichkov Palace. Shevyrev and Lukashevich suggested the approach that was later used on March 1, 1887: three throwers would be stationed along the tsar’s likely routes, and three signalers would give advance warning of the tsar’s passage. In fact, it was very much like the successful plan of the People’s Will in 1881. At the end of December, Osipanov had enough credible information about the tsar’s habits to encourage them to plan the assassination for March 1, 1887.27

With Osipanov and Lukashevich in hand, Shevyrev had hooks for recruiting the others. He found signalers among the collaborators in his student dining room. Kancher and Gorkun purchased produce for Mme Klechinskaya, the cook whose tasty meals attracted a crowd of student patrons. After November 17 they played a central role in printing and mailing the student proclamation written by Ulyanov, and then easily slid into the role of signalers. They recruited a third, Volokhov. Shevyrev recruited Govorukhin and a still skeptical Ulyanov by exaggerating the material and human assets under his control; and Ulyanov, despite his doubts, in December 1886 joined Govorukhin in recruiting the remaining bomb throwers, Generalov and Andreyushkin. Toward the end of December they decided on the target, the time, the approximate place, and the method. Starting with very little in the autumn of 1886, by the end of December, Shevyrev had shaped a tiny terrorist organization that was gearing up to produce the bombs.28

Sasha at first remained skeptical, but he showed a typical intelligentsia weakness for the arguments of the passionately committed. His conversion followed a familiar pattern: first anger at the regime and despair at its policies, then deep and careful study of the possibilities, and finally (often after an emotional experience) submission to a sometimes amoral entrepreneur of terrorism. Govorukhin wrote of his and Sasha’s meetings with Shevyrev in December 1886, “After long and heated discussions of the matter of systematic terror with Lukashevich and Shevyrev…Alexander Ilyich and I decided to help their cause, although we didn’t decisively commit ourselves to the group. Little by little we were drawn into the work, fulfilling Shevyrev’s commissions.”29 There is no question, however, about the event that led Sasha to Shevyrev. It was the pilgrimage to Volkovo Cemetery on November 17, 1887.

 

A STUDENT EVENT designed by the revolutionaries in the economics circle to provoke police repression and to recruit cadres for revolutionary activity became the seedbed of the Second March First conspiracy. In the fall semester of 1886 the economics circle agitated for a huge demonstration on November 17, 1886, the twenty-fifth anniversary of Dobrolyubov’s death. The student agitators reached out to the zemlyachestvo council and technical institutes in St. Petersburg—the medical, technological, and forestry schools—and to the women in the Bestuzhev courses. All were to march and then assemble at the Volkovo Cemetery. Sergei Nikonov had been involved in the dress rehearsal for the event, an earlier procession to the cemetery on February 19, 1886, commemorating the twenty-fifth anniversary of the abolition of serfdom. Nikonov estimated that four hundred students gathered at the cemetery to lay wreaths on the graves of the intellectual heroes who had championed the liberation of the serfs and to hear a religious service performed by a somewhat agitated priest dragooned by the student leaders. The police displayed gross laxity and disorganization and appeared only late in the proceedings of February 19.30 Such large student demonstrations in St. Petersburg in this period of reaction were unheard of. Determined not to be caught out again, Lieutenant General Gresser had his cohorts ready on November 17, 1886. This time the St. Petersburg chief of police obliged the event’s organizers by humiliating the students and turning their thoughts to terrorism.

November 17 was a gray day, and a light, chilling rain fell intermittently, filling the streets in the cemetery’s environs with muddy pools. An impressive number of students, a thousand or more by most estimates, had gathered that morning on Nevsky Prospect near the Nikolaevsky (now the Moscow) railway station. Many came to Volkovo in groups by horse trams. By about 10:00 a.m. hundreds of uniformed students from the capital’s most prestigious institutions of higher education, some of them carrying wreaths for the planned ceremony, waited in the rain, while cordons of policemen blocked their way into the cemetery. The students began to complain to a police officer: “We’re here to pay our respects to the departed. You have no right to prevent this.” They stood in what was becoming a quagmire before the closed gates of the cemetery. Lieutenant General Gresser strictly enforced the blockade. After a palaver, Gresser said that he would allow a small delegation to gather at Dobrolyubov’s grave, but the student leaders decided against it. A thick mass of students began to walk back to the central city by way of Ligovka. A major artery south of the central city, Ligovka framed a narrow canal and linked up with Nevsky Prospect. The students planned to walk back to Nevsky, where they would regroup on the square in front of the golden-domed Kazan Cathedral, the site of a famous student demonstration of 1876.

Sasha marched with the others singing revolutionary songs and shouting radical slogans. His friends had never seen him in such an agitated state. On Ligovka a cordon of Cossacks formed up to block their path, and Lieutenant General Gresser drove in a sleigh to the front of his forces and confronted the students. According to Shmidova, she, Anna, Sasha, and Shevyrev marched in a rank holding hands. Anna wrote that Sasha shouted angrily at the mounted chief of police. She could not hear what he said, although she could see that he was enraged. A fellow student who marched near them claimed that Sasha reacted to Gresser’s presence as if an electric shock had gone through him, shouted “forward,” and tried unsuccessfully to plunge through the dense crowd toward the figure on horseback. Raisa Shmidova, however, told a different story. Sasha became agitated when he saw a Cossack clout her shoulder with his rifle butt.31 Such scenes of humiliation of comrades and loved ones typically ignited the rage and thoughts of revenge against those who symbolized brutality and oppression. Perhaps the insult to Shmidova turned Sasha’s thoughts to terror. Did the events and the rainy day also revive the trauma of the visit to Karpei’s cottage when Sasha was a child, and of Herzen’s vivid story about the Jewish cantonists? For whatever deep reasons, this became the moment of Sasha’s transformation into a terrorist.

Meanwhile, the Cossacks lined up behind the marchers and cut off the students’ retreat route, so hundreds were trapped on Ligovka, with buildings to one side of them, a railing to the other where the canal flowed, and Cossacks fore and aft with swords drawn. Curious bystanders gawked from the embankment on the other side of the canal, and some even threw buns to the hungry students, but were driven away by the police. The students, who had already spent the morning in front of the cemetery, now had to stand captive in the rain for hours more, until Lieutenant General Gresser took pity and released them that evening. The Cossacks began to allow small groups to pass through their cordon, but they also isolated and detained a small number of especially vocal students whom they’d identified as leaders and agitators.

Anna and Sasha got through the cordon quite late and went to the apartment that Sasha shared with Chebotarev. The weary students who gathered in the apartment after the long ordeal on Ligovka cheered themselves with stories of how they’d escaped the Cossack swords and whips and flouted the authorities. Others who had been detained were released, to the joy of their comrades. Within a few days the students discovered that their celebrations had been premature. The police arrested and expelled forty demonstrators, many of whom had not played important roles in the demonstration. A list of their names suggests that the police had targeted mainly Jewish students and women who were conspicuously nihilist in appearance. The main organizers of the demonstration were enraged.

The students who were inclined toward terrorism contemplated a revival of the liberal-terrorist modus vivendi that preceded the assassination of Alexander II. They assumed that the liberal public despised the counterreforms and the figures that symbolized them; at a less conscious level they felt that they, the children of privilege, could evoke a visceral response in their often liberal and equally guilt-ridden parents, who also suffered in the prison-house atmosphere created by the regime. Images of illegitimate authority and stories of injustice brought back memories of their parents’ own humiliations at the hands of the regime and revived their youthful indignation.

The radical students of 1886 remembered the tale of Arkhip Bogolyubov, who had been arrested for participating in the demonstration in the square before Kazan Cathedral in December 1876. Fyodor Trepov, governor-general of St. Petersburg, ordered that Bogolyubov be beaten with birch rods because he had refused to remove his cap during a prison-yard inspection. Rumors circulated that Trepov had slapped Bogolyubov or had knocked off his hat. In January 1878 Vera Zasulich shot Trepov in the pelvis; the wound was not fatal. Zasulich’s act and then her acquittal in a stirring public trial inspired a terrorist campaign that led to the formation of the People’s Will in 1879—and to the closed tribunals that later terrorists faced. The terrorists at that moment were fully justified in their belief that they had the sympathy of the liberal public. Both liberals and radicals wanted a constitution and full civil liberties, and the regime’s costly military operations and diplomatic failure in the Russo-Turkish War had raised the level of outrage. The radicals of 1886 believed that dramatic scenes of police brutality against the children of privilege would revive the spirit of 1878–79, bring the cowed liberals to their side, and renew the drive for a liberal constitution.

Anna Ulyanova-Elizarova in her memoirs written in 1927 probed the psychology of humiliation and the turn to terror after November 17, 1886.


It’s difficult to travel back to that moment forty years ago, to understand the psychology of terror, of the generation of the 1880s worship of that “accursed God.” Not only the students but the general political attitudes of the time evoked it. The students…sensitively registered generally shared discontents…. The effect seems out of proportion to the cause, calling to mind the well-known allegory of the last drop that causes…the cup to overflow. Don’t such drops always play a decisive role in all insurrections, revolutions, and prison riots?…In prison conditions the tiniest, most insignificant pressure seems unbearable, is taken as an insufferable insult, and evokes a disproportionately passionate protest. This is precisely how it was then, in the prison that Russia felt like to those who experienced the 1880s.32



The instigators of the demonstration of November 17 began to discuss possible responses: demonstrating on the Kazan Cathedral Square; protesting in front of the Winter Palace; bombing the administration building of the Ministry of the Interior’s gendarmerie; instigating disorderly conduct in St. Petersburg’s institutions of higher education and pressure to reinstate the expelled students; or, at the extreme, assassinating obnoxious officials, with Lieutenant General Gresser at the top of their list.


Sasha began to play a central role in the planning of protest. Two months earlier, on September 18, Sasha and his friend from Simbirsk, Chebotarev, had moved into spacious accommodations, which neither could afford on his own, in a two-story wooden house at Alexandrovsky Prospect 25. Their apartment had a large anteroom for guests, and the bedroom had floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, which contained not only their own books but also the library of the Simbirsk zemlyachestvo, whose roughly twenty members congregated there. The apartment also became the meeting place for the biology circle. Discussions about the November 17 proclamation took place in the apartment even though the doorman of their building undoubtedly reported to the police.

Shevyrev, Govorukhin, Ulyanov, and several other student activists from the union of zemlyachestva also met in Michael Kancher and Peter Gorkun’s apartment to organize their appeal to the public. Kancher, a science student, and Gorkun, an aspiring lawyer, both gentry from Poltava Province and former gymnasium mates, had fallen into Shevyrev’s web while helping him launch his cheap student dining room. He had casually moved them into more serious conspiratorial work. Their apartment, like Ulyanov and Chebotarev’s, became a hub of the Second March First conspiracy. A few days after the event, they helped print and put into circulation the proclamation “17 November in Petersburg.” Ulyanov, at the behest of the student leaders, composed this appeal for the solidarity of the educated public with the students.

The proclamation claims that fifteen hundred students had gathered peacefully to conduct a Christian funeral service to honor Dobrolyubov. It describes in considerable detail the arbitrariness and illegality of the police action, but Sasha did not claim police violence. Lieutenant General Gresser knew very well that the organizers wanted to provoke violence and had not risen to the bait. The police had created obstacles, taken down names, and later expelled students, but the Cossacks had not actually beaten or slashed protesters, as in earlier demonstrations. Ulyanov appealed mainly to the liberal public’s sympathy for violations of civil liberties and the suppression of enlightened thought in a dark and brutal despotism. The proclamation ends with a sentence designed to stress right over might, intellect and spirit over physical strength: “We counterpose to the brute force that supports the government another force, but it is the force of the organized and united consciousness of our spiritual solidarity.”33

It is doubtful that the proclamation was meant to be a prologue to a campaign of systematic terror—the methods used to formulate, print, and distribute it were so slapdash—but that is what it became. After hectographing the proclamation, several students, including Anna, worked around the clock, stuffing and addressing hundreds of envelopes to the educated public in St. Petersburg: lawyers, officials, doctors, professors, merchants. The students made it quite easy for the police to detect the missives. In a rush, they had bought envelopes in the nearest stationery shops. The stationery was all of the same kind and thus easily detected in the post office, which had no doubt been alerted by the police. The students also dumped the envelopes in large numbers into a few postal boxes not far from the university area, so they were all the more conspicuous. Chebotarev, who addressed several of the proclamations to personal acquaintances, learned that not one of them had gotten to its destination. Such were the casual and inept methods used by the enraged students, some of whom found their way to Peter Shevyrev.34

Shevyrev used equally casual methods to recruit Govorukhin and Ulyanov. At the beginning of December 1886 they were still unaware that Shevyrev’s public enterprises camouflaged his conspiratorial activities. Some thought—and this is what he wanted them to think—that his enterprises were tokens of a liberal mentality and a tactic of small deeds. Shevyrev actually had in mind a string of terrorist acts. Govorukhin, who himself was already inclined toward terrorism and had pushed Ulyanov in that direction, claims that in late November or early December 1886 they, in conversation with Shevyrev, wondered out loud why he didn’t pursue something more serious than a dining room—like terrorism. Shevyrev then told them that he had already formed a terrorist enterprise and asked what role they were prepared to play. He presented a neat organizational blueprint: (1) information gatherers who would find out about the tsar’s schedule, itinerary, and entourage; (2) fund-raisers; (3) technicians for bomb making; and (4) the strike force—throwers and signalers. Notably absent was a place for theory and propaganda.

Govorukhin and Ulyanov demurred when Shevyrev asked them whether they would gather information about the tsar, something that required inside contacts, which they lacked. They agreed to play roles in the third and fourth categories as technicians or as organizers of the strike force. They even began to discuss precise methods for assassinating the tsar. Shevyrev agreed that bombs would be superior to small arms—he and Lukashevich had already convinced Osipanov of that. But when they pressed him for information about the group’s members, Shevyrev fended them off. Instead, he resorted to deception, writing on a piece of paper letters of the alphabet signifying the number of people in each of the four categories.35

In fact, at the time—probably early December—Lukashevich was the lone technician, Osipanov the only bomb thrower, and two of the signalers, Kancher and Gorkun, already identified as collaborators, but yet to be recruited for their roles in the assassination plot. Shevyrev himself was the main fund-raiser and coordinator. The organization was still largely a figment of his imagination, but he leveraged what resources he had into a functional terrorist group. Govorukhin and Ulyanov might have tried to organize their own conspiracy if they hadn’t found one already under way; but they had more scruples than Shevyrev, and it is doubtful that scrupulous recruiting methods would have gotten them very far in their project.

Sasha himself showed an odd mixture of meticulousness about enlisting the right people and blindness to the fact that he and the others were already obvious targets for police surveillance. All of the main actors, including him, were compromised after November 17, and several were on the verge of arrest at the time of the foundation of the Second March First. By the end of December they had nonetheless made the commitment to assassinate the tsar. The student body of the university and a larger network of student radicals were well aware that something was going to happen and that it was likely to fail. Those who wrote memoirs are like a Greek chorus lamenting an implacably unfolding tragedy. In the end, not Shevyrev but Ulyanov played the role of tragic hero.

Shevyrev nonetheless had what it took to shape a conspiracy. He used deception and did not put his recruits through any rigorous tests, but after involving them he followed strictly the conspiratorial rules of organizing cells. Like Nechaev, he subordinated science to action. Govorukhin and Ulyanov were astonished at Shevyrev’s atheoretical and amoral approach, in which a limited end justified unscrupulous means, with neither ends nor means supported by serious scientific thought. Ulyanov confided to Govorukhin, “A strange mechanism this fellow Shevyrev—I just don’t understand him.”36 Shevyrev apparently simply wanted to kill as many oppressors of the people as he could and did not worry too much about either theory or methods. Only Ulyanov’s interventions later in the course of the conspiracy kept Shevyrev from going over the edge into full-blown Nechaevism.

 

ONE WONDERS WHETHER Sasha spent much time pondering the revolutionary idea that the end justified the means—a doctrine that had become associated with Nechaev’s ruthlessness. Unlike Nechaev, Alexander Ulyanov would not resort to coercion, let alone to murder of his own comrades; he would not think of spreading fraudulent information and appealing to the peasants’ deep prejudices to agitate them into action, or of subordinating science to revolutionary action. Yet Sasha used his scientific education to prepare nitroglycerine and dynamite and spent hours making lead “bullets” and treating them with strychnine. If the bombs had exploded, how many innocent lives would they have taken along with those of the royal family in the imperial equipage and of the bomb throwers? The area reconnoitered by the plotters was one of shops filled with imported luxury wares. Here were the capital’s liveliest streets replete with restaurants and cafés, jewelry and furniture stores, milliners and haberdashers, stationers and booksellers. The scene would have been horrible, perhaps dozens of people dressed in their Sunday best in pools of blood, mangled by the explosions, convulsed in a death agony from the strychnine. Sasha, no doubt after much anguish, had numbed himself to such images, just as he had to thoughts of his own death. What did the sacrifice of a few dozen lives mean if it would lead to the liberation of millions and usher in an era of universal human happiness? The great literary critic of the generation of the 1840s, Vissarion Belin-sky, had put it with flair in his correspondence of 1841, to his friend V. P. Botkin:


I’m beginning to love humanity in Marat’s manner: to make the least part of it happy, it seems to me that I’d exterminate the remainder with fire and sword…. People are so stupid that one must forcibly lead them to happiness. Anyway, what’s the blood of thousands compared to the degradation and suffering of millions? Therefore, fiat justitia, pereat mundus!37










SEVEN

Bombs, Hearts, and Ideas



THE REVOLUTIONARY STUDENTS of St. Petersburg took stock of their chances after the arrests in the military schools in December 1886 and January 1887. The regime appeared to be ready for anything, and only the most reckless vowed to go through with an attempt on the life of the tsar. Rumors of assassination plots continued to make the rounds and appeared in the foreign press, but pessimism was the order of the day. In late January and early February, Sasha had doubts about the timing of the assassination attempt and asked Shevyrev and the others to put it off until the fall of 1887. It seemed to be an impossible task. Despite all of the preliminary work in the zemlyachestva and other student organizations, the hastily planned assassination plot of less than four months’ duration enrolled only a handful of fully committed terrorists. Shevyrev, with the help of Orest Govorukhin, Josef Lukashevich, and Sasha, recruited Vasilii Osipanov, Pakhomii Andreyushkin, and Vasilii Generalov as throwers and, as signalers, Michael Kancher, Peter Gorkun, and Stepan Volokhov. When the need arose, the main organizers reached out to a larger network of helpers and suppliers: some did little more than fetch and carry bomb-making materials, others lithographed or set type for the group’s program; still others provided contraband chemicals, poisons, weapons, safe houses, and funds.

The authorities could connect only fifteen people directly to the conspiracy (not counting those already arrested in earlier roundups, like Sergei Nikonov, or in emigration, like Govorukhin and Nicholas Rudevich). All of those arrested and brought to trial played significant roles. Michael Novorussky and his mother-in-law, Maria Ananina, helped Sasha set up a laboratory in a suburb of St. Petersburg. Raisa Shmidova stored explosives and, like Anna Serdyukova in Yekaterinodar, connected the St. Petersburg group with other outposts of the terrorist network. Lukashevich’s contacts in Vilnius—Bronislaw and Josef Pilsudski, Anton Gnatowski, and Titus Pashkovsky—provided chemicals, poisons, and pistols. Sasha worked feverishly in Bronislaw Pilsudski’s apartment typesetting the program on February 27 and 28. They did everything at breakneck speed and, in the end, botched everything.

The conspirators of the Second March First seem pathetically inadequate compared with the Executive Committee of the People’s Will. The organizers of the successful attempt on the life of Alexander II had swept up hundreds of collaborators into their project. With all of their resources, they failed repeatedly in several ambitious attempts spread out over a period of two years. Even the failures of the Executive Committee, however, were impressive. Each attempt cost enormous effort and personal sacrifice. In February 1880 Stepan Khalturin, who had been hired as a carpenter on the royal yacht, got himself transferred to the Winter Palace. Beginning in November 1879 he smuggled small amounts of dynamite and hid them where he bunked in the cellar of the Winter Palace. Khalturin stored more than one hundred pounds of dynamite in a box, placed to explode beneath Alexander II’s dining room. The tsar failed to reach his table at the usual time because of a meeting with a visiting dignitary. Instead, the huge explosion killed eleven people and wounded fifty-six more. This was the most spectacular of the several failed efforts. The years 1879–81 in retrospect became the heroic period of Russian terrorism, when the terrorists achieved maximum effect. Thereafter the regime managed to stay one step ahead of the revolutionaries. In December 1886 and January 1887 arrests among St. Petersburg army and naval cadets brought pessimism and apathy. Mark Braginsky, who had marched with Sasha on November 17, and Sergei Nikonov were both arrested.

Sasha believed that the participation of military elements was crucial for the execution of systematic terror, and held no brief for gathering all of their meager resources for a solo attack on the tsar. His commitment to the group kept him working on the bombs, but according to Govorukhin, Sasha thought he could best serve the cause with theoretical work abroad. “I’ll help prepare the assassination and then I’ll hide and, if the government searches for me, I’ll flee abroad.”1 Govorukhin in January 1887 accused Ulyanov of vacillating, but once he himself emigrated, he confessed that delay made more sense than holding the assassination attempt to the original calendar. It seems likely that not only Ulyanov but Lukashevich, Govorukhin, and Shevyrev as well had no real intention of staying with the bomb throwers until the bitter end. Lukashevich’s and Shevyrev’s behavior at the trial strengthens this impression. Govorukhin knew that he might have to go into hiding well before the assassination attempt. In January, however, not rational calculation but emotions determined the outcome, and all of the central actors except Ulyanov thought that the group should hold to the March 1 target date.

Although Shevyrev’s compulsiveness played a central role, the suicidal impatience and machismo of the bomb throwers had great weight in the final decision. Osipanov, the lead assassin, and his companion Cossack bomb throwers cared little for theory and simply wanted to get on with it. Andreyushkin and Generalov vied to prove their Cossack masculinity. Their machismo expressed as revolutionary commitment impressed Sasha during his visits to the Don and Kuban Cossack zemlyachestvo, and he let them and Osipanov dictate the timetable. Each decision that Sasha made reinforced his sense of responsibility to the group. When others fell by the wayside, he stepped up. During January he was only one of several bomb makers; after mid-February, when Govorukhin and N. A. Rudevich fled abroad and Shevyrev left for the Crimea, Ulyanov and Lukashevich became co-equal in bomb-making and organizational work. Sasha’s writing skill and ability with complex ideas made him the main communicator and theoretician of the Second March First.

During January and February 1887 Ulyanov and Lukashevich had full responsibility for the bomb making and organizational work connected to it: they needed to procure chemicals and laboratory equipment, to establish secure laboratories and storage sites; to distribute the tasks, to test the explosive materials and fuses, and to instruct the throwers about the way the bombs worked. Much of this was done in surprisingly slipshod fashion, but they were able to build the bombs without police detection of their laboratories.

The bomb making proceeded in January and February at a hectic pace, sometimes recklessly. Lukashevich, Ulyanov, Govorukhin, Generalov, and Andreyushkin worked in far-from-secure settings—their own apartments—and took great risks. The manufacture of nitric acid produced penetrating odors, but the complaints and questions of landladies and landlords were adroitly parried with the usual explanation: they were performing chemistry experiments for their studies. Once while Sasha and Govorukhin were producing lead cubes for bullets in Sasha’s apartment on Alexandrovsky Prospect, a friend walked in on them. Showing more than a little sangfroid, Sasha asked him to help them, without explaining what they were doing. No questions were asked and no consequences ensued.2

Nicholas Rudevich, another Kuban Cossack, had been recruited into bomb making by his former gymnasium mate Andreyushkin. When Andreyushkin indiscreetly revealed his central role in a project to assassinate the tsar, Rudevich realized that anyone associated with Andreyushkin was in a ticklish position. He decided to stop working on the project. Andreyushkin told Shevyrev, who threatened that Rudevich would have to be eliminated because he knew too much. At that point Andreyushkin balked and asked Sasha to intervene. Sasha called Shevyrev’s method “Nechaevist,” and persuaded him to back down. They agreed that it was prudent to send Rudevich abroad at the beginning of February 1887 and supplied him with funds and a false passport. It was one of several incidents in which Ulyanov braked Shevyrev’s ruthlessness. Although Sasha willingly helped others emigrate, he became more deeply involved. Like the bomb throwers, he chose fidelity to the cause over self-preservation.

Ulyanov’s self-subordination to the will of the group did not occur thoughtlessly or recklessly, but “scientifically.” Sasha believed in the Russian Darwinian notion that historical evolutionary processes of selection worked at the group level rather than the individual level. Lavrov, whose writings circulated widely in lithographed copies in the student body, had made such thinking paramount in narodnik doctrine. Lavrov legitimated terrorist action only if it signified subordination to the tactic of a disciplined wing of a revolutionary party guided by scientific theory—an approach that the Bolsheviks later translated into “democratic centralism.” The individual will and intellect had to be sacrificed to the group’s authority—to the party line. It mattered little to Sasha that the party line in this small group had been set by reckless and suicidal youths, whose behavior violated conspiratorial rules and played into the hands of the police.

 

BY THE LATE 1880s relations between police and institutions of higher education had become virtually routine—not necessarily a good thing for the authorities. Students expected police agents to show up at private apartments when five or more students gathered, presumably for parties. The revelers ordinarily served their visitors enough strong drink to soften their vigilance. Student festivities were often Potemkin villages of a sort, fake name-day celebrations or engagement parties with dancing, music, and a prominent display of bottles—façades for serious backroom political discussion. Despite this slackness in some areas, the authorities had infiltrated all of the subversive groups and illegal zemlyachestva. Threatened with expulsion or worse, some students became police collaborators. Others who had been arrested for illegal activity bargained with the police and served as double agents or stool pigeons. In prisons the police planted them where they could tease out information for use in court, or turn the prisoners against each other by spreading disinformation.

Under Dmitry Tolstoy, minister of the interior from 1882 to 1889, and Vyacheslav Von Plehve, the head of the Police Department between 1881 and 1884, spying reached a new level. They gave Gregory Sudeikin, already head of the St. Petersburg Security Bureau and bane of the People’s Will, even greater authority in January 1883. A secret directive of June 5, 1882, issued at the beginning of Tolstoy’s tenure, created the “black offices” for systematic invasion of the empire’s mail. Until this time the practice of opening and replacing private letters had been performed relatively infrequently. Things changed quickly. In 1882 alone twenty employees in seven such clandestine operations located in post offices in the Russian Empire’s major cities opened 380,000 letters.3 The practice, called “perlustration,” gave the St. Petersburg police the crucial information they needed to round up the Second March First conspiracy. The black office had been reading some of Andreyushkin’s correspondence, which yielded an indiscreet letter of January 20, 1887, to a student in Kharkiv University, Ivan Platon-ovich Nikitin. This inexplicably careless letter gave the police every reason to believe that Andreyushkin was serious about terrorism:


“…Might we have a social-democratic movement, like Germany’s? I think that’s impossible. What’s possible is the most merciless terror, and I firmly believe that it will actually happen in the near future; I believe that the present calm is the calm before the storm. I’ll not rehearse the virtues and advantages of red terror…because that’s my hobbyhorse and it’s no doubt why I hate social-democrats.”4



The letter was quite enough to set the political police into motion, but the signature on the letter was indecipherable, and the police in St. Petersburg did not receive verification from the police in Kharkiv that Andreyushkin had written it until February 27,1887. The black office then sent the information to St. Petersburg chief of police, Gresser, with a request to begin “continuous and extremely close surveillance” of Andreyushkin and to establish who his close contacts were. The close surveillance of Andreyushkin, though much delayed, started on February 28. Undercover agents of the political police as well as regular police found him and the other throwers and signalers rehearsing for the main event on Nevsky Prospect. However, Generalov had been under close surveillance, and, even earlier than that, on February 22 and 26, his tail had followed him from his apartment to his rendezvous with Andreyushkin and Osipanov.5 Andreyushkin’s letter to Nikitin thus alerted the police to the possibility that they were all part of a terrorist organization and that imminent action was possible. The police would have had even more explicit information about Andreyushkin and the conspiracy if they had intercepted his messages to Anna Serdyukova.

A promising student from a poor family, Serdyukova had attended a normal school and had qualified to teach at the elementary level. She had three younger siblings and lived with one of her two sisters. At some point Serdyukova joined radical circles. Her mentor Kikifor Kochevsky, who taught in a village school in Yekaterinodar District, had been accused of spreading revolutionary materials in 1875. Information gathered by police agents in 1887—too late for the trial in April 1887—connected the Kharkiv circle of terrorists to Kochevsky, and thus tied Serdyukova to Shmidova. Both of the women knew Vasilii Brazhnikov, a veteran terrorist from the Kuban who had studied in Yekaterinodar, then in St. Petersburg and Kharkiv, where he became a major organizer of the groups there. The central Kharkiv terrorist group had been decimated in 1886, and the survivors sent emissaries far and wide for help. Brazhnikov went in February 1887 to St. Petersburg, where he contacted Shmidova. Rudevich, like Andreyushkin, was part of the Yekaterinodar and Kharkiv networks. He had graduated from the Kuban military gymnasium in 1885, a year earlier than Andreyushkin.

Andreyushkin met Serdyukova in Yekaterinodar, a town of roughly 45,000 on the Kuban River, in the summer of 1884. He was nineteen and a gymnasium student in the seventh class, and she, roughly six years his senior, was giving private lessons and earning forty-six rubles a month in a nearby village. They met again in February 1885. One year later, in February 1886, she took up residence in Yekaterinodar. As a favor to her, Andreyushkin tutored Serdyukova’s younger sister, who was fourteen and preparing to enter a gymnasium. This went on until August 1886, before he left for St. Petersburg. During these months Serdyukova and he became very close friends—“as close as people of the opposite sex can be and respect one another”—and they continued their relationship via mail.6

At the trial in April 1887, in his agonized attempt to explain his correspondence with her and deny a political connection, Andreyushkin called Serdyukova “more than a friend.” She, however, knew that he was a doomed man and tried to save herself by describing the contents of the smuggled letters that she had burned according to his instructions. One such letter recounted the events of November 17, 1886, and in it he vented his anger at the authorities. She knew that it would be imprudent to respond, but when Andreyushkin wrote again, explicitly asking whether she agreed with his views, she replied that she disagreed with them. In December 1886 he wrote that he would sometimes be using invisible ink, and if she could not read parts of his letters she should heat them over a lamp to reveal the text. Then in January 1887 Andreyushkin wrote that he had joined the People’s Will.7 The police did not know the contents of these messages until after Serdyukova’s arrest and interrogation in March 1887. Rather, it was the letter to Nikitin in Kharkiv that tipped off the police to his intentions at the end of February.

In February, Serdyukova heard rumors that Andreyushkin had been arrested. His mother, with whom she was acquainted, lived not far from Yekaterinodar in a Cossack village. She came to town and told Serdyukova that the rumors were false, that she had received a letter from her son, but was illiterate and needed Serdyukova’s help. Andreyushkin’s letter, though sent to his mother’s address, was actually written for Serdyukova. Evidently sent on February 14, the letter contained the misinformation that he had typhus, and would be hospitalized on February 15, and requested that Serdyukova should keep this from his mother. In the same letter, to her shock, she found a marriage proposal. How could she marry someone seven years her junior? She decided to put an end to his fantasy and sent a reply telling him that she could not marry him—that he was like a brother to her. But after she had sent her letter she realized that his letter containing the proposal might also have a hidden message. It did, and what she saw terrified her: “There is going to be an attempt on the life of the tsar. I’m one of the bomb throwers; be careful, don’t make a misstep; don’t even write if you agree to my proposal.”8 What could she do now? She had been put in a double bind. Perhaps a yes would stop him from going through with the plot, but he had made it virtually impossible for her to say yes. Not knowing that he had been arrested on March 1, she decided to go back on her refusal, and telegraphed acceptance of his proposal of marriage on March 6: “You asked me not to write. Since I received your letter I’ve lived through an eternity. Yes. Please reply. Komikhina.”9 Serdyukova thought she could evade detection by using a nickname known only to her friends. The police, of course, collected all of Andreyushkin’s letters after his arrest, among them an unsent letter to her. They intercepted Serdyukova’s telegram on March 7, easily traced it, and arrested her. Later she was charged with concealing knowledge of the conspiracy.

Serdyukova’s situation now resembled Shmidova’s, although the latter was more deeply involved with the conspiracy and with both Ulyanov and Govorukhin. The two women had become revolutionaries in Yekaterinodar and Kharkiv, and then were drawn into the world of reckless and suicidal young men who wanted to be heroes, to impress the women they loved, perhaps to receive a soldier’s goodbye, but perhaps, at some unconscious level, to sacrifice their loved ones as well. Govorukhin sent Shmidova a strange message dated February 25 (that is, after his departure) beginning, “If they find my corpse, then I beg that no one be accused of causing my death.” In the apparent suicide note he claimed that he intended to drown himself in an ice hole, but what begins tragically ends clownishly: “O. M. G. Guess who?”10 The initials are obviously those of Orest Makarevich Govorukhin. Although Govorukhin claimed in his memoirs that this was just a ruse to confuse the police, it was not clear that Shmidova took it that way. At the trial in April she testified that she believed that he intended to commit suicide because she thought he was “somewhat psychologically abnormal.”11 Then there was Sasha’s use of a telegram unnecessarily implicating Anna in the conspiracy. All three men were at least wounding the women closest to them—and possibly destroying them.

 

THE POLICE HAD PICKED UP Sasha’s trail during the fall semester of his senior year. His name appeared in several reports from agents planted in the student body. In the fall of 1886 Sasha’s frequent visits to the zemlyachestvo of Don and Kuban Cossacks made him especially suspect. The police were fully aware of the rumors about assassinations circulating after November 17, 1886. They did arrest suspects, but the Second March First was only one of many incipient terrorist groups, and in matters of security, timing was important for achieving maximum effect. The police had made numerous arrests in December and January and were closing in on Govorukhin in February, but in order to make a clean sweep they would have had to arrest quite a few of Russia’s future elite academicians. The university reforms of 1884 and the events of November 17, 1886, had alienated so many students that the police could hardly detect the serious plotters against the background noise. Even so, they held the balance of power in 1887.

In the first half of January 1887 Sasha decided that, for his own good, Chebotarev should move from Alexandrovsky 25 to another apartment, and his friend did leave on January 20.12 Chebotarev’s name had begun to appear with Sasha’s on police reports, but he had not made the same kind of commitment to terror that Ulyanov had. Sasha did not want his friend to go down with them. Now a full-time terrorist, Sasha made bombs and laid plans for systematic terror—flexible, decentralized terror whose operatives would seize opportunities and lie low when necessary. Sasha felt confident that he might make a contribution as a theoretician as well as a technician—hence his dream of becoming an émigré in one of the European centers that produced the strategic literature for the revolutionary movement—perhaps in Paris with Lavrov or in Geneva with Plekhanov.

In January he began to make nitric acid and lead cubes, and then in February nitroglycerine, dynamite, and the bomb casing. Toward the end he packed the dynamite and strychnine-treated lead into the bomb’s shell. Only Lukashevich stood above him in the technical chain of command. Govorukhin and Sasha had recommended Generalov and Andreyushkin to Shevyrev as possible recruits. Sasha became their instructor in the manufacture of nitric acid. Ordinarily taciturn and gloomy, overcome by what Russians call toska—a mood barely suggested by ennui because it is so much deeper—the young Cossacks seemed to come to life only when involved intensely with bomb making and preparing for the event.


Vasilii Generalov, the son of a Don Cossack landowner and miller, only nineteen at the time of the attempted assassination, had enrolled, like Andreyushkin, in St. Petersburg University in 1886, but chose the law faculty. Generalov’s academic record and attitude in his stagnant gymnasium in Novocherkass evoked the assessment “indifferent to the point of dullness.”13 In fact, Generalov had ample intelligence but lacked stimulation. The rich intellectual and political life of the university and the circle of Don and Kuban Cossacks saved him from a state of perpetual funk. Revolution became his métier. In St. Petersburg, Generalov began to organize gymnasium students into self-education circles. After the demonstration of November 17 he returned to his habitual gloom and apathy, but brightened again when, with Govorukhin and Ulyanov’s help, he found his way to Shevyrev. He was perfect for Shevyrev and Lukashevich’s designs. Before he could throw bombs, however, he would have to make them. At the end of December, Ulyanov commissioned him to make roughly two hundred cubes of lead for the bombs. On January 3, 1887, Generalov moved into a two-room apartment on Bolshaya Belozerskaya Street, one room of which became a laboratory and storage place for the explosives.14 He and Andreyushkin then were assigned the difficult and time-consuming task of making nitric acid.

Pakhomii Andreyushkin had the humblest origins of all the conspirators. Born out of wedlock to a Kuban Cossack mother and a Greek father, he came to St. Petersburg in 1886 after a permissive gymnasium education supplemented by self-education circles dedicated to learning the latest radical theories. The gymnasium students in Yekaterinodar created a virtual reign of terror, breaking the windows of out-of-favor teachers and meditating—though not too seriously—on simultaneously blowing up the residences of several gymnasium directors in the region.15 The police were watching Andreyushkin from the very beginning of his university career in the fall semester 1886. He, too, entered the physical-mathematical department in St. Petersburg University, planning to study the natural sciences and then move on to medicine. The reactionary atmosphere hastened his way to terrorism. In January 1887 Andreyushkin’s apartment became the workshop for nitric acid and bullets.

Andreyushkin arrived during the radical upsurge of 1886 and, as one might expect, joined the radical clique in the Don and Kuban Cossack zemlyachestvo. He immediately focused his energy on terrorism and became its stubborn advocate. Like Nechaev and Shevyrev, Andreyushkin did not rule out “violence against brothers” when he thought it necessary for the cause. Like Bakuninist insurrectionists, he admired the old Cossack rebels Razin and Pugachev. When the police put an illegal student circle’s library under official seal, Andreyushkin worked out a plan to liberate the books, but discovered that another student group had similar designs. He threatened to rat them out to the police, and they backed off. Andreyushkin’s recklessness and blindness to danger reached the edge of pathology—and perhaps beyond.16

Shevyrev found in Adreyushkin another ready recruit for the assassination squad. Although the failure of the Second March First seemed very likely, Andreyushkin’s inability to contain his enthusiasm and boastfulness attracted a level of police surveillance that guaranteed the discovery of, at least, the personnel involved. When Shevyrev proposed that he be one of the throwers, Andreyushkin accepted with alacrity and demanded that they give him the biggest bomb and also the first crack at the imperial equipage. Another tragicomic note sounds in Andreyushkin’s refusal to carry potassium cyanide—although in this he was seconded by Osipanov. Sheyvrev offered it for use in the unlikely event that the throwers survived the blast. Andreyushkin taunted Generalov for accepting the poison: “I’m not a Don, but a Kuban, Cossack and have the courage to endure any suffering.”17

Lukashevich’s method for producing nitric acid of the requisite strength proved to be tedious and time-consuming. The conspirators brought in another Cossack, Rudevich, to help them, but his defection from the project made things even more difficult, and they appealed to Shevyrev to look for another way—hence the decision at the end of January to purchase the acid in Vilnius. Lukashevich used his connections. He and Shevyrev decided that Michael Kancher would be the best person to act as liaison. Born in Ukraina in Poltava Province, the son of a postmaster in the imperial service, Kancher had graduated from a classical gymnasium and, like several other members of the plot, had joined the faculty of mathematical and physical sciences at St. Petersburg University. He quickly fell in with Shevyrev in October 1886. The apartment at Tuchkovy Lane on Vasilevsky Island that he shared with Peter Gorkun, his friend from Poltava and a law student at St. Petersburg University, became a central site of the conspiracy. Kancher’s reliable work for Shevyrev’s dining room, his role in the work on the proclamation connected with the November 17 demonstration, and his businesslike behavior and boundless energy made him the perfect candidate for a complicated and dangerous commission. At the end of January 1887 Lukashevich and Shevyrev gave Kancher fifty rubles and the addresses of Lukashevich’s contacts in Vilnius.18

Ulyanov agreed to be the link with Kancher, to confer with him on the day of his departure, to monitor by a conspiratorial telegram his successful procurement of the goods and his arrival time in St. Petersburg, and then to meet him at the Warsaw Station and pick up the contraband. Sasha had Kancher send the telegram under the name “Petrov” to Anna’s address rather than his, thereby making her an unwitting accomplice. After a little reflection he realized that giving Shevyrev Anna’s address had been a mistake, but when he tried to intercept Kancher before his departure it was too late.

In Vilnius during January 31 to February 2 Kancher met Bronislaw Pilsudski, Isaac Dembo, Titus Pashkovsky, and Anton Gnatowski, all committed to terrorism. At Dembo’s request, Pilsudski, who enrolled in law at St. Petersburg University in 1886 and went home to Vilnius during December and January, procured strychnine and atropine from a pharmacist. In another of history’s ironies, Bronislaw Pilsudski’s older brother, Josef, after years in tsarist prisons for his socialist and nationalist plotting, became commander of the Polish army. President and de facto dictator of Poland, he stopped the Red Army in 1920, thereby halting the spread of the Russian Revolution not only into Poland but possibly into Germany by way of Poland. Bronislaw Pilsudski and Pashkovsky stood trial in April 1887 and were sentenced respectively to fifteen and ten years hard labor in Siberian exile. Dembo and Gnatowski fled to Switzerland and, with others, tried to complete the unfinished business of the Second March First. In 1889 Dembo tested a new and presumably better kind of bomb, but it exploded prematurely and fatally injured him.19

On the night of February 2, 1887, Anna received Kancher’s telegram from Vilnius signaling his success at procuring the materials: “Sister is dangerously ill.” Sasha met Kancher on February 3 at the Warsaw Station when he returned carrying a suitcase with forty pounds of nitric acid. Kancher also carried funds contributed by the Vilnius circle, pistols, and poison. However, the nitric acid he brought back from Vilnius was too dilute and thus useless for dynamite. They dumped it into the Neva and once again began to make acid of the requisite strength from scratch. Lukashevich also had to acquire more poison.

In February they began collecting all of the necessary materials to build the bombs, once again with Kancher’s help. Kancher recruited a friend, a gymnasium dropout, Stepan Volokhov, who became the third signaler. They purchased in St. Petersburg shops sulfuric acid, tubes, retorts, and other laboratory equipment and vessels necessary for making and storing the explosives. Andreyushkin, Generalov, Kancher, and Volokhov kept up the output of lead bullets, transported the products to Govorukhin and Shmidova, who stored some of it, and brought the rest to Michael Novorussky’s apartment, for transshipment to a makeshift laboratory in the northern suburb of Pargolovo. A theology student working toward a master’s degree, Novorussky gave Ulyanov cover as tutor in scriptures for his mother-in-law’s son. Her suburban dwelling became a safe house for the production and storage of dynamite and nitroglycerine.20

At the beginning of February, Ulyanov began to assume more responsibility for the manufacture of the bombs themselves, although he contributed very little to the infamous book bomb. He had doubts about its design and wished that he could modify it. Lukashevich in his memoirs took credit for designing and building the book bomb. He bought Greenberg’s Dictionary of Medical Terminology, a sizable tome with a stout cover, glued the edges of the pages, put the book in a press, and let it dry. Then he cut out most of the inside, leaving only the pages’ now solid edge to make the book into a sturdy box. Lukashevich described how he made the bomb’s innards down to the smallest detail. He apparently did this mainly out of pride, to defend his reputation against the expert testimony of Major General N. P. Fyodorov, a professor at the Mikhailovsky Artillery Academy. Fyodorov testified that the book bomb failed to explode because it was badly designed and that the two cylindrical bombs suffered from similar defects.21

It is difficult to know exactly how much work Sasha actually did on the bombs, because during the trial he did everything possible to save Lukashevich from hanging. Under interrogation at the trial Ulyanov claimed that he packed the book bomb with dynamite between February 8 and 10, but it still remained to fill the space between the tin casing and the cardboard book cover with strychnine-treated lead cubes, a job that he gave to Generalov. Sasha then started to prepare the cylindrical bombs and estimated that they needed a few additional pounds of dynamite. Ulyanov didn’t think that he could safely prepare the explosives in his own apartment. His friend Novorussky, a theology student of revolutionary bent, donated his mother-in-law’s suburban cottage. Novorussky, a candidate for a higher degree in the Theological Academy, had a typically nihilist common-law marriage to Lydia Ananina, the daughter of a midwife of peasant background, Maria Alexandrovna Ananina. Novorussky recommended that Ulyanov pretend to be a tutor for his mother-in-law’s fourteen-year-old son, Nicholas.

Maria Ananina and Nicholas lived in a rented dacha in the third, most northerly section of Pargolovo, roughly ten kilometers north of St. Petersburg and near the Shuvalov Station on the Finland railway. On February 10, 1887, Novorussky dispatched there a carriage loaded with baskets filled with Ulyanov’s laboratory equipment and chemicals. Sasha arrived on February 11 by the rail line that passed nearby; the next day Novorussky sent another shipment from St. Petersburg. Working systematically in the dacha, in three days Sasha made three and a half pounds of white dynamite and more nitroglycerine than they needed for the bombs. He intended that the surplus nitroglycerine and the laboratory serve future bomb making for an extended terrorist campaign. Ulyanov carefully instructed Ananina about the dangers of letting the nitroglycerine warm up. She hid the bottle in the water closet and then put it in a pot that she packed with snow every two days.22

On February 14, the day of Sasha’s departure from Pargolovo, Ananina convinced him that it would be easier and cheaper to ride with her in the horse-drawn cart she had hired than to take the train to St. Petersburg. They started out together, but the suburban road got rough, and it became too dangerous to continue the ride in Ananina’s cart. When they reached the beginning of the horse-tram line to St. Petersburg, Ulyanov left her and got on the tram with his sack of dynamite. In St. Petersburg he returned to his apartment to work on the tin casing and thick cardboard shells of the two cylindrical bombs.

Lukashevich had to make last-minute adjustments to the bombs’ fuses and put the new design through repeated trials, with Ulyanov and Shevyrev participating. The throwers would be walking with the bombs along St. Petersburg’s busiest thoroughfares, and an unexpected jolt might lead to premature ignition, so Lukashevich decided to make it impossible to ignite the fuses accidentally. He evidently used the wrong kind of string to arm the fuses. At the trial Fyodorov mentioned the string as one of the problems with the bomb mechanism. Although he did not admit this outright, Lukashevich wrote, “It would have been more practical to use cord instead of string.”23 Lukashevich, however, defended the design of his fuses and placed the blame on the brute force used by the police, who prevented Osipanov from yanking the string properly and opening the valve. One of Osipanov’s depositions suggests otherwise.

Meanwhile, Shevyrev shifted Kancher, Gorkun, and Volokhov to new roles. Heretofore procurers and transporters of the materials for the bombs and also bomb makers, they now entered the inner circle and learned the precise goal of all their work. They accepted the role of signaler proposed by Shevyrev. Having gotten the bombs well on the way to completion and his combat team enlisted, Shevyrev on February 17 left for Yalta. Before his departure he brought Ulyanov into the central group and gave Lukashevich the mantle of leader, although in practice Sasha and Lukashevich became co-leaders of the group. On February 17 Sasha met Osipanov for the first time. In the following days, under the watchful eyes of Ulyanov and Lukashevich, the throwers practiced with simulated bombs of the same weight as the real ones and duplicate fuses. In order to test the dynamite itself Lukashevich sent a quantity to Vilnius, where his friends carried out his instructions and successfully exploded a large cartridge. They sent a coded telegram to inform him.24

The main actors spent February 20–21 in feverish activity. Sasha and Lukashevich completed the job of constructing the cylindrical bombs’ tin inner casings and cardboard outer shells. They cut the tin in Ulyanov’s apartment and then took the pieces to Lukashevich’s for soldering. Andreyushkin, Generalov, Kancher, and Volokhov finished the work on the more than five hundred bullets and filled them with strychnine. This involved cutting cross-shaped pieces out of thick sheets of lead, creating a small hollow space inside when the arms of the cross were bent into a cube. After filling the space with strychnine and atropine sulfate they pierced the sides of the cube with an awl. Finally, they slathered the outside surface of the cubes with strychnine and alcohol.25 Only the packing of the bombs with dynamite and bullets remained.

On February 20 Sasha took a break from his other tasks to accompany Govorukhin to the Warsaw Station. He gave Govorukhin one hundred rubles, for which he had pawned the gold medal he had received for his junior thesis. Govorukhin had stayed as long as he safely could, and the bombs were virtually finished. That same day Andreyushkin took surplus bomb-making materials designated for future combat squads to Govorukhin’s now empty apartment for storage. Shmidova, whose apartment adjoined Govorukhin’s, had Andreyushkin hide the materials in a basket under Govorukhin’s bed. When Shmidova went out later that day, the landlady searched both apartments and found bottles filled with liquid and other mysterious parcels in Govorukhin’s. She told the doorman to alert the police, but her suspicions seemed to him to be much ado about nothing. He characterized the situation in those terms to the police, who were not going to put themselves out for a foolish old woman. They searched the apartments only on the afternoon of the next day and found nothing, because Sasha had retrieved the bomb-making materials before they arrived. After leaving Govorukhin at the Warsaw Station on February 20, he took a cab to Shmidova’s apartment. Unnoticed by the landlady, they moved the materials into Shmidova’s apartment. Sasha stayed with her until morning and then left before dawn with the contraband.26

Kancher and Volokhov were supposed to take the finished bombs from Ulyanov’s apartment on February 21 for distribution to the throwers. They arrived earlier than expected; Lukashevich and Sasha were still at work packing the bombs with dynamite. This had important consequences. After the arrests on March 1 Kancher and Volokhov quickly broke down during interrogation and testified to seeing Sasha and Lukashevich working on the bombs. The larger bombs were delivered to Andreyushkin; Osipanov already had the book bomb.

The three throwers met as a team for the first time on the evening of February 22 in the Café Polonais on Mikhailovskaya Street and discussed possible assassination sites. Osipanov, the tactician for the combat group, suggested the area near the Mikhailovsky Manège, where Alexander II had reviewed his guards regiments shortly before his assassination, but after discussion the three throwers thought that it would be better to intercept the tsar’s equipage either on Nevsky Prospect, at the Catherine Canal, or on Bolshaya Sedovaya. They decided to hold off on a detailed plan until they could have a joint meeting with the signalers on February 25. Now that the members of the entire combat squad had assembled and were supplied with their bombs, Sasha took the lead in suggesting that they have a farewell party.27 They had all passed the point of no return.

On Monday afternoon, February 23, an exhausted Sasha showed up at Anna’s apartment. While she went for tea he fell asleep on the sofa. After rousing him she showed him a recent letter from home. One of Ilya Nikolaevich’s former colleagues wrote that Maria Alexandrovna had suffered a breakdown on the first anniversary of Ilya’s death, but had then recovered her equilibrium. Sasha sat silently, his head in his hands and a doleful look on his face. Anna, a genius at denial, still did not know precisely what was going on, although she had felt uneasy about Sasha’s behavior throughout his senior year. For a moment she thought that the letter would be helpful—reminding him of his responsibility to Maria Alexandrovna and his younger siblings. It obviously affected him, but reminding Sasha of his father’s death and mother’s suffering may have been a mistake. Rather than calming him down, it probably reinforced his rage and desire for revenge. What, after all, had caused all of this suffering if not the regime that had forced Ilya Nikolaevich into retirement and undermined his life’s work?

On February 25 the combat group and Sasha met in Kancher and Gorkun’s apartment. Osipanov told them how to deploy along the tsar’s anticipated route. Ulyanov lectured them on the construction of the bombs. After the others departed, Sasha read Osipanov a programmatic statement justifying their terrorist action. This was a precaution. If Osipanov survived, then he would have to represent their ideals and aims to a tribunal. Sasha thought that “the Cat,” a somewhat uncouth man of few words, would be a poor mouthpiece for the program of scientific socialism. When the plot went awry, Sasha decided to take responsibility for making their case not only to the Senate tribunal but to the larger court of posterity. This seems odd in view of Ulyanov’s own taciturn ways. He had cultivated the persona of the gloomy and tight-lipped nihilist hero of the literature of the 1860s. Now he had to adapt to the moment—and the moment required a different kind of heroic role—that of a socialist tribune modeled on the earlier martyrs of the People’s Will. Who was better equipped to play that role than Sasha, who had expended agonies arriving at the notion of scientific socialism and then embodying it succinctly in a program?

The anguish and sorrow that Anna saw in Sasha during the last days of February she later ascribed to the pain of knowing that he was going to sacrifice his own mother to his socialist ideals. Her perception of his agitated state may have been correct but her diagnosis wrong. He may have been unhappy with the way things were going—with the hasty and sloppy work of the conspirators, with their immaturity and recklessness, and even perhaps with his own. Sasha was still trying to be a perfect nihilist hero—a person whose ideas and actions were perfectly rational and in precise harmony with his feelings. He identified himself with the socialist vanguard of humanity—what Lavrov called the “critically thinking minority”—and, like other terrorists of the late 1880s, Sasha played the role presumably assigned by the historical moment with the merciless consequentiality required of a developed person.

 

SASHA AND HIS CO-CONSPIRATORS had barely launched their project during the second half of December 1886 than they began to explore the idea of a program for the terrorist group. Everyone agreed that none of the existing programs clarified the meaning of revolutionary terrorism at this moment in history. They needed to present an “objective-scientific explanation” for the inevitability of the clash of the government and the intelligentsia. They had to show that it was a natural expression of contemporary Russian life. Sasha patiently explained it all to one of the gendarmes who interrogated him on March 20–21,1887:


The former program of the People’s Will lacked a scientific foundation…. In addition, we thought that it was our duty in undertaking such a serious project to inform the public not only about our most immediate motives for our deed, but our entire political “credo.” This inspired the composition of the general part of our program forming together with the special part the “Program of the terrorist faction of the party ‘The People’s Will’” that I set forth in this deposition…. I personally was deeply involved in its composition and completely agreed with everything proposed in it, its positions and the explanation of terror….28



Somehow Sasha managed during the last days of February to compose and plan (though without success) the printing and distribution of the program of the Terrorist Faction of the People’s Will. The designation “faction” signified a departure from the main line of the now shattered Executive Committee. Ulyanov tried to update both theory and practice and unify all of the terrorist and social-democratic groups, but by and large he faithfully reproduced the ideas of the narodovoltsy of that time. Like the People’s Will in 1881, the terrorists of 1887 were trying to extort a liberal constitution by means of dynamite.

Sasha represented the relatively irenic socialism of the late 1880s, when narodnik terrorists and social democrats worked together in the same organization simply because they all believed in the necessity of terror. The Terrorist Faction of the People’s Will contained people like Shevyrev and Andreyushkin, who did very little “scientific” thinking at all, and Sasha, who spent enormous effort on a scientific analysis of the Russian Empire’s unique situation. Although he admired Marxism, he did not think that an ethical revolutionary could idly sit by while capitalism did its work. Ulyanov looked to Lavrov for his ethics. To the science-oriented narodniki guided by Lavrov, terrorism was ethical to the extent that it could remove Russian autocracy, the greatest obstacle to the dissemination of scientific socialism to the narod. Lavrov taught that Russian socialism needed fanatic, heroic people during the phase of socialist struggle that preceded the formation of a disciplined party and the mass education of the people.

The People’s Will had some of the characteristics of a disciplined party, but even during its heyday it was a vulnerable underground organization. In the late 1880s there was no real party, only small groups of young fanatics trying against all odds to shape one. Sasha joined them after he overcame his initial contempt for the state of social science and made a fatal commitment, as it turned out, to a narodnik-Marxian hybrid, in which the narodnik side of the hyphen dictated tactics. Lavrov’s ethics and appreciation of Russia’s uniqueness trumped Marx’s more catholic vision. His articles for The Messenger of the People’s Will gave the new generation a social and political analysis emphasizing Russia’s special features and both the obstacles and the opportunities associated with them.


Sasha’s social analysis of historical progress closely shadowed Lavrov’s ideas in Socialism and the Aims of Morality. With Darwin himself their authority, Russian Darwinists found in human beings an inherited tendency to sacrifice themselves for their group. Lavrov had taken things further and written that the most “developed” people, the socialist vanguard, had a duty to sacrifice not only themselves but, if necessary, those closest to them to serve an ideal that embraced the love of humanity as a whole. Such thinking transmuted suicidal and murderous acts of terrorism into the naturally ordained self-sacrifice of a scientific vanguard for the sake of the human species. Lavrov, however, believed that critically thinking individuals still made a choice. What was natural was not inevitable for the “developed” minority.

The Marxian side of Sasha’s hybrid program showed in several ways. At the very outset of the program he modified the People’s Will’s formula of 1879: “In our basic convictions we are socialists and narodniki” by dropping the word narodniki.29 Second, Sasha embraced the notion that economic forces inevitably shaped social change and would produce a happy socialist ending—not merely adequate material resources and social justice for all, but full human development for all. To be sure, states would not all arrive at socialism in the same way. Although he began with economics, the emerging proletariat, and their growing consciousness of their position, Sasha did not make economic forces the only drivers of historical change. Rather, he gave significant roles to factors that dogmatic Marxists assigned to the “superstructure.” Like other narodniki, Sasha assumed that governments and intelligentsias played no small role in determining how any given people would arrive at socialism. In Russia historical change now depended on the struggle between an outdated and defensive political system—a stubbornly autocratic police state—and the progressive forces in a changing society.

For Sasha the Russian peasants remained the most significant social force, though not the most progressive one. Their value lay not just in their numbers but in their communal traditions: their belief in the right of the people to land, their collective ownership and cultivation of the land, and their communal, local self-government—all features that might allow them to move quickly toward a higher form of socialism. Narodnik theorists also believed in the power of ideas: once made conscious of scientific socialism by the vanguard intelligentsia, Russia’s peasants might not have to go through a long period of misery under capitalism. Although Marx and Engels usually attacked anything that smacked of “idealism,” their preface to the 1882 Russian edition of the Manifesto of the Communist Party allowed that a socialist revolution could succeed in a relatively backward Russia if it triggered revolutions in the more industrially developed states. All of this turned out to be wishful thinking. For the moment, Russian peasants lacked the requisite consciousness and could only vaguely support the struggle of the revolutionary elements in Russian society. Europe was in the early stage of a new surge of imperialism. For pure Marxists 1887 showed little promise.

For Sasha, Russia’s urban factory workers—themselves recent arrivals with strong connections to the villages—would serve as a crucial link with the countryside. Like Marxists, Sasha saw the workers as the “natural bearers of socialist ideas.”30 Despite their relatively small numbers, they were the nucleus of a socialist party, its most active element, a decisive force for change, and the group most receptive to political indoctrination and struggle. The Second March First had thus made plans to spread propaganda among the workers of St. Petersburg. Nonetheless, in Sasha’s theory Russian workers, like the intelligentsia, would act mainly to bring to a higher level of socialist consciousness the larger mass of peasants already inclined toward socialism.

The Russian theorists of revolution always had difficulty assigning the revolutionary intelligentsia a precise practical role. Sasha, like other narodniki, recognized the socialist intelligentsia as a social force in its own right and even as the vanguard of political struggle for freedom of thought and speech, but he did not believe that it could play a fully independent role in a revolutionary struggle. He found convincing the Marxian notion that revolutionary struggle had to be class struggle. The intelligentsia vanguard might be midwives of revolution, but no more than that. Unlike Bakunin, Sasha did not imagine historical circumstances in which the vanguard could impose “from above” a “scientific” program that did not really coincide with the hopes of tens of millions of peasants. The narodnik scenario that Russia might take a shortcut to socialism played out after 1917—but this time under the leadership of a Marxist party led by Sasha’s reckless younger brother. The tragic results are well known.

 

VLADMIR ILYICH ULYANOV, as Lenin, would head the scientific Marxian “priesthood” prophesied by Michael Bakunin, who understood that those who invoked the authority of science could be every bit as tyrannical as religious fanatics, and that they would use science to justify a new kind of state despotism, even more oppressive than the old one. During his struggle with Marx over control of the First International in 1872, Bakunin had written a letter to the socialist journal La Liberté (Brussels) in which Bakunin both outlined the likely consequences of the kind of revolution Marx wished for, and predicted with great prescience the soviet-style regimes of the twentieth century.


That revolution will consist in the expropriation of the land…from the current owners and capitalists and in the appropriation of all the land and capital by the State, which, in order to fulfill its great economic mission as well as its political one, will have to be very powerful and very strongly centralized. The State will administer and direct cultivation of the land by means of its appointed managers commanding armies of rural workers, organized and disciplined for that kind of work. Simultaneously, on the ruins of the entire existing banking system it will establish a single bank controlling all labor and the entire national commerce…. One can see immediately how an organizational plan so apparently simple might seduce the imagination of workers, who seek justice and equality more avidly than liberty, and who foolishly imagine that the other two can exist without liberty…. In reality, this will be a barracks regime for the proletariat, most of whom will be reduced to a uniform mass, and will wake up, go to sleep, work, and live by the drum…. Internally there will be slavery and in external affairs war without respite…31



Sasha believed that the socialist party’s central task was to educate and organize the emerging social class most susceptible to socialist ideas. But the oppressive regime lay between the revolutionary socialist intelligentsia and the workers. Without a liberal constitution granting freedom of speech, they would not be able to spread the word. Here Ulyanov remained squarely within the Lavrovian doctrine that gave the intelligentsia a tutelary role, both as carriers of enlightened thought and as organizers. Like Lavrov, Sasha saw the intelligentsia not as mere instruments of larger forces but as ethical actors, paying back their debt to the suffering millions whose serf labor for their ancestors had permitted the privileged few to reach the highest level of human development. Sasha never spoke about it, but he probably saw his own father as a victim who had worked himself to death serving the cause of enlightenment under a regime opposed to his goals. In his own way, Sasha continued his father’s project, but now as a destroyer of the state that had rejected Ilya Nikolaevich’s work.

Members of the revolutionary intelligentsia had two radically different images of the Russian imperial state. In their pessimistic moods, they pictured it as a brute force against which they had little chance; in more optimistic frames of mind, they saw it as a flimsy structure vulnerable to a variety of internal and external shocks and threats. Historical experience had taught them that the conjunction of military and diplomatic defeat by foreign powers and internal rebellion presented the greatest opportunities for changing the system. For now, Sasha wrote, the socialists had to concentrate their efforts on producing a shock to the Russian state system by means of terrorism, but only as a means to an end: enlightening and organizing the victims of the system for class struggle. In this terrorist campaign to win a modicum of freedom, they might join with liberals—nonsocialists who also wanted Western-style constitutions.

Eventually, a people’s state would be won, a new kind of state that would bestow the full panoply of civil liberties: a universal franchise and freedom of conscience, speech, the press, and association. The people’s socialist regime would nationalize the land, the factories, and all the means of production; give peasant communes the power to organize a socialist economy in the countryside; dissolve the standing army in favor of local militias; and guarantee free elementary education. Ulyanov, following Lavrov, believed that such measures would be a good foundation not only for social justice and the fulfillment of material needs but for full individual moral development. Every person would be able to rise to the scientific ethics of the socialist vanguard. The human species would realize its evolutionary potential. Sasha could not present a full picture of the stages of development that would follow the winning of initial civil liberties after a successful terrorist campaign; nor could he imagine, as Bakunin had, what might follow from nationalization. “The Program of the Terrorist Faction of the People’s Will” was just a rough sketch, an attempt to inspire and unite the pitiful forces available in 1887. For now, the intelligentsia saw no other way than the use of revolutionary terror against state terror.


An implicit critique of the People’s Will emerged at the very end of Sasha’s program in which he made the case for systematic terror—a term that seemed incongruous with the decentralized and spontaneous program of terror he described. The program did repeat the Executive Committee’s claims for the efficacy of terror. Ulyanov averred that terror would not only disorganize the regime but inspire the people to revolution by giving them abundant evidence that struggle was possible, that the government was not all powerful. However, Sasha added to this the important claim that centralized terror was no longer possible or desirable. Now terrorists had to adapt themselves to local conditions and to use terror as a protest against oppression where they found it in its most obnoxious forms. This more spontaneous form of terrorism would feed on and in turn unleash the elemental forces of the people—and in this Sasha made a gesture toward Bakuninism. He quite wittingly hoped to have something for all Russian revolutionaries in this ecumenical document. Ulyanov worked around the clock from February 27 to March 1 with two helpers in Bronislaw Pilsudski’s apartment setting the type for the program and correcting it. They never managed to print a clean copy.

The program Ulyanov created might have been a critique of the conspiracy that he served—a tiny group whose flimsy network and pitifully inadequate remaining resources in the apartments of the bomb makers and in Pargolovo could not possibly follow up a successful assassination with more acts of terror. The means for systematic terror simply did not exist. Yet the bombs were ready; the combat group went into the streets with them twice on days when the tsar might have given them a target; and even the heroic work of the black office did not make up for police laxity and obtuseness. Alexander III’s work habits and a lapse of his palace staff perhaps did more to prevent the attempt on his life than good police work; and the police themselves might have suffered serious casualties but for flaws in the book bomb’s design.


 

THE ENTIRE COMBAT GROUP, signalers and throwers, went into action on short notice on February 26 because of inside information that the tsar would attend a service in his honor on “Tsar Day” at St. Isaac’s Cathedral. Osipanov had been designated the leader of the throwers, and on his initiative they spread out along the route to St. Isaac’s on that day.32 Osipanov cared more about getting the job done than about strictly following the symbolism of killing the tsar on March 1. The large body of police at the golden-domed cathedral seemed to support the rumor about the tsar’s appearance. After a long wait, Osipanov asked one of them whether they expected the tsar to attend the service. The policeman replied affirmatively, but couldn’t explain why the tsar hadn’t come. The reason he hadn’t, at least the one given in the diary of A. P. Arapova, one of the members of the court, was that Alexander III simply was overwhelmed with work and spent Tsar Day clearing his desk. He told the empress to go ahead without him.

On February 28 the combat squad followed up with a second promenade on Nevsky Prospect, with Generalov and Andre yushkin carrying the cylindrical bombs and Osipanov carrying the book bomb. This time, thanks to the heightened surveillance after Andreyushkin had been positively identified as the writer of the letter to Nikitin, the police tracked their every move.33 Generalov left his apartment at about 10:00 a.m. and went to Andreyushkin’s. Kancher arrived by cab half an hour later, and after twenty minutes emerged from the apartment alone, followed five minutes later by Generalov and Andreyushkin. They carried their bombs in slings concealed under their coats. Keeping a prescribed distance between them, at the Police Bridge, which crossed the Moika Canal at Nevsky Prospect, they walked past Osipanov and then Kancher and Gorkun, the latter in student’s uniform. After walking for quite a while along the planned route, Generalov, Andreyushkin, and Osipanov assembled in a tavern at the corner of Malaya Morskaya and Nevsky Prospect, not far from the Police Bridge. Kancher joined them there. According to M. N. Svergunov, one of the police officers on the surveillance team, when they got up to leave he rushed on foot to his waiting supervisor to warn him. Although police headquarters was only minutes away on Gorokhovaya Street, by the time Svergunov returned with a detail of three additional officers, the throwers and signalers were gone.34

A second agent, Shevelev, added a significant detail. At approximately 3:30 p.m. the imperial equipage occupied by Maria Fyodorovna passed Generalov and Kancher on Nevsky Prospect at the Police Bridge. They kept on walking along Nevsky past the Kazan Cathedral. Eventually, the three throwers assembled near Admiralty Square, where they hired a cab.35 The police had obviously taken Andreyushkin’s letter seriously, but they lacked the planning and coordination to take advantage of the opportunity to round up the group on February 28. Evidently the police still did not know that the people they were following carried bombs. Generalov had been in a position to throw a bomb at the tsar’s consort, if not at Alexander III himself.

On March 1 the police did not wait as long as they had on February 28, but one wonders what would have happened had the tsar left the Anichkov Palace at precisely 10:45 a.m. If the imperial equipage had appeared as planned on the designated route at roughly 11:00 a.m., a great deal would have depended upon the ability of the police to physically restrain three determined young men. In addition to the bomb, Andreyushkin carried in the pocket of his overcoat a bulldog revolver with six bullets in it.36 At about 10:00 a.m. he went to Generalov’s apartment. Half an hour later they left and walked to Nevsky Prospect, with an undercover agent following them in a cab. At the corner of Nevsky and Admiralty Square they were invited by other agents to go to the office of the chief of police. Gorkun’s tail spotted him near the Anichkov Palace and picked him up at the corner of Sadovaya and Nevsky. The police apprehended Kancher on Nevsky at the Nikolaevsky Station and the third signaler, Volokhov, nearby. They were all taken to Gorokhovaya 2, the office of the Security Bureau of the secret police—where Sudeikin had run the operation that had infiltrated and all but crushed the People’s Will. The St. Petersburg police, detectives, and gendarmes finally assembled the team that rounded up the combat squad at the eleventh hour on March 1.

After the arrest of two of the throwers and the three signalers, a three-man police detail pursued Osipanov. They found him near the Kazan Bridge at roughly noon walking in the direction of Admiralty Square. When they “invited” him to accompany them to the chief of police, he asked whether they had documents and they replied affirmatively. Two of them held his arms, standard police practice in such cases. On the way to Gorokhovaya 2 he vainly begged to have his arms freed. According to Osipanov’s later testimony, after arriving there:


We soundlessly went up a narrow, spiral staircase and while on it I pulled the string that was supposed to tear…the partition, but I pulled it so hard that the string broke off and made a faint sound…Timofeyev and Varlamov [the police agents] holding my arms…heard the sound and strengthened their grip and prevented me from throwing the bomb…but when they led me…into the room with a police officer sitting behind a desk, they let go of my arms and I tossed the bomb to the floor…from a point above my head and to a distance of about three steps away from me…but no explosion followed.37



When one of the police agents retrieved the “book,” he was surprised to discover that it was an explosive device. Despite all of the bomb-making activity of students whose apartments were being watched; despite all of the purchases of chemicals and materials that obviously could have been used in explosive devices; despite the discovery of suspicious bottles full of liquid and of mysterious packages by Shmidova’s landlady; and despite the establishment of close surveillance on Generalov and Andreyushkin, when they arrested the bomb throwers on March 1, the police still did not know that their suspects were carrying bombs! Terrorist acts are designed to surprise, and the near-misses are no less surprising than the successes. If the book bomb had worked, the explosion would probably have killed anyone within a radius of 3.2 meters and thrown eighty-six strychnine bullets over 11 meters in every direction. Several lives quite literally were hanging by the string that was supposed to open the valve in the book bomb’s fuse.

Had Osipanov lied to save face and failed to pull the string before throwing it? Or had he pulled a defective string that broke off before it opened the valve? One of the police officers denied that Osipanov had been able to arm the bomb on the way to the station. The officer’s testimony was obviously self-serving, but Major General Fyodorov, the explosives expert, could not find the string when he examined the book bomb. He believed, in any case, that the bomb’s construction was faulty, and testified that the fuses of the cylindrical bombs had the same flawed design. Was the fuse mechanism designed by Lukashevich faulty? The police never tested that hypothesis with the captured bombs, and neither did Fyodorov.

 

LUKASHEVICH AND ULYANOV experienced hours of anguished waiting on March 1. Sasha walked to Kancher and Gorkun’s apartment, where he was arrested. Of the three leaders of the conspiracy, Ulyanov was the first to fall. Lukashevich went to the student cafeteria, where he heard rumors that terrorists had shot at the tsar and that Kancher had been arrested. Lukashevich did not give up hope. Even if part of the organization fell, they might still send a second combat group into the field, but he had to lie low. On the evening of March 2 he returned to his own apartment. He had already cleaned it, and now looked through his papers for any incriminating evidence. The police knocked on his door at 2:00 a.m. and showed him a search warrant. To his eye, they searched only superficially, even though he had a small laboratory in the apartment. They seized his books and made a brief stop at the local police station before taking him to Gorokhovaya 2. Several more suspects were taken to the well-known building of the security police in the predawn hours of March 3 as Lukashevich watched the sky lighten. Detectives chattered freely about the events of March 1. Lukashevich learned, to his dismay, that Osipanov had thrown the bomb and that it had failed to explode. He also learned that the early signs that he himself was not a serious suspect were misleading. P. N. Durnovo, director of the Police Department, spoke with Lukashevich and said that they’d connected him with Ulyanov. Finally, on the night of March 3, they took him to the Peter and Paul Fortress.38

Lukashevich’s is the only available detailed account of the prisoners’ initial treatment, and we can imagine, in the absence of Ulyanov’s own version, that Sasha experienced something similar: a strip search that Lukashevich described as disgusting. They gave him his prison clothes and pan and put him in a cell in one of the casemates of the fortress—a spacious, vaulted cell with a dirty asphalt floor; a small, double-barred window near the ceiling; and a chamber pot in the corner. The table, with a small kerosene lamp, and bedstead were made of steel and secured to the floor. The police routinely woke their prisoner at 2:00 a.m. and brought him back to Gorovokhavaya Street for interrogation, this time by officers of the gendarmerie, the military branch of the security agencies.

The gendarmes were far less polite than the security police. One, literally frothing at the mouth, tried to intimidate Lukashevich: wasn’t the plot Polish revenge for those hanged in Warsaw after the uprising of 1863? Alternatively, hadn’t a bunch of dirty kikes pulled this off? The assistant prosecutor of the St. Petersburg Judicial Chamber, Michael Kotlyarovsky, continued the interrogation, but now showed Lukashevich a copy of Kancher’s testimony of March 2 implicating Lukashevich in the bomb making. The detailed account of the bomb making on February 21 in Ulyanov’s apartment removed any doubt—Kancher had indeed given them up. Lukashevich suggested that Kancher had lied in order to lighten his sentence. Kotlyarovsky assured him they didn’t need to promise anybody anything—and without further ado the assistant prosecutor sketched out some well-known techniques of torture.39 The weaker members of the conspiracy had obviously caved in immediately to threat of torture.

Andreyushkin, Osipanov, and Generalov needed no such threat. They had already chosen to die and proudly admitted to their roles. Lukashevich, like the others, had vowed to die for the cause, but the actual experience of captivity evidently changed his mind. The fact that Kancher and Gorkun had already talked absolved him of the duty to keep silent. Later Kotlyarovsky showed him other confessions inspired by Kancher’s revelations. Ulyanov had confessed to building the bombs, although he had not named Lukashevich. Lukashevich then confessed to what Kancher and Gorkun had seen on February 21, but tried to prevent the Russian authorities from turning the trial into a witch hunt against Polish revolutionaries, and did everything in his power to obscure his true role.

On March 3 the police began an intensive hunt for Shevyrev in the Crimea. By the time they arrested him in Yalta on March 7, the authorities had in hand much of the information they needed to send him and the entire central group to the gallows. Only Lukashevich, who had carefully read all of the testimony they gave him for details about his participation, took full advantage of the fact that he had been accused only of tactical help: packing the bomb cylinders with dynamite on February 21, helping set up the transport network run mainly by Kancher, and linking Kancher and Gorkun to his friends in Vilnius. The court placed Lukashevich in the third level of the organization, the “facilitators,” rather than the second-level “accessories” or the top-level “instigators.” He and Novorussky fell for different reasons into the same category as Ananina, Shmidova, Bronislaw Pilsudski, and Pashkovsky. Lukashevich’s fears that the Vilnius Poles and Shmidova, a Jew, would receive especially severe treatment proved false.

The court’s handling of Lukashevich suggests that Ulyanov, too, might have escaped hanging, had he played the game properly. In fact, Sasha tried to defend himself during his first interrogation on March 3 by Cavalry Captain Lyutov, but at each step of the way the stories told by others placed him at the center of things. In his testimony of March 2–3 Gorkun reinforced the impression given by Kancher that Ulyanov played a central executive role. Still, no one knew that he and Govorukhin had approached Shevyrev in December and suggested terrorism. Ulyanov did not have to be tried in the first category, as an instigator.

In his depositions of March 4–5 to Lyutov, after he had been shown Kancher’s and Gorkun’s testimony, Sasha quite scrupulously described his own role in the preparation of the dynamite, the cylindrical bombs, and the lead bullets, but he denied having made the book bomb or fuses. Lukashevich’s role in their manufacture remained unknown. It would appear that Lukashevich and Ulyanov had roughly the same chance to beat the gallows at the time of their depositions in March, but they played different games after that. Anna Ilinichna later showed considerable insight into the way Lukashevich had escaped the gallows, and she understood that he had done it at her brother’s and Shevyrev’s expense. As the interrogations continued, Sasha became more and more forthcoming. On March 20–21, for his last deposition, he reproduced from memory “The Program of the Terrorist Faction of the People’s Will.” It still remained, however, to speak for the group and present the rationale for terror before the tribunal. The drama of the trial lay ahead.







EIGHT

The Trial



THE CLOSED SENATE TRIBUNAL began at noon on April 15 and ended on April 19 with the sentencing of fifteen members of the assassination conspiracy, including the core members who had not escaped abroad, and those who had aided and abetted them. Along with the actual combat squad, the throwers—Osipanov, Generalov, and Andreyushkin—and signalers—Kancher, Gorkun, and Volokhov—the organizers, technical experts, and leaders, Shevyrev, Lukashevich, and Ulyanov, claimed center stage. Less important helpers—Titus Pashkovsky, the apprentice apothecary, and Bronislaw Pilsudski had facilitated the acquisition of the materials for the bombs in Vilnius. The theology student Novorussky and Ananina, his mother-in-law, had provided storage and transport service and laboratory space; Shmidova and Serdyukova had networked with other terrorists, and the former had also worked closely with Govorukhin and Ulyanov. Most were in their early twenties; Generalov, the youngest, had his twentieth birthday on March 8, a week after his arrest.

Tsarist trials of revolutionaries, but especially of terrorists, became a dramatic form for Russian liberal society. The hunters assumed the position of the hunted. The terrorists’ defenders, the brilliant defense lawyers created by Alexander II’s judicial reforms, now had to face his son’s judicial counterreforms. At the first blush of the reforms, the contests between terrorists and the autocratic regime were conducted in open trials, but after the fiasco of Zasulich’s acquittal, they were sequestered in Senate tribunals and, finally, in closed sessions that excluded journalists. Russian officials tended to have long tenures in office. In the late 1880s the same venerable dramatis personae appeared: the jailers, the judges, even the hangmen. The defense lawyers, too, were veterans of previous political trials.1 Well known for their eloquence, they were heroes of the liberal public, but in closed tribunals they might as well have been speaking to the walls. Moreover, unlike the hopeful and angry liberals of the 1870s, the public of 1887 had seen the People’s Will go down to defeat after March 1, 1881; they had heard Alexander III’s message about the “senseless dreams” of a constitution; they had experienced his counterreforms; and now they believed less in the efficacy of terror. Russian liberals had lost hope in the likelihood of imminent change.

The young rebels of the Second March First were not stock characters, but they followed a script that had been written by the great ideologues of populism and performed earlier by the heroes and heroines of the People’s Will. The bomb throwers and Ulyanov decided to make their deaths a statement about the scientific correctness of their choice. They rejected legal defense and chose death, because doing so followed logically from a choice of socialism and from their duel with the autocracy. They lied to protect their fellow defendants who had not passed that psychological point of no return and whose lives they cherished. Others lied because they saw no reason either to wave their banner or to honor the duelist’s code in an uneven contest. Moreover, the stirring speeches made by narodniki were well known. Why repeat their performances? Sasha belonged to the group that held high the banner, and he prepared himself to make the case for socialism, but lied repeatedly and obviously in order to save his comrades.

The Russian legal system gave great power to teams of procurators and interrogators taking depositions before the trial. The interrogators, often members of the gendarmerie in political cases, first—and sometimes savagely—went after the weaker members of the group and used the information gained from them to confront others. When it worked, the defendants toppled over like so many dominoes. The procurators, though presumably fact finders, generally served the prosecution better than the defense. The lawyers for the defense salvaged what they could, but in this case they faced a tribunal whose chair was a notorious judicial hangman and whose superior prosecutor was a brilliant man, but a turncoat, a former radical who pursued his task with the zeal of the convert to the dark side. Death sentences were virtually assured.

The March depositions extracted by the teams working for the tribunal had given the prosecution what it needed long before the trial began on April 15. The most important unknown in the already scripted drama was Tsar Alexander III himself. He knew that the Second March First had sentenced him to a hideous death by dynamite and strychnine. Six years earlier he had been informed of his father’s assassination. It had been an ugly story. The first bomb had exploded under Alexander II’s carriage, but the tsar had not been seriously hurt. He went out on the street to see what had happened. A second member of the terrorist team threw the fatal, second bomb that shattered the tsar’s legs. The terrorists had shown no mercy, so why should he? They had been preparing a similar fate for him, with poison added in case he should survive the explosion!

The rumors that he had wept and fallen to his knees in thanks for his divine deliverance sound true—this quite thuggish man had a religious streak. He had ordered as a memorial to Alexander II the erection of the Church of the Savior on Spilled Blood on the embankment of the Catherine Canal—the site of the crime. His heartfelt remark about his own escape suggests realism about the precariousness of Russian autocracy and the imperfections of the security network. “God has saved us…but for how long?”2 The less prosaic than usual but typically laconic March 1 entry in the diary of the eighteen-year-old Tsarevich Nicholas seconded his father’s sentiments.


I woke up at seven o’clock. We had coffee and then read. After putting on the full-dress uniform of the Preobrazhenskii Regiment, I rode with papa to the fortress. At that time something terrible might have happened, but thanks to divine mercy everything turned out alright. Five [sic] scoundrels with dynamite bombs were arrested near Anichkova…. O lordy! What great luck that we escaped.



On March 9, 1887, in Gatchina the future tsar saw his father decorate the police agents who had arrested the terrorists. The grateful Alexander III also gave them cash rewards.3

As he learned more about his hunters, the Tsar oscillated between rage and irritation. A very tall and sturdy man with a luxuriant beard and apparently in the prime of life, Alexander III, like his father, was a passionate hunter. He did not fancy himself the quarry of a bizarre group of callow youths. What ran through his mind when he reviewed the material brought to him by his officials? On the basis of the brief remarks, dripping in sarcasm, in the margins of his servitors’ reports, he felt mainly contempt. Ulyanov, stunted and pale from studying worms and idiotic socialist doctrines, didn’t even have a beard. Shevyrev was a sickly hysteric and mendacious scoundrel. There was in this “terrorist faction” a huge, handsome Pole who looked like a man but didn’t sound like one. The Cossacks—whose participation especially troubled him—were insane adolescents, and the Siberian, “the Cat,” some sort of Asian, a stocky fellow, thickheaded, an assassin who hadn’t enough brains to arm his bomb properly. The bomb throwers, at least, did not lie and whine, and perhaps Generalov, though barely twenty, reminded him of Andrei Zhelyabov, the heart and soul of the Executive Committee of the People’s Will. When the hangman put the noose around his neck in April 1881, Zhelyabov was a mature man of impressive physique with a full, black beard. Now, he was a worthy opponent!

Personalities aside, the tsar had good reasons to downplay the incident. Alexander III hoped that the entire episode would be handled quickly and painlessly. He knew very well how previous political plots against Alexander I and Alexander II had played in the European press. The aristocratic Decembrists, who had among their leaders high-ranking officers and noblemen close to the tsar, took to Senate Square in 1825 with their troops to replace Nicholas I with a constitution. The tsar and his loyal troops answered with grapeshot. Along with those hanged, dozens more went into Siberian exile, followed by their faithful wives. The romance of the Decembrists became part of the history not just of the Russian revolutionary movement but of European liberalism. The Decembrists became heroes, Nicholas I a tyrant. The public hanging of five leaders of the People’s Will in April 1881 had also cost the autocratic regime dearly. The regime had rejected a plea of mercy from no less a world literary celebrity than Leo Tolstoy. The accused had been carted through St. Petersburg accompanied by thousands of troops, and brought to a makeshift gallows on Semenovsky Square, at the southern end of Gorokhavaya Street. The crowd that had gathered on the square witnessed a dreadful scene reminiscent of the botched hanging of the Decembrists in 1826. Even those who had come for the entertainment were enraged. Six years later, at a time when the European great powers were contemplating shifting their alliance systems, Alexander III could not risk a barbaric spectacle. More important, he did not want to advertise Russia’s weakness and vulnerability to the threat of an absurd student conspiracy. He followed Dmitry Tolstoy’s advice in this. Tolstoy proposed that they print a brief account of the event of March 1 in the Government Herald to dampen wild rumors. Alexander III wrote to his minister of the interior,


I fully concur, and it is generally desirable not to give too much significance to the arrests. I think it would be best to get all of the information we can out of them, not hand them over to a court, and without any fanfare dispatch them to Schlüsselburg Fortress. That would be the most severe and unpleasant punishment.4



His advisers, however, thought that a carefully managed Special Session of the Ruling Senate for the Adjudication of Matters Pertaining to State Crimes would be an appropriate venue. The tsar had other options for political crimes, but his advisers thought it fitting that he put the Second March First terrorists on trial in closed session before the same tribunal that had sentenced to hanging the leaders of the People’s Will in March 1881. To be sure, even in this venue state criminals had the right to a legal defense. The Senate tribunal might even appoint a defender in case defendants did not supply their own counsel. Despite the guaranteed findings of guilt there was still room for shrewd defenders to maneuver for a lighter sentence, and the defendants could, and often did, petition the court of last resort, the tsar, for leniency. The tsar generally followed the court’s advice. In the trial of the Second March First terrorists, he concurred with five death sentences, but mitigated those of Lukashevich and Novorussky.

 

THE TRIBUNAL THAT CONVENED at midday on April 15, 1887, for the trial of the Second March First conspiracy, in addition to four senators, included four representatives of the estates—two prominent members of the gentry, one high-ranking merchant (actually, the mayor of Moscow), and one peasant, a district head. The court conducted its business behind closed doors, but important officials attended: ministers, other senators, members of the State Council. N. S. Tagantsev, a senator and legal expert who attended the trial, like the superior prosecutor, Neklyudov, had been Ilya Nikolaevich’s student in Penza. Tagantsev intervened on behalf of Maria Alexandrovna, who not only was permitted to attend a session of the trial but was granted several interviews with her son after the sentence had been handed down.5
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TWO POLICE PHOTOS OF ALEXANDER (1887)
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KEY FIGURES IN THE SECOND MARCH FIRST CONSPIRACY
 Generalov, Osipanov
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Andreyushkin, Shmidova, Govorukhin
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Shevyrev, Lukashevich.
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MAP OF THE AREA AROUND ST. PETERSBURG UNIVERSITY
 1. Alexander’s apartment on Syezzhinskaya Street.
 2. The apartment on Alexandrovsky Prospect.
 3.The main building of St. Petersburg University.
 4. The Trubetskoy Bastion of the Peter and Paul Fortress.
 5. Peter and Paul Cathedral with the tombs of the Romanovs.
 6. The Winter Palace.
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MAP OF THE AREA AROUND VOLKOVO CEMETERY
 1. Volkovo Cemetery, site of the demonstration of November 17, 1886.
 2. Ligovka, where the students were surrounded by Cossacks on November 17, 1886. The events of November 17 precipitated the formation of the Second March First terrorist group.
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MAP OF THE CENTER OF ST. PETERSBURG
 1. Planned site of the assassination of Alexander III on Nevsky Prospect. 2. Alternative site of the assassination. 3. Anichkov Palace. 4. Kazan Cathedral. 5. Police station at Gorokhovaya 2. 6. Police Bridge. 7. Site of Alexander II’s assassination. 8. St. Isaac’s Cathedral. 9. Shmidova’s and Govorukhin’s apartments.
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MEMORIALS
 Maria Alexandrovna’s memorial statue in Volkovo Cemetery, St. Petersburg.
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Ilya Nikolaevich’s memorial in Ulyanovsk.
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Nicholas Dobrolyubov’s grave in the Volkovo Cemetery, the site of the student demonstration of November 17, 1886.
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Dmitry Mendeleev’s grave in Volkovo Cemetery.
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THE ULYANOV HOME (1878–87) ON LENIN STREET, FORMERLY MOSKOVSKAYA
 Exterior of the Ulyanov home, now a museum.
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Back view of the home on Lenin Street, taken from the garden area.
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Sasha’s room on the second floor of the home on Lenin Street.
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Sasha’s laboratory next to the backyard kitchen and garden.
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ULYANOVSK ON RUSSIA DAY, JUNE 12, 2006
 Lenin’s statue facing the Russian tricolor on the Regional Administration Building in Ulyanovsk.
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The heroic statue of Maria Alexandrovna and Vladimir Ilyich near the site of the family’s first apartments on Streletskaya Street.


The tsar took a keen interest in the denouement from his suburban palace in Gatchina, forty-five kilometers southwest of the capital. Two hundred suspects were brought in for questioning in the police sweep after March 1. In St. Petersburg the police, gendarmes, and prosecutors winnowed the suspects to the fifteen who came to trial on April 15. Dmitry Tolstoy digested some of the depositions, but passed those of the key plotters to the tsar, who wrote comments on the margins that were as notable for their expressions of disgust and disdain as for their occasional misspellings. The depositions of Kancher and Gorkun described the development of the conspiracy in great detail and became the primary sources for Tolstoy and Alexander III. They also were the basis for the indictment of the fifteen defendants arraigned on April 15.

The chair of the court, Senator Peter Antonovich Deyer, “small, with an unsteady gait and a trembling head,” during the period of reaction after the Great Reforms had earned a certain notoriety within Russia’s struggling legal profession for his role as the tsar’s sycophant. He had put Sergei Nechaev into the Peter and Paul Fortress for life (though not in the official sentence), for which the Ministry of Justice amply rewarded him, according to reliable sources. For delivering desired death sentences, Deyer received major sums of money for “health cures” he reportedly got two thousand rubles to restore his health after sending five terrorists of the Second March First conspiracy to the gallows.6

The behavior of the chair was not the only obstacle to a fair trial. The Russian judicial system gave the prosecutors a powerful role in bringing state criminals to justice. They controlled the preliminary investigation of cases and brought their findings to the court. The prosecutors created the framework of the case and the foundation for the accusations. The damning depositions taken between March 1 and the trial inhibited the defense. Although defendants contradicted their own depositions and those of others, their earlier statements and police reports had already biased the proceedings against them. The assistant prosecutor, Kotlyarovsky, who played a large role in procuring the depositions, had established a reputation for badgering defendants. He and the gendarme interrogators had excelled in their roles.

The background of the superior prosecutor, Nicholas Adri-anovich Neklyudov, was more than a little problematic. Neklyudov played his role vigorously, perhaps vehemently, as a reaction against any pity he might have felt for Sasha. By a quirk of fate, early in his career Ilya Nikolaevich had taught Neklyudov at the Penza Institute for the Gentry. Neklyudov graduated in 1857 and went on to St. Petersburg University to study law. An astute memoirist wrote of Neklyudov’s position as prosecutor in this capital crime, “He was quite overwhelmed with his commission, the more so because one of the defendants…was the son of his favorite teacher in the Penza gymnasium. Although he suffered during the trial, he nonetheless succeeded…in getting in line with the general mood of horror required of the faithful.”7 Neklyudov had not only to deal with his debt to Ilya but also to repudiate his own past as a radical student. In the political coding of the time, once a “Red,” Neklyudov had moved on the ideological spectrum to the blackest “Black.”

In 1861 Alexander II’s minister of education had imposed rules on universities that foreshadowed the even harsher crackdown of 1884. It was one of the regime’s first attempts to control the nihilist subculture in institutions of higher education. The students of St. Petersburg University refused to matriculate until the authorities clarified the new rules curtailing the autonomy of student organizations and discriminating against the poorer students. Neklyudov played an important part as a student deputy in the demonstrations beginning on September 25, 1861. The protests continued for weeks and escalated in October. Mounted troops beat the demonstrators with their rifle butts and, in one case, severed a student’s ear with a saber stroke. Neklyudov was arrested on September 26, imprisoned in the Peter and Paul Fortress, released in December, and placed under police surveillance for the remainder of the year. Instead of becoming embittered and radicalized, the twenty-one-year-old Neklyudov pressed on with his legal career, worked within the system, enjoyed the springtime of Russia’s new bar and judiciary, and joined the Ministry of Justice.

Twenty-five years after his time in the Fortress, Neklyudov seemed to have little sympathy for students whose experience, at least on the surface, closely resembled his own. Perhaps he faced an earlier self that he still needed to punish. He made a stirring summary for the prosecution, but paid the price psychologically and physically, and collapsed at the end of the sentencing.

 

THE DEFENDANTS, who had been held in solitary confinement in the Trubetskoy Bastion of the Peter and Paul Fortress, were transferred on April 14 to cells in the Prison for Preliminary Detention on Shpalernaya Street, not far from the St. Petersburg Circuit Court on Liteinyi Prospect. Before they entered the courtroom on April 15, the accused waited single file in a corridor, separated by gendarmes, but evidently not so strictly that they couldn’t embrace and kiss each other.8 They were led in singly until the later phases of the trial, when they had the right to defend themselves and to question witnesses and other defendants. They also appeared one by one during the sentencing.

The authorities created a virtual wall of secrecy around the trial, but a correspondent of the Daily News (London) either got into the courtroom somehow or had a collaborator on the inside feeding him information. His account appeared in the Russian émigré press in Europe and naturally circulated back to Russia. At noon on April 15, 1887, in the auditorium of the St. Petersburg District Court building, proceedings opened with the reading of a lengthy indictment. The assembled dignitaries saw in the center of the auditorium a large table with the three bombs and other unspecified pieces of evidence. The defendants entered the hall, greeted one another with a smile, and bowed to the court.9

Michael Kancher and Peter Gorkun, the first conspirators to crack under interrogation in March, were also the first defendants to testify. This made perfect sense for the prosecution. Their lengthy depositions and testimony established the roles of the major conspirators and their own. On the whole, Kancher portrayed himself as a mere errand boy or pawn pushed about by the main organizers—among whom he included Govorukhin—but especially Shevyrev. They had deceived him into thinking that he would not be truly a party to a state crime. He was a naïf who had failed to understand the gravity of his position until it was too late. Gorkun, his friend from Poltava and apartment-mate in St. Petersburg, presented a briefer variation of Kancher’s testimony, as did Stepan Volokhov, the third signaler. They all feigned obtuseness and memory lapses—favorite gambits of the defendants. Despite these tactics the court established the main actions and actors through the compliant testimony of the signalers.

There followed the testimony of the three clearly suicidal and unrepentant members of the conspiracy—Generalov, Andreyushkin, and Osipanov. The throwers, having at the outset of the conspiracy decided to sacrifice themselves for the cause, seemed impatient to get on with it. Unlike the signalers, who weaseled when asked whether they pleaded guilty to the crimes of which they were accused, the throwers laconically affirmed their guilt and their intentions.

Generalov’s testimony clarified his entry into the conspiracy and established Govorukhin’s and Ulyanov’s key roles in recruiting the Cossack throwers. Govorukhin had brought Ulyanov into the Don and Kuban zemlyachestvo. They had educated the teenage Generalov and recommended him to Shevyrev. Only twenty, Generalov was the youngest of the group to be hanged, but he had strong features and a dark beard and looked older. His testimony established that Govorukhin and Ulyanov arranged to pay for his conspiratorial apartment, one room of which became a laboratory and storage space. On the other hand, he completely bypassed Lukashevich’s role, denied any close relationship with him, and named Ulyanov as the person who had instructed him in setting up his laboratory, making nitric acid, and so on. Detail after detail piled up pointing to Ulyanov as the person holding all of the threads of the project. The afternoon session ended with Generalov’s testimony, and they recessed.

 

IT WAS STILL LIGHT when the trial resumed after supper. Andreyushkin, whose manic recklessness had alerted the police, began his testimony at seven, and his cross-examination went far into the night. Like Generalov, he testified that Ulyanov directed the production of nitric acid. At the same time Andreyushkin clumsily tried to protect Shevyrev. Above all, he wanted to protect Serdyukova and unconvincingly tried to explain away the substance of his letters to her. After Andreyushkin’s testimony, they led in Osipanov, “the Cat,” who admitted to his role in the formation of the conspiracy, but refused to give any details about others and, like all of the defendants, pleaded faulty memory when pushed into a corner. The court showed no desire to spend a great deal of time on Osipanov, and brought Ulyanov into the courtroom. Sasha was the youngest-looking of all the defendants. Small and thin, with a mass of dark hair piled above his tall, pale forehead, unlike the others he had neither beard nor mustache. He made a great impact with his gentle manner and earnest performance. Ulyanov declined to name himself an initiator or recruiter, but affirmed that he had acted out of his own free will and rational mind when joining the conspiracy. He had enthusiastically and energetically pursued its goals. Sasha was quite forthcoming about his work on the bombs and his connections to the others, even though to protect them he lied about their roles. There was no point in denying what had already been established by the others’ depositions, and Sasha did not try to hide Shevyrev’s role, but he was very careful not to volunteer any new information. Like the others, he protected Lukashevich and portrayed him as only a minor accomplice, recruited toward the end of bomb making for work on the cylindrical bombs. When questioned about the construction of the book bomb, Ulyanov did not take the unequivocal position about the bomb’s design that Lukashevich later took in his memoirs. Rather, he had doubts about the length of the tube for the fuse and thought it possible that it would not work, but on the whole believed an explosion would occur.

After Sasha’s relatively lengthy cross-examination, they brought in Shevyrev, who had vowed in advance to lie to the court. It mattered little to him whether he died now or later. Rather, it was essential to give everything in his power to the cause and to give nothing to its enemies. He had told Lukashevich,


When I stand before the court…I don’t intend to state my views. If our enterprise were the beginning of an active revolutionary struggle with the government then, of course, it would be essential to clarify its sense and significance. But we are merely continuing the cause of our predecessors. They’ve already shown what evoked terror and what it achieves. There’s no need to enunciate our credo at every skirmish, every engagement. It’s even more superfluous when the tribunal is secret: they judge us in secrecy and will hang us secretly.10



This sort of cynicism separated Shevyrev from the other four who were hanged. A combination of amorality and perhaps a surge of his manic optimism determined his behavior at the trial. He denied any culpability and presented himself as a dupe who had fallen under Govorukhin’s influence.

The court stenographer reproduced Shevyrev’s verbal ticks—an “okay” (khorosho) punctuating each invention or evasion and sometimes a distinct pause while he mulled over the next lie. In view of the damning depositions and testimony of several codefendants, Shevyrev had to make one denial after another. He designed his lies to place much of the guilt on Govorukhin, who was safely abroad. No alchemy could change the facts that had already been adduced about Shevyrev’s central role in the conspiracy, both in depositions and partly through the information extracted by a stool pigeon planted among the prisoners during their preliminary detention. The informer, Anton Ostroumov, gave the police damning information about both Shevyrev and Novorussky. The police forwarded the information to Dmitry Tolstoy, who in turn sent it to Alexander III. Tolstoy reported Novorussky’s opinion (by way of Ostroumov) that neither Shevyrev nor Govorukhin measured up to Ulyanov in courage and dedication to the cause.11 The court recessed late that night at the end of Shevyrev’s testimony.

 

AT NOON ON APRIL 16 Lukashevich, towering over the accompanying officers, entered the courtroom. He must have benefited by contrast with Shevyrev’s sickly and nervous appearance and obvious mendacity. Admitting guilt only to participation in the attempt, he denied that he belonged to the conspiracy. Lukashevich spoke with a Polish accent and had a very gentle voice incongruous with his height and physique. Deyer repeatedly had to ask him to speak up. Even with this prompting the court stenographer found Lukashevich’s testimony “completely inaudible” in places. Lukashevich introduced for the first time in the trial the idea of social injustice, and he spoke of the personal experience and systematic study that had led him to his belief in scientific socialism. This is not what Deyer wanted to hear at this point in the trial; he interrupted Lukashevich’s divagation into social science and asked him to get to the point—how did he get involved in the plot? Lukashevich, like Shevyrev, named Govorukhin as the person who involved him in the project to kill the tsar, and he portrayed Ulyanov as someone working closely with Govorukhin. Ulyanov, he claimed, asked him to help with the bomb making because it required someone with considerable physical strength. Lukashevich’s testimony thus gave the impression that Sasha played a supervisory role in both bomb making and the printing of the faction’s program.

The defendants who appeared after Lukashevich followed logically from the lines of interrogation. Tall, scholarly looking, and bespectacled, Michael Novorussky, supposedly a protégé of on-stantin Pobedonostsev, procurator of the Holy Synod, seemed to be a most unlikely defendant. The facts, however, were well established. Novorussky’s apartment in St. Petersburg and his mother-in-law Ananina’s rented dacha in Pargolovo had been key sites of storage, transshipment, and bomb making. Novorussky, too, seemed to be connected to the plot mainly through Ulyanov. Of all the defendants, Novorussky showed the most disdain for the court, maintaining a constant ironic smirk, refusing defense counsel, making light of his contribution to the plot, pleading distraction with his work, and questioning his own deposition. Novorussky tried to impress the court with the fact that he was writing a dissertation as a Kandidat in the University’s Theological Academy. He simply was too busy to look into the things he had to ship to Pargolovo for Ulyanov’s putative chemistry experiments. The police investigation had connected materials in Novorussky’s apartment with the cylindrical bombs destined for use by Andreyushkin and Generalov.

Novorussky did not know that the police had planted a stool pigeon in an adjoining cell to spy on him during his detention before the trial. After Novorussky suffered a “nervous attack” in the Peter and Paul Fortress, the police had transferred him to the Prison of Preliminary Detention in early March. They placed Anton Ostroumov in a cell between Novorussky’s and Arsenii Khlebnikov’s. Ostroumov taught Novorussky how to communicate by means of tapping codes and messages hidden in books in the prison library. He learned, among other things, that Novorussky intended to lie about his relationship to Ulyanov and to call witnesses to lie about it. After bonding to his betrayer, Novorussky confided his contempt for the amateurism of the conspirators and for Ulyanov’s carelessness in bringing loose talkers into the group.12 They were all fools.

Evidently, the talk about Pobedonostsev’s intervention to save Novorussky was not idle. The procurator of the Holy Synod had to defend the reliability of the Theological Academy. When called on to explain the odd fact that one of his charges was involved in a plot to destroy the sacred body of the tsar, Pobedonostsev defended Novorussky as a mere accomplice and claimed that the evidence against him was weak. Alexander III, who had been getting Dmitry Tolstoy’s damning reports about Novorussky, nonetheless accepted Novorussky’s petition.13 Court politics evidently won out. Like Lukashevich, Novorussky was granted his life, and after the amnesty of 1905 he wrote about the events that brought him to Schlüsselburg Fortress. By that time he knew about Ostroumov.

 

THE COURT SAVED for last the only three women defendants: Ananina, Shmidova, and Serdyukova. Their careers faithfully represented the nihilist movement and narodnik inclinations. For many narodniki during the reaction under Alexander III, there seemed little else to do but work at a dreary post in the countryside in the service of piecemeal progress. They became hired employees of the zemstvos, known as the “third element,” to distinguish them from elected and appointed officials. Tens of thousands of these zemstvo employees dedicated themselves to the peasants, but many of them simultaneously aided underground revolutionary groups. Maria Ananina, a midwife and surgeon’s assistant employed by the zemstvo, earned forty-two rubles a month. Like the teachers, doctors, statisticians, and agronomists hired by the zemstvo, a form of local government created during the Great Reforms, she embodied the doctrine of small deeds. Ananina’s Chekhovian life in a suburban area near St. Petersburg included service to the poor, revolutionary activity, and upward mobility for her children. Thirty-eight years old and divorced, she wanted to give her daughter a chance to marry well and was preparing her son for a classical gymnasium by having him tutored in Latin and Greek.

A thin, intense woman, with her hair pulled back into a bun, Ananina was so terrified of the proceedings that she could barely speak, and Deyer invited her to approach the bench. Only a fraction of her exchange with Deyer entered the stenographic record. She testified that she had hired Ulyanov to tutor her fourteen-year-old son, but that he had given only a single lesson in scriptures and had spent most of the time working in his room unobtrusively on his “chemistry experiments.” Ananina’s daughter Lydia and son-in-law Novorussky had told her that Ulyanov would be doing this, so she found nothing amiss and knew nothing about his work. Ananina’s testimony carried no cogency. Ulyanov had showed her how to test the stability of the nitroglycerine with litmus paper, and on March 3 the police found recently used pieces of litmus paper in the dacha. Ananina had hidden an iron pot with a glass jar containing two ounces of nitroglycerine cooled by icy water under a basket and stool, and she and her daughter had obviously impeded the investigation by planting themselves between the police officers and the stool during their search of the dacha.

The second woman to be cross-examined, Raisa Shmidova, austere looking, with short-cropped hair, became a target of Deyer’s anti-Semitism. He tried to establish her family income, but she nervously and vaguely replied to his questions about her father’s employment, volunteering only that it was commercial. Finally, Deyer forced her to admit that her father made his living by “gesheft,” which connoted to Russians not wholesome commerce but shady, petty deals conducted largely by Jews, who were also well-known smugglers of contraband. Jewish smugglers in Vilnius had been featured in earlier testimony about the materials procured for the bomb making.

The court was quite interested in Shmidova’s living arrangements on Italian Street 18, where only a door covered by a hanging rug and blocked by furniture separated her apartment from Govorukhin’s. Prokofyeva, Shmidova’s landlady during the winter of 1886–87, tried very hard to portray her as a loose woman. Shmidova claimed that Govorukhin was engaged to her friend Eugenia Khlebnikova, whose brothers belonged to the Don and Kuban zemlyachestvo. She proved adept at fending off any suggestion that she had a romantic relationship with Govorukhin, and, when confronted with his suicidal letter to her, Shmidova dismissed it as a sign of his apparent psychological abnormality. She also produced a medical explanation for her trip to the Warsaw Station with Vladimir Popov, whom she had been counseling about his sister’s psychological health. Of course, she concealed the fact that they had also accompanied the terrorist Vasilii Brazhnikov, whom she had given copies of Ulyanov’s program for distribution in the south.14 As for her ties to Andreyushkin, Shmidova claimed that she occasionally enlisted him to read to her the poems of Taras Shevchenko, her favorite Ukrainian poet, and Generalov sometimes joined them. That information must have given the bigoted Deyer (whose surname suggests German ethnicity) something to ponder: a narodnik Jewish woman inviting to her apartment dissident Cossacks in order to enjoy the poetry of the man who symbolized Ukrainian nationalism.

Serdyukova followed Shmidova and pleaded guilty, but tried to elicit the court’s sympathy by describing her psychological collapse following the receipt of Andreyushkin’s letter proposing marriage and simultaneously revealing his involvement in a plot to kill the tsar. Although she claimed to be free of political entanglements, agents in Yekaterinodar later reported on her ties to radical circles there—too late to affect the opinion of the court. Her ties to Andreyushkin, perhaps amorous, were no doubt political as well, but during the trial she seemed to be the innocent victim of his personal and political passions. All of this created a little sideshow, an unlikely love story embedded in a terrorist conspiracy.

At this point in the proceedings Ulyanov’s footprint showed everywhere in the landscape of the plot. A collective narrative had been created in which Sasha and Govorukhin played larger roles than Shevyrev, but both Govorukhin and Shevyrev had left St. Petersburg, and Ulyanov had carried on as leader. The other main leader, Lukashevich, by the general complicity of the witnesses and his own cover-up, had faded into the background, and his central role in the bomb making had changed into a minor contribution that had been solicited by Ulyanov. From Sasha’s own testimony, in which he corrected the court’s expert witness on explosives and commented on the design of the fuses, it appeared that he had not only worked on the bombs but masterminded the bomb making.

The police witnesses that followed the recess on the evening of April 16 focused on the combat squad, and the court called Major General Fyodorov to comment on the construction of the bombs. Fyodorov described the bombs (technically, grenades) in great detail and concluded that they were ill designed, a finding already suggested by Osipanov’s deposition of April 7, in which he described how he had tried to arm the bomb and then thrown it to no effect in the police station. Lukashevich suggested that Fyodorov’s observations about the bombs’ poor design changed the nature of the crime, 15 but that tack did not succeed, and Neklyudov took things in a different direction—the production and storage of nitroglycerine. This brought Ulyanov back into the picture and led to a small contretemps between Fyodorov and Sasha over the possibility of producing nitroglycerine without releasing penetrating fumes. Ulyanov tried to protect Ananina by rejecting Fyodorov’s opinion that she must have been disturbed by the strong odors. Sasha described his technique for deodorizing the process, but Fyodorov expressed skepticism. It was a replay of his debate during the Trial of the Six in March 1881 with the legendary bomb maker of the People’s Will, Kibalchich, over the latter’s ability to manufacture the dynamite used to kill Alexander II.16 Whether Fyodorov was right or wrong, his questioning of the bombs’ design affected the image of the Second March First. The liberal public already questioned the competence and honesty of the tsar’s officials, but the information gleaned by the revolutionaries in the underground and abroad told of the defendants’ bad timing, numerous indiscretions, and technical inadequacy.

 

DURING THE SESSION of April 17 the defendants were allowed to question the testimony of codefendants. At this point in the trial Ulyanov adopted the tactic not only of supporting Shevyrev’s evasions but of taking upon himself Shevyrev’s central role. Some of the responsibilities could be assigned to Govorukhin, but many directives and transfers of funds attributed to Shevyrev in depositions had to be explained. Andreyushkin and Generalov followed Sasha’s cues on April 17. When Ulyanov saw that Lukashevich and Shevyrev wanted to evade a death sentence, he did everything he could to help them, but he did so at his own expense by exaggerating his role in the earlier stages of the plot.

At the end of the defendants’ questioning of one another’s depositions, Superior Prosecutor Neklyudov closed the session of April 17 with a summary of his findings. He focused on the stimuli and motives for the crime and how the conspiracy had emerged and developed. Ignoring the efforts to exculpate Shevyrev, Neklyudov named him “the very soul of the evil deed, its instigator and leader.”17 Neklyudov, who knew the depositions well, was shrewd enough to see that Sasha had tried to shift others’ guilt to himself. Nonetheless, he placed Ulyanov alongside Shevyrev as one of the leaders. At the very outset Neklyudov assailed Ulyanov’s ideological justification for their conspiracy: the notion that individuals or groups might, on the basis of a so-called “objective-scientific” point of view, decide what is good for Russia and then go about using whatever means they thought necessary—in this case, terror against their government—to remove the perceived obstacles to their goals.

Neklyudov then gave the senators and representatives of the estates a short course on revolutionary socialist groups operating in the Russian Empire during the 1880s. He noted that Osipanov had carried with him on March 1 a copy of “The Program of the Executive Committee of the People’s Will,” formulated at the end of 1880, rather than Ulyanov’s more recent and presumably more scientific program of the Terrorist Faction of the People’s Will. To Neklyudov this signified a split within the group. Summarizing “The Program of the Executive Committee” and the 1884 program of the Polish revolutionary party Proletariat, he showed that the Second March First represented a merging of several programmatic tendencies and theories. In his telling of the emergence of the conspiracy, he accurately traced its origins to the demonstration on November 17, 1886, at Volkovo Cemetery, and interpreted Ulyanov’s manifesto “17 November in St. Petersburg” as a distinct threat of terror. But Neklyudov used his brief history and analysis only as an introduction to his main messages—the futility and mindless cruelty of terrorism and how terrorism practiced by the student elite affected the public.


Its harm doesn’t consist in the possibility that it might turn the people against the ruling power. The terrorists themselves recognize in their programs the firm faith of the people in the tsar and the mystique that he enjoys. No less than others they know the historical truth—that the Russian people have always supported the throne, never desired to occupy it, and never allowed strangers to do so…. The real harm done by this party is not political but social—against the people. No doubt the perpetration of a whole series of terrorist acts might even lead Russians to despair—and move them to a state of such outrage against the realm of the intellect that revolutionary terror would pale by comparison. I envision the possibility of antiterrorist terror, when the people will see in every student uniform, in every student, a single, evil enemy of the people, an enemy of tranquility and welfare; when a mother, a Russian mother, will curse the very birthday of her child, trembling for her child’s future; when a father will take fright at the very thought of educating his child, seeing learning as a path to the gallows; when every book, even the alphabet, will make them think about Greenberg’s Dictionary of Medical Terminology, in which there were eighty-six leaden words and the words sounded in unison: “Death, death, and more death!” Death for all and for each, without any discrimination as to who they were and how they got there…. Death to kin, friends, comrades, or acquaintances of the perpetrators who might by chance wander into the range of their hellfire! Death to the very narod crowding into the places where their tsar would pass!18



On April 18 Neklyudov began his indictment of each defendant. He based his conclusions on the depositions taken before the trial. Osipanov stood out as the one defendant whose actions as well as words showed that he intended to kill the tsar. Once the main purpose of the plot had been thwarted, he tried to kill the policemen with him on the spiral staircase of Gorokhovaya 2, and, when that, too, failed, he tried to kill them in the interrogation room. All of the other members of the combat squad—the throwers and signalers—were declared guilty of the charges brought against them. Ulyanov stood out as the person who had done the most in almost every category of activity connected with the attempt.

Only Lukashevich managed to foil Neklyudov’s otherwise accurate reading of the conspiracy. To Neklyudov he was merely an accomplice who had played a “significantly less active” role than Ulyanov. The strategy had worked. Lukashevich’s careful course during the deposition and trial and the others’ efforts to divert guilt from him, with Sasha’s cuing and encouragement, had saved his life. Shevyrev, on the other hand, had no credibility with Neklyudov, who saw through his antic lies, evasions, and absurd defense tactics: first claiming to be someone who hated terror; then an unwitting accomplice who had little respect for Govorukhin, the putative leader; and finally, a naïf who thought that all of their bomb making and planning would have no consequence. Yet all of the depositions put Shevyrev at the center of the conspiratorial web and showed him to be a more important instigator and leader than either Govorukhin or Ulyanov. Neklyudov’s review of the depositions, the testimony of witnesses, and the evidence seized left little doubt that all of the defendants had lied, to protect either themselves or others. Neklyudov’s coprosecutor, Alexander Smirnov, who had played a relatively minor role, completed the indictments for the exhausted Neklyudov on April 18 and ended the prosecution’s presentation. After a short recess the defense presented its case.

Alexander Turchannikov, Osipanov’s defense attorney, had little to say, thus pleasing the prosecution, the police, and probably the jury. The facts had been established. Osipanov had confessed, done everything possible to get himself hanged, and refused to let anyone argue for mitigation of a death sentence. Turchannikov found only one tiny chink in the prosecution’s armor: Neklyudov’s use of the term “blind terror” to describe what lay behind the actions of the People’s Will. To Turchannikov this created an opening for a defense of diminished capacity, presumably caused by profound defects in the defendants’ intellects and moral qualities—defects in their very nature—that led them to suicidal as well as murderous acts. Although he mentioned the imperfections of the bombs, Turchannikov admitted that the law would not exculpate a determined assassin on grounds of technical failure and, in the end, could only appeal to “the higher law, called mercy.”19


Defective human beings carrying defective bombs and throwing themselves on the mercy of the tsar’s tribunal—this is not how the key defendants wanted to see themselves portrayed. The bomb throwers and Ulyanov followed the long-standing rules of behavior of revolutionaries facing a Russian court, rules laid down by Peter Lavrov during the period of mass arrests connected with the narodnik “Going to the People” of the mid-1870s. Lavrov had taught the youth of that period that their socialist propaganda would spread like wildfire through the countryside. Instead, they were arrested by the hundreds and incarcerated for long periods before coming to trial. Lavrov then told them how to behave in court:


Our advocates…work for what they imagine to be the benefit of their client, but in doing so diminish his dignity, impugn his morality, grovel at the feet of power, eulogize a nonexistent “justice and mercy” of the courts.20…Refuse a defense lawyer who will not defend your convictions, if not as correct ones, then, at least, as unavoidable ones. Refuse a defense lawyer who will not pledge himself to say not a word, not a single word, which demeans your program, your personal qualities. If there isn’t one—and it is possible you’ll not find such people—then defend yourself.21



The lessons that Lavrov had taught narodniki for almost two decades made martyrdom for the cause an axiom of revolutionary morality. In addition to everything else, Lavrov had denied an appeal to mercy: “We can’t purchase mercy from those whose right to be merciful arouses as much outrage as their right to be executioners.”22 The well-intentioned liberal Turchannikov had violated the narodnik code. Ulyanov and the bomb throwers would have no truck with that sort of defense and seized the opportunity to present their credo.

Generalov, who had refused a defense lawyer, briefly repeated the rationale for terror—that it was completely indispensable in the face of a reactionary regime. It was the only means available to pursue the immediate goals of the party—freedom of speech, of assembly, and popular representation and rule. He could justify himself only on the grounds that he had acted according to his convictions and his conscience. Generalov put it with eloquent simplicity—without adding any scientific justification. Andreyushkin used even fewer words and in straightforward terms set forth his version of the Lavrovian credo. He asked for no mercy, because begging would besmirch the banner of his party. The Cossack revolutionaries had remained true to themselves, to the masculine code of their military caste, to the nihilist code, and to the austere revolutionary morality delineated by Lavrov and practiced in earlier trials by the likes of Andrei Zhelyabov, Sofia Bardina, and Ippolit Myshkin.

It fell to Sasha to give the scientific rationale for Russian terrorism, and he rose to the challenge. Maria Alexandrovna, for whom the court had made an exception, was allowed to attend the session on April 18, and she heard part of Sasha’s speech. She later told Anna that at first she had been astonished at Sasha’s eloquence, but then couldn’t bear it—he was putting the noose around his neck—and had to leave the courtroom before he finished. Sasha presented the paradox that all revolutionaries of that era faced: socialism would presumably be realized spontaneously through socioeconomic laws dictating the phases of historical development. Why, then, did revolutionaries need to dedicate their lives to realizing those laws? Their mentors insisted that individuals, as such, could not change history; yet their self-sacrifice was predicated on their ability to change the political structure and open the path to socialism. Recognition of the importance of politics and ideology and the emotional need to help victims and to give history a push infused Sasha’s program. From Pisarev to Lavrov, Sasha’s Russian mentors had put before him models and maxims encouraging self-sacrifice when the brute force of the regime blocked the path. But he also had to show that individuals acting under the influence of historical laws acted not merely subjectively but naturally; that they represented the inevitably developing forces discovered by Marx and Engels; and that their consciousness had been formed out of natural evolutionary processes.

In the epigraph for his thesis, “What is real is historical,” Sasha used the German wirklich, a word that in English is rendered more precisely by “actual” than by “real.” Both convey the sense of an active reality, like the Russian deistvitel’nyi. His activism joined his life to the evolutionary processes leading to a better future. In a brief speech Sasha set forth the thinking and the emotions that governed both the Second March First and Russia’s future in the twentieth century:


Separate individuals are unable by force to produce changes in the social and political structure of a state, and even natural rights, like the right of free speech and thought, can be acquired only through the action of a well-defined group embodying and conducting the struggle.23



Sasha saw behind the actions of individuals and groups the struggle of the revolutionary intelligentsia as a whole—its struggle for its natural right to enlighten the people and lead them to socialism. He put it in even stronger terms, reflecting his belief in Lavrov’s psychology of “developed” people—they had not only the right but a natural need, a compulsive sense of duty—to teach and raise the people to a higher level. Sasha’s Lavrovist credo appears clearly in this proposition: “For a member of the intelligentsia the right to think freely, and to share his ideas with those less developed than he is, is not only an inalienable right but also a necessity and a duty.”24

Sasha had in mind the decades-long, uneven struggle between a powerful and brutal regime and a weak intelligentsia: the thwarting and sacrifice of figures like Pisarev, Dobrolyubov, and Chernyshevsky, who had suffered early death and imprisonment; the flight abroad of Herzen, Bakunin, and Lavrov, whose writings had to be smuggled into the Russian Empire; and, of course, the martyrs of the People’s Will. Deyer, however, had no interest in the history of the Russian revolutionary intelligentsia; rather, he wanted to hear how all of this pertained to Sasha’s personal motives and actions. Sasha replied that all of this had not affected him personally, that his worldview did not allow for purely subjective motives. Consistent with his speech, he subsumed his own feelings and convictions under historical laws. Sasha claimed to speak not for himself but for the scientific laws of evolution and history operating at that moment in the Russian Empire. The Terrorist Faction of the People’s Will had been created by history—it was natural for them to fight for basic rights that were themselves a natural product of historical evolution. When blocked in their natural development, the intelligentsia took the only path possible at that historical moment: terrorism. Whether the government continued on the path of repression or made concessions, its response would only encourage more terrorism, in the first instance out of frustration and in the second out of a sense that terror worked. And then Sasha pronounced the words that turned an abstract and perhaps tedious peroration of a twenty-one-year-old obsessed with science into a historic speech. His speech joined those of earlier revolutionaries in the dock as an inspirational moment in the history of the revolutionary intelligentsia:


In Russia there will always be small groups of people, so dedicated to their ideas and so passionately feeling the misery of their homeland, that they will not think it a sacrifice to die for their cause. It’s impossible to frighten such people….25



Deyer immediately cut him off. Thwarted in his effort to sketch what would follow if the regime made rational concessions, Sasha began to launch again into the inevitability of terror, but Deyer again stopped him in his tracks, saying that he had already made clear the sources of his criminal ideas—the mens rea—and that sufficed.

The earnest young student in his quiet way had taken pains to assure the assembled notables that he wanted neither to justify himself nor to vent indignation. Rather, he patiently rehearsed for them the scientific-objective laws that guided him in his notion of service to his homeland. He assumed their respect for science, but in his rhetoric he appealed to their service-class mentality. Sasha used the word rodina, a word that he had chosen carefully. The Russian warrior aristocracy had at first served Kievan princes, then Muscovite tsars, and, after the Petrine revolution, European-style emperors and empresses. Most members of the modern service stratum gradually detached their affections from the rulers alone and, taking Peter the Great at his word, focused them on the Russian imperial state. The radical intelligentsia that split off from the service class, however, had substituted the narod for the state, and Marxists were on the way to replacing the narod with the international proletariat as a worthy object of love and justification for self-sacrifice.

The word rodina somehow survived these substitutions and transcended them. It evoked a diffuse but powerful feeling for one’s native soil without any reference to tsar, state, or nation—or, for that matter, to narod and proletariat. The assembled senators, ministers, and other high-ranking officials might sympathize with a service-minded son of a loyal father who had died in service to his rodina. When he wrote his memoirs three decades later, one of those present on April 18, Senator Tagantsev, testified to the power of Sasha’s evocation of rodina: “I remember that among the defendants he produced the greatest sympathy, as a person sincerely dedicated to the cause for which he was being sentenced, and to the ideas whose realization, be it by terror, he believed necessary for the happiness and welfare of his rodina.”26 Like so many other gentry children, Sasha had found it intolerable to accept a regime that had given him and other students the opportunity to develop intellectually, but not to serve the progress of their homeland in the direction dictated by social science. Even if their rulers did not like terror, it behooved them to ponder its rationale. This was Ulyanov’s last message to the court.

Contemporary social and natural science taught privileged youth that service to one’s homeland was only a particular expression of service to the human species. If socialism was the only future for the species, and if the regime prevented the intelligentsia from spreading socialism to the people, then the only tactic left to them was terrorism and self-sacrifice. Sasha and his comrades had acted as developed people must under those circumstances. This “scientific” reasoning had locked Sasha into an irreversible commitment. His code did not allow any disharmony between thought and deed. His younger brother Volodya understood Sasha’s ways, and thus when told that Sasha had been arrested for participating in a terrorist plot, Vladimir Ilyich had said, “It means that he had to act that way—he couldn’t act in any other way.”

According to Lukashevich, at the meeting of February 25 Sasha had prepared a proclamation to be read in the event of the assassination of the tsar, beginning with these words: “The spirit of the Russian land lives on and the light of truth has not been extinguished in the hearts of her sons: on (date to be filled in) Alexander III was executed.”27 Lukashevich used the word pravda for “truth,” and in Russian the word also connotes “justice.” In narodnik doctrine, truth, justice, and human development formed an indissoluble whole. No written or printed version of this proclamation survived.

 

SASHA’S SPEECH WAS the transcendent moment of the trial. What followed was pro forma: the final arguments of the defense and the defendants’ last pleas. Osipanov’s was the most interesting—if one can call it a plea. Turchannikov tried to reduce Osipanov’s guilt by pointing out that the bomb not only had not exploded but could not have exploded. Osipanov, however, rejected his defender’s plea for mercy. Deyer, in a charade of judicial rectitude, intervened and reminded Osipanov that a defendant’s last plea could not be used to argue for his punishment, only to mitigate it. Generalov, Andreyushkin, and Ulyanov had nothing to say in their defense. All of them followed to the letter the narodnik code of choosing death before dishonoring their cause. At the end of the day Deyer presented the tribunal with the prosecution’s twenty-nine questions as to the guilt of the defendants, and summarily rejected the efforts of the defense to exclude any of them. The court recessed until 2:00 p.m. on April 19.

When the senators and representatives of the estates returned, they replied affirmatively to all twenty-nine questions. Neklyudov then asked for the death sentence for all fifteen defendants. The chief voice for the defense, Turchannikov, argued that in cases where crimes issued from ideological positions, the death penalty did not solve the problem—the struggle had to be won by confronting the ideas. That argument fell upon deaf ears, but the tribunal did find mitigating circumstances, especially for those whose cooperation had greatly facilitated the investigation and trial, or who had made less significant contributions to the plot. In some cases, the court took into account that some of the criminals were minors or very close to that status. Kancher, Gorkun, and Volokhov, who had cooperated with alacrity, all fit the category of naïf—young and inexperienced students away from home and subject to pernicious influences—and were sentenced to twenty years’ hard labor in Siberia. Ananina received the same sentence, but on grounds that she was a victim of her daughter Lydia’s and her son-in-law Novorussky’s pressure and moral suasion. Novorussky’s behavior at the trial had exposed him as a hypocrite and manipulator. Pilsudski, only twenty and thus still a minor, was seen as a victim of Lukashevich’s influence, and hence his punishment was reduced to fifteen years at hard labor. The court reduced Pashkovsky’s to ten on the grounds that his actions had only remotely affected events. For being merely a secondary helper, whose services did not significantly further the assassination attempt, and a naïve victim of Govorukhin and Ulyanov’s influence, Shmidova was sent into permanent exile in the farthest reaches of Siberia. Serdyukova had admitted to her guilt and had given valuable evidence against Andreyushkin. She was sentenced to a two-year prison term.

The death sentence remained in force for Shevyrev, Lukashevich, Ulyanov, Osipanov, Generalov, Andreyushkin, and Novorussky, but they still could petition the tsar for leniency. After the final sentencing, on April 23, they had a brief window of forty-eight hours for preparing and delivering petitions; that period ran out at noon on April 25. Neklyudov’s physical and psychological collapse meant that Smirnov had to attend to the review of the petitions and the presentation of the Senate’s advice to the tsar on April 30.28

 

A PROPER PETITION to the tsar required fulfillment of all of the formal signs of obeisance to a monarch: the correct form of address, the repetition of such throughout the letter, profuse expressions of contrition, repudiation of the ideas and motives that had animated them before they had seen the light, a reiteration of the frequent defense that they themselves were youthful and naïve victims led astray. They had to convince the tribunal and the tsar that after years in prison or Siberia they might be redeemed and serve Russia loyally and humbly. The court would forward only petitions shaped in this fashion and couched in such language. It was then up to the tsar.

The tsar, however, had evidently made up his mind about Sasha before the petition process. Beginning on March 1, he received Dmitry Tolstoy’s regular reports detailing everything—the size and features of the bombs, the disposition of the bombers and their signalers on the streets of St. Petersburg on the day of the planned assassination, and the history of the plot’s unfolding. Tolstoy quickly concluded that Shevyrev, Govorukhin, and Ulyanov were the leading figures in the plot and that, with the departure of the former two, Ulyanov had taken over the leadership role. On March 22, while at his Gatchina retreat, Alexander III read Ulyanov’s deposition about the formulation of a scientific program for the unification of the different terrorist groups in the empire. Aside from setting forth the thinking behind the program and the program itself, the deposition contained Sasha’s frank assessment of his role in the “terrorist faction of the People’s Will.”


To conclude I want to define more precisely my participation in the entire project. If in one of my previous depositions I expressed that I was not an initiator or organizer of this project, it was only because…there wasn’t one definite initiator and leader, but…the idea of forming a terrorist group belongs to me, and I took part most actively in its organization, in the sense of getting money, recruiting people, finding apartments, etc. So far as my moral and intellectual participation in this project is concerned, it was total, that is, I did everything possible insofar as my abilities and strength and knowledge and convictions permitted.29



Alexander III wrote on it, “This sincerity is actually touching….”30 Though ironic, the comment showed far greater generosity than his comment in the margin of Sasha’s program for the terrorist faction: “This writing is not even that of a madman, but of a pure idiot.”31 This bearish man, who despised such theoretical effusions, had already made up his mind about Sasha, but he still had to deal with the pleas of Maria Alexandrovna, who had left Simbirsk for St. Petersburg to save her son. It fell to her to try to persuade Sasha to abandon his revolutionary oath and to placate the tsar.

Word about Sasha’s and Anna’s arrest reached Simbirsk by way of Maria Alexandrovna’s niece Yelena Peskovskaya, who attended the Bestuzhev courses with her cousin Anna. The latter had been arrested on March 1 when she came to look for Sasha at his apartment. On March 2 Peskovskaya wrote to the family’s close friend in Simbirsk, V. V. Kashkadamova, who first consulted with Volodya and then gave the letter to Maria Alexandrovna. On March 3 Peskovskaya’s husband, Matthew Peskovsky, a well-known writer and resident of St. Petersburg, but completely ignorant at that moment of Sasha’s actual role in the conspiracy, visited the central office of the Police Department at Fontanka 16, and tried to liberate the cousins of his wife, Yelena. Peskovsky, who had a distinct impression of Sasha and Anna as two shy, studious, and somewhat sickly young people, thought that it had all been a terrible mistake. He began the family’s effort to defend Sasha and Anna with an eloquent letter written, perhaps, with the advice of a prominent defense lawyer.32

In her own letter of March 28 Maria Alexandrovna petitioned the tsar for a meeting with her son and presented a portrait of Sasha (of which the following is an excerpt) that she thought would elicit Alexander III’s sympathy:


He was so taken up with scientific work that for its sake he gave up all amusements. He was held in the highest regard in the university. The gold medal opened the way to a professorial post—and in the current academic year he worked strenuously in his zoological laboratory at the university preparing his master’s dissertation, in order more quickly to become independent and support the family.33



Alexander III wrote on the petition:


I think that it is desirable to permit her a meeting with him so that she can see what kind of person her dearest little son is and show her his deposition so that she can see what kind of convictions he has.34



The tsar’s officials had other designs. The minister of justice, N. A. Manasyein, suggested to Peter Durnovo that Sasha’s desperate mother might be used to persuade him to speak frankly and lead them to wider circles of the conspiracy—possibly to figures outside the immediate student milieu. Although Maria Alexandrovna met with Durnovo on March 31, there is no record of their conversation, only of Durnovo’s request that the commandant of the Peter and Paul Fortress allow her to have a two-hour meeting with Sasha on April 1, between 10 a.m. and 12 noon. The meeting took place at the appointed time, when Sasha was taken from his solitary cell in the Trubetskoy Bastion.

We know about Maria Alexandrovna’s meetings with Sasha from Anna. After her arrest at Sasha’s apartment, where the police were searching for evidence, they searched Anna’s apartment as well and then took her to Gorokhovaya 2 for questioning. They did not imprison her in the Peter and Paul Fortress but in the facility for preliminary detention. Kotlyarovsky’s interrogration of Anna centered on the telegram signaling Kancher’s return that she had received from Vilnius, although the request from Sasha and Shmidova that Anna put up overnight a woman connected with the Kharkiv terrorists became part of the evidence against her. The arrival of Maria Alexandrovna, who met with Anna before she saw Sasha, gave her daughter some hope. Maria understood Anna’s psychological frailty and gave her what she needed without deceiving her about the seriousness of Sasha’s situation. At one point Maria told her to pray for Sasha. The ordeal transformed the already strong tie between them into a lifelong system of mutual support that sustained them until Maria’s death in 1913.35

There followed an intense series of encounters of mother and son. At their first meeting, on April 1, Sasha threw himself at her feet and embraced her knees, begged forgiveness, but insisted that he had a greater duty to his homeland, his rodina, than to his family. Maria protested the cruel means that Sasha and his comrades wanted to use in the struggle. He assured her that no other means existed. At their four meetings he pleaded that she accept his choices—first to struggle by terrorism and then to die for the cause. He refused to petition the tsar for mercy and said, “Imagine, Mama, two people facing each other in a duel. One of them, having shot and missed, asks his opponent not to use his weapon. I can’t do that.”36 For Sasha, imprisonment in Schlüsselburg Fortress—the only possible mitigation of the death sentence in his case—would be far worse than death on the gallows. He was certain he’d lose his mind. When Maria Alexandrovna replied that he was still young and would change, the kindhearted prison official who was obliged to attend the meetings of mother and son could not restrain himself and enthusiastically seconded her.37

Sasha’s final conversations with his mother, especially his awkward attempts to console her, told a great deal about their relationship and revealed the psychological chasm that separated them. Sasha desperately did not want to hurt her—the anguish visible on his face moved the witnesses present—but everything he said could only produce that result. At one point Sasha tried to console her by saying that she had other children who would also win gold medals. He was right to this extent: at the time of Sasha’s hanging, Volodya and Olya were taking their final gymnasium examinations and, as everyone in the family knew they would, won gold medals. Maria Alexandrovna required them to focus on their work, come what may, just as she had wanted Sasha to prepare for a chemistry test rather than attend Ilya Nikolaevich’s funeral. Sasha, perhaps unconsciously, was making a point with this “consolation” and in his last requests to Maria Alexandrovna.

He asked her to redeem and then sell the gold medal that he’d pawned for 100 rubles. It was worth 130 rubles, and with the remaining 30 she could pay back a debt he owed another student.38 This was not just about scrupulousness. Sasha showed his contempt for the fetish that she had used to beg for his life in her petition to the tsar. She understood only conventional symbols and careers. He had pawned the medal to keep Govorukhin, his comrade in arms, on the field of combat. To be sure, Sasha remained true to the love of learning, sense of duty, and work ethic that his mother and Ilya Nikolaevich had taught him. He faithfully continued the main currents of the Russian enlightenment and the service ethic of the modernizing Russian gentry, but as a socialist and revolutionary using strategies and tactics taught by nihilist, narodnik, and Marxist theorists. He had placed his honesty, love of work, pertinacity, intellect, and knowledge in the service of bomb making and terrorism. The favorite son who bore Maria Alexandrovna’s hopes for great achievements in science and service was now striding toward the gallows. According to Anna, Maria’s last word to him, repeated twice on May 4 in the Peter and Paul Fortress, was “Courage!”39

The drama, however, did not play out as scripted by Sasha. At first he showed stony resolve not to bargain with the tsar, and did not reply to Peskovsky’s letter of April 3. Peskovsky begged that he permit the brilliant defense lawyer Alexander Yakovlevich Passovyer to defend him. Sasha often chose silence when he couldn’t give what was needed in a difficult situation. Peskovsky, however, still had two cards to play. On April 10, five days before the beginning of the trial, he petitioned the court that Passovyer be permitted to defend Ulyanov. Deyer dismissed the petition on the grounds that Ulyanov, now twenty-one and legally an adult, had to be a party to it. The very next day Peskovsky turned to the minister of justice and played his next card—mental incapacity. Maria Alexandrovna convinced Peskovsky that her son was in a state of psychological collapse. Peskovsky cogently argued that they had to look behind the façade of rationality and intellectual achievement to uncover Sasha’s abnormal state of mind. The court needed to appoint a defender for that purpose. Although the minister of justice forwarded Peskovsky’s new petition to the court for action, Deyer rejected it again on the same legal grounds: without Sasha’s consent, nothing could be done.40

Peskovsky’s last hope was to persuade Sasha to petition the tsar before April 25, and in order to do that he had to alarm him by parading the likely horrors of the family’s situation—a demented mother, a sister in an equally abnormal psychological state, and four minor children with almost no means of support. On April 24 Sasha gave in, and agreed to write to Alexander III, but he rejected Peskovsky’s advice about the tone and content of the letter. He wrote a perfunctory and unrepentant appeal to the tsar. The letter had neither date nor formal address to the tsar, although it did refer to him as “Your Majesty” in the text. It is awkwardly phrased, painfully formal, and passionless, as if it were an analysis of a phenomenon remote from the author.


I fully recognize that the character and features of the deed I committed and my relationship to it gives me neither the right nor the moral basis to apply to Your Majesty with a request for mercy in the form of a commutation of my lot. But I have a mother whose health has been strongly shaken in recent days, and if my death sentence is carried out it will put her life in most serious peril. In the name of my mother and younger brothers and sisters, who, not having a father, rely on her for their sole support, I have decided to ask Your Majesty to change my death sentence to some other kind of punishment.

This mercy will restore my mother’s health and return her to the family, for which her life is so valuable, and will deliver me from the agonizing knowledge that I will be the cause of my mother’s death and bring misfortune to my entire family.

Alexander Ulyanov41




The Senate tribunal convened on April 30 to report its review of the petitions, after which the minister of justice took them and the tribunal’s recommendations to Alexander III. The petitions reflected the views of many defendants that the unequal combat between them and the regime did not require honorable behavior. They respected neither the court nor the tsar, and wrote (or else their lawyers wrote, and they signed) what they thought Alexander III wanted to read. Of course, Osipanov, Generalov, and Andreyushkin did not petition the tsar for mercy, and the tribunal thought Ulyanov’s petition unworthy of positive consideration. It showed neither remorse, nor repentance, nor any new evidence. Only these four upheld to the letter the code of revolutionary honor.

Lukashevich and Shevyrev had no compunctions about lying systematically, whether to the court or to Alexander III, and Novorussky’s state of denial about the seriousness of his actions allowed him to make a case for himself. In the petition to the tsar formulated by his defense lawyer, Gustav Printz, Lukashevich expressed complete remorse and portrayed himself as an accomplice who had wandered beyond his depth. Alexander III agreed with the court’s decision that Lukashevich and Novorussky’s appeals deserved consideration, and sentenced them to penal servitude for life in Schlüsselburg. The tsar, of course, had deferred to Pobedonostsev in Novorussky’s case. Alexander III upheld Shevyrev’s death sentence, just as he had for Ulyanov and the bomb throwers. The tsar did show pity, at least, for Anna.

Anna remained in preliminary detention until May 11. For her aid to the conspiracy the court initially sentenced her to exile in eastern Siberia for five years. Alexander III at first upheld the verdict, but Anna wrote to the tsar and the minister of justice begging them not to separate her from her mother. Maria Alexandrovna added her own petition. Without Anna’s help she would not possibly be able to raise her four minor children. Maria Alexandrovna proposed that Anna be allowed to live with the family in Kazan, where she hoped to enroll Vladimir Ilyich in the university, or else in Nizhny Novgorod. Lieutenant General N. N. Shebeko agreed to Anna’s residence under police surveillance in European Russia.42

The petition, with the support of the minister of justice and Shebeko’s recommendation, was passed to Dmitry Tolstoy, who advised the tsar to relent, and Alexander III agreed. The authorities decided that residence on the family estate in Kokushkino under the guardianship of Maria Alexandrovna’s sister Lyubov Ponomaryova was a fitting solution. It was also a humane one. Thus, in May 1887 the family returned to its roots on Dr. Blank’s estate. Vladimir Ilyich enrolled in Kazan University, but in December 1887 he was expelled for participating in a student protest and sent home, where both he and Anna lived under police surveillance—and under the shadow cast by Alexander. Here the young Lenin continued pondering Sasha and revolution.

 

AFTER THE TRIAL the five prisoners sentenced to death, plus Novorussky and Lukashevich, were returned to the Peter and Paul Fortress. Sasha in March had begun to divest himself of his worldly goods. On March 16 he requested that his clothes, other belongings taken from his apartment, and his remaining funds be given to Anna. He used some of his money to order his food and avoid prison fare—a privilege accorded prisoners in the fortress. On May 4 Sasha had his last meeting with Maria Alexandrovna, just hours before the prison warden, General Ivan Stepanovich Ganetskii, informed him that his plea to the tsar had been rejected and that he would be hanged. The three throwers and Shevyrev received the same message, but Ganetskii told Lukashevich and Novorussky that their sentences had been commuted to life imprisonment at hard labor.

The prisoners were awakened before dawn on May 5, dressed themselves by the light of kerosene lamps, were delivered to the custody of General V. N. Verevkin, commandant of the fortress’s military unit (whose name, by a twist of fate, is derived from verevka, the Russian word for “rope”), and then taken to Schlüsselburg by a fifteen-man convoy under the command of Staff Cavalry Captain Kuznetsov. Unlike the other prisoners, Lukashevich and Novorussky were not shackled. Verevkin, who meticulously husbanded his inventory, later requested that the commandant of Schlüsselburg send back five sets of shackles.43 All of the prisoners were transported by carriage to the dock, then surrounded by officers, pushed from behind, and propelled onto two river steamboats used by the St. Petersburg police, the Moika and the Izhorka. A third steamboat, the Polundra, carried Lukashevich and Novorussky, along with the hangman. After three nights in the Schlüsselburg prison, the prisoners were executed before dawn on May 8.

 

THE INSIDE STORY of the conspiracy spread to the Russian émigré community in Europe, thanks to Govorukhin and Rudevich. Both of them described the careless and self-destructive modus operandi of the group in great detail. The émigrés thus had no illusions about the real character of the operation, and their candid personal correspondence about it contained a mixture of pity and admiration. The Russian revolutionary press abroad also transmitted the first wild rumors in the March 1887 issue of the General Cause, to wit: it reported a vast conspiracy in St. Petersburg with provincial branches. Information from German agents alerted Russian authorities to the plot. Highly placed officials and police officers were involved as well as members of the tsar’s Cossack guard. Sasha’s makeshift laboratory in Pargolovo was described as a bomb factory.44 In later issues the General Cause reported that St. Petersburg Chief of Police Gresser had received 100,000 rubles from Empress Maria Fyodorovna for saving her husband’s life and a pension paying 6,000 rubles a year from Alexander III. The journal’s account of the trial praised Ulyanov’s speech, and the May issue even carried a paraphrase of it—a version smuggled out by the correspondent of the Daily News. For all of the foreign press’s later lurid descriptions of nihilist “infernal machines” and projects, the revolutionaries had made their point.

Despite Dmitry Tolstoy’s careful management of the trial, he failed to squelch the wild speculation connected with the Second March First. Among other things, the foreign press reported that a bomb attached to a cord had been thrown at the tsar, but did not explode; that a bomb had actually been thrown under the tsar’s carriage; that police had arrested a woman with a bomb hidden in a muff; that the plot included people close to the tsar and disgruntled landowners, whose disloyalty forced the tsar to rethink plans for war in the Balkans; that there had been an attempt to explode a mine under the imperial train; that Sergei Degaev, the double agent, was one of the captured prisoners, and had planned the assassination. The Washington Post tersely misreported on May 5 in connection with the trial, “All the prisoners, except the student Oullanoff [sic], behaved quietly during the trial.”45 Prurient imaginations had their say. The Washington Post also carried a story on March 19 noting that “five girl students have been flogged to insensibility for their connection with the Nihilist conspiracy.” The Los Angeles Times reported on April 29, “Among the prisoners is a maiden of striking beauty.”46 The foreign press generally carried a mass of erroneous details and fanciful embellishments, many of which were based upon the wild rumors originating in St. Petersburg and other Russian cities that were no doubt further distorted in transmission.

Two years after the events a sober and substantial report printed in Geneva in 1889 in Free Russia presented a relatively balanced account of the Second March First. To veteran revolutionaries the conspiracy had suffered from weak organization and inferior personnel. The leaders should have known that Kancher was unreliable. Their revolutionary plotting had been reckless and amateurish. Thanks to the conspirators’ carelessness the police had gathered sufficient information to round up hundreds of suspects, especially in St. Petersburg, Kharkiv, Vilnius, Moscow, and Yekaterinodar and other Cossack centers in Kuban Province. The report repeated Major General Fyodorov’s assessment of the bombs’ flaws. In the end, Free Russia condemned Shevyrev for lying about his role and failing to maintain a united front with the leaders of the conspiracy.47 It was not a pretty picture. The account caused Lukashevich some anguish. After his release from Schlüsselburg in 1906 he tried to have the last word by defending in his memoirs both the bomb’s integrity and Shevyrev’s posthumous reputation, but he saved neither Shevyrev’s nor his own. Anna and later historians were able to see how he had taken advantage of Ulyanov’s generosity.

All of the reporting and memoirs, even when critical of the conspiracy and its personnel, sustained Ulyanov’s reputation as a revolutionary martyr. Even the foreign press carried occasional comments about the positive response to Ulyanov’s dignified and intelligent presentations at the trial. In this sympathetic narrative, though the forces of the Second March First were weak compared with those of the regime, hundreds of people from all walks of life sympathized with their cause and especially with the striking figure of Ulyanov. Russian socialists abroad saw that the prison-house regime created by Alexander III could not sustain the lives of Russia’s best youths. After learning about the conspiracy from Govorukhin, Vera Zasulich from Geneva, Switzerland, wrote to Stepnyak-Kravchinsky, another émigré revolutionary, “It shows very distinctly that the dreadful nature of our [Russian] reality literally forced an idealistic youth like Ulyanov to resort to bombs after a long struggle with his conscience.”48








NINE

The Ulyanov Brothers and History’s Revenge



SASHA’S YOUNGER BROTHER changed world history. He did it by imitating Sasha, although rejecting Sasha’s revolutionary morality and theoretical preference. According to a now debunked myth, when he learned that Sasha had been sentenced to death, Volodya uttered a solemn oath that he would not imitate Sasha: “No, we won’t take this path. This is not the path to follow.” Maria Ilinichna was only eight years old when she supposedly heard Volodya utter the above words, worshipfully reproduced by Soviet biographers. Later in life, at a moment of mature reflection, Maria admitted that Volodya may not have actually said precisely those words. But she vividly remembered her brother’s “downtrodden” look and his expressions of disapproval of the path that Alexander had chosen. Maria later wrote,


It seemed to me that Lenin regretted that his brother had given up his life that cheaply. “It didn’t have to be that way” or “not by those methods” show that Lenin looked unfavorably on the method of struggle that Alexander had chosen. It had nothing to do with theories of revolution at that time…. It seems to me that he had a different nature than Alexander Ilyich…. Vladimir Ilyich didn’t have that spirit of sacrifice…. More sobriety and cold calculation, it seems to me, were part of his nature.1




Sasha’s younger brother can hardly be accused of taking an easy path. Alexander devoted four intense months to revolutionary struggle; Lenin spent roughly a quarter of a century as a professional revolutionary until his party seized power; and he spent most of that time abroad. When he entered the fray in 1905, he did so as a high-ranking officer, seldom risking his life on the field of combat. After the Bolsheviks failed in a desperate struggle at the very end of 1905, he returned abroad for more than a decade, until 1917. Self-protective, he believed in his own supreme importance to the cause. No one was more passionate in its service; no one expended more rage and vituperation on his own comrades; no one showed greater recklessness than he did; no one had as much skill at revolutionary politics. Lenin gambled for higher stakes than Sasha did. He made sweeping attacks risking everything; and he retreated, when necessary, also at enormous risk. Military metaphors and terms abound in his prose—along with a great deal of profanity—and he made the word “struggle” the very soul of Soviet political culture. Like Sasha, who chose dynamite and strychnine to give history a push toward socialism, Lenin believed that the end justified the means.

After the Romanovs were overthrown in 1917, Lenin would not submit to rules of the game established by other socialists. In choice words he excoriated the leaders of international socialism. In this divisiveness he departed from Sasha’s example. A faithful disciple of the People’s Will and of Lavrov’s notion of party loyalty, Sasha, against his better judgment, submitted to the views of a small band of reckless comrades when they outvoted him. He followed Lavrov’s rules of behavior at his trial, holding high the banner of scientific socialism and sharing his comrades’ fate. However, Sasha’s program for the Terrorist Faction of the People’s Will was far from factional. It tried to reconcile narodnik and Marxist thought. Lenin, on the other hand, spent his revolutionary apprenticeship as a Marxist in the mid-1890s writing polemics against the narodnik theorists who had inspired Sasha. In 1903, when the Russian Social Democratic Workers’ Party refused to see things his way, Lenin split the party—and he split his own faction when it opposed him. Lenin chose his revolutionary path not only against the majority of Russian socialists but against the dominant trends in international socialism in 1917. He believed that other socialists had betrayed the cause.

Scientific socialism implied for Sasha tutelage of the people. In 1887 he wanted to turn Russia into a giant classroom. He fought for political freedom and freedom of speech, for the right of intelligentsia pedagogues to teach socialism to the narod. Thirty years later Lenin apparently endorsed the centuries-old slogan of peasant liberation—Land and Freedom—but the peasants and Bolsheviks had different plans for the land. The peasants wanted to work the land in their own way, to live free of conscription and taxation and of officialdom in general. They were, at base, anarchists with narrow horizons, and not dedicated to large-scale production or historical progress. This proved to be problematic for Lenin and the Bolsheviks.

In 1917 Lenin had seen Russia as the weak link in a chain of imperial powers. It didn’t matter that Russia was relatively backward—the collapse of capitalism’s imperial system would follow the Russian Revolution. The industrialized states would then help Russia develop quickly into the commune state that Lenin promised. The opposite happened. Capitalism survived and so did imperialism. Russia had to go it alone, virtually a pariah state. The Bolshevik Revolution was a failure in success. Instead of installing his promised commune state—a state quite like the one described in Sasha’s “Program of the Terrorist Faction of the People’s Will”—Lenin’s policies during the Civil War between Reds and Whites produced renewed rebellion and famine. Toward the end of his life, after the Red Army had subdued the peasants with rifles and machine guns, Lenin rethought his position. He wrote of teaching the peasants, of raising their level of culture, of using the seeds of socialism in peasant society in order to move gradually to a socialist future. This retreat from the Bolsheviks’ headlong rush to industrial giantism came too late to save the Bolsheviks—now the Communist Party—from the dogmatic Marxism and dictatorial political culture he had created, or to save the peoples of the former Russian Empire from Stalin.

 

LENIN, though a dedicated Marxist, was driven by powerful emotions that had little to do with socialism as such. He also wanted revenge for what the Romanovs and respectable (“bourgeois” or “chauvinist”) Russian society had done to Sasha and the family; but, equally important, he wanted to succeed where Sasha had failed. The sibling rivalry was in place before Sasha’s execution. When he was a child, Volodya saw that the entire family worshipped Sasha, so at first he tried to be just like Sasha, but he could hardly have been more different. Volodya was boisterous and jolly, belligerently playful, a disturber of the peace, whereas the older siblings were solemn, serious, and painfully dutiful. They found their younger brother annoying. Anna and Sasha formed a team, and Volodya’s younger sister, Olga, roughly eighteen months his junior, preferred them to him. Volodya was odd man out, sandwiched between the two most appealing children in the family—brilliant and dutiful Sasha and winning and precocious Olga.

Volodya’s first systematic act of rebellion came during his second year. It was a species of sit-down strike. After starting normally, he refused to walk and was slow to talk. According to Anna’s memoirs, his alarming failure to walk and talk until he was three forced Ilya Nikolaevich and Maria Alexandrovna to wonder whether their third child was in some way impaired. At an important turning point in his infancy, when he had just started to walk, Volodya lost his mother’s attention to the newborn Olga. Like many children in a similar position, he regressed. About eighteen months later, when Olya began to walk and talk, Volodya, now three, followed suit and thereafter developed very rapidly. Once he began to understand that Sasha, not Olya, was the person to imitate, Volodya became a super student, but he didn’t work as hard as Anna, Sasha, or Olya. He didn’t have to—he was brilliant. Like Sasha, he saw almost exclusively fives on his grade reports—the top score in the Russian grading system. But despite this apparent success, to Ilya Nikolaevich the time Volodya spent at play rather than study was a symptom of his second son’s laziness. Sasha’s ascetic work habits put Volodya to shame. This sibling contrast and paternal disapproval was later inscribed in the son’s choice of a revolutionary pseudonym, “Lenin.” Derived from the Russian noun len’—laziness—it is an ironic comment on Lenin’s childhood identity.2

Volodya was the most outgoing and playful of the three older children—perhaps the most winning one to outsiders. In fact, one might speculate that he was the psychologically healthiest of the three, although this would be difficult to infer from Anna’s memoirs. Trotsky even suggests that biology played a part, intimating that the four-year distance between Alexander and Volodya allowed the maternal organism to rest and produce a more robust child.3 It may be wiser to look at nurturance outside the womb. Unlike the first two children, Volodya was raised by a nurse, Varvara Sarbatova, a Russian woman whose approach to child rearing differed from Maria Alexandrovna’s. Of all the children, Volodya was her favorite, and she may have been able to give him what Maria Alexandrovna could not. Perhaps Sarbatova’s indulgent methods contributed to the emergence of a less depressed, more extroverted and playful child; and perhaps she was the source of the “vast self-confidence” to which Anna attested. But in a family of rigorists he seemed to be more boisterous and less serious and dutiful than the other children—even a shirker. Cadet status worked to his advantage in some ways. As the second son, he didn’t have to bear the family’s hopes the way Sasha did. The eldest brother had to live up to the standard of self-sacrifice set by Uncle Vasilii and Ilya Nikolaevich’s academic achievement. Sasha was the de facto firstborn in a patriarchal culture. Like Sasha, Anna was ambitious, dutiful, and conscience-ridden, but Russian society expected less of women and put obstacles in their path. She had little self-confidence. Rather than being resentful, she became Sasha’s most ardent admirer. In childhood and adolescence this translated into disapproval of Volodya. In retrospect, however, Anna understood that Ilya Nikolaevich’s severity had not wounded Volodya the way it had wounded Sasha.


Father was against “showering people with praise,” as he put it, considering it extremely harmful for people to have high opinions of themselves. Now, as I look back at our childhood, I think that it would have been better for us if this generally applied pedagogical line had been administered less strictly. It was fully correct only for Vladimir, whose vast self-confidence and constantly distinguished achievement in school called for a corrective. In no way affecting his accurate self-assessment, it undoubtedly reduced the arrogance, which children with outstanding abilities are prone to…and taught him, in spite of all the praise, to work diligently. For the rest of us—especially for the girls, who were suffering from a lack of confidence—small doses of praise would have been useful…. Of course, Sasha did not suffer from lack of confidence in his abilities, but he was by nature very modest and self-disciplined anyway, and since a sense of duty dominated his character…more approval, and more of everything that would have increased his joie de vivre, would have been only useful for him.4



The crosscurrents in the family created interesting affinities, hostilities, and ambivalences. Sasha and Anna, both painfully shy, loved their mother’s domestic pedagogy and gentle ways. Temperamentally quite like his mother, Sasha nonetheless showed no gifts for Maria Alexandrovna’s favored pursuits; like his father and maternal grandfather, he took to the natural sciences. Volodya, physically the spitting image of his father, showed no inclination to follow Ilya Nikolaevich—or Sasha—into the natural sciences. At an early age Volodya loved language, literature, music, and drawing, and he showed gifts for all of them. Although Ilya disapproved of his second son’s habits, and worried about his preferences, father and son were quite alike temperamentally. They were confident of each other’s affections. Just beneath the surface of Ilya Nikolaevich’s severity, there was a streak of mischievous humor, a quality completely alien to his older son and characteristic of Volodya. Sasha, seemingly the carrier of his father’s ambitions, differed in most ways from him. A revealing description of a typical dinner at the Ulyanovs suggests all of these crosscurrents:


At the dinner table Ilya was swiftly transformed and became a completely different person, quite unlike the one in his study. He made witty comments, joked, laughed a great deal, and did not talk about official matters at all. Generally it was always merry, cozy, and relaxed during dinner at the Ulyanovs. Volodya and Olya, the gymnasium students, were at the forefront, with their ready wit. Ilya Nikolaevich loved most of all to joust with Volodya. Joking, he cussed out the gymnasium, gymnasium instruction, and had plenty of fun at the expense of the instructors. Volodya always very successfully parried his father’s blows and in turn mocked the people’s schools, sometimes cutting his father to the quick…. Alexander Ilyich always came late to the table, and they always had to call him down from upstairs, where he lived and worked. Ilya Nikolaevich also liked to joke about Alexander’s scholarly ways, but the latter only kept silent and sometimes smiled. Generally, Alexander seemed closed up in himself and cold.5



The older pair’s ambivalence toward their father, with repressed hatred perhaps the stronger emotion, created the suicidal moods experienced by both Anna and Sasha after Ilya Nikolaevich’s death in January 1886. Volodya had been far closer to his father. Their bantering at the dinner table suggests that they were at ease with each other, that they trusted each other’s emotions. This did not hold true for his relationship with his mother. The adolescent Volodya rebelled against Maria Alexandrovna after Ilya Nikolaevich’s death and had to be disciplined by Sasha during his last summer in Simbirsk in 1886. By that time his relationship with Sasha had become completely competitive. They jousted at chess. In desperation with Volodya during the summer of 1886, Sasha had to threaten him with ending their games if he continued his disobedience and insolence toward Maria Alexandrovna.

In their last summer together Volodya openly and angrily rebelled against Sasha’s example and asserted his independence belligerently. He spent his time mainly reading novels, making his own preferences quite clear to Sasha, flouting the serious literature that Sasha recommended. Failure to show interest in the social sciences to Sasha signified not lack of development but sheer contrariness in a person of Volodya’s abilities. This only added to Sasha’s dislike of his younger brother’s behavior. The brothers were at war in the summer of 1886. That’s the way things stood when Sasha left Simbirsk for his senior year in St. Petersburg. He left behind an unhappy family and an angry and resentful brother, and his new responsibilities came at an inopportune moment—when he was contemplating a radical political turn. Sasha then sacrificed himself to his vision of socialism. This forced Volodya to see him in a new light; but Maria Ilinichna surely did hear Volodya express his disapproval and ambivalence toward Sasha in some fashion. He thought that Sasha had sacrificed himself too cheaply.

Volodya certainly heard the rumors that were floating about, and what the Russian émigré press printed about the Second March First conspiracy, which was at best a mixed review. Everyone condemned the regime of Alexander III for forcing a gentle and idealistic youth like Sasha to such extremes. Volodya needed to find out what had turned Sasha into a maker of bombs carrying strychnine bullets, and why he had chosen to die for his cause. Very quickly he immersed himself in the literature that had made Sasha into a revolutionary, devouring the ideas of the nihilists and narodniki with the same competitive spirit that had emerged in their adolescent relationship. Once again Volodya felt he had to be like Sasha, and had to rethink Sasha’s thoughts. He could best his brother only by continuing Sasha’s work and succeeding where Sasha had failed. Volodya would bring down the Romanovs and exact a terrible revenge for what Alexander III and his regime had done to the family. To be sure, around this emotional core Lenin grew a vast and impressive theoretical apparatus, and by the early 1890s he was attacking some of Sasha’s favorite narodnik authorities.

Volodya drew the line at self-sacrifice, a central feature of narodnik doctrine. To be sure, revolutionaries in Russia had to be self-sacrificing in some fashion: they gave up childhood and adolescent hopes for imagined careers; they maimed their youthful identities and took on shadowy underground ones. They had to face the vicissitudes of the revolutionary profession, whose penalties included imprisonment, exile, and execution. Lenin suffered all but the last on his way to victory. Unlike Sasha, however, rather than sacrificing himself unnecessarily, he adroitly used others. Sasha’s example and Lenin’s own temperament made the ultimate sacrifice—death for the cause and for one’s comrades in the cause—an unacceptable option. Lenin sought victory, not victimhood. Trotsky, that astute observer of the Ulyanov family, could barely restrain his own aversion to Lenin in his descriptions of the brothers and their relationship. When Trotsky contrasted Lenin’s revolutionism to Sasha’s, he once again suggested that biology might be involved. The younger brother had “an organic need to dominate.”6

Sasha and, if Trotsky’s conjecture is correct, biology had narrowed Volodya’s choices in life in more ways than one. Thanks to Sasha’s notoriety the family was ostracized. Shunned by Simbirsk society, the family now had to tear up its roots and move from Kazan and Kokushkino to Samara. During the next few years Vladimir had to adapt to life in a kind of limbo created by the opposing pulls of revolutionary commitment and filial piety. Embracing his fate, Volodya threw himself headlong into the student protests of 1887 in Kazan connected with the tightening of discipline in universities after the Second March First, and made contact with the radical circles. After his expulsion in December 1887 a fellow student asked him what he was going to do. He replied, “What is there to think about…the trail has been blazed for me by my older brother.”7 Alexander’s choice had also made Vladimir the senior male in the family. He had to repress any residual hostility toward Maria Alexandrovna and try to take up some of the responsibility for the family’s material well-being. At great psychological cost, Vladimir played the role of dutiful son. The ordeal transformed him from a normal, outgoing, aggressive adolescent to someone, at least to the outside world, coldly preparing himself for a future role he barely understood. One of his cousins described how he appeared in the summer of 1887:


From earliest childhood, every year, from year to year, I saw Volodya, and his physical and moral changes were barely perceptible. During the preceding winter Volodya abruptly changed: he became restrained, laughed more infrequently, was stingy with words—he had grown up. All at once he became an adult, a serious person…. There wasn’t a bit of gloominess or depression in Volodya’s seriousness. He now showed a reserve I hadn’t seen in him before, I’d say—a conscious, willful closing off. A feature of subtle irony began to show up, especially clearly expressed at first by an oblique glance, with somewhat narrowed eyes, and turns of speech.8




The siting of the change in the winter of 1886 emphasizes what a great blow Ilya Nikolaevich’s death had been to Volodya. Sasha had been absent, and the burden then, too, had fallen on the younger son: not Sasha but Volodya had borne Ilya Nikolayevich’s coffin. Like Sasha, Volodya no doubt felt that his father had been a victim of the reaction against the Russian enlightenment. Still, the funeral and praise that accompanied Ilya Nikolaevich to his Orthodox grave showed how respectable the family remained. The second blow, a little over a year later, took even that prop away and victimized the entire family. Dmitrii Ilyich provided an even more vivid account of Volodya, written many years later, but also referring to the period 1887–88:


Everyone closely acquainted with Vladimir Ilyich understood how his frame of mind had changed: the jolly person, with his infectious, childlike laughter, roaring until the tears came, who could in conversation transport people with his swiftly moving ideas, now became grimly restrained, strict, closed up in himself, highly focused, commanding, issuing curt, sharp phrases, deeply immersed in the solution of some sort of difficult, important problem.9



Volodya was trying to retrace Sasha’s path; and, like Sasha, he took on the persona of a nihilist hero. During his long moratorium of 1887–93, when he halfheartedly tried two careers, the first estate management and the second law, Volodya worked continually at his chosen profession—revolution. He also sharpened his teeth on thoughts of revenge against the tsarist regime and the bourgeois society that had ostracized his family.

Meanwhile, Maria Alexandrovna tried to restore the family’s respectability by the only methods she knew: finding good schools for her children and turning them into professionals. She also wanted to find a way to supplement the capital that had accrued to the family from several sources. In Samara Province, farther south on the Volga, in 1889 the family bought a 220-acre farm with the help of Mark Elizarov, now Anna’s husband. Maria expected her eldest son to learn how to make it profitable, but Vladimir failed miserably at estate management. He fared better as a student of revolutionary ideas and technique and contemporary economics. Maria Alexandrovna, however, did not want her gifted son to waste away in the countryside and succeeded in her campaign to enroll Vladimir in law at St. Petersburg University in 1890. He won a first-class degree in record time as an external student, but that apparently meant nothing to him. In fact, he loathed the law and practiced it desultorily, until he abandoned any pretext of working within the system, and moved to St. Petersburg.

The twenty-three-year-old man, by now a convinced Marxist, had fine organizational skills, a tremendous capacity for systematic work, a razor-sharp intellect, a capacious memory, a ferocious drive to win in any contest, and matchless pertinacity in pursuit of his goals. Unlike his irenic older brother, he would work very hard at putting his revolutionary organization in order, splitting and purging it when he thought it necessary, always maintaining control. To be sure, he showed the sometimes self-defeating impatience, optimism, and gambling that go with the revolutionary profession; but he also knew how to retreat and hold the ground he had won. Lenin would become the most successful revolutionary of his time, partly because he wanted to become like his brother, but also because he could not be like Sasha. It wasn’t that Lenin lacked a capacity for self-sacrifice. His success as a revolutionary came at least partly at the expense of his health. Although he kept himself out of harm’s way, the entire enterprise remained always in doubt, and even after 1917 there were moments when he had to face the possibility of returning to a dreary life in exile. He wrought terrible damage for the sake of his revolutionary vision, sacrificed millions of lives when he thought it served the cause, and left a huge state of more than one hundred million people in poverty. Yet his successors found nothing better than his cult to justify their actions. He had won, the revolution had survived, and a brave new world was arising from the ashes. But something else happened. The outcome of 1917 is perhaps still in doubt. Revolutionary ideas have great staying power, but the present does not bode well for Lenin’s brand of socialism.

 

ON JUNE 11, 2006, I took a night train from Moscow to Ulyanovsk, the Volga city, formerly Simbirsk, where Lenin was born and the Ulyanov family lived for almost eighteen years. I had not planned to arrive on the Russian equivalent of the Fourth of July. When I picked up one of the newspapers that went along with the price of a first-class ticket, it reminded me that June 12 is “Russia Day.” Did this mean that the Ulyanov family memorials I planned to visit would be closed for the holiday? I was reconciling myself to a change in plans when I found in the Ulyanovsk Pravda a calendar of holiday events for the city of over 600,000 and at the end, in small print, the announcement not only that the city’s museums would all be open but that admission would be free of charge.

Most visitors to the city of Ulyanovsk used to go there to see Lenin’s birthplace, the Ulyanov family dwellings, and the Lenin Memorial on V. I. Lenin Centennial Square. Now, to the dismay of local officials, dwindling numbers of tourists visit the square’s marble exhibition hall or the houses where the family lived between 1869 and 1887. The Soviet regime built the austere, marble memorial with a stylized, bull-necked Lenin in bas-relief on a plaque above the front entrance to celebrate his hundredth birthday. By then Lenin had already become the butt of widely circulated jokes that I first heard at the International Congress of Historical Sciences meeting in Moscow in honor of Lenin’s centennial. For example: Question: “Why are we celebrating Lenin’s centennial by manufacturing beds for three?” Answer: “‘Because Lenin is always with us.’” Even so, the Lenin cult thrived during the 1970s and 1980s, and Ulyanovsk attracted thousands of visitors a day. As the Soviet gerontocracy under Brezhnev decayed, the myth of Lenin seemed to be the regime’s only hope for spiritual redemption. Gorbachev unveiled a seventy-foot statue of Lenin on October Square in Moscow in November 1985. The Lenin cult flourished at a time when every other Soviet leader and the swollen Communist Party itself had been demystified, when the remaining true believers longed for a return to Leninism, and when a relatively youthful new leader, Mikhail Gorbachev, needed both a symbol of legitimate power and a model for himself. The Soviet playwright Mikhail Shatrov in the 1980s created the image of a peerless leader and, with it, inspired Gorbachev’s extraordinary confidence in his own leadership. But those days of Leninist revival are gone, and now a resurgent capitalism threatens to transfigure the memorial complex in Ulyanovsk.

The great exhibition hall and the little two-story Ulyanov dwellings crouching in its shadow evidently cost more to maintain than they earn from admissions, though local officials and scholars believe that the memorial complex can be converted into a major asset. A story printed in the Independent (London) on June 7, 2006, repeated reports that the memorial’s managers have been renting the exhibition hall for parties featuring strippers and that Sergei Morozov, the governor of Ulyanovsk region, has floated the idea of a Lenin theme park. My own experience of contemporary Russia made all of this seem less than improbable. Splashy advertisements decorate the building that houses the Russian State Archive of Socio-Political History on Bolshaya Dmitrovka in Moscow, with metal icons of Marx, Engels, and Lenin, like a trinity of Pan-tokrators, darkly glowering above the entrance. Makeshift bazaars appear occasionally on the ground floor. Scholars run a gauntlet of dime-store goods on their way to the elevators that carry them to the former sanctum sanctorum of the history of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. Oscar Wilde famously said that the United States was “the only country in the world that went from barbarism to decadence without civilization in between.” He was wrong about that.

When I planned my trip to Ulyanovsk, I didn’t have Vladimir Ilyich in mind. My pilgrimage was mainly about his brother Alexander. But hardly anyone knows that Lenin had an older brother, much less that he was the reason why Vladimir Ilyich became Lenin. Few visitors come reverentially to the Ulyanov memorial sites anymore to learn about the brothers who had changed Russia. The revolutionary tradition no longer elicits universal respect. Recently a Russian friend commented, “In Soviet times Sasha was a revolutionary martyr; now he’s just a fanatic and suicidal terrorist.” This demystification of revolution as such in Russia is fairly new. A current website has a 1985 photo of the museum house on Lenin Street (formerly Moskovskaya), with a crowd gathered at the front entrance and a queue stretching down the street. No such throng greeted me on June 12, 2006. The young taxi driver who had stepped forward to intercept me on the train platform (my clothes and camera made me a magnet for enterprising sorts) expressed disbelief that I had come all the way from Connecticut to visit the Ulyanov family’s dwellings. My driver also doubted that they would be open, although it was well past opening time. The locked entrance suggested that the wisdom of taxi drivers trumped the promises of local newspapers, but from the street we saw a light on in the museum office. I called with my mobile phone, and within seconds became the first visitor of the day. One family showed up toward the end of my visit.

The material signs of the Ulyanov family’s style of life showed in the sparse but elegant furnishings, the bentwood chairs, the metal bedsteads, the bookcases packed with the “thick journals” read by the intelligentsia, and the black leather divan in Ilya Nikolaevich’s study, where he napped between long stints working on school reports. He died of a cerebral hemorrhage in January 1886 on that very divan (so I was told). The tour guides at the house on Lenin Street claimed that the piano on the ground floor was an exact replica of Maria Alexandrovna’s. Olga had been a talented artist, and her drawings adorn the walls of the museum home. In the rear of the house in the garden area near a well, my guide showed me the kitchen that had been converted into Sasha’s home laboratory, a small, whitewashed outbuilding where he dissected and studied beetles and worms. Through the windows you could even see on the worktable a histological drawing, the cross section of a worm (no doubt copied from Sasha’s drawings for his junior thesis). Inside the house on Lenin Street photos of Sasha and Volodya hang side by side, but a botched terrorist plot did not get Sasha a statue on the memorial square.

The rest of the family fared better. A metal bust honoring Ilya Nikolaevich stands on a nearby street atop a tall, thick, pink-granite pedestal. Ilya still lies in Ulyanovsk in the graveyard of a now defunct monastery. Maria Alexandrovna chose to be buried in the Volkovo Cemetery in St. Petersburg—the very site of the demonstration of November 17, 1886. A realistic full-length statue of Maria stands in a heroic posture on a pedestal. In front of the family’s modest second home in Ulyanovsk there is another idealized statue of a seated Maria Alexandrovna (generically handsome, sturdy, and courageous in the Soviet manner) with a curly-haired Volodya standing beside her. How much more apt it would be to have a statue of her imploring a reluctant Sasha to write a repentant letter to the tsar—the letter that Sasha in fact finally agreed to write, but unrepentantly.

Schlüsselburg Fortress, the site of Sasha’s execution, sits on a little island where the Neva flows out of Lake Ladoga, about forty kilometers east of St. Petersburg. Inside the fortress on a crumbling brick wall a plaque with a bas-relief of Sasha in profile marks his brief prison sojourn. In 1906 Novorussky identified the site of the collective grave. In 1919 the new Soviet regime marked it with a modest granite monument carrying the names of the twenty-eight prisoners who had been executed and three who had committed suicide. Perhaps scientific detective work of the sort that verified the Romanov remains would be able to distinguish Sasha’s from those in the common grave. But then what? Burial alongside his mother and siblings in Volkovo Cemetery? And what about Lenin? Despite efforts to move him from the mausoleum on Red Square and bury him in Volkovo, no one has dared to remove the mummified body. In Soviet times, to remove Lenin from the mausoleum would have been sacrilege. The current revival of respect for the Soviet era probably perpetuates that feeling, but today removal of Lenin from Red Square would also be bad business.

Ulyanovsk longs for some of the income generated by the crowds of tourists that still visit the mausoleum on Red Square. Talk of privatizing the Lenin memorial complex in order to make it pay scandalizes the faithful, as do schemes to turn Lenin’s remains into an even bigger moneymaker. The Ulyanovsk regional governor has proposed at least two suitable burial sites: a resting place alongside his father (perhaps appropriate, but still problematic because the bones of Russian Orthodox monks scattered around would have the militant atheist writhing in his grave); or in the memorial complex on V. I. Lenin’s Centennial Square, where Lenin’s tomb as well as his birthplace would become the nucleus of the proposed theme park. History has already played a lot of dirty tricks on Lenin, and it’s not over yet.

Lenin believed in Engels’s dictum that the goddess of History, whose dialectic presumably guarantees progress, is nonetheless the cruelest of them all. She rides her triumphal chariot over heaps of corpses. Of course, on the lighter side there is Marx’s well-known paraphrase of his preceptor in dialectic: “Hegel remarks somewhere that all great, world-historical facts and personages occur, as it were, twice. He has forgotten to add: the first time as tragedy, the second as farce.”10 Russian tragedies—and triumphs—receive their due in Ulyanovsk. Visitors find scattered through the city plaques commemorating the great Cossack-led peasant insurrections that swept up the Volga in the seventeenth century and Civil War battles of the twentieth century. Ulyanovsk also shows a spirit of farce or, at the very least, whimsy. On Goncharov Street a weather-resistant copy of a yellow-and-green divan of the early nineteenth century memorializes Ivan Goncharov’s quintessential “superfluous man,” Oblomov, who slept through most of his languid life. Another notable son of Ulyanovsk, the historian Nicholas Karamzin, about whom Sasha had written a senior-year essay, rests beneath a statue of Clio, the muse of history. Surely not even the fathers of socialism—no strangers to irony—had imagined a Clio who would be so whimsical as to use the remains of Marxian revolutionaries to bring in dollars and euros for Russian capitalism.

Hardly anyone today believes in laws of history, but Russian revolutionaries worked very hard at solving the ethical conundrums of serving laws of progress that, though inevitable, required self-sacrifice and the sacrifice of others. Dostoevsky portrayed the tortured psyches invested in such ideas; and social scientists tell us what happens when people who have a vested interest in social “laws” try to realize them. Sasha believed in the narodnik notion of the duty of the “developed” people—the scientifically educated elite—to serve the society whose ruling class had exploited the many. Only the privileged few had achieved higher development. This laid a heavy obligation on the scientific elite. Russian youth had been warned by their radical teachers that studying science for its own sake led one off the ethical path. In order to serve historical progress, at the very least you had to be thinking about the social good that your scientific investigations (presumably, even on worms) would yield. Oddly enough, the old regime, too, had instilled in the youth a sense of service that could easily be redirected from the Romanovs to the masses of peasants who had suffered under their rule.


For Sasha, socialism and ethical behavior had to be brought in line with the natural sciences. Self-sacrifice for the Russian peasants and factory workers was a natural imperative for a developed person. Once you knew the laws of nature and society, you were obliged to obey them. Evolutionary theory could be reconciled with socialism and Kantian ethics. The scientific elite grasped not only the nature of progress but also the best means to serve it. Sasha decided that a terrorist party, the People’s Will, was the vanguard of the struggle for socialism in Russia, and that it was therefore ethical to be a terrorist. He tried to explain this to the tribunal that sentenced him to death.

Neither Marx nor Darwin nor Kant (and certainly not a Russian court trying political crimes) had psychoanalytic insights about the alliance of a very strict conscience with an adolescent’s considerable powers of rationalization. Dostoevsky had delved into pathologies of conscience in his studies of adolescent transgressors, demons, and saints, and he would surely have found in Sasha and the other plotters wonderful material if he had lived until 1887. Some of Sasha’s co-conspirators had cheated on their consciences and escaped the noose. If only Sasha had done the same, the history of the Ulyanov family would have been quite different; and if Volodya hadn’t pondered Sasha’s choices, I wouldn’t have been in Ulyanovsk on Russian independence day.

 

AFTER THE END of the official Lenin cult, historians willingly took up the task of filling in the “blank spots” of history, as it was put during the period of glasnost. You can now find in the Ulyanov home museums information about the family that would have been tabooed in earlier times. Pages in plastic sleeves confess that Maria Alexandrovna was the daughter of a doctor and hospital administrator who had converted from Judaism to Russian Orthodoxy; that her mother was German and Swedish; and that Ilya Nikolaevich’s ancestry, though obscure, was probably mainly Central Asian. Tourists are now told that Stalin suppressed the information about Lenin’s Jewish ancestry, although Anna Ilinichna pleaded that it be released to fight the growing anti-Semitism in the Soviet Union during the 1930s. Revelations about the Ulyanov family’s ethnic background satisfy the collective conscience of professional historians, but, alas, also serve the persistent narrative of a messianic Russia that has been betrayed by a series of Judas figures—most recently the United States and NATO. But Clio is no doubt having a good laugh about the workings of nationalism, too. Lenin destroyed the Romanov family along with their empire, but believed that nationalism had to be tolerated for the nonce, even though he wanted to chasten Russian nationalism. Now his statue stares at the Russian tricolor fluttering atop the Ulyanovsk regional administration building. Meanwhile, in St. Petersburg, the enshrined Passion of the Romanovs serves the Christocentric tradition of Russian nationalism despite their German background—which provoked cries of treason in 1917. The traitors have become Russian Orthodox saints, and now, to some at least, Lenin, the Jew, is the traitor. Russian worship of great power, however, may finally sustain Lenin’s reputation as the creator of the basis for a new imperial structure, whose collapse Russians now regret.

 

ON JUNE 12, 2006, under a cloudless sky and enjoying eighty-degree weather, groups of costumed performers gathered on the squares for their programs, children begged their parents to buy balloons, and vendors offered an array of treats. Absent the monuments and Cyrillic signs, it might have been the Fourth of July somewhere in the U.S. Midwest. The crowds flowed past Lenin’s statue on the way to the massive marble hall that housed an exhibition, “The City of Ulyanovsk’s Investment Potential.” Rivulets left the square for the park above the Volga and the food and souvenir stands. Not far from Lenin’s statue, children in martial arts robes and boxers and wrestlers displayed their skills in a makeshift ring in the square. There were skateboard and Rollerblade competitions. A marching band drummed a short distance away, and on bandstands at the far ends of the two squares dancers and musical ensembles took over after the speakers performed their duties. The names of some of the performing groups seemed to reflect the contending faiths that marked Russia’s “transition” from the Communist era to something else. There was a “creative collective,” the “First of May,” performing in Sverdlov Park, and at the Center of Popular Creativity and Culture a program called “Holy Rus.”

Russia always seems to be struggling with earlier layers of culture and forms of power. Both the Orthodox Church and the Soviet regime failed to efface sorcery and other pagan remnants in Russia. There was a long period of “dual faith” after Russia’s baptism in the tenth century, and then again when the Orthodox faithful resisted atheistic Communism. Russia experienced periods of “dual power,” like that of the Provisional Government and the Soviets in 1917. During his sway, Gorbachev first subverted the Communist Party’s power in favor of his presidency of a new Soviet structure; and then he thoughtlessly undermined his own power by creating elected presidents of the Soviet republics. They and the new parliaments proceeded to declare their republics sovereign nation-states (which is why June 12,1990, is celebrated as Russia’s independence day). Then came Yeltsin’s struggle with the Russian Federation’s inherited Supreme Soviet, followed by Putin’s attack on Yeltsin’s decentralized system. All of these men found the institutional improvisations of their predecessors inadequate, and dismissed them.

The transitional moments say a great deal about Russian power’s migratory and protean character. For Russia the dynamic of global power always meant and still means hasty and painful adaptations imposed by regimes on reluctant populations. These impositions included changes of religion or secular ideology and of capital cities, times of trouble wasteful of millions of lives, disdain of the formalities of law and parliaments, disposable constitutions, and vast redistributions of property. Russians have grown wise about their history. In a conversation in 1995 one of my Moscow friends summarized the phases of Russian history: “The tsars gave land, the Communists gave power, and the new regime gives money.” Russian regimes have always fought for a place at the table where the big-stakes game is being played, and even ordinary Russians respect and honor the leaders who played the game of power well—not excluding mass murderers. Despite the pain and disorientation and vast sacrifices, Russians take pride in their ability to survive as a powerful state. That is surely why Volodya has a statue on the square in Ulyanovsk, whereas Sasha has only a plaque on a wall in Schlüsselburg Fortress, and why Alexander Kerensky is relegated to the margins of Russian history.

I spent a few minutes vainly trying to get a sense of Ulyanovsk’s investment potential in the exhibition hall, and then joined the crowd before the bandstand at its entrance, just beneath Lenin’s iconic head frozen in its sideways look, stubbornly averting its keen stare from the proceedings below. By late afternoon a series of female and male vocalists and a brassy combo were doing their own version of a history of popular music, from depression-era American songs, including “The Sunny Side of the Street” (how did the female vocalist render “If I never had a cent I’d be as rich as Rockefeller”?) to jazz and rock and Soviet golden oldies of the fifties and sixties. The crowds here didn’t look like those in Moscow and St. Petersburg, where, walking up Tverskaya Street or Nevsky Prospect, you felt that you were being passed by a parade of world-class models and high-powered business types. Most of the people here were dressed unremarkably for a stroll in the park, a day in the sun. One little girl danced by herself off to the side of the bandstand. She looked like a pale version of Shirley Temple in an organdy dress and patent-leather shoes. A woman in jeans, who might have been her grandmother, ignored the pleading of a younger man, who might have been her son, climbed under the rope separating the crowd from the area around the bandstand, and offered her own whirling solo performance. The people around me were delighted with the music, some applauding vigorously for the Soviet patriotic tunes, most, it seemed to me, for the rock and roll. I don’t know much about popular music, but nameless old tunes lay in my mind, ready for resurrection. Awash in the good feeling on the still sunny square, I found it hard to think about the ironies of history.








NOTES

ONE: ENDINGS AND BEGINNINGS

1. Rossiiskii Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Sotsial’no Politicheskoi Istorii, hereafter cited as RGASPI, Fond 11, opis’ 3, delo 18, contains the reports of Adjutant General I. S. Ganetskii, commandant of the Peter and Paul Fortress. They cover the period March 3 to May 5, 1887, from the date that Ganetskii took Ulyanov into custody to the date of his transfer to Schlüsselburg Fortress. The inventory appears in RGASPI, Fond 11, opis’ 3, delo 18, list 50. Some of the material was copied from Rossiiskii Gosudarstvennyi Istoricheskii Archiv (RGIA) in St. Petersburg, Fond 1280, opis’ 1, dealing with the arrest and confinement of those involved in the affair of March 1, 1887. Dmitry Tolstoy’s account appears in RGASPI, Fond 12, opis’ 1, delo 155, list 123. Another version exists in which Andreyushkin “uttered in a weak voice: ‘Long live the People’s Will’ the second [Generalov] ‘Long live the Executive Committee,’” in E. E. Kolosov, Gosudareva Tiur’ma Shlissel’burg, 2d ed. (Moscow: Izd. vsesoiuznogo obshchestva politkatorzhan i ssyl’no-poselentsev, 1930), 229. Pokroshinskii, the chief of staff of the gendarme corps on duty at the execution, was the source of the latter. The version in which Ulyanov and Shevyrev watch the others expire is published in “K istorii pokusheniia A. I. Ul’ianova i dr. 1 Marta 1887 g.,” Krasnyi arkhiv, no. 2/15 (1926): 223. This version in Russian was translated from an article in the French newspaper Cri du peuple, June 13, 1887. The story that they all rejected kissing the cross appears in RGASPI, Fond 12, opis’ 1, delo 155, list 123. For a discussion of the different versions, see Mikhail G. Shtein, Ul’ianovy i Leniny, semeinye tainy (St. Petersburg: Izd. Dom Neva, 2004), 316, hereafter cited as Shtein, Ul’ianovy i Leniny. The story about the hanging of the Decembrists is taken from Anatole G. Mazour, The First Russian Revolution 1825: the Decembrist Movement, Its Origins, Development, and Significance (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1937), 220; that of the hanging of the members of the People’s Will, from David Footman, Red Prelude (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1945), 242.

2. According to a report of Dmitry Tolstoy, March 1, 1887, published in A. I. Ul’ianova-Elizarova, ed., Aleksandr Il’ich Ul’ianov i delo 1 Marta 1887 g. (Moscow-Leningrad: Gos. Izd-vo, 1927), 359, hereafter cited as Aleksandr Il’ich Ul’ianov i delo 1 Marta 1887 g.

3. See map, plate 13.

4. B. Kazanskii, ed., “Novye dannye o dele 1 Marta 1887 g.,” Katorga i ssylka, no. 10/71 (1930): 138–39. This information was taken from the diary of A. P. Arapova, the daughter of Pushkin’s widow from the latter’s second marriage. She knew people closely connected to the events and was well informed.
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48. Undated letter in RGASPI Fond 11, opis’ 3, delo 19, list 4.

NINE: THE ULYANOV BROTHERS AND HISTORY’S REVENGE
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GLOSSARY OF RUSSIAN TERMS



Narod: The people, often connoting the peasantry in nineteenth-century Russia.

Narodnaya Volya: An underground revolutionary party, the People’s Will, founded in 1879 by agrarian socialists who believed in the necessity of terror for the achievement of a Russian constitution. The assassination of Alexander II on March 1, 1881, was their signal achievement.

Narodnik (plural, narodniki): An exponent of peasant socialism, often a follower of one of several theorists with a strategic vision for achieving agrarian socialism. Sometimes translated as “populist.”

Narodovoltsy: Members of the People’s Will.

Narodnichestvo: The doctrine of Russian agrarian socialism.

Nigilistka: A woman nihilist, advocate, and practitioner of the culture of rebellion against tradition that emerged in the 1850s and continued for decades. Masculine: nigilist.

Pravda: The truth, but the word also connotes justice.

Rodina: One’s native land or motherland, a very evocative word in Russian.

Tsar: The Russian autocrat; the emperor.

Zemlyachestvo (plural, zemlyachestva): a student aid society based on regional affiliation, often a cover for political activity in Russia’s institutions of higher education.


Zemstvo: a quasi-democratic institution of local government founded during the period of Great Reforms under Alexander II and modified in a reactionary direction by Alexander III. It performed mainly health, education, and welfare functions. A fairly familiar term, it is often pluralized as “zemstvos.”
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