

  [image: cover]



  



  Erik Durschmied was born in Vienna in 1930. After the Second World War he emigrated to Canada. 
  A television war correspondent for the BBC and CBS, Durschmied covered every major crisis including Vietnam, Iran, 
  Iraq, Belfast, Beirut, Chile, Cuba and Afghanistan. Winner of numerous awards, Newsweek wrote Durschmied is a supremely 
  gifted reporter who has transformed the media he works in. And in Le Monde: Hes survived more battles than any living general. 
  He lives in Paris and Provence with his family.
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  Dedicated to those, who, in large measure and small, gave of themselves to help others.


  


  Of the great men of this world


  we declaim heroic songs


  how, rising up like stars,


  they fall like stars . . .


  


  Bertold Brecht, Die Ballade vom Wasserrad
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  Preface


  Many years ago I set out to discover the meaning of the word revolutionary. Young and filled with boundless ambition to score a big scoop, I met the Latino Robin Hood, Fidel
  Castro of el revolucin tropical. He too was young, driven by a contagious fever to fight for the betterment of his people.


  One evening in the rugged mountains of Cuba, Castro stared at me as he took the cigar from his mouth to ask: Tell me, periodista, what do you think of our
  revolucin?


  Well, since you ask, I find being a revolutionary can be outright dangerous.


  He answered without the slightest hesitation: Plain living can be dangerous. When there is injustice you cannot just sit by and do nothing about it. Libertad o muerte. Was
  that really the only choice?


  And should things turn out . . . I was at a loss as to how to say it  in failure. He gave me a hard look.


  If I join a funeral, I march all the way to the cemetery.


  Comandante Fidel Castro was my first contact with a revolutionary. But not my last. Some revolutionaries I met in person, others I read about. I was never a judge, only a spectator to decisive
  if bloody episodes on the stage of human tragedy. It is up to history to pass its final judgment on the giants of revolution and their deeds, the great men who rose like stars and fell like
  stars.


  There have been insurrections that have changed the course of history, and represent a momentous watershed. Revolutionary earthquakes that shook the world.
  Afterwards, our planet was no longer the same. Royalists and revolutionaries have left us their written testaments, which express their political views. Contemporaries of these events generated a
  flood of documents; their accounts, however, are no longer open to scrutiny. As in most crucial periods of human history, dates are the only certainty  we know for a fact that the people of
  Paris stormed the Bastille on 14 July 1789. This fact belongs to history; for the rest we can only approximate to the truth.


  The list of those to whom I am indebted for advice and historical information is almost as large as the scope of the events I describe. On contemporary events I gratefully
  acknowledge the help offered by eyewitnesses by allowing me access to their stories and observations. In most cases their names have been withheld at their own request. Many held different views
  from my own, but contributed greatly to my understanding of the times. My thanks to them all.


  I make no claim to compete with the experts, or to have reached a conclusive verdict which only history itself can provide. If anything, it is my curiosity, my amazement, or my naivety that is
  reflected in these pages.


  The research on events in France was done in the voluminous archives of the Ville de Paris. Andreas Hofer and Pancho Villa were researched during trips to their respective countries. For the
  chapter on Red October, I have been able to draw on the inestimable help of a Russian source with recent access to archival KGB files. The material on the fall of the Kaiser came from
  Germanys Historic Institute. Operation Walkre involved my own family. I based my account of the Tokyo insurrection on the tales of survivors, and of Ches tragic saga on personal
  observations. Iranian acquaintances contributed their stories on my various stays in Iran before, during, and after the revolution, including interviews with the shah and the
  Ayatollah Khomeini.


  I wish to thank my literary agent, Luigi Bonomi, for his valuable advice, and my UK publisher, Roland Philipps and his editorial staff, for their patience. Lest I forget, my thanks to my
  grandsons William, thirteen, and Alexander, five, without whose valuable help this book could have been finished a year sooner.


  


  Erik Durschmied


  Domaine de Valensole, July 2000


  


  Prologue


  The king must die . . .


  King Louis XVI of France inherited not only a great empire but also a bloody revolution. When he asked, Was revolution unavoidable? the answer he received was
  unequivocal: You brought it on yourself. Throughout history it has been the weakness of those in power, men who failed when the situation called for strong, even brutal measures, that
  allowed the barbarous to take charge.


  The king must die so that la patrie [the country] can live!


  With a single phrase, Maximilien Robespierre  someone never crippled by scruples  sealed the sovereigns fate. Before the French Convention reached a decisive vote, Victorien
  Vergniaud, leader of the Girondin faction, challenged Robespierre, the Jacobin: Kill a king and you will take on the whole world. It will cost lives.


  Robespierre, whose convictions bordered on dogmatism, retorted: How many men will it take and how many lives will it cost? How many? One? A hundred? A thousand? Lives will be lost. If you
  havent got the courage to back up your convictions, then let us know now . . .


  A whirlwind of violence swept across the country. In the beginning, it was the will of God that France should be shrouded in darkness, and then, on the third day, rise from the ashes.


  Genius, courage and creativity are powerful forces. But so is evil. Every century produces its amazing cast of characters, a wealth of heroes and villains
  who, with their exceptional deeds, leave an indelible mark on history. Some acquired their role through birthright; others arrived unexpectedly on the world stage. Many inspired the masses with a
  phrase, while others frightened them with a single word. For both, their words carried more power than the might of the great armies that opposed them, whose commanders often found themselves on
  the losing side. Their tenacity was overpowering; they changed the tide of history; their spirit not only transformed their own nation but also influenced great portions of the globe. Most of them
  fought for freedom and common decency in the face of destructive forces. These men held the promise of a new era; they broke the classical moulds of society and established new ones. Their heroic
  sacrifice inspired countless others to live a different life.


  Others again brought with them darkness, the piercing of hearts and the crushing of bones. Among them were those who set out to kill their class enemies not for what they did but for what they
  were. They lived by their motto: History will absolve me, and used evil as a powerful source to fulfil some biblical prophecy. Their willingness to kill without mercy required a whole
  new thinking process about good and evil. Until at last others stood up to the terror and fought for the survival of the human spirit.


  The resolve of these heroes was reflected in their character; they saved their own people when they were enveloped in darkness and helped restore their countrys promise.
  Many of them did not live to see the full realisation of their dreams, but their legacy continued with the starkness of a Sophoclean tragedy or the complexity of a Shakespearean play. These were
  not ordinary people; their lives were what dramas are made of. They became the sacred warriors, fighting their way to the heart of the cyclone. They were sometimes wrong but
  often right and they set a shining example of ideals to emulate. Most cared little who laid wreaths on their graves or who spat on their memory. Nor were they all sacrificial martyrs whose
  principal thoughts and actions were guided by such noble issues as defending the rights of man, fighting the corruption of power, leading a nation to freedom of thought, or improving overall social
  well-being.


  Who then had more impact, the heroes or the villains? Both depended on the other. Threats produced resolve and terror brought forth unexpected courage. All of them, good and evil, imagined that
  their creation would last for ever. Nothing lasts that long. History is littered with figures from a heroic past who follow in each others footsteps, sometimes for centuries, only to end up
  as fugitives in their own countries.


  Potentates and dictators spent years piling up the explosive powder. But it only took one day to set it off. Unrest always was  and still is  a phenomenon that can only be defeated
  by better ideas, by persuasion, and by the conditions that sparked it. Disunity was the little peoples curse. Yet the people did not remain in such chaos for ever; from
  revolution a new order emerged which was able to mobilise the vast potentials of the masses. An insurrections best asset is the fire in the bellies of its men and women, and empty promises
  cannot extinguish that fire. There must be popular unrest behind even the smallest revolt, and there must also be a charismatic leader who carries in him the spirit and the imagination that can
  change the world. He gathers up the inflammable tinder before he releases a torrent of critical energy. Revolution!


  Revolution is born of hope and its philosophy is formally optimistic. But poets and dreamers cannot make a revolution. A people, neglected, oppressed, wronged, must ally their
  discontent to that of political enthusiasts. Those who pretend to lead uprisings are unable to admit that they are spontaneous, as all true revolutions are. They fight for the
  right to differ; they struggle against a complex of betrayals and lies, for something called the truth  only to find that there is no such thing as a truth with which a
  rational society knows how to act.


  Revolution is convulsion, which overturns the existing order by violence. It brings on a reign of terror: not only the drama of the block or the bullet, nor the heightened struggle for power
  among the great of the new order, nor the tension of civil war, but the eternal tragedy of the many little lives invaded by heroic concerns which are ordinarily not theirs at all. The terror
  touches everyone with an obsessive power and, during a reign of terror, political indifference becomes impossible.


  Revolution is always made in the name of freedom; it is directed against the tyranny of the few for the rule of the many. Revolution is accompanied by clearly defined demands for the abolition
  of poverty and an equal sharing of wealth. But what do these revolutions really change? Some institutions and some laws are indeed altered. But not everything is changed, because the
  revolutionaries learn to copy their predecessors. Man simply cannot stand the strain of a prolonged effort to live in accordance with high ideals.


  Revolutions are waged and decided in the minds of individuals; their cutting edge is words, not swords. An insurrection creates its own momentum, which again dictates its strategy. The vehicle
  used by revolutionary leaders never varies. It is to mobilise mass support for their aims. This concept is as old as revolution itself. Danton and Robespierre used their bourgeoisie to kill a king;
  Trotsky and Lenin unleashed the proletariat on a hapless tsar; and the shah failed because Irans population favoured Allah over King Mammon.


  This is the story of legendary revolutions and men whose lives had but a single, dominating purpose. It is a tale of monarchs born to rule, and those who
  took that birthright from them, of weak men on the throne and strong men who did not shy from extreme measures to usurp power. All were heroes, just as all were pariahs of history, torn between the
  demands of their conscience and their belief in an ideal. Fanaticism was their original sin and many left in their wake destruction and death. How did they justify their actions, which brought
  turmoil, terror and bloodshed? Some did it to foster new ideas and change society; others acted for personal gain or from motives of revenge. Others, observing them from the sidelines, called it
  treason, whilst others cheered it as heroism and a personal sacrifice in the advance of the human condition. In contrast to the monarchs they faced, who were spineless and incapable of ordering a
  harsh solution at the crucial moment, the revolutionaries used intelligence, stamina, and panache  provided that someone stood by to help them set aside their moral principles and quash
  their conscience. Only a few could ever achieve this. Those who came out victorious went on to smite the enemies of the revolution, to annihilate political opposition, and to
  transform their freedom movement into an instrument of oppression. Progressive revolutionaries soon turned themselves into conservative dictators. Absolute authority provided them with the illusion
  that they possessed something close to eternal power. Through indifference, impunity and flattery, those around dictators allow them to believe themselves freed from any constraint, law, or
  morality. Blinded by the footlights on a stage of public adoration, such men lost all sense of conscience and confused notoriety with fame. Personal power based on terror was also what led most of
  them to their untimely deaths  devoured by the violence they helped to create.


  Insurrection, revolt, revolution: they were the catalyst for a parade of tragic figures who rushed, with eyes wide open, to a violent end. But their spirit carried on. Our present world of
  social order and democratic rule does not have meaning if we do not understand what happened in the past. A kings head tumbled to the will of a revolutionary, before the
  revolutionary fell victim to his own rebellion. King or rebel, their demise came with bewildering speed. Because  when the blade falls, it comes down fast.
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