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1750s. For the next two decades it was the scene of repeated
violent outbursts, one of which coincided with the Bashkir re-
volt of 1755 and brought severe government reprisals. Not sur-
prisingly, then, it was to the Avziano-Petrovsk works that Puga-
chev sent an emissary, Khlopusha by name, in search of weapons
and volunteers. Himself a former metal worker, Khlopusha had
turned to brigandage, had been four times beaten with the knout,
had twice escaped from Siberia, and was languishing in an Oren-
burg prison, with torn nostrils and branded forehead, when
Governor Reinsdorp offered him freedom if he would go to
Berda and denounce Pugachev as an impostor. Eager to escape
his chains, Khlopusha accepted, but on arriving in Pugachev’s
camp promptly defected to the rebels. Pugachev sent him on a
new mission, to drum up support among the Urals workers, and
this time he faithfully carried out his assignment. With a Cossack
escort he arrived at Avziano-Petrovsk in October 1773 and, in
the name of Peter II1, granted the workers “personal liberty and
freedom from all taxes.” 3 The announcement was greeted with
jubilation, and hundreds of workers joined him, bringing cannon,
horses, and supplies. From Avziano-Petrovsk they rode through
the surrounding area promising “to shut down all the facrories.”
At each enterprise the pattern was the same. Swearing an oath to
the emperor, the ascribed peasants (but only a fraction of the
skilled workmen) attacked the factory office, plundered the
strongbox, burned official documents, and pillaged the homes
of the administrators. News of the tsar’s return was received
with wild excitement. Nor did the workers trouble themselves
about Pugachev’s real identity so long as he told them what
they wanted to hear. As one of them put it: “They are all tsars
to us, whoever they are!” % Pugachev, indeed, was more than a
tsar. He was a Christ-like messiah heralding the dawn of a new
age. With a millennial fervor the workers rejoiced that “our
resplendent sun, hidden beneath the earth, now rises in the east,
shedding rays of mercy over th{- whole universe and warming
us lowly nrphans and slaves.”

Khlopusha's mission was a great success. In November 1773
he returned to Berda laden \'.1th cannon, rifles, powder, and
money, and with 1000 recruits for the rebel army. For the dura-
tion of the winter Pugachev pressed his siege of Yaitsk, Ufa, and
Orenburg, laid siege to half a dozen lesser administrative centers,

PUGACHEV 203

and sought additional forces to guarantee the success of these
operations, When volunteers did not suffice, he sent detachments
into the countryside to gather recruits by force. By the end of
the year his army numbered between 10,000 and 15,000, of whom
there were some 1500 Cossacks, 5000 Bashkirs, and 1000 workers,
the rest including serfs, Tartars, and Kalmyks, with a sprinkling
of other tribesmen, religious dissenters, convicts, priests, and an
occasional merchant or nobleman, It was a motley body, loosely
org'uuz_cd poorly armed, short of horses and supplies, ﬂucmatmg
in numbers and quality, and except at the outset when the gov-
ernment was unprepared, not particularly effective. The Cossacks,
it is true, formed a seasoned and comparatively well-armed nu-
cleus that could deploy more than eighty cannon obtained from
caprured factories and forts. But the infantry was inexperienced
and badly equipped. Rifles and pistols were in short supply, so
that the ragrag troops had to rely on knives, cudgels, and sharp-
ened stakes, and occasionally fought with nothing but rocks
and bare fists. Discipline, moreover, was a constant problem,
which Pugachev answered with severe measures. One rebel was
hanged merely for boasting that he knew where “the emperor”
really came from. To increase their efficiency Pugachev formed
his men into regiments according, so far as possible, to national
or social origins, placing each under the command of a trusted
associate. The Yaik Cossacks, for example, comprised a regiment
under Andrei Ovchinnikov, Pugachev’s ablest commander. Simi-
larly the factory peasants were organized under Khlopusha, the
Bashkirs under Kinzia Arslanov, and so on. Each regiment was
in turn divided into companies which elected their own officers
in the Cossack manner. But the regimental commanders, or
“colonels,” were appointed by Pugachev himself, each having his
own banner of red or gold silk embroidered with Old Believer
crosses and with images of Christ or of St. Nicholas the Miracle
Worker. Near every major target—Orenburg, Yaitsk, Ufa, or the
newly beleaguered towns of Ekaterinburg, Cheliabinsk, and Kun-
gur—local headquarters were established by one of the colonels,
who enjoyed considerable autonomy in his own bailiwick. To im-
pose a measure of control, however, a “War College,” modeled
after the one in St. Petersburg, was set up at Berda in November
1773, and strove with limited success to coordinate operations.
Beyond this, it functioned as a logistical center, maintaining supply
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lines with the Urals factories, from which it ordered cannon,
mortars, and ammunition.

Pugachev was by all accounts an able commander-in-chief. In
the most difficult engagements, his confederates later testified, he
was to be seen at the head of his troops issuing orders and urging
them forward. Foreign observers compared him—both as a rebel
and as a military leader—to Oliver Cromwell. From his Cossack
upbringing and long army experience he was acquainted with
tactics and organization, but his particular strength was artillery.
At the height of the rebellion he had 100 cannon (captured
from government forts or forged in the Urals foundries), which
gave him a military might of which Bolotnikov, Razin, and Bula-
vin could scarcely have drecamed. His gun emplacements at
Berda were of such outstanding quality that, according to Gov-
ernor Reinsdorp, “Vauban himself could not have constructed
better.” ¥ To give the impression of even greater strength, he
ordered decoy cannon to be fashioned from wood and painted
to look like the real thing. In the field, moreover, his guns were
mounted on sledges for easy mobility, and by a series of light-
ning marches, such as only Cossacks were able to pcrform, govern-
ment outposts were overwhelmed and, except for the more
strongly defended administrative centers, the vast territory from
the Urals to the Volga fell under effective rebel control.

At the same time, Pugachev inaugurated a rebel government
over which he ruled as Peter III. Choosing for his palace the
finest house in Berda, he assumed the role that people would
expect from a true emperor and played it with evident relish.
He surrounded himself with a personal guard of twenty-five
Cossacks who called him “your excellency” and “dear facher”
(batiushka) as they would the real tsar. On special occasions he
wore a white embroidered shirt, a robe of red velver, and a black
lambskin hat with a crimson lining. As the Duke of Holstein
(a title of Peter III) he displayed an old Holstein banner that
one of his men had captured during the Seven Years' War. And
on a wall of his headquarters hung a portrait of the Tsarevich
Paul, of whom he spoke with feigned paternal affection.

Berda, in short, became a grotesque parody of the Russian capi-
tal, though Pugachev called it his Moscow instead of St. Peters-
burg, perhaps because the old capital, the traditional center of
serfdom, remained the foremost symbol of aristocratic oppres-
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sion. But he had his Petersburg too, in the town of Kargala,
and a Kiev as well, in Sakmarsk. Moreover, aping the imperial
court, he dubbed his closest confederates with the names of
Catherine’s favorites, so that Ovchinnikov became Count Panin,
Zarubin Count Chernyshev, Shigaev Count Vorontsov, and
Chumakov Count Orlov. In Pugachev’s mock court the rebels
amused themselves with heavy drinking, peasant dances, and
bawdy Cossack songs. Pugachev himself seemed a curious mix-
ture of Perersburg emperor and people’s tsar, a Cossack war-
lord in velvet robes at the head of a popular government. With
his colonels and counts and other Western paraphernalia, he dis-
tinguished himself sharply from earlier rebel leaders, who had
rejected European customs. Yet his up-to-date image was super-
ficial. Unlike his predecessors, he was playing the role of an em-
peror, and for this his lmperlal trappings were necessary props.
But beneath the thin exterior was a rtraditional popular rebel
whose goal was a popular tsardom with extensive local autonomy.
“If God sees fit that I should conquer the throne,” Pugachev
declared, “then T shall allow everyone to pursue the old faith
and to wear Russian clothing. But none shall be allowed to shave
his beard, and I shall command everyone to cut his hair in the
Cossack style.” To make this dream a reality, he would go to
Moscow and then to Petersburg and conquer the whole state” and
eliminate the boyars.#? With such a program it was not hard to
convince the pcupie that he was their true ruler. They wanted
desperately to believe it, and he in turn, because of their response,
tried to live up to his role, becoming the servant of his own
myth. To some extent, perhaps, he may actually have come to
believe it. At any rate, it was with a measure of genuine convic-
tion that he spokc of liberation and proclaimed a new era of
popular justice.

4. Bibikov

[t was several weeks before news of the uprising reached St
Petersburg, and the government’s response was desultory. Puga-
chev’s claim to be Peter III, and his declared intention to join
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with the tsarevich and depose Catherine, may have irritated the
empress, but she was not unduly alarmed. For Pugachev was
merely one of a long line of false Peter Ills, and his outbreak
scemed merely another local Cossack disturbance on the fringes
of the empire, which the Orenburg governor could handle with-
out difficulty. In any case, with her troops engaged against the
Turks, Catherine was unable to spare more than a small force to
suppress the revolr, and it was not until November that these re-
inforcements made their appearance. Nor did the delay pass un-
noticed. In fact it added to the rumors that the true tsar had
returned. For if Pugachev was an impostor, asked the workers
of one Urals factory, why were no troops sent to put him
down?4

Some troops were actually on the way, though an insufficient
number to contain the rebellion. To prevent speculation by for-
eign observers, the government maintained a strict curtain of si-
lence, so that Sir Robert Gunning, the British ambassador, could
not even learn the correct name of the officer sent from Moscow
to deal with the insurgents. It was not “Bauer,” ** but Vasili Kar,
who was ordered in mid-October to raise the siege of Orenburg.
Of Scottish lineage, though born and educated in Russia, Kar was
a veteran of the Seven Years’ War who had risen to major gen-
eral; yet despite his rank and experience he was a mediocre officer,
and he had only 500 men and 6 guns at his dlsposal Fortunately,

a larger force was dispatched about the same time from western
Siberia under General Ivan Dekolong (de Colongues), an officer
of French extraction and a veteran of numerous campaigns. Two
additional detachments were summoned from the Volga, one
from Simbirsk under Colonel Chernyshev (no relation to the
minister of war) and the other from Kazan led by Brigadier Korf.

With four government parties converging on him, Pugachev
would appear to have been in grave danger. But this was not at
all the case. Kar and his colleagues had vast distances to cover;
communications between them were virtually nonexistent; none
knew the plans or precise whereabouts of the others; and so they
were unable to mount a concerted attack. Moreover, they had
lictle reliable information about the activities of the rebels, while
the rebels received a good deal about theirs from sympathetic
tribesmen and peasants, and were of course better acquainted
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with the terrain. Thus Pugachev had the advantage of surprise;
and he was able to deal with his opponents singly rather than as
one formidable army.

Orenburg was heartened by the news of Kar's approach. But
his progress was slowed by heavy snowfall and severe frost. At
last he reached the area, only to discover that the rebel army
was much larger and better armed than he had expected; and
“owing to faintheartedness and poor behavior,” as a contempo-
rary put it, he “allowed himself to be beaten.” ¥ On November 8
a large rebel force under two of Pugachev’s ablest commanders,
Andrei Ovchinnikov and Ivan Zarubin, encircled Kar at the vil-
lage of Yuzeevka. With the Cossacks shouting at them not to
oppose “the emperor,” Kar's troops were thrown into confusion,
and nearly a hundred defected when the rebels promised them
“the lands, seas, and forests, the cross and beard, and full free-
dom.” 46 Worse still, according to a French officer exiled in Kazan,
Kar had gone into battle without reconnoitering his opposition.
As Kar himself testified: “The rogues swept in like the wind from
the ‘;teppc, and their artillery did much damage.” Nor, he said,
did they “shoot the way one might expect of peasants.” 47

Kar beat a swift retreat to Kazan, where news of his defeat
threw the gentry into a panic. Many decided to flee, and though
the governor, Yakov von Brandt, tried to calm their fears, his
cfforts failed when it became known that he had sent his own
family to safety and emptied his house of its furniture. From
Kazan, Kar proceeded to Moscow “with as much haste as he had
left 1t,”" and Catherine, furious ar his “weakness of spirit,” cash-
iered him and instructed the Moscow governor to tell him “not
to dare show himself before my eyes.” # Meanwhile Pugachev was
not idle. Following up his victory over Kar, he led the defeat
of Chernyshev near Orenburg and had him executed with 32
other officers and one of their wives. But Korf managed to slip
past him and into the besieged cn:y with his badly needed con-
tingent of 2500 men and 22 gur

By now Catherine realized the gra\m’v of the situation. At the
end of November she offered a 1000-ruble reward for Pugachev's
capture, a figure which would increase sharply as the revolt
expanded. Butr a more important step was her appointment of
General Alexander Bibikov to take charge of the pacification.
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Bibikov was an excellent choice. Born of a military family, he
had rwice been cited for bravery in the Seven Years’ War and had
later distinguished himself against the Poles. Moreover, he had
proved his ability to tame domestic unrest by crushing factory
riots in the Urals. A statesman as well as an oﬁit.er he had served
in both the Senate and the War College and as Speaker of Cather-
ine’s short-lived Legislative Commission. “His known probity,”
noted the British ambassador, “his unaffected patriotism and his
great military knowledge gave him the justest title to favour and
confidence of his mistress.” 4 Bibikov, in short, was a model im-
perial servant. He and Pugachev represented two distinct worlds,
as Catherine understood when she advised him to use the “su-
periority which courage, education, and culture always aﬁ:t:lrd
against an ignorant mob driven only by the stormy fanaticism
of religious and political superstition and obscurantism.” 50 To
Catherine the Bibikovs stood for enlightenment, civilization, prog-
ress, the Pugachevs for superstition, barbarism, reaction. Puga-
chev, in her eyes, was not merely a brigand and a traitor; he
was a “monster of the human race,” an offender against the
public order and against those divine and secular laws without
which no empire could stand.

Such, at any rate, were the terms in which she denounced the
pretender in a manifesto of December 1773, on the eve of Bibi-
kov’s departure for Kazan. That Pugachev should take the name
of her late husband was a source of particular irritation, owing
perhaps to an uneasy conscience over his death. “It would be
superfluous here,” she wrote in the manifesto, “to prove the ab-
surdity of such an imposture, which cannot even put on a shadowy
probability in the eyes of sensible persons.” But the empress was
p!ainl)r troubled—so much so that she conjured up the memory
of the Time of Troubles, when, “because of an impostor, towns
and villages were ravaged by fire and sword, when the blood of
Russians was spilled by Russians, and when the unity of the state
was in the end destroyed by the hands of Russians themselves.”
It was an unwise analogy, as her advisors pointed out, since it
could “only recall unpleasant events and encourage the insur-
gents,” 5! The parallels between Peter III and Tsarevich Dmitri—
their sudden and mysterious death followed by their miraculous

I
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reappearance under the banner of insurrection—were better left
unstated.

In December 1773 Bibikov hurried to Kazan with a regiment
of cavalry and two of infantry and wide powers to deal with the
rebels. Meanwhile the contagion continued to sprcad Toward
the end of the month, fnllm\lng a three-month siege, Yaitsk fell
to the insurgents, except for the stockade, to which a force of
Cossack loyalists and the garrison commander had retired. Re-
peated attempts to breach the walls were rebuffed at considerable
cost, and as time wore on the loyalists were reduced to eating
their horses, and “cold and hunger,” one of them recalled,
“brought us to a state of despair which increased with each
day.” %2 At one point there was a momentary respite when the
attackers paused to celebrate Pugachev's marriage to a local Cos-
sack girl who had caught his fancy. It was a lavish wedding, as
befitted a royal couple, the ceremony performed to the accom-
paniment of cannon and church bells. Yet its effect was to
damage the pretender’s image and to sow doubts among his fol-
lowers. How can an emperor marry an ordinary Cossack? it was
asked. And what about the empress Catherine (to say nothing of
his real wife and children on the Don)?

For the moment, however, such doubts were put aside, and by
January 1774 the revolt, according to a foreign witness, had
30,000 adherents and was growing “more serious every day.” 5!
At Ufa and Orenburg the situation became desperate, as provi-
sions dwindled and morale sagged. Further east a force of Bash-
kirs and ascribed workers placed Cheliabinsk under siege and
a mutiny broke out within the town in which an angry mob
dragged the governor through the streets by his hair before his
troops could restore order. The rebel commander, Ivan Griaznov,
an Old Believer with a ralent for millenarian propaganda, bom-
barded the inhabitants with leaflets which cast Pugachev in the
combined role of Christ rescuing the poor and Moses leading
the Israclites to the Promised Land:

Our Lord Jesus Christ wishes through his holy providence to free
Russia from the yoke of servile labor. We all know who has
broughr Russia to this state of hunger and exhaustion. The gentry
own the peasants, and though in God's law it is written that the
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peasants too are God's children, yet they treat them not merely
as servants bur as lower than the very dogs with which they hunt
rabbits. The company men have got hold of most of the factories
and have so burdened the peasants with work that there is nothing
at all like it, not even in exile at hard labor. How many are the
rears shed to the Lord by the workers and their wives and small
children! Bur soon, like the Israelites, vou shall be delivered out of

bondage.5

To this was added another popular myth: that Peter Fyodorovich,
having liberated the gentry, had drawn up a manifesto freeing
the serfs as well, but that the landlords had suppressed it and
deposed the tsar, who, wandering like Christ in the wilderness
for eleven years, had now returned to carry out his intentions.
Pugachev, said Griaznov, was no impostor. He was the true Rus-
sian tsar, come at last to emancipate the poor.

Throughout the winter factory peasants and Bashkirs cnntinufzd
to provide the Cossacks with their most zealous supporters. While
Khlopusha and Kinzia remained indispensable leaders, new men
of equal ability now made their appearance. A notable example
was Ivan Beloborodov, about the same age as Pugachev and born
near Kungur in the heart of the Urals mining region. ‘When the
Seven Years War broke our, Beloborodov was conscripted to
work in a munitions factory near St. Petersburg. After seven
years of hard labor, with no prospect of release, he feigned ill-
ness and was allowed to return to Kungur, where he married and
set up shop as a trader in beeswax and honey. But in January
1774, when a Pugachev couricr read a manifesto in the market
square, Beloborodov was won over. Organizing a force of workers
from a Demidov foundry ncar Ekaterinburg, he moved from fac-
tory to factory emptying the strongboxes, burning official records,
and scizing a large quantity of supplies and ammunition. At each
enterprise Beloborodov told the workmen that the “great sov-
ereign” was coming to free them from compulsory labor and to
cancel their dues and taxes. Calling his adherents Cossacks, and
himself their ataman, he divided them into hundreds and dis-
tributed loot in equal portions. He put his own factory experience
to good use by supervising the production of weapons and teach-
ing his men how to use them. One by one the large enterprises of
the Ekaterinburg area were taken, and the city itself was gradu-
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ally encircled, for which the government commander, Colonel
Vasili Bibikov, must be held partly responsible. For unlike his
namesake, the colonel was a listless officer whose preparations for
the assault were grossly inadequate—indeed at one point he even
considered fleeing to save his own neck. Yet despite his incom-
petence Ekaterinburg managed to hold out until reinforcements
arrived.

Among the Bashkirs the outstanding new leader was Salavat
Yulacy, the son of a prominent elder, Yulai Aznalin, who had
fought against the Prussians in the Seven Years’ War and had
been decorated for bravery against the Polish Confederation.
Yulai was thus a Bashkir loyalist, a common phenomenon within
the tribal hierarchy. In fact he and his son had been sent by
Governor Reinsdorp to fight the insurrectionists but were taken
prisoner by Ovchinnikov and promptly defected. Salavat, though
only twenty-one, already had three wives and two sons; and with
his dark hair and eyes and rall green cap, as a Bashkir song describes
him, he cut a handsome figure. What was more, he was a popular
folk poet who read and wrote Tatar and knew the Koran by
heart. Highly esteemed by his fellow tribesmen, he had little
trouble recruiting an army “to serve the sovereign,” % and, oc-
cupying Krasnoufimsk withour a struggle, he marched on Kungur,
whose voevoda fled in panic, leaving the defense of the city to
the local merchants and gentry and a small contingent of troops.

With Ufa and Orenburg under siege, Kungur and Ekaterinburg
threatened, and Yaitsk all but taken, General Bibikov had his
work cut out for him. Arriving at Kazan toward the end of De-
cember, he reprimanded Governor von Brandt for his lack of
initiative and set about organizing the local gentry into an effec-
tive fighting force. In addition, he posted a 10,000-ruble reward
for Pugachev’s capture, while Pugachev, for his own part, ordered
a gibbet constructed with a sign in gold letters “For Bibikoy.” 56
Bibikov was quick to size up his adversary. He saw that Puga-
chev’s rising, like those of the past, was a broad social struggle
of the have-nots against the haves, a clash of two cultures, of the
two social and spiritual worlds into which the nation was divided.
Pugachev “may be even more dangerous to the nobility and the
rich than he is to the empress,” he told the Kazan aristocracy.
“This is a revolt of the poor against the rich, of the slaves against
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their masters.” The pretender, Bibikov recognized, could have
made little headway but for the widespread unrest, the ground
swell of discontent, which underlay his movement. “Pugachev
himself is not important. What is important is the general indigna-
tion.” ®7 A similar observation was made about the same time by
the future poet Gavriil Derzhavin, then a young lieutenant under
Bibikov's command:

One must determine whether, in the event we kill him, there will
not appear a new and even more dastardly swine calling himself
the tsar. Is he the only one who calls himself by that name, or are
there many who do sof Do the people look on him as the real
deceased sovereign, or do they know that he is in fact just Puga-
chev, though their coarse instincts for insurrection and robbery
do not allow them ro reject him? 58

Nor was Catherine herself blind to what the Pugachevshchina
represented: a rising of peasant Russia against its ruling aristoc-
racy. In a letter to Bibikov she pointedly numbered herself among
the landowners of Kazan and pledged that the security and
well-being of the gentry “are inseparable from our own and our
empire’s ‘security and well-being.” *¥ She increased the reward on
Pugachev’s head, and ordered his house on the Don burned, the
ashes scattered to the winds, and his family sent to Kazan, where
Bibikov tried to use them to discredit the pretender by telling
the people his true identity.5

All this was to no avail. But Bibikov had other weapons that
were far more effective. Between January and April a number of
capable officers with well-armed troops came under his command,
and one by one they relieved the Urals towns. Toward the end
of January the sicge of Kungur was lifted by Major Dmitri Gagrin
with two rifle companies from Dekolong’s Siberian army. For sev-
eral days Salavat had tried to capture the city, but he had not reck-
oned on Major Alexander Popov, whom Bibikov ranked among
his best garrison commanders. Popov ordered drums beaten to
drown out rebel demands for surrender. Then, launching a sud-
den attack, he caught Salavac off guard and forced him to with-
draw to Krasnoufimsk, where Gagrin overtook him and dealt
a decisive blow. Gagrin next headed his troops toward Ekaterin-
burg to deal with Beloborodov. In a series of savage engagements
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factory after factory was cleared of insurgents, Beloborodov fled
to Berda, and Ekaterinburg was out of danger. Gagrin then moved
against Griaznov, who had occupied Chehabinsk on Dekolong’s
premature withdrawal, and again the rebels were defeated, al-
though what became of Griaznov, a remarkable figure about
whom little is known, remains a mystery.

Meanwhile, Ufa had also found its liberator in Licutenant Colonel
Ivan Mikhelson, second only to Bibikov himself as the outstand-
ing hero of the government forces during the rebellion. A brilliant
young officer from the Baldic nobility, Mikhelson enjoyed a well-
earned reputation for courage in battle. He had served under
Bibikov in the Seven Years’ War, had been wounded at both
Zorndorf and Kunersdorf, and had fought with equal distinction
against Turkey and Poland, receiving the Order of St. George
for bravery in combat. Little wonder that Bibikov, his former
commander, should choose him now to lift the siege of Ufa. Since
the previous November Ufa had been under continuous attack by
Zarubin’s predominantly Bashkir army. Cold and hunger grippc'd
the inhabitants, whose stores were seriously depleted. Yet Zarubin
(like Bolotnikov at Moscow) was unable to impose a total block-
ade, so that a rtrickle of supplies continued to flow into the city.
The defenders, fearing a massacre by the tribesmen, were deter-
mined to hold out at all costs, and repeated rebel attacks were
thrown back with heavy losses. Quarreling broke out between the
Bashkirs and the Russians in Zarubin's camp, and energies were
further squandered in raids on factories and estates, so that by
mid-March, when Mikhelson's crack carbine regiment arrived
in the area, the insurgents were tired and discouraged. Still, they
outnumbered their opponents by more than ten to one; and the
tribesmen were fighting on native territory which they were loath
to surrender to the invaders. On March 24, under cover of dark-
ness, Mikhelson mounted a swift atrack, with his troops on skis
to increase their mobility. Once again training and equipment
told heavily against the rebels, who offered fierce resistance be-
fore being dispersed. Many of the Bashkirs refused to be taken
alive, and hundreds were left dead in the snow, while Mikhelson,
if government figures are to be credited, had only twenty-threc
killed and thirty-two wounded. ‘ '

While Mikhelson was liberating Ufa, a large army under Gen-
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erals Golitsyn, Mansurov, and Freiman converged on Orcnburg to
Jlift the six-month sicge, of which Pugachev himself was in charge.
Here agam the rebels, though superior in numbers, were vastly out-
distanced in arms and discipline. Of their 9000 adherents fewer
than a third were Cossacks, the rest being a dlsparate assortment
of Bashkirs, Tatars, Kalmyks, serfs, factory peasants, and va-
grants, with an arsenal ranging from axes, stones, and clubs to the
latest cannon and carbines. Apprised of the government’s strength,
Pugachev moved his motley forces to Fort Tatishchev, the scene
of his first major victory a half year before. It was here that he
made his stand. Using an old technique, the defenders piled snow
around the fort, over which they poured water to form a solid
barrier of ice. The device, however, was outdated. On March 22
the generals brought up their heavy artillery and, in a three-
hour bombardment, reduced the defenses to rubble. When the
barrage ended, infantry rushed in from threc sides and over-
whelmed all resistance. More than 2000 rebels were killed—their
corpses littered the fort and the surrounding roads and woods—
and all their cannon were taken. By comparison the government’s
losses (150 dead and 500 wounded) were trivial. The site of Puga-
chev’s initial triumph became the site of his first shattering de-
feat, after which, as always, support quickly evaporated.

But the pretender was still at large. Retreating to Berda, he
tried dcsperatclv to regroup his forces. But his camp was buzzing
with intrigue, and, fearing betrayal, he collected what followers
he could and raced through Kargala (his “St. Petersburg”), then
on to Sakmarsk (his “Kiev"), where disaster overtook him. On
the night of April 1 General Golitsyn quickly encircled the town,
and of the rebel leaders only Pugachev and Ovchinnikov man-
aged to escape, leaving most of their confederates—Khlopusha,
Shigaev, Pochitalin, Gorshkov, Padurov, Miasnikov—in Golit-
syn’s hands. (Zarubin had already been captured at Ufa.) All
tnld nearly 3000 were taken prisoner. Pugachev, fleeing north-
ward into Bashkiria with a remnant of his oncc-pov.erful army,
became the object of a determined manhunt that kept him in hid-
ing for several weeks.

Ovchinnikov, with a small party of Cossacks, rode west to
Yaitsk, the sole remaining rebel stronghold. The Cossack capital,
where the revolt had originated, was the last town to be relieved.
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On April 15, when General Mansurov arrived, Ovchinnikov was
already there, but his tired followers, outnumbered and out-
gunned, were quickly dispersed. The next morning Mansurov
entered the town in triumph, amid cries of joy from the ex-
hausted and half-starved garrison, whose commander, Colonel
Simonov, received an estate with 600 serfs from a grateful empress.

In the end, none of the major administrative centers of the Urals
was taken, with the sole exception of Cheliabinsk, and then only
briefly. Orenburg, Ufa, Kungur, Ekaterinburg, and the Yaitsk
citadel all held out until government relief arrived. Similarly,
during the coming summer, rebel forces entering the towns of the
Volga would be quickly put to flight. Why did Pugachev fail
where his predecessors had succeeded? Why did his revolr fail to
rake root in the towns, where Bolotnikov and Razin (though not
Bulavin) had found so much of their support? Lack of organiza-
tion and discipline—internal discord, national antagonisms be-
tween Russians and Bashkirs, the dispersal of forces over a wide
territory, the waste of energy in raiding and plunder—undoubt-
edly plaved a part. But more important than the weaknesses of
the rebels were the strengths of their opponents. Both economi-
cally and politically the towns were more developed and less
given to popular disturbances than in the past century. The im-
proved quality of troops and equipment was another critical
factor. Thus the government, for all its inefficiency, proved more
than a match for the destructive whirlwind from the southeastern
frontier,

In Moscow and Petersburg it was widely believed that the re-
bellion was over. The pretender’s army was smashed, his support
vanishing, his confederates captured, his movement in disarray.
In March 1774 Bibikov could report that the rebels had “been
defeated, and hour by hour we are approaching peace and tran-
quillity. "6l Byt Bibikov did not live to sec his victory consum-
mated. Toward the end of March, while his troops were dispers-
ing the remaining rebel concentrations, he suddenly fell ill at his
field headquarters, between Kazan and Orenburg. Doctors sent
from Moscow arrived too late, and on April 9, at the brink of
success, he died. Bibikov “came to get the sovereign, but seeing
him face to face took fright, and from a button of his coat drank
a powerful poison and died.” Such was the interpretation of a
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Urals workman, to whom no boyar malefactor could be a match
for the true emperor. Bibikov, at any rate, died before his work
was finished; and his death, the British ambassador feared, could
“give new courage to the insurgents.” ©* The rebel movement,
though damaged, was not completely broken, while the govern-
ment's drive was interrupted, allowing Pugachev a much-needed
respite during which, deep in the hills of Bashkiria, he could begin
to raise a new army. The first act of the rebellion was over. But
a second and more formidable act was soon to begin.

5. Kazan

On May 1, 1774, Bibikov's second in command, General Fyodor
Shcherbatov, was appointed to succeed him. Shcherbatov, though
an experienced officer and a veteran of Zorndorf and Bender,
was a disappointment compared with his predecessor. He had
little of Bibikov's imagination or ability to command devotion. His
gravest defect was a quarrelsome nature which embroiled him in
continual disputes with his subordinates, who on the whole were
a capable lot with whom Bibikov had maintained smooth rela-
tions. During the spring and summer, owing partly to Shcherba-
tov’s limitations, the rebellion again flared out of control, and
more than six months were to elapse before it was finally
extinguished.

Pugachev, meanwhile, his army dispersed and his “War Col-
lege” in prison, had taken refuge in the hills of Bashkiria where,
after lying low for most of April, he began rto collect a new
following. After their defeat at Yaitsk, Ovchinnikov and Belo-
borodov came to join him, and by the middle of May they had
gathered nearly 8000 recruits. Ihe rebels, in the words of a Swiss
journal, had been “reborn from their own ashes.” % Husbanding
his strength, Pugachev shook off pursuing detachments and
avoided pitched battles. He fought only when forced to fight.
He was constantly on the move, swecping through villages,
factories, and stockades, carrying out hit-and-run raids and gath-
ering men and equipment. Shcherbatov and his officers seldom
knew his exact whereabouts. Mobility was his chief strength,
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enabling him to appear quite suddenly where least expected, at-
tack his target by surprise, and withdraw as quickly as he had
come. His adhr.'rt:nts, largely Bashkirs from the surrounding area,
could make their way through mountains and valleys impene-
trable to regular government formations, with their cumbersome
weapons and supply trains.

Yet, for all Pugachev’s evasiveness, his pursuers were never far
behind. On May 21 Dekolong and Gagrin surprised the rebels
in their camp, groggy with drink like Razin’s Cossacks at Resht,
and cut them to pieces. Pugachev managed to escape, only to
run headlong into Mikhelson, who inflicted heavy casualties
and seized the bulk of his munitions. But the impostor again got
away and soon drew a fresh batch of recruits, Word of his re-
appearance had meanwhile swept through the Urals and western
Siberia. *““Under Pugachev,” declared a convict in Omsk prison,

“salt 1s sold for twenty LOPCC]\S and wine for a ruble a bucket.
Maybe this will happen in Omsk if we live to see the day when
Pugachev comes here to the fortress 6t Whereupon he was
hanged on Dekolong’s orders for spreading malicious rumors.

Even more than before, Pugachev relied on the Bashkirs and
the factory peasants as his chief source of volunteers. The
government made every cffort to stem the flow from these
groups into the rebel ranks. Shcherbatov, for instance, sent emis-
saries to the Bashkir elders with a promise of subsidies if they
shunned the revolt; and more than a few, fearing class war
within their tribe, now broke with Pugachev just as the service
gentry had broken with Bolotnikov and the Cossack oligarchy
with Razin. When persuasion failed, the tribesmen were threat-
ened with violence. “I will execute you, hang you by the legs
and ribs, burn your homes, your property, your grain and hay, and
destroy your cattle,” declared one of Shcherbatov’s officers. “Do
you hear me? If you do, then take care, for I am not in the
habit of lying or joking.” Such language, however, merely
strengthened their will to resist. Nor was the Holy Synod’s de-
nunciation of Pugachev as “the disciple of Antichrist Mahomer”
calculated to win their allegiance.®

During the spring of 1774 the Bashkirs attacked Russian vil-
lages and factories with unprecedented fury. On May 26, accord-
Ing to a government report, the huge Avziano-Petrovsk metal
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works was “reduced to ashes” by raiding tribesmen. At another
large enterprise, the foundries, the office, the church, the dwell-
ings—“everything was burned down,” noted an cyewitness.5
The extent of the damage was enormous. Of some 120 Urals
factories, at least 90 were forced to stop production at some
point during the rebellion, 74 were attacked and plundered, and
56 were occupied by rebel detachments. All told, more than half
were destroyed or senouslv damagcd For several months pro-
duction was at a near Standsnll and it took the rest of the decade
for output to reach former levels. The raids, morecover, un-
leashed a mass exodus of ascribed peasants, most of whom re-
turned to their villages, so that by the end of the rising only half
the workers were still on the job,5

At the same time resistance to the raiders was often quite
fierce, particularly in the larger factories equipped with garrisons,
watchtowers, and artllery. Nor was it only the soldiers and
administrators who fought against the rebels. Skilled artisans and
year-round workmen, for whom the factory was the sole means
of existence, often aligned themselves with the defenders. As the
number of raids increased, more and more workers complained that
the Bashkirs were threatening them with ruin. And as national
antagonisms sharpened, a growing number of ascribed peasants
began to side with their fellow Russians against the “heathens.”
But in most cases they either fled to their villages or joined in the
plunder and destruction, and at one factory they warned a
supervisor against resisting ‘‘while your belly is still in one
piece.” 58

The previous fall and winter there had been comparatively
little destruction, for Pugachev’s lieutenants had been able to
restrain their tribal adherents. But the situation had changed.
Zarubin had been captured and Pugachev severely trounced. For
the Bashkirs it was now or never. They were determined once
and for all to remove the monuments of colonialism from their
midst: ““Go home! Your time is done! Our fathers who gave you
land are dead, and we will suffer you no longer.” % By now,
MOTCOVEr, Pugachcvs own position had changed. He no longer
wished to restrain them. On the contrary, he himself ordered the
factories destroycd and personally led raxdmg parties against them.
There were several reasons for this shift. In the first place he
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wanted to placate the Bashkirs, his mainstay of support, whom
he in any case could no longer control. A second motive, as
Roger Portal has suggested, was sheer military necessity: the
factories, having been reoccupied by the government, were no
longer sources of munitions, but were enemy strongpoints
which had to be destroyed by lightning raids.” Finally, Puga-
chev no longer needed them, for he had decided to abandon
the Urals and strike at the heart of the empire.

In June 1774 the rebellion took an ominous turn. Where
before it had been confined to the peripheries beyond the Volga
and Kama, now came the alarming news that Pugachev was
marching westward toward the central core of Muscovy. “Instead
of being crushed, he is become more formidable than ever,”
reported Sir Robert Gunning to the foreign secretary. “This rebel
spreads terror and devastation wherever he turns; and according
to the last accounts seems inclined to correct his first error, and
march towards Casan and Moscow, that is to say, into the heart of
the empire; where it is much feared that he will find a great
number of discontented persons.” 7! This was indeed his inten-
tion. He would march on Kazan, he told his confederates, “and
after taking it go to Moscow and then to Petersburg and con-
quer the whole srate.” Before him rode his couriers with their
leaflets and manifestoes, and ascribed peasants, returning to their
native districts, spread the news of his coming. The peasants of
the Volga and Kama, astir with promises of freedom, suspen-
sion of taxes, and relief from compulsory military service, awaited
their savior with eager anticipation. Some, unable te wait, sent
deputies to the insurgents with a plea to come at once and deliver
them from their masters. Disturbed by these reports, Catherine
ordered her governors not to exact unusual work from their
peasants or provoke them in any way, but rather to remove the
causes of unrest and restore “peace and quiet” to their provinces.”
But her celebrated favorite, Grigori Potemkin, sounded a less
conciliatory note. Incensed by Pugachev’s prormsc to abolish
taxation and recruitment, he ﬁrmlv defended the existing system:
“Who will guard the borders of our state when there are no
soldiers? And there will be no soldiers without recruiting. How
will the soldiers be maintained without the soul tax? Where would
the Turks have got to by now if Russia had no troops?” In the
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same vein he denounced Pugachev’s egalitarian pretensions and
his war on landlords and bureaucrats: “Try to imagine who would
administer the towns and villages if we had no officials. Who
would judge in court, restrain wickedness and injustice, and ward
off the oppressor if there were no legal authorities? And who
would command the armed forces if there were no distinctions of
rank? How patently absurd are the malicious delusions of Emelka
Pugachev!” 7

Yet precisely such “delusions” had inspired a mass movement
which pointed directly at Moscow. On June 21 the rebels occu-
pied Osa, a small town on the Kama River southwest of Kungur.
Behind them forts, factories, and estates lay in ruins, the coun-
tryside was ravaged, and Russian settlements were in embers from
Bashkir assaults. Osa put up a determined struggle, pouring a
hail of missiles and boiling oil upon the attackers, but when
Pugachev prepared to set the walls alight, the townsmen decided
to surrender. The pretender entered in triumph. In a scene re-
peated elsewhere, an old soldier who claimed he had once seen
Peter 1II came forward and confirmed that Pugachev was the
emperof: But though the town had capitulated, Pugachev ordered
it burned anyway, a sign of things to come.

It was early July when the rebels, some 7000 strong, forded
the Kama and advanced on Kazan. Kazan was the chief admin-
istrative and commercial center of the middle Volga region and
the gateway to central Muscovy. Yet it was ill-prepared for an
attack. The inhabitants, wrote General Pavel Potemkin (a cousin
of Catherine’s favorite), who was in charge of defending the city,
were in ‘“great desperation and terror,” and many had fled to
points west,”* Pugachev's sudden move against Osa had taken
Shcherbatov unawares. Most of his troops were still hunting the
rebels in the remote Bashkiria highlands, and frantic calls were
issued for reinforcements, but they arrived too late. Meanwhile,
to bolster the garrison at Kazan, which contained only 700 regu-
lars, ordinary civilians, including students of the local gvmnaqlum
were mobilized and armed. But they were of little use against
Pugachev's savage followers, and on July 12, when the attack
began, they hastily retired to the citadel.

The outer city was quickly overrun and given up to pillage
and destruction. The streets swarmed with insurgents who moved

PUGACHEV 221

from house to house laden with stolen goods. The prison was
thrown open, reuniting Pugachev with his wife and three children,
though at first he refused to recognize them, insisting they were
the family of an ordinary Don Cossack of his acquaintance. Also
liberated was the Old Believer Abbot Filaret, who had set the
impostor on his rebellious path and had afterward been arrested.
Buildings, once ransacked, were burned. The wooden structures
went up like tinder. Fires blazed out of control in every part of
the city. On the main street, according to a local merchant, “not
a post was left standing.” 7 Of 2873 houses in the city, only 810
survived the holocaust. Twenty-five churches and three mon-
asteries were stripped of their valuables (largely by Bashkirs and
other tribesmen) and gutted. Townsmen without beards or in
“German” clothing were set upon and beaten or killed. In a
single day of violence Kazan lost 162 dead, 129 wounded, and 468
missing without a trace. Survivors recalled the scene with horror
for many years to come.

Pugachev meanwhile trained his guns on the citadel and
launched a continuous bombardment, which took a heavy toll. As
casualties mounted, more and more defenders wanted to sur-
render, and Potemkin hanged two of his men as an example to
the rest. “The greatest misfortune,” he wrote on the day of the
attack, “is that the people are not trustworthy.” 76 The whole
province, he said, was ready to revolt. But hclp was on the way.
Mikhelson, after a forced march from the Urals, arrived the next
day, July 13, and though his men were tired and woefully
outnumbered, he immediately formed them in columns and
charged the rebel positions. “The scoundrels greeted me with a
great shout and with such a hail of fire as I, who have fought
against many different Upp(ments seldom have seen and from
such barbarians did not expect,” he wrote.”” By nightfall, however,
the rebels were compelled to withdraw, leaving 800 dead and an

equal number of prisoners.

Three times Pugachev regrouped his forces and returned to
the fight, but each assault was driven back with heavy losses of
men and equipment. The final encounter lasted several hours, and
the pretender, sacrificing 3000 followers and all his artillery, barely
tmnagcd to escape, fleeing across the Volga with Mikhelson in
pursuit. Kazan was liberated. The rebels were again dispersed; and
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though Pugachev had slipped away, Beloborodov, having found
refuge in a nearby forest, rashly returned to the city, where he
was recognized and arrested.

With the sacking of Kazan panic seized the residents of Mos-
cow. The upper classes feared that Pugachev, having reduced
Kazan to a heap of blazing ruins, would now make directly for
the heartland. St. Petersburg too was alarmed, so much so that the
court even considered retreating to Riga. According to a con-
temporary, ‘“‘a panic seized half the country; and the same
spirit of sedition which animated Pugatcheff had infected the
rest.” " For the moment, however, it was Moscow, where
lower-class discontent had been dramatically revealed during an
outbreak of cholera in 1771, that experienced the greatest terror.
The geographical heart of the empire and the bastion of serfdom,
the old capital remained the chief target of mass revolts long after
Petersburg had replaced it as the official seat of government. A
sprawling congeries of gentry residences, markets, shops, and
hovels of the poor, it was densely populated with household serfs
and peasant laborers whose sympathies were overwhelmingly with
the pretender. Each week saw hundreds arrested, some merely
for drinking to Pugachev’s health, so that the prisons were
crammed with “seditious people.” 7 Records of the secret police
reveal that throughout the surrounding countryside the peasants
were ready to rise for the “third emperor.” “Praise God, we
shall not have to live for our masters much longer,” a villager
declared, “for now Peter Fyodorovich is coming to us and he
will ascribe all the peasants as his own and hang the nobles. He
is the true tsar.” 8

Given such expectations, it is small wonder that Moscow was
gripped by panic. It was a moment of immense danger and
terrifying suspense. If Pugachev could arouse the central prov-
inces, the classical region of serfdom, the whole existing order
might collapse. Would he try to make for Moscow? Would he
touch off a general rising of the serfs against their masters? Such
questions, arising at the climax of the Turkish War, provoked
great interest all over Europe, where the revolt was widely
reported in the press. In fact word of the Pugachevshchina spread
as far afield as the New World, where it was carried in the
Virginia Gazette in the summer of 1774. The interest displayed
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abroad encouraged a tendency among Russian officials to see the
revolt as a plot hatched by hostile foreign powers: some thought
Pugachev an agent of the Polish Confederation, others of the
Turks or the French or the Swedes. But no evidence has come to
light of any foreign complicity, though the Swedish king wryly
remarked that Catherine had cause to be grateful that he did not
conclude an alliance with the pretender. The Secret Commission
in Kazan, charged with examining the causes of the revolt, made
a thorough investigation and concluded that Pugachev had re-
ceived “neither outside guidance nor assistance” but had been
backed only by the “ignorance of the people of this land, their
simplicity and gullibility.” #1

One question was on everyone’s lips: Would Pugachev, having
crossed the Volga, now head his movement toward Moscow?
Nervous officials in the former capital could already scent the
smoke of burning manor houses. Yet had they recalled the history
of past rebellions they might have been less pessimistic. For Razin
and Bulavin had faced a similar decision and both had opted to
remain in the peripheries lest, like Antaeus, they should lose their
strength if cut off from their native soil. The government might
have taken comfort from this fact. Indeed, for Pugachev there
was even greater reason to avoid the central districts. For the
second time in less than six months his army had been defeated,
whereas Moscow was strongly defended and expecting reinforce-
ments at any moment. Furthermore, Mikhelson had swept around
his flank to cut off any attempted drive into the heartland. Thus
Pugachev chose to follow the example of his predecessors. For
a few days he clung to the west bank of the Volga, heading
upstream in the direction of Moscow; burt at the town of Kurmysh
he turned abruptly southward in hopes of igniting the Volga vafley
as Razin had done before him. Should he suffer defear, however,
he would hold to his course and, as he had planned the previous
autumn, lead his followers to safety in the south.



6. The Volga

During the summer of 1774 an immense jacquerie. broke out
along the western bank of the Volga, marking the climax of the
rebellion. Though defeated at Kazan, the movement had not been
broken. In fact, as the pretender moved down the Volga, he
touched off new outbreaks on a greater scale than ever. “Pugachev
was fleeing,” noted Pushkin, “but his flight scemed an 1nvasmr?.” 82
For as he fled he scattered the sparks of sedition in all directions,
and for two months insurrection engulfed the Volga valley from
Nizhni to Tsaritsyn, from Simbirsk to Tambov, the same peasant
and tribal districts which had rallied to Razin a century before.
“The damned owl frightencd Kazan on July 12,” wrote the archi-
mandrite of Qur Savior of Kazan Cathedral, “and though his wings
are damaged, it is evident that his bats are flying all over the
outskirts, barring all the roads, so that during this month there
have been neither couriers nor post from or to Kazan.” 8

The months of July and August were the high-water mark of
the rebellion. A vast stretch of territory—Kazan, Nizhni Nov-

orod. Arzamas, Alatyr, Sviiazhsk, Simbirsk, Penza, Shatsl, Sar-
ansk, Tambov, Voronezh—became the scene of savage violence
encompassing more than three million people, or .near.ly an
cighth of the population of the empire. It was the third time in
nine months that revolt had flared up over a broad area. But now
its social composition was somewhar altered. As the scene shifted
from the Urals to the Volga, so too did the base of rebel support,
with a sharp increase in numbers but a decline in military cffi-
ciency and in the degree of control imposed from above. Irf place
of Cossack and Bashkir horsemen and Urals gunsmiths it was
peasants and agricultural tribesmen who filled the rebel battalions.
The largest group were serfs from private estates, who rose on a
scale and with a fury unmatched in rebellions of the past.

Why were they so ripe for revolt? The answer is not far to
seek. The reign of Catherine marked the golden age of the
Russian nobility and the zenith of Russian serfdom. With their
emancipation from compulsory service, many landowners re-
turned to their estates. where they exercised virtually absolute
power over their peasants. By Pugachev’s time the government

had all but ceased to interferc in the nobleman’s treatment of his
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serfs. He could reduce their land allotment, raise their dues and
quitrents, increase their labor obligation, and compel them to
work in his factories. And his control over their private lives
was more complete than ever. He might scize their property,
interfere with their marriages, convert them into domestic serv-
ants, or sell them apart from the land and even from their wives
and children. The trade in peasants reached a peak during Cath-
erine’s reign, breaking up families and immeasurably increasing
frustration and despair. The empress herself, by giving away
hundreds of thousands of crown peasants—many of them in prov-
inces to be affected by Pugachev’s revolt—transformed them
overnight into private serfs at their master’s beck and call. The
lord, moreover, exercised manorial justice. He could have a
peasant beaten or put in chains. He could send him to prison or
into the army or to Siberia—and at government expense. Finally,
he might emancipate—that is, cast off—old or infirm serfs who
were no longer useful as servants or field hands. By the 1770s, in
short, the serf had become a mere chattel at his owner's disposal.
As a leading authority on the Russian peasant has noted, “the
landlord ruled a little monarchy within the great one.” 84

Against the arbitrary powers of his owner, the serf had no
legal redress, which goes a long way to account for the frequency
of flight and rebellion in the seventeenth and cighteenth centuries.
He was forever at the mercy of his master’s moods and appetites.
Nor did the state intervene to protect him. During Catherine's
long reign only twenty cases are on record where landlords were
punished for mistreating their serfs. In August 1767, as we have
seen, Catherine went so far as to forbid complaints against
masters on penalty of the knout and of banishment to hard labor
in Siberia. Some lords, no doubt, dealt humanely with their peas-
ants, looking afrer them in times of hardship and famine, but
unbridled power is not conducive to humanitarian behavior;
rather, it tends to bring out the worst in men, corrupting even
the most enlightened, so that brutality and exploitation remained
constant features of the master—serf relationship.

During Catherine’s reign, moreover, the economic position of
most serfs deteriorated. In some provinces the average quitrent
(obrok) more than tripied. while on estates where servile lahor
(barshchina) was performed the accepted standard of two or three
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days a week was increasingly ignored, and some landowners re-
quired their serfs to work continuously until the harvest had been
gathered and prepared for market. As the demand for grain
increased both at home and abroad, driving prices steadily higher,
more and more proprietors switched from obrok to barshchina
in order to raise their output. For the peasant this rcprtsented
another serious setback, entailing as it did closer supervision by
his owner and less freedom in managing his own affairs. Like the
conversion of state peasants to serfs, it meant a sudden reverse
in terms of autonomy and status as well as economic position,
and it is significant that some of the worst rioting of Pugachev’s
revolt occurred in districts where barshehina was emerging as the
dominant form of obligation.®

At bottom, then, the gricvances of the peasantry were as much
a matter of sratus as of economic oppression. Their aspirations
were essentially the same as those of other disaffected groups who
flocked to Pugachev’s banner. Like the Cossacks and schismatics,
the Bashkirs and ascribed workers, they yearned to recover the
traditional “liberties” of which the gentry and the state had
deprived them. As they saw it, the emancipation of the nobility
by Peter IIl had overturned the only legitimate foundation on
which serfdom had rested, as part of the overall system in which
service was required of all segments of the population. With
Peter’s manifesto of 1762 the peasants felt that their masters,
being freed from their obligation to the state, had no further
claim to their services; and, as has been seen, rumors became rife
of a second manifesto liberating the serfs from their proprietors.

What the 1762 manifesto inspired, however, was not so
much the desire for absolute freedom as for the relative freedom
of the crown peasantry, a status which some of Pugachev’s fol-
lowers had enjoyed until Catherine transferred them to her favor-
ites. For the private serf the dream of emancipation assumed the
concrete shape of conversion to a state peasant, by which he
would become the property of the sovereign rather than of the
noble. Nor was Pugachev blind to this aspiration. As he moved
down the Volga he issued a flood of proclamations releasing the
serfs from their masters and converting them into crown peas-
ants. More than that, he promised them free use of the land and
unrestricted personal liberty, as well as free distribution of salt
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and exemption from taxes and recruitment. Catherine dismissed
this propaganda as “essentially that of simple Cossacks.” % But
this was precisely what made it so effective. For it told the
people what they wanted to hear, and in terms they could under-
stand. The manifestoes, wrote Pushkin in The Captain’s Daugh-
ter, a novel based on the Pugachev revolt, were written “in
crude but forceful language, and must have produced a strong
impression upon the minds of the simple people.” Catherine,
steeped in Western culture, could not appreciate that other
world of folk eloquence embodied in Pugachev's appeals.

The most striking of these manifestoes, issued in July 1774,
deserves to be quoted at length:

By this decree, with sovereign and paternal mercy, we grant to all
hitherto in serfdom and subjection to the landowners the righe to
be faithful subjects of our crown, and we award them the villages,
the old cross and prayers, heads and beards, liberty and freedom,
always to be Cossacks, without recruiting levies, soul tax or other
money taxes, with possession of the land, the woods, the hay
meadows, the fishing grounds, the salt lakes, without payment or
rent, and we free all those peasants and other folk hitherto op-
pressed by the malefactor gentry and the bribe-takers and judges
in the towns from the dues and burdens placed upon them. We
wish you the salvation of your souls and a peaceful life here on
earth, for we roo have tasted and suffered from the malefactor
gentry much wandering and hardship. . . . Those who hitherto
were gentry in their lands and estates, those opponents of our rule
and disturbers of the empire and ruiners of the peasants—seize
them, punish them, hang them, treat them in the same way as
they, having no Christian feeling, oppressed you, the peasants, With
the extermination of these enemies, the malefactor gentry, everyone
will be able to enjoy a quiet and peaceful life, which will continue
evermore.87

This was by far the most extraordinary document to emerge
from the rebellion. It expressed in vivid language the essence of
Pugachev's program. By canceling taxes and military service,
converting private serfs into state peasants, restoring the old faith,
and declaring war on bureaucratic despotism, it fulfilled all the
popular expectations associated with the late emperor. With strong
millenarian overtones it cast the pretender in the role of a messiah
who had come to eliminate the oppressors and to restore the
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ancient bond between the people and their anointed father. Bibli-
cal myth was mingled with a pagan demonology in which the
nobility formed an alien breed of parasites suckmg the blood of
the people. Pugachev’s was a Manichaean vision which pitted the
forces of good, embodied in the common folk, against the forces
of evil, embodied in the landlords and officials. And though the
tsarist framework was retained, Pugachev himself emerged as the
sovereign ruling in the people’s interests.

The manifesto had an enormous impact. Up and down the
Volga, wrote Derzhavin to Shcherbatov, the peasants “cagerly
awaited Peter Fyodorovich on whom they have set all their
hopes.” Aecordmg to Frederick the Great who followed the
revolt with keen interest, “the rural population went in crowds
to meet Pugachev and greeted him as their savior.” The excite-
ment began in advance of his arrival. It was enough to hear that
the “third emperor” was on the way to set off a violent reaction.
“In their blind ignorance,” wrote General Golitsyn, “the common
Pen-ple cvcrywhcre greet this infernal monster with exclamations
of joy.”” It was said that he was Stenka Razin come to life aqam
to punish the wicked and liberate the peasants. In Penza province
villagers and priests met him with icons and hailed him as their
true sovereign: “We never believed he was dead, and here he is
alive, and henceforth all will be state, not landlord’s, peasants.” ¥

Nor was it mere icrnnr:mce or superstiti(}n that led the peasants
to believe in the pretender They were alwavs inclined to believe
what favored their interests and to reject what did not. For them
Pugachev was the true tsar whoever he was, as they sometimes
put it. And his strength owed much to their conviction that they
were rising not only for themselves but for their sovereign, whose
manifestoes set the royal stamp of approval on their actions. Cap-
tured serfs often claimed innocence of wrongdoing on grounds
that “Peter Fyodorovich” had removed them from the jurisdiction
of their masters. When they attacked their owners and put them
to flight, orders from the tsar had given them legal sanction.

In this connection, the role of the parish priest was of critical
importance. As in the risings of Razin and Bulavin, the lower
clergy—priests, sextons, monks—participated in large numbers.
They greeted the pretender with icons and crosses, conducted
services on his behalf, and prayed for his safety and success. All
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this, of course, strengthened the peasants’ conviction that they
were fighting for the legitimate sovereign. Indeed, one village
priest assured his congregation that “there is no empress, but there
is an emperor, Peter IIL.”% Nor was he alone in doing so.
Whether from sympathy or fear of reprisals, the vast majority
of parish priests sided with the pretender, identifying their cause
with that of the pe’mantq to whom they ministered. Such was the
attitude of two priests in a village near Penza who drank a toast
“to the health and success of the former emperor, Peter IIL" For
us common folk, they said, Pugachev is “not a rogue but our
friend and protector.” 9 Some clergy, however, remained stead-
fast in their loyalty to the empress. A village priest near Kazan,
for example, urged his parishioners “to defend the faith and the
fatherland against the insurgents.” But the peasants refused to
listen. Pugachev, they insisted, was the “recal emperor” who
had come to free them from their masters and who, so they heard,
would pay five rubles to whoever served him—whereupon they
drove the priest from the village.”! Recalcitrant clergymen were
sometimes the victims of rebel violence. During the course of the
rising more than 200 priests and their wives were killed, and 63
churches and 14 monasteries werce sacked, mostly, however, by
marauding Cossacks and vengeful tribesmen rather than local
peasants.

The non-Russian peoples of the Volga responded to Pugachev
with the same enthusiasm with which they had greeted Stenka
Razin a century before. By Catherine’s time most of the tribesmen
had been baptized and classed as state peasants, and economically
they were better off than their Russian counterparts. Yet they
continued to harbor strong resentment against the Muscovite
intruders, so that when Pugachev arrived with promises of land
and liberty and freedom of worship they hailed him as their “own
father.” 92 A group of Chuvash villagers near Kazan cast their lot
with the rebels because their Russian landlord had taken their
livestock and compelled them to till his fields as virtual slaves.
“Nor are we the only ones to suffer such insults,” they said, “but
there are many vlll.lges that weep because of him.” Similarly,
Votiak tribesmen testified that they joined because forced bap-
tisms, heavy tribute, and the confiscation of their lands had re-
duced them to “unbearable exhaustion and privation,” 93
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Another group that played an important part in the rebellion
were the so-called ednodvortsy, or homesteaders, who were es-
pecially numerous in the black-soil districts of Tambov and
Voronezh, where they constituted a majority of the taxpaying
population, As we have seen, several of the pretenders who ;pre—
ceded Pugachev came from the homesteader class, and whenever
a would-be messiah appeared in their midst they were eager to
respond. The reasons are not hard to discover. Descended of im-
poverished gentry, streltsy, and other petty service men, the
homesteaders were relics of the age of Muscovite colonization
}::cyond the Oka River, where they had been settled during the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries for defense against the Kal-
myks and Tatars. In return for service, they had received, like
the gentry, a plot of land and other privilcg;:s, including exemp-
tion from taxes and the right to own serfs. Additional homestead-
ers were settled on the northern Don and Donets by Peter the
Cfreat’ after Bulavin’s insurrection in that region. By the end of
his reign, however, Peter, hungry for recruits and Eaxpavers, re-
classified them as srate peasants, with all the obligations' of that
group, and ever since, they had been trying unsuccessfully to
regain their former starus.* ' )

Ijhc odnodvortsy, then, occupied an anomalous position on the
social ladder. An in-between class with features of both the peas-
antry and the lesser nobility, they aspired to the position of the
latter while sinking to the level of the former. Like the gentry
they held their own land in return for service, and some L‘()T-'lj
tinued to own a few serfs, though they were now prohibited by
].aw from purchasing more. But, like the peasantry, they were
liable to the poll tax and ebrok and to regular mjiitar}' Service.
Caught in a squeeze between the peasantry and the gentry, dis-
trusted by the one and despised by the u‘ther, the homcst;c‘aders
suffered a kind of social scilizopﬁrenia from which they des-
peratel}' tried to escape. Many became Old Believers, in quest of
a happicr past. Some worked as bailiffs for the nobility, ethers as
mgchants in the provincial towns, but the majority carried on
their tr‘aditiuna] occupations of cartle breeding, sl{ecp herding
and agriculture, while being victimized by their gentry ncighbors‘
who cnvete_d their land and livestock, and who pre{rcnted rhcm‘
from entering their ranks, Again and again the homesteaders
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petitioned Catherine to recognize them as petty noblemen, but
their appeals went unanswered. Small wonder, given their blurred
identity and uncertain position, that they were susceptible to the
blandishments of a pretender. Like the Cossacks and tribesmen,
they were victims of an order in which they held no secure place,
and they dreamed of a bygone age when they were distinguish-
able from the common herd of peasants.

Thus Pugachev’s following was a varied lot, ranging from serfs
and tribesmen to small landholders and petty merchants. What
held them together was a common hatred of the nobility and of
the existing social order. Whether prosperous or impoverished,
all were victims of the so-called aristocratic reaction which fol-
lowed the emancipation of the gentry from obligatory service.
For serfs this had meant closer supervision and heavier exactions,
for state peasants the threat of conversion to serfs, for Cossacks
and odnodvortsy the barring of their ascent to the nobility, for
tribesmen further encroachments on their shrinking domains, All
had been overtaken by the juggernaut of modernization, by the
growth of the centralized state and of a more sophisticated econ-
omy of which they were not the beneficiaries. All had suffered a
loss of autonomy and status as well as of economic prosperity.
And all, as a result, looked back to a lost past which they yearned
to recapture.

Pugachev was fully alive to their grievances; indeed, he him-
self shared them. And in a language they dreamed of hearing he
put forward a program which played on each group’s aspirations
while promising land, liberty, and equality to all. But the aims of
his followers were not always egalitarian. Said one captured rebel:
“Who Pugachev was did not trouble us, nor did we even care to
know. We rose in order to come out on top and take the place
of those who had tormented us. We wanted to be masters and
to choose our own faith. But we lost. What's to be done? Their
luck is our misfortune. Had we won, we would have had our
own tsar and occupied whatever rank and station we desired.”
Another said he knew Pugachev was a simple Cossack burt
“served him faithfully, hoping that when he conquered the state,
he, Ulianov, would become a great man.” % Such sentiments,
however, were strongest among the Cossacks and ednodvortsy,
whose chief aim was to raise their status. Among the rural and
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urban poor, by contrast, social equality remained an instinctive
and deeply rooted virtue.

It was a diverse and loose-knit movement that Pugachev in-
spired during his five-week sweep down the Volga. From Kazan
to Cherny Yar hundreds of bands sprang up, with little or no
central control, a “Pugachevshehina without Pugachev,” as scv-
eral historians have described it. Ranging in size from a handful to
several hundred (twenty or thirty was considered quite large),
they were led by self-styled “atamans” or “colonels” who acted
independently but invoked Peter III's name. Some of the leaders
went so far as to call themselves the emperor. In a Penza village,
for instance, “Peter Fyodorovich” was a local peasant named
Ivanov, a fact of which his followers were aware, but so desper-
ately did they crave a deliverer that they “fell on their knees and
swore an oath of loyalty to the sovereign.” ®® Little effort was
made by the scattered contingents to consolidate their forces or
to coordinate their operations. Nor did they attempt to secure
a territorial base from which to extend their movement into the
center. The rebellion, rather, remained splintered in hundreds
of local risings in which the nvcrriding object was plunder.
Peasants normally confined their activity to their own villages,
settling old scores with the landlords or bailiffs, but sometimes
they went to the larger towns to join the marauding “Cossacks,”
and in a few cases they were recruited by forced levy into the
roving partisan detachments. In every \olga district granaries
were pillaged, livestock confiscated, ‘timber felled, and manor
houses burned. In the towns treasuries were emptied and the
houses of the wealthy sacked and burned. “You cannot im;lginc
the intensity with w ‘hich the whole population of this region are
rebelling,” reportcd one government commander.??

Acts of violence occurred on an unparalleled scale. For the
growth of serfdom, now at its apogee, had sharpened class
antagonisms, and hatred of the nobility was never so strong.
Where Bolotnikov, Razin, and Bulavin could invite the gentry to
join them, for Pugachev this was quite unthinkable. His one
conciliatory gesture came at the start of the rebellion when,
surprisingly, he considered compensating landowners for the
seizure of their estates.”® But such generosity was short-lived. By
the time the revolt reached the Volga, the gateway to peasant
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Russia, it had changed to bitter hostility, sending the gentry flee-
ing from their homes in terror. Besides the development of serf-
dom, the widening cultural gap between master and serf played
a part, not to mention the traditional hatred of boyars and off-
cials, so that any significant collaboration, as had occurred in the
past, was out of the question. Few nobles, then, could be found
among the insurgents. In one band, captured in September 1774,
only three of a hundred were from the gentry, and even this was
etccptmnal % Those who did join came mostly from the lower
ranks, and though one can only qpecuhte about their motives,
few if any were prototypes of the * ‘conscience-stricken” noble-
men of the following century, moved by compassion for the poor
and by a need for pcrsom] repentance On the contrary, some
were ciear]v tempted by material gam some (like the villain of
The Captain’s Daughrer) were paying off private grudges, while
others served under duress: Ensign Mikhail Shvanovich, a cap-
tured grenadier who drafted a letter in German to the governor
of Orenburg, apparently did so to save his own neck,'%
Pugachev’s own hatred of the gentry was unbridled. As he
moved down the Volga he issued numerous appeals to extermi-
nate the landlords, which helps account for the violence com-
mitted ag.nmt them. His famous July manifesto called on the
peasants to “seize them, punish them, hang them, treat them in thc
same way as they, having no Christian fcelmg, oppressed you.”
Bounties were promised for their scalps, and serfs were told to
“take their homes and estates as your reward.” 197 Thus, with the
“emperor’s” seal of approval, a great manhunt took place, and
gentry blood was spilled as never before. Landlords and their
families were tortured, strang[ed, drowned, impaled, set aflame,
beaten to death, or conveyed to rebel headquarters for execution
by hanging. In the towns of the Volga hundreds of officers and
bureaucratq were seized and executed. Occasionally Pugachev

himself held court, sitting on a portable throne qmrded by

Cossacks with axes. All told, several thousand landlords, ﬂﬁ"cml';
merchants, and priests lost their lives during the terrible summer
of 1774, The figures given by General P. I. Panin were 1572
gentry (including many wives and children), 1037 officers and
officials, and 237 clcrqvmcn Other sources reckoned the total
at 2791, among them a scattering of peasants who were com-
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paratively well off or who were loyal to their masters, though
such cases were not numerous. None of the available estimates
is complete, however, and the actual figure probably exceeded
3000. Startling though this is, during the same period, according
to Panin, 10,000 rebels were killed and almost as many captured. 102

What stands out regarding the gentry victims is that most of
them were small landholders. Of the 392 estates atracked in
Voronezh province (which included the large districts of Tambov
and Shatsk) more than half had less than 50 male serfs; and,
even more significant, of the 54 proprietors who were killed only
three owned more than 100 serfs.!®® This was partly because the
larger estates were better defended—in some cases even with
light artillery—and partly because their owners were often ab-
sentees who lived in the cites or on other estates in the central
provinces which the rebellion failed to reach. Another reason was
simpl}' that the number of small estates in the Vﬂlga rcgion, indeed
throughout the country, was very large. The majority of land-
owners in Penza Prm'ince, for instance, owned fewer than 20
male serfs, and a third of all the proprietors of European Russia
as a whole had no more than half that number.!% But the char-
acter of the petty nobility also played a part. Like their counter-
parts in France, the so-called sparrow hawks, they were usually
more grasping and made heavier demands on their peasants than
the larger proprietors. This was especially true in the black-soil
districts, where the small landlords were heavily in debt and where
barshehina was crncrging as the chief peasant obligation. For all
these reasons the minor nobility became the objects of the
strongest animosity and the most horrifying acts of revenge.

In its cyclonic fury the Pugachevshehina surpassed the most
terrible scenes of Razin’s revolt a century before. “Everyone was
gripped with fear,” wrote an eyewitness. “Death hung contin-
ually over the heads of the landowners. All of them fled their
estates, and the estates were laid waste.” 195 The worst violence
occurred in such areas as Alatyr, Saransk, Penza, Tambov, and
Kerensk, where memories of Razin were still alive. In these
districts, observed General Golitsyn, the destruction was immense
and a “large number of gentry perished.” Another officer re-
ported seeing “countless bodies” everywhere—hanged, decapi-
tated, mutilated.!® In Penza province alone there were 600 vic-
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tims, while more than 300 were massacred in Saransk. On July 27
a rebel mob attacked the provincial seat of Saransk and in a
drunken spree—alcohol often magnified the violence—hanged the
town’s leading aristrocrat, a retired general named Sipiagin, along
with 62 others. In the province of Alatyr a resourceful officer
was able to save a few lives only by telling the peasants that it
was forbidden to kill their masters themselves but that they should
bring them into town, where Pugachev would pay them ten rubles
for each male and five for each female. Since the pretender was
indeed known to offer such bounties, this advice was accepted,
giving some of the landlords a chance to flee. Elsewhere local
peasants and tribesmen used the opportunity to settle old accounts,
however petty, with the most brutal methods. In one town, for
instance, a rebel party invaded a government distillery and hanged
its manager on the complaint of local Mordva that he had refused
to pay for wood which they had delivered. After consuming a
quantity of wine the raiders proceeded to slaughter three more
employees, an example of how alcohol increased the violence.

Apart from the killing, the plunder and destruction of prop-
erty were more extensive than ever. Whole herds of cattle were
seized or driven off, stores of grain confiscated, and money,
clothing, and valuables taken in large quantities. At one estate
the peasants unearthed a cache of 10,000 rubles, which they
divided in equal shares. But manor houses were attacked for
more than booty. Title deeds, account books, and rax rolls
went up in smoke, and gentry factories were torn down with the
same destructive passion with which the Bashkirs had wrecked
the enterprises of the Urals. The smashing of dishes, porcelain,
and statuary, moreover, bespoke not only the rage of the peasants
but their determination to drive their oppressors from their lives
with all their alien works.

Unfortunately for the victims, there were few government
troops to stop the devastation and slaughter. And those who were
available often were local tribesmen or state peasants of poor
quality and dubious loyalty. In only a few districts, such as
Shatsk, for example, were self- defense units formed, with gentry
or Tatar murzy as cavalry and their peasants as infantry armed
with axes and pikes. Most landowners fled to the towns, spreading
panic with tales of the horrors they had witnessed. In Saransk, a



236 Russian Rebels

province which experienced heavy destruction, “not one noble-
man thought of self-defense,” complained Mikhelson, “but all
of them scattered like sheep into the woods.” 17 Many were
afraid to arm their serfs, warning that it was a dangerous prac-
tice which might backfire. “They will be the first to go over,”
wrote Andrei Bolotov, “and turn their weapons against us.” The
whole nobility was gripped with terror: “Thoughts about Puga-
chev never left our heads, and we were all convinced thar all the
vulgar rabble, and especially our own bondsmen and servants,
secretly sympathized with the scoundrel and in their hearts were
all in revolt and ready at the tiniest spark to burst into flames.” 108
The rebels showed no mercy for peasants who aided their mas-
ter. They threatened to impale even those who continued to pay
him dues or till his fields, let alone rtake up arms in his defense.
Following a raid on his estate, one landowner lamented that he
had lost not only his family and possesswm but all his peasants
who showed him the least compassion.!%?

Yet some humane landlords were protected by their serfs, the
Radishchev estate near Penza being a case in point. Though Alex-
ander Radishchev, the “Russian philosophe” whom Catherine was
to banish to Siberia for favoring the abolition of serfdom, was
away at the time, the serfs concealed his father in the woods and
disguised his younger brothers and sisters as peasant children
until the danger had passed. But few familics were so fortunate.
Landlords found on their estates, however well liked by their
serfs, were seldom spared. “I cannot adequately express to your
excellency,” wrote Mikhelson to General Panin, “how much
hatred lies rooted in the hearts of these people. All the barbarities
in these villages against the gentry and other worthy men have
been committed with the aid of the peasants, who try by every
means to catch the masters and bailiffs hiding in the forests and
to convey them to Pugachev to be hanged.” '1® Morec typical
than the case of the Radishchevs was that of the Mertvago family
of Alatyr province, one of whom, a boy of fourteen, survived
to describe the nightmare he experienced. In July 1774 the peas-
ants of the district, aroused by news of Pugachevs coming, went
on a rampage of burning and looting and hanged the bailiff of
an adjoining estate. Fleeing to the woods, the Mertvagos sent
a servant to the village for supplies, which only brought a posse
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in pursuit. Shouts of hostile voices and the whistling of bullets
sent the family scurrying for safety. The boy, separated from the
rest, lay silent, terrified, till finally caught by a peasant. He prom-
ised a reward for his release when order should be restored.
“Liar!” the peasant snarled. “That will never be—your time
15 p‘!\l‘ Brought to fi]at\r he was rescued from death hv the
arrival of government forces. 1 ‘hough reunited with his mother,
brothers, and sisters, he learned that his father had been overtaken
in the forest and hanged A similar account was left by a German
tutor on a large estate near Arzamas: murder of a nelghbormg
landowner with his wife and daughter, headlong flight into the
forest, terror, near caprure, and ultimate rescue.!!!

While similar scenes were being repeated up and down the
Volga valley, Pugachev continued on his southerly trek, encoun-
tering few government troops and little resistance from the local
Populace Evervwhere he went he received the same enthusiastic
rct.eptmn Innumerable processions greeted him with bread and
salt, icons and crosses, and the jubilant clanging of church bells.
Most of the larger towns opened their gates at his approach and
surrendered without a struggle. Those that chose to resist—and
even some that did not—were given over to plunder. Jails were
thrown open, treasuries pillaged, officials hanged, houses ransacked,
warehouses emptied, and wine and salt distribured free to the
poor. As he went from town to town Pugachev gathered ad-
herents. His own detachment, which numbered 800 at Saransk,
swelled to 2000 at Penza and more than 4000 at Saratov, where
he rejoined the path of the river. In the meantime, his agents
fanned out toward the central provinces in an effort to extend
the rebellion. In the district of Kaluga, not far from Moscow, the
gentry were put on the alert against possible outbreaks. Serpukhov
and Kolomna redoubled their watch for rebel agitators, and road-
blocks were set up throughout the area at which all strangers and
transients, all “lower types of men” and all “who shout and sing
songs,” were stopped for questioning. At the same time Catherine
ordered 70,000 rifles from the factories at Tula to keep the gun-
smiths busy so that “for four years or more they will not raise
a rumpus.” 12

Penza and Saratov were the last major towns that Pugachev
entered unopposed. For lack of adequate defenses and fear of
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their lives and possessions the merchants at both places decided
not to resist. Some, in facr, especially those who were of OId
Believer or odnodvortsy background, gave the rebels a warm
reception. At Penza a lavish banquet was held in Pugachev’s
honor, attended by many merchants and town officials, including
the mayor. Those who refused to cooperate met a violent end.
A dozen loyal noblemen and the military commander barricaded
themselves in the latter's house but were smoked out and exe-
cuted. In Saratov a bitter dispute broke out over whether to
resist or surrender. The town had been largely destroyed in a
firc a few months before, leaving the inhabitants v1rrmll\ de-
fenseless. The argument, at any rate, ended abruptly v with the
first rebel volley. On August 6 the gates were thrown open and
there began a three-day orgy of drinking and looting in which
an enormous treasury was seized, as well as large stores of flour
and oats, much of which was distributed free to the lower classes.

It was at Saratov that Pugachev publicly recognized his first
wife, a sign that, for all his success on the Volga, the pretender’s
powers were waning. In just a few days, in fact, catastrophe
would overtake him. Meanwhile, however, at Dmitrievsk na
Kamyshinke, which he occupied on August 11, a small incident
occurred which typified the nature of the rebellion. Pugachev
learned that a member of the Imperial Academy of Sciences, an
astronomer named Lowitz, was taking levels nearby for the pro-
jected canal between the Volga and the Don which Peter the
Great had begun earlier in the century. Unfortunately for Lo-
witz, a scientist from St. Petersburg with a German name, he
represented everything the rebels loathed and distrusted. Puga-
chev had him brought before him and, informed that he was an
astronomer, ordered his men ro lift him up on their pikes “in
order that he may be nearer the stars,” in which position he was
cut to pieces.'! Soon afterward the insurgents raided a neigh-
boring colony of German settlers, whose presence the local peas-
antry had resented ever since Cartherine invited them into the
area.!'"t This, however, was Pugachev’s last successful venture.
When he reached Tsaritsyn and the portage to the Don, his days
were already numbered. The final act of the rising was about to
begin.

" b

7. Defeat

As he neared his home territory, Pugachev’s hopes of winning
the support of his fellow Don Cossacks, as Razin and Bulavin
had done, ran high. From Dmitrievsk he ordered three detach-
ments to sweep down the Medveditsa, the Ilovlia, and the Khoper,
the main tributaries of the upper Don, in an effort to ignite the
area, while the bulk of his army continued down the Volga
toward Tsaritsyn. At the same time he appealed to the Don
Cossacks to join his movement, promising to eliminate “German”
customs and to restore their autonomy, subsidies, and old ritual.
In a few upstream settlements his emissaries were met “not only
with bread and salt but also with flags.” 1> But the participation
of the Host failed to materialize. In the first place, peace with
Turkey was concluded on July 10, and scasoned regiments—one
of them led by Colonel Ilya Denisov, who during the Seven
Yearss War had had Pugachev flogged for losing his horse—
were rushed to the Don to form a barrier against the rebels. Fur-
thermore, owing to bad harvests and to the demands of the war,
food on the Don was extremely scarce, and the Cossacks were
reluctant to share what little they had with the insurgents. But
the underlying reason was a transformation in the character of the
Host. Over the past century, although divisions between the
oligarchy and the rank and file persisted, the Don community
had gradually evolved from its former turbulence to a more set-
tled life with substantial agricultural and commercial interests.
Indeed, it was because of this change that the torch of rebellion
had passed to the volatile Yaik Cossacks, whose frontier existence
resembled that of their Don cousins three or four generations
carlier. For all these reasons few Don Cossacks responded to
Pugachev’s appeal for help. The overwhelming majority, follow-
ing their atazman and elders, remained loyal to the government,
and some actually joined in suppressing the revolt, for which
they received an appreciative letter from the empress.!!6

Meanwhile the peasants too were losing their taste for rebel-
lion. For one thing, the conclusion of peace with the Turks took
the edge off popular discontent. But more important was the
lack of grain and livestock created in large measure by the gen-
eral pandemonium. By the middle of August famine on the
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Volga had sapped the strength and enthusiasm of the rebel bands.
The population of the area, reported Count Pavel Panin, Cathe-
rine’s new commander-in-chief, was reduced to eating shrubs,
acorns, and moss. 7

At the same time, victory over the Turks gave the govern-
ment new confidence in dealing with the insurrection. It was
on July 29 that General Panin, the victor of Bender and younger
brother of Catherine’s foreign minister, was put in charge of
the suppression. Shortly thereafter, experienced troops were
transferred from the front “to wipe out the villainous in-
surgents.” '8 In the middle of August Panin issued a manifesto
denouncing Pugachev as a “man of Hell in whom, without doubr,
there lies the spirit of evil that is inimical to human nature.” 11?9
Panin promised amnesty to rebels who laid down their arms,
and he offered money and exemption from taxes and recruit-
ment to whoever turned in the pretender cither dead or alive. As
in the past, moreover, the church was called into service against
the rebels. Pugachev and his accomplices were anathematized
by the Holy Synod and condemned to “‘eternal damnation.” A
circular went out to parish priests reminding them of their sacred
duty to oppose the insurgents. Pugachev, it read, was a chosen
instrument of the Devil, “a wolf who falls upon the sheep of
Christ’s flock.” A second proclamation warned that only damna-
tion awaited the imposter’s supporters: “He is the scourge of
humanity. He is an enemy of God and the Church and the
fatherland. Pay him no heed if you wish to hold the keys to
the Kingdom ‘of Heaven and eternal salvation.” 120

Meanwhile Pugachev experienced the first serious setback of
his Volga campaign. Arriving at Tsaritsyn on August 21, he ex-
pected it to follow the example of the upstream towns and yield
without resistance. But the garrison, reinforced by a contingent
of Don Cossacks, launched a heavy bombardment which com-
pelled him to withdraw. While he regrouped his forces for a
second attack, a message arrived with news of Mikhelson’s ap-
proach. Breaking off his mancuvers, Pugachev fled down the
Volga toward Cherny Yar, with the Muscovites in pursuit.
Though he outnumbered his adversary by more than six to one,
his men were hungry and cxhausrcd, and their quality was
never poorer. Of some 6000 adherents only 300 were Cossacks
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and even fewer were Bashkir horsemen or Urals workers with
mortars and cannon. The majority were poorly armed peasants,
some traveling with their families in slow-moving wagons. As for
the rest—tribesmen, convicts, boatmen, “and other scum,” in
the description of a hostile observer 121—their military capaut\'
was scarcely any betrer; indeed, their hopeless |neﬂ"|t:|encv against
a d!SCIleed army would soon make itself felt.

Mikhelson was clearly the pretender’s most formidable oppo-
nent. With his small regiment he dogged the msurgents relent-
lessly, allowing them no respite. “From January 1774, in the
words of a French contemporary,

he pursued the rebels without intermission, how numerous soever
their swarms, how remote the expedirion, and wharever fortune
attended his enterprise. It almost exceeds belief with whar toilsome
perseverance Mikhelson pursued his marech over the deserts of
trackless snow, without a guide, without succours, at times almost
without food; how his company, always small, and often spent with
fatigue, whenever they met with the great hoqt of the rebels, al-
ways attacked, and alv»:n": beat them: only by the prudence and
the bravery of the colonel, and the confidence he had acquired
from his troops.122

That rthis tribute was well deserved Mikhelson now showed
his last and most decisive victory. On August 24, after a three-
day forced march, he caught up with the rebels a dozen miles
abave Cherny Yar. In a dcspcratc mancuver Pugachev turned
on his pursuer and charged in full strength. But Mikhelson stood
his ground and, mounting a fierce counterattack, sent his oppo-
nent reeling. Afrer a brief struggle Pugachev was completely
routed. His motley army had been cut to pieces, with thousands
killed or captured and all their cannon taken. What was left
of his following, except for a battered remnant, quickly melted
away. But the pretender again escaped, driven into the Urals,
from which, rumor had it, he intended to follow the path of
Nekrasov and flee to Persia or Turkey.

For his trmmph over the rebels Mikhelson was lavishly re-
warded, receiving a large estate near Vitebsk with a thousand
serfs, as well as the Order of St. George and promotion to full
colonel. Like Bibikov before him, he was the hero of the aris-
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tocracy, lionized for his courage and for the efficiency with
which he had defeated the enemy. In glowing terms the Ger-
man tutor from Arzamas paid tribute to Mikhelson’s achicvement.
“I must confess,” he wrote of the victory, “that this piece of
news brought me greater joy than I had ever experienced in my
life. Proud of the German name of our deliverer, my heart over-
flowed with admiration for his character, and as long as T live 1
shall pronounce the name of Mikhelson with the utmost
respect.” 1%

But Pugachev was still at large, having disappeared into the
no-man’s-land east of the Volga. To his fellow survivors he pro-
posed ﬂccmg south to Turkey or west to Zaporozhie or across
the Urals into Siberia. But all such thoughts were rejected. Tired
and hungry and embittered by their defeat, his confederates fell
to quarreling. Some said it was “better to abandon our lawless-
ness and transgressions and to accept our well-carned execution
rather than perish unrepentant on the steppe like wild ani-
mals.”" 1#* Disillusioned with their leader, they began to question
his identity before the others. If he is the true sovereign, they
asked, why did he suffer defeat> Why is he unable to write his
name? And why do the Don Cossacks call him Emelian Ivano-
vich? Having raised these doubts, they decided it was better not
to die at all for a false messiah. Instead they would turn him
in and save their own necks.

Thus it was that Pugachev, like Razin and Bulavin before
him, was betrayed by lw; fel]ow Cossacks. He was seized with
his wife and children and brought to Yaitsk and put in irons.
From Yaitsk he was taken under heavy guard to Simbirsk, where
Panin was anxious to question him. There, after preliminary in-
terrogation, he was put in an iron cage specially built for the
occasion and carried like a wild beast to Moscow. The cage
being too small, Pugachev was forced to crouch throughout the
long journey; and in this position, clothed in rags and inspiring
more pity than awe, he arrived in the old capital. All Moscow
went out to have a look at him, recalled Andrei Bolotov, and
gaped “as at some sort of monster.” 1% [n government circles
his capture was greeted with jubilation. “The marquis,” wrote
Catherine sardonically, “has been caught, shackled, and im-
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prisoned”; he is “trussed and bound like a bear, and in Moscow
a scaffold awaits him.” In a letter to Voltaire, however, she con-
ceded that Pugachev was “an uncommonly brave and resource-
ful person,” though illiterate and as destructive as Tamerlane.}20
The poet Sumarokov composed a special ode on the occasion of
his capture, and in Kazan portraits of the pretender were burned
in a triumphant celebration.

Meanwhile General Panin had been given unlimited powers
of repression, and he was using them to the hilt. Lest severity
should touch off fresh outbursts, Catherine entered a mild plea
for clemency, directing that “executions not take place save in
extreme circumstances.” 27 But her halfhearted recommendation
did not weigh heavily, given the mood of revenge which gripped
the nobility after the massacres on the Volga. In a fury of re-
prisal whole villages were leveled and, in addition to gibbets and
breakwheels, wooden glagoli were erected, special devices in
the shape of the Russian “G"” with metal hooks for hanging vic-
tims by the rib. Cossacks, tribesmen, and peasants were flogged
and rorrured; rheir nostrils were slit and their ears torn off; their
forecheads were branded and their hair and beards shorn.
The fortunate gotr off with beatings and fines. In a typical
case from the files of the secret police, a peasant named Rodion
Loshkarev was sentenced to fifty strokes of the knout and exile
at forced labor “because he willingly joined the rebel mob, re-
ceived the rank of ataman, and returned to his village of Baika-
lovskoe with a copy of a sham manifesto from which he pro-
claimed the monster Pugachev to be Emperor Peter 1I1; and he
incited the peasants to steal money and wine and to plllage the
home of Assessor Bryzgalov, whose books and papers they
burned.” 1?8 It was several months before the whirlwind of pun-
ishment had spent itself, during which tens of thousands were
killed or banished at hard labor. In Bashkiria the revolt continued
long after Pugachev’s capture. General Suvorov, who arrived on
the scene after the pretender’s defear, was sent to pacify the
tribesmen. A determined effort was made to track down the
principal leaders, notably Kinzia and Salavat. The former van-
ished without a trace, bur Salavar was not so fortunate. At the
end of November he was surrounded and captured in the woods
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and taken to Ufa, where he was branded, beaten with the knout,
and sent in chains with his father to Rogervik, a traditional place
of deportation for rebellious Bashkirs. As late as 1797 both were
still alive, according to a recently discovered list of prisoners,
as was Pugachev’s secretary Ivan Pochiralin!?

At the end of December Pugachev was tried in the Kremlin
by a court of landowners, officials, and high-ranking clergy. The
outcome was hardly in doubt. “In a few days the farce of the
Marquis de Pugachev will be over,” wrote Catherine on De-
cember 21. “His sentence is already prepared—only a few for-
malities must be observed.” ¥ The pretender’s sole defense was
to try to shift the blame to the Yaik Cossacks who, so he claimed,
had made a pawn of him and now sought to use him as a scape-
goat. Whatever truth lay in these charges, they were of no
avail. The court announced the anticipated sentence: “Emchan
Pugachev will be quartered, his head mounted on a stake, the
parts of his body carried to the four quarters of the city and
put on wheels and then burned.” 1%

There was one small concession, however. The empress, who
had already refused to allow torture at Pugachev’s interrogation
and trial, directed the executioner to decapitate him first rather
than quarter him alive, lest he should become, like Razin, too
much of a popular martyr. Some influential aristocrats, by con-
trast, wanted to make an example of the pretender and to strike
terror in the lower classes by administering the severest punish-
ment. Prince A. A. Viazemsky, the procurator of the Senate,
wrote Catherine that even quartering was not enough. He urged
her to break Pugachev on the wheel “and thereby distinguish
him from the others,” namely the four Yaik Cossacks—Shigaev,
Perfiliev, Padurov, and Tornov—who were to be executed with
him.’3 Bur her orders were carried out. On January 10, 1775,
Pugachev was taken to a square on the banks of the Moscow
River below the Kremlin walls. There he was beheaded at a blow
and then quartered. His head was mounted on a pike and the
sections of his body put on wheels and exposed in different parts
of Moscow for all to see. The next day the scaffold and the
wheels were burned. The execution was witnessed by a large
crowd. So many noblemen attended that Andrei Bolotov, noting
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that Pugachev had revolted chiefly against that class, called the
spectacle “the true triumph of the gentry over this their common
foe and villain.” 13%

It remains to describe the fate of Pugachev’s accomplices.
Apart from the four who were executed with him, Zarubin was
beheaded in Ufa and Beloborodov in Moscow. Lesser figures,
such as Miasnikov and Kozhevnikov, were exiled to Siberia or
the far north, while the nine Cossacks who had betrayed the
impostor were pardoned. Pugachev's three children and both his
wives were imprisoned in the fortress of Keksgolm, which they
were never to leave. They were still listed on prison records as
late as 1796, the year that Catherine died. One daughter survived
until 1834, Thar year Tsar Nicholas I, hearing that Pushkin was
writing a history of Pugachev, informed him that the pretender’s
sister had just died, meaning, of course, his daughter, who had
languished in the Keksgolm dungeons for sixty years.!3

Catherine, by a series of edicts, vainly sought to erase the
memory of the pretender. On January 15, 1775, five days after
his execution, she decreed that the Yaik River be renamed the
Ural, the Yaik Cossacks the Ural Cossacks, and their capital city
Uralsk. Zimoveiskaya Stanitsa, the birthplace of both Pugachev
and Razin, was moved to the other side of the Don and renamed
Potemkinskaya after the empress's favorite. What remained of
Cossack independence was largely destroyed. The Zaporozhian
and Volga Cossacks were transferred to the Kuban and the Cau-
casus, and a permanent garrison was installed in Uralsk, where
the Cossacks were reorganized and henceforth kepr under tight
government control. Finally, by an edict of March 15, 1775, all
matters concerning the rebellion were consigned to “eternal ob-
livion and profound silence.” 1%

Yet, for all these measures, traces of the rising remained long
after. Though an amnesty was granted at the end of 1775, spo-
radic flare-ups occurred on the Volga the following spring and
summer. As late as 1778 Sir James Harris, the new British am-
bassador, warned that the sparks of discontent “are not yet ex-
tinguished; and it is much to be apprehended, that, in case of
any national calamity, they would blow out afresh.” 1% For the
remainder of Catherine’s reign the peasants were fairly quiet,
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but the three-year rule of her son Paul saw nearly 300 disturb-
ances in 32 provinces, often requiring stringent repressions to put
them down. The memory of Pugachev and his forerunners could
not be eradicated. It was to survive not only in the scattered out-
bursts of the nineteenth century but in the great upheavals of
1905 and 1917, and even bevond as the next chapter of this work
will attempt to show.

8. Conclusion

The revolt of Pugachev was the last and the most famous of
the Cossack and peasant risings which shook the Russian state
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It was, indeed,
the most formidable mass upheaval in all of Europe between the
Puritan and French revolutions, and the largest in Russia prior
to the revolutions of 1905 and 1917, surpassing its predecessors
in scope and violence, claiming the greatest number of gentry
victims, and leaving a specter to haunt future generations of
landlords and officials. In most respects, however, Pugachev’s
rising conformed to the pattern of its forerunners. It was an
extremely complex affair, combining a Cossack mutiny with social
rebellion, religious protest, and anticolonial resistance. Its imme-
diate cause, the dispute on the Yaik, was of course unique; but
its long-range causes—the rise of serfdom and autocracy, the heavy
burdens of war, the loss of land and freedom and of former
habits and customs—were the same as in the past. Once again,
it was a sectional as well as a social conflict, pitting the expand-
ing center against the vanishing frontier. In gt:ugraphica] terms
the Pugachevshehina was probably the most extensive rising Rus-
sia had ever known, engulfing the whole basin of the middle Volga
tngcthcr with the Yaik vallcy and the southern and central Urals,
an eruption vaster than even Razin's a century before. Pugachev’s
greatest strength lay in the newly colonized region east of the
Volga and Kama, where government conquest had been too recent
and too rapid to be secure. The pretender’s pledge to make Yaitsk
his capital was a token of the sectional nature of the conflict.
But his failure to penctrate the center, the territory within the
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Oka perimeter, spelled the downfall of his movement. As a result,
regional autonomy continued to decline under the weight of
the expanding autocracy, and by the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury there was no more “untamed steppe” except in central Asia
or the remote stretches of Siberia.

The extension of the Russian frontier heralded the final de-
struction of Cossack independence. By the middle of the eight-
eenth century, after the defeats of Razin and Bulavin, the Don
community had fallen within the orbit of government control.
Now the Yaik Host met the same fate. The failure of Pugachev’s
revolt sounded the death knell of Cossack autonomy. In the after-
math the Cossacks were tranﬁplanted to remote corners of the
empire or reduced to loyal instruments of the central govern-
ment. The Cossack uhgart.hles came more and more to resemble
their former gentry rivals, while the rank and file were gradually
deprived of much that distinguished them from ordinary peasants.
Flight beyond the Caucasus, following Nekrasov’s example, be-
came the only means of escape, but few were attracted by the
prospect of starting life anew in an alien land and subject to
the whims of an alien monarch. Henceforth the Cossacks ceased
to be the catalysts of social rebellion. The wind from the steppe,
as a modern historian has noted, would carry no more firebrands
to the towns and villagcs farther north.!?” On the contrary, the
Cossacks became a pillar of the autocracy, a praetorian guard
to quell popular disturbances, a symbol of imperial authority
rather than of freedom and mdcpcndcncc as before. In the future
the prophets of revolt would spring from a new class of radical
intellectuals, “Pugachevs of the university,” as Joseph de Maistre
dubbed them.!38

Yet, for all these similarities with the revolts of the past, there
were a number of significant differences. For one thing the ele-
ment of banditry was less conspicuous, especially in comparison
with Razin’s movement, though the looting of towns and estates
took place on a wide scale. For another—and this is perhaps the
most striking difference—the Pugacheuvshchina failed to take firm
root in the towns, where Bolotnikov and Razin had won their
greatest support. Of the more important Urals cities only Chelia-
binsk was occupied by the insurgents, and even that for a short
period. The same was true on the Volga, where rebel detach-
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ments moved swiftly from one town to the next, never establish-
ing a solid territorial base from which to extend their acrivities
into the heartland. The reasons for this have already been noted,
the most important being that with the passage of time the
frontier towns had lost much of their turbulent character and
had evolved a more settled population with a larger stake in social
stability. Morcover, with the rise of trade and manufacture and the
emergence of a nationwide market, merchants and craftsmen
developed stronger ties with the center, such as the commercial
towns of northern Russia had enjoyed since the sixteenth century,
making them bulwarks of the Muscovite order.

The social composition of the revolt was much the same as in
the past, with Cossacks, peasants, and tribesmen constituting the
bulk of the adherents. Yet here too there were noticeable differ-
ences. To begin with, Pugachev’s was the first of the mass revolts
to include a significant proletarian element, foreshadowing, how-
ever dimly, the revolutions of the twentieth century. The ascribed
workers of the Urals, it is true, retained their peasant identity
and outlook; but they were carly prototypes of the future in-
dustrial workers. Moreover, by manufacturing arms for the rebels
without the help of factory administrators, they not only played
a key role in the rebellion but inaugurated a primitive form of
workers' control which anticipated the more sophisticated ex-
periments of 1917. The Bashkirs, too, took part in unprccedented
numbers, continuing their centurv-long revolt against Russian
colonization. Bulavin's outbreak, it will be recalled, had coincided
with a large-scale Bashkir rising. But now the two movements
—Russian and Bashkir—were combined under a single banner.
It was the first time that such an alliance had been concluded—
and also the last. The defeat of Pugachev marked an important
step in Russia’s eastward expansion at the expense of the semi-
nomadic tribes beyond the Volga.

Another group which joined forces with the Cossacks for
both the first and last time were the odnodvortsy homesteaders,
whose participation in the Pugachevshchina was a last-ditch effort
to recover their independence. They failed, however, and over
the next few decades they rapidly faded from view, merging
by and large with the state peasantry or the petty tradesmen of
the provincial towns. A large proportion of the odnodvortsy, as
well as of the Yaik Cossacks, were Old Believers, who occupied
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a prominent place in a mass uprising for the second time in the
century. Yet the extent of their parricipation must not be ex-
aggerated. Most schismatics, apart from Cossacks and home-
steaders, preferred nonviolent methods of protest against govern-
ment persecution. They shrank from open rebellion not only on
reiigious grounds but also out of concern for their own posses-
sions, many of them enjoying considerable prosperity as merchants
and tradesmen. In some cases, potential supporters were alienated
by the excesses of Pugachev's followers, by their indiscriminate
killing and destruction, or they were mollified by Catherine’s
anpar*!tl\wlv enlightened attitude toward religious nonconform-
ity, and therefore maintained a passive stance throughout the re-
volt. As for Pugachev himself, he was probably not an Old
Believer but merely exploited religious grievances as a means of
drawing adherents into his camp. He issued appeals to the Old
Believers, as he did to Moslems and Orthodox Christians, to
broaden his base of support.

Whatever their religious affiliation, disaffected elements in the
empire shared a common desire to recapture an idyllic past. They
looked back with nostalgic yearning to a Garden of Eden before
the emergence of centralized autocracy. More than anything
else, it was this desire that Pugachev attempted to satisfy. His
program, though somewhat more eclaborate than those of his
predecessors, was still racher vague and primitive. As Catherine
put it, he promised his followers “castles in the air.,” 13 He was
not opposed to tsardom itself but to the unbearable shape it had
recently assumed. Like Razin before him, he aimed to inaugurate
a popular government with a popular tsar. Above all, this meant
eliminating the tyrannical landlords and officials, converting the
serfs into state peasants with free use of the land, and replacing
the autocracy with local self-rule in the Cossack manner. His
propaganda, however, seemed better calculated to arouse a thirst
for revenge than to present a clear vision of the future society.
Serfdom being further developed, class antagonisms were corre-
spondingly sharper; and his lcaflets and manifestoes inspired a
greater destructive passion, parttcularh among the peasantry,
than ever before. At the same time, his was a cultural protest
as well as a Cossack mutiny and a peasant jacquerie. His program,
like those of Razin and Bulavin, was a reflection of growing nativist
resentment against foreign innovations and the modernization of
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Russian life, resentment which found expression in popular hatred
of German officers and bureaucrats—the Traubenbergs and Frei-
mans, the Reinsdorps and Brandts—not to speak of the murder
of the astronomer Léwitz or the raiding of German settlements
on the lower Volga. But cultural antagonisms took a back place
to economic and social grievances and must not be given undue
emphasis.

As before, myths and rumors occupied a central place in the
rebellion. What is remarkable, however, is that the same myth
—of a just tsar whom the aristocracy had conspired to eliminate
in order to oppress the people—should have dominated all four
upheavals spanning nearly two centuries. It was the persistence
of this legend that paved the way for the appearance of a pre-
tender—indeed, as in the Time of Troubles, a whole series of
pretenders—which attests to the people’s faith in a messianic ruler
who would rescue them from their tormentors. But this time
there was a difference, for Pugachev, unlike his forerunners, did
not claim merely to represent the legitimate sovereign; instead he
cast himself in the role, which may help to account for his large
following.

Yet he never stirred the popular imagination as much as
Razin had. Nor did he command the same devotion or acquire
so exalted a place in folklore and legend. This is not easy to ex-
plain. Men were perhaps more deeply impressed by Razin’s swash-
buckling adventures or moved to greater compassion by his more
terrible death. Moreover, with none of Pugachev’s imperial trap-
pings to taint his image, Razin perhaps seemed a truer “peasant
tsar,” even if he himself never claimed the role. Pugachev, some
may have felt, was animated as much by personal ambition as by
compassmn for the oppressed. Indeed, ‘the followers of Bakunin
in the 1870s sometimes distinguished between the two great rebels,
criticizing Pugachev’s statist pretensions while praising Razin's
selfless devotion to the poor. Yet the “third Empernr” was, after
all, a product of his times. Coming a century after Razin, he
reflected the values of imperial rather than of Muscovite Russia,
and behaved as he thought “Peter Fyodorovich” himself would
have done,

This, however, is by no means to suggest that Pugachev was
not a popular figure. On the contrary, he was widely regarded as
Razin’s legitimate heir. When he appeared among the Yaik Cos-
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sacks, noted a contemporary observer, he “renewed to their
imagination the transactions of the Don Cossack Stenka Razin.”
Nor was the parallel lost on the empress. “His history,” she wrote
of the pretender, “corresponded exactly to the history of the
brigand Stenka Razin.” % For the lower classes the analogy went
even further: he was nothing less than a reincarnation of his
predecessor, “the second coming of Razin after a hundred
years.” 1! The progression from Razin to Pugachev, as has been
noted, was a kind of apostolic succession in which the myth of
the Christ-like rebel, martyred for the sake of the people, passed
from one century to the next. Legend attributes to Pugachev
some of the same magical powers which Razin had supposedly
possessed—for instance, by drawing a horse on his prison wall he
might escape from his enemies.'*? The peasants saw him as their
returned messiah and called him (as they had called Razin) their
“resplendent sun,” a symbol of good against evil, of life against
death, of renewal and resurrection. A lament sung in the Urals
after Pugachev’s execution is a striking illustration of this point:

Emelian, our own dear father,
Wherefore have you forsaken us?
Our resplendent sun has gone down.

In the same spirit, for many years after his death the peasants
of Saratov reckoned the date as before or after Pugachev in place
of Christ.!43

Yet, for all his charismatic qualities, Pugachev went down in
defeat. And his failure was all too predictable, the reasons being
much the same as in the rebellions of the past. Most important,
perhaps, was a lamentable absence of unity in the rebel camp.
Once again it was a heterogencous assortment of Cossacks, peas-
ants, and tribesmen that made common cause against the authori-
tes. Although their weapons and organization were somewhat
better than before, they were still no match for the trained and
disciplined army at the government's disposal. Moreover, the
insurgents were plagued by chronic internal rivalries. In the
Urals it was a division of interests between the skilled and un-
skilled workers that prevented unity of action, in addition to
which the ascribed peasants were more bent on settling private
scores with their employers or on returning to their native vil-
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lages than on undertaking the broader task of defeating the gov-
ernment. At the same time, both national and religious differences
hampered effective collaboration between Pugachev’s Russian and
Bashkir followers. At one point tensions ran so high that Salavat
was moved to appeal for unity: “In our hearts there is no malice
toward Russians. There is no reason for Bashkirs and Russians
to quarrel and to destroy each other.” 14 But his plea fell on deaf
ears. Throughout the rebellion real harmony was never achieved.

Nor was there effective coordination nmdng the scattered rebel
detachments. And considerable energy was wasted in pillage and
destruction, which reached such a pitch that some of the more
prosperous adherents—Bashkir elders, petty merchants, independ-
ent peasants—turned in fear against their allies and passed to the
government side. Beyond all this, the disappointing response
in the towns and the lack of a constructive program have already
been noted. Finally, like his predecessors, Pugachev chose to
remain in the peripheries rather than attack the vital core of the
empire. On this last point Sir Robert Gunning laid special em-
phasis to account for the pretender’s failure:

the miscreant who was lately the author of so much confusion and
devasration was, for want of common understanding, incapable of
forming any plan; for had that of marching hither, either occurred,
or been suggested to him, and that he had executed it, there is not
the least doubt thar he would have been joined here by the whole
of the populace . . . in which case the flames must have spread
through the whole Empire.!45

For all these reasons Pugachev met the same end as his fore-
runners. But he, by contrast, had no successors. He was the last
of the great Cossack rebels. And for 130 years, though there
were numerous local disturbances, the militar'yﬁburcaucratic state
remained suﬂ’lcient]y strong to forestall another general outbreak.

Despite the immense shock of the Pugachevshchina, the au-
tocracy emerged unimpaired. To the upper classes, in fact, the
traditional justification of absolute rule seemed more persuasive
than ever. The urge of the masses for spontaneous rebellion, it
was argued, required a strong centralized government to main-
tain domestic order, not to speak of defending the empire against
its forcign enemies. Thus the revolt buttressed the shaky alliance
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between crown and gentry against the lower orders of society.
Pugachev’s appeal for a class war against the nobility led to a
healing of the frictions which had plagued the empress through-
out the first decade of her reign. Instead of seeking to limit her
powers, the aristocracy looked to Catherine for protection
against the rebellion. Catherine, in turn, declaring herself the
“first landowner” of Russia, relied more heavily on the nobility,
who received a corporate status and a wide range of authority
in matters of local government.

Pugachev’s revolt, coming at the height of the Turkish War,
was the most critical moment of Catherine’s reign. Afrerward
she took an increasingly dim view of popular movements wher-
ever they occurred, denouncing the American and French revo-
lutions and describing the deputies of the National Assembly as
so many Pugachevs.'#6 At the same time, however, the rising
brought home to her the need for reform. In a series of measures
she lowered the price of salt, eliminated wartime taxes, and am-
nestied debtors, military deserters, and fugitive state peasants.
Already in 1773, the year of Pugachev’s outbreak, she had begun
to soften government policy toward non-Russian peoples. The
revolt gave further impetus to this trend. For the conversion of
Moslem tribesmen the authorities relied increasingly on persua-
sion and incentives. Baptisms were rewarded by exemptions from
taxes and conscription, and the construction of mosques and of
Moslem schools was permitted over a broad area. The revolt also
stimulated reform in the Urals metal factories, where fines and
punishments were curtailed, hours reduced, and wages substan-
tially increased. In 1807 the whole system of ascribed labor was
finally scrapped.

But above all, the revolt paved the way for the reform of local
administration. Under the impact of mass insurrection the in-
efficiency of the provincial authorities had been glaringly exposed.
Officials had panicked and even abandoned their posts, leaving
the populace defenseless before the rebel onslaught. Wherever
the pretender had encountered firmness, Catherine noted, he had
achieved little success, but “‘weakness, indolence, dereliction of
duty, idleness, bribery, disagreements, extortions, and injustice
on the part of individual officials” had facilitated the spread of
rebellion in many areas.'®” Appalled by the behavior of her ad-
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ministrators, the empress introduced a comprehensive reform
in the Statute of Provinces of 1775, which aimed at placing the
management of local affairs in the hands of the nobility under the
gencral supervision of government representatives.

For the peasantry, however, there was no fundamental relicf.
On the contrary, their lot became harder than ever. Owing to
the extension of serfdom to the Ukraine and to Catherine’s grants
of state peasants to her favorites, the number of private bonds-
men sharply increased. Moreover, the powers of the nobility
over their serfs were in no way diminished. Indeed, the blood-
shed of 1774 led some to favor even further restrictions on the
lower classes. On the other hand there were a few wha, either
from sympathy or fear, called for the immediate alleviation of
the peasantry’s plight. Radishchev was the most celebrated case
in point. “Enticed by a crude pretender,” he wrote in his Journey
fromt St. Petersburg to Moscow,

they hastened to follow him, and wished only to free themselves
from the yoke of their masters and in their ignorance they could
think of no other means to do this than to kill their masters. They
spared neither sex nor age. They sought more the joy of vengeance
than the benefit of broken shackles. This is what awaits us, this is
what we must expect. Danger is steadily mounting, peril is already
hovering over our heads. Time has already raised its scythe and is
only awaiting an opportunity. The first demagogue or humanitarian
who rises up to awaken the unfortunate will hasten the scythe’s
fierce sweep. Beware! 148

But Radishchev's call went unheeded. He himself was arrested
and sent into exile. Catherine, in the end, confined herself to lim-
ited measures of reform, and even these were carried through
to strengthen her administration in the face of popular discontent.
In the long run, perhaps, the fear of another Pugachev revolt
helped to bring about the emancipation of the peasantry. But for
the time being, autocracy and serfdom remained intact. Indeed,
the whole question of fundamental reform was postponed for
nearly a century. And by then, it would seem, it was already too
late to prevent another popular outbreak on a scale unimagined
in the past.

V The Legacy

CarneriNe  Bresukovskava (future Socialist Revolutionary) as a
child: Did you know Pugachev? Did you hear about him?
Nurse: Oh yes, I heard of him, but it is forbidden to chatter too
much. What have you to do with Pugachev?



Although the revolts of Pugachev and his predecessors antici-
pated the great social upheavals of the twentieth century, they
belong to an earlier period of Russian history. During the seven-
teenth and ecighteenth centuries Russia saw the rapid growth of
the state, which imposed new ideas and institutions upon a reluc-
tant Pcople who remained deeply conservative and steadfast in
their resistance to change. At the same time, the monarchy was
strengthened and consolidated at the expense of local and rcgmnal
autonomy. By sheer force and terror the governing elite drove
the masses forward, harnessed to the needs of the state.

The result was a civil war between the government and the
people, a war in which the victims of triumphant progress—Cos-
sacks, tribesmen, peasants, and other declining groups—sought to
regain their former independence. As a rule they limited them-
selves to passive methods, especially flight, to which Russian
geography presented few natural barriers. But in moments of
abnormal hardship, such as famine or war, they eruptcd into open
violence which threatened to rend the fabric of society. Perhaps
some unusual calamity might furnish the spark, perhapq some
new exaction :mposcd on I:hc peasants or Cossacks, or a sudden
change in their status—a transfer to private ownership, a shift
from obrok to barshchina, assignment to factory labor—which
broke with established traditions. But the underlying cause, the
rise of autocracy and serfdom, was always the same. The state
swelled up, as Klluchevskv put it, while the people shrank.

The state, in the eyes of the people, became an alien and evil
tyranny, extorting taxes, exacting military service, and trampling
on native customs and traditions. It neither ministered to their
welfare nor defended their concept of justice; nor did it perform
any other function which seemed vital, or even relevant, to their
way of life. Rather, it was an agent of oppressive innovation, a
giant octopus, as they saw it, which stifled their independence
and squeezed out their life’s breath. Yet they always distinguished
sharply between the tsar and his advisers. The tsar was their
benevolent father, the bearer of ;uqtlce and mercy, while the
boyars were wicked usurpers, demons in human form who throve
on the people’s enslavement. To eliminate them—to “cleanse” or
“remove” them from the land, as rebel propaganda put it—was
their devout wish, for only by demolishing the wall of nobles
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and bureaucrats, they felt, could the ancient bond with the sover-
eign, on which their salvation depended, be restored.

Myths of this type, above all the myth of a returning deliverer,
played a major part in nearly every popular rebellion from Bolot-
nikov to Pugachev. For thrmlghout the seventeenth and eightecnth
centuries the lower classes were hungr}' for a messiah who would
purge the land of suffering and usher in a golden age of abun-
dance and tranquillity that would last forever. To fill this demand
there appeared a series of impostors who combined a capacity
for military leadership with the qualitics of a prophet. The
charismatic appeal of a Razin or Pugachev was essential to their
gaining a mass following, and long afrer their death they continued
to be regarded as the “gnod tsar” who, In imitation of Christ,
had sacrificed his life to save the poor. Thus when Pushkin asked
an old Ural Cossack what he remembered of Pugachev he angrily
replied: “For you he is Pugachev, but for me he was the great
sovereign, Peter Fyodorovich.”! Similarly, as we have seen, an
ancient Volga peasant in the mid-nincteenth century remained
convinced that Pugachev had been the “second coming of Razin
after a hundred years.” Although Soviet scholars tend to discount
the myth of the “good tsar” as the “naive monarchism” of a super-
stitious peasantry, the rebel leaders themselves (with the exception
of Bulavin) considered the presence in their camp of a people’s
tsar indispensable for winning mass support. Bolotnikov, it will be
recalled, went so far as to claim that the dead daughter of Tsar
Fyodor was in fact a boy, who having miraculously survived,
had joined his campaign against the boyars.

In every case, however, the risings were doomed to defeat.
Although rebel propaganda could rouse the heterogeneous masses
to revolt, it was incapable of uniting them into a coherent move-
ment. Moreover, for all their mobility and tactics of surprise,
the insurgents were joined in an unequal struggle with the expand-
ing military state. Thus each successive rebellion was drowned
in blood, the leaders invariably being betrayed by their own fol-
lowers and turned over to the government to be executed. Nor
could the outcome have been different. By resisting the centraliza-
tion of power the rebels were opposing one of the overriding
trends of modern history. They could not reverse a process whose
roots ran far deeper than the aristocratic conspiracy to which they
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attributed their declining fortunes. And even if they had suc-
ceeded in mppling the government, their program of Cossack
democracy, the survival of a vanishing age, would have con-
demned them to destruction by some outside aggressor with a
modern military-bureaucratic machine.

What then did the risings accomplish? Spontaneous and ill-
organized, they set out with millennial visions and ended in failure
and death. Indeed, like all unsueccessful revolts against authori-
tarian regimes, they achieved the very opposite of their hopes.
Each new revolt only carried the government forward and has-
tened the decline of the old life. Instead of a return to a golden
past, to an era of justice and tranquillity, autocracy and serfdom
were fastened upon the country more ﬁrnﬂy than ever.

Yet the revolts must not be dismissed as mere reactionary out-
bursts, full of sound and fury bur accomplishing nothing. Despite
their traditionalist framework and backward-looking orientation,
in their determination to sweep away the existing order they were
profound{y revolutionary. And though they failed to achieve
their goals, they shook the state, terrified the nobility, and ulti-
mately convinced the authorities of the necessity for reform. At
the same time, they awakened the revolutionary consciousness
of the lower classes and left them with a thirst for vengeance
which no conciliatory measure or partial improvement could
eliminate. “God save us from a Russian revolt, senseless and
merciless.” Pushkin's plea was an eloquent testimony to the legacy
of the four revolts which—particularly the Pugachevshchina, the
last and most formidable of the risings—were to serve as an in-
spiration for future opponents of the autocracy.

Long after Pugachev’s death rumors continued to circulate
among the Cossacks, peasants, and tribesmen that “Peter Fyodoro-
vich” was still alive, hiding, it was said, in the forests of the Volga
valley or the remote hills of Bashkiria or on the Don in the guise
of a simple oxherd, and preparing to raise a new army to liberate
the poor. Between the time of his execution and the end of
Catherine’s reign, more than forty cases of rumors of his im-
minent return—some of which touched off local disturbances—
were reported by rhe secret police. “They caught the fish,” as a
soldier remarked, “but his teeth still remain.” ?

These rumors, in turn, spawned a rich crop of pretenders, who
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called themselves Peter III or the Tsarevich Paul. An interesting
case occurred in Samara when a Don Cossack spoke about “Puga-
chev and his mob” to a veteran of the revolt. “Why do you call
him Pugachev and his army a mob?” the latter replied. “He was
not Pugachev but the third emperor, Peter Fyodorovich. [In
fact] he looked very like you.” 3 With these words a new im-
postor was launched on his brief career, which ended in torture
and death. But there were others to take his place. Another false
Peter III appeared in Kiev in 1787, and in 1800 a Don Cossack
was beaten with the knout for boasting that “Pugachev rose up
for his homeland but was defeated. I shall do better. When 1 take
up the sword all Russia will tremble.” *

Nor did the legend die out as the new century unfolded. When
Napoleon invaded Russia in 1812, religious sectarians in Tambov
province, a stronghold of agrarian discontent, sent a delegation
to greet him, convinced that he had come to “overthrow the
false tsar.” Some peasants, in fact, saw Napoleon himself as the
pretender, who had returned to liberate them; and the Soviet
historian Fugene Tarlé suggests that Napoleon might have tri-
umphed had he followed Pugachev’s example and proclaimed a
general emancipation.” In 1825, on the other hand, when Alex-
ander I died in mysterious circumstances, it was rumored thar
the tsar himself had been the true liberator, who, like Peter III,
was about to free the serfs when the gentry decided to ger rid
of him. His coffin, it was said, contained the body of an ordinary
soldier, for the tsar, having escaped his assassins, had gone to
wander over the land and share the people’s suffering. Similar
legends arose during the Decembrist revolt, which was precipi-
tated by Alexander’s death. Pavel Pestel, the foremost leader of
the rebellion, invoked the old myth that the aristocracy formed
“a wall standing between the monarch and the people, hiding
from the monarch the true condition of the people for the sake of
selfish advantages,” ® and one of the rebel officers could get his
troops to move only by claiming that Nicholas I was not the
“true tsar.”

The crushing of the revolt did not end the rumors of a return-
ing deliverer. In 1827 the head of the secret police reported wide-
spread unrest among the peasantry, who “await their liberator,
whom they call Metelkin, as the Jews await their Messiah. They
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Pugar:hr:\r frightened the masters, but Metelkin will sweep
them away.” 7 Millenarian expectatmns were partlcularl}' strong
among sectarians and Old Believers. The Sknptsy, who adopted
Peter III as their messiah, displayed portraits of the late emperor
with dark hair and beard and dressed in a kaftan trimmed with
fur—that is, as Pugachev, whose return, they said, would be
heralded by the bells of the Uspensky Cathedral in Moscow.

The passage of time did little to erode the Pugachev legend.
Throughout the nineteenth century Pugachev, in the eyes of the
faithful, remained the * resp]endent sun,” a flaming svmbol of revolt
which having set must rise again. To this familiar image Pushkin,
in his history of the rebellion, added the figure of a soaring bird
which s‘r'mhohzed the coming revolution. According to Push-
kin's account, the following dialogue took place berween Puga-
thev and General Panin after the pretender’s caprure:

Paniv: “Exactly who are you?”

Pucachey: “Emelian Ivanovich Pugachev.”

Panin: “Then how dare you, a brigand [ver], call yourself the
Sovereign?”

Pucachev: “I am not the raven [voren] but his offspring. The
raven himself is still flying.” 8

That Pugachev had in fact utterad these words is doubtful. What
Pushkin recorded, rather, was one of the legends he had un-
earthed during his research on the uprising. But the story, as we
shall see, caught on and would be repeated many times in the
future, especially by revolutionary populists trying to inspire
the peasants with Pugachev’s example.

The authorities, meanwhile, used every means of repression to
prevent a new upheaval. Nicholas I himself admitted that serfdom
was “‘a palpable evil,” but to touch it, he said, would only stir up
the peasants, and “the Pugachev rebellion proved how far popu-
lar rage can go.” ® Reform was thus postponed until the Crimean
War, which saw a rising number of peasant outbreaks, centering
as before along the middle Volga. Rumor once again played an
important role in the disturbances. Some said that an emancipa-
tion edict had been drafted by the tsar but suppressed by the
nobility, others that peasants who volunteered for the army would
be given their freedom. As a result, whole villages were set in
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motion to secure their birthright. The south, as before, continued
to beckon, where “the leaves never fall from the trees and all
men live in joy and righteousness,” to quote Turgenev’s Sports-
man’s Sketehes, a work which helped awaken society to the need
for reform. In a similar vein, a group of religious dissenters, the
Brothers of Zion, were convinced that a savior would come to
lead them to a millennial kingdom in Israel, where “all sorts of
blessings are to be heaped like mountains on us—woods, green
fields, gardens, honeycomb and fruit, gold, bronze, silver, gems.
There will be no barbaric studies, no schools for recruits, no vio-
lence, no tricks, no reports, no flattery of the authorities. All will
be equal and of one rank, no police, no judges, everywhere sanc-
tlty and common pcnplc. 10

With the death of Nicholas I in 1855 fresh rumors of liberation
swept the countryside. His successor, it was said, was sitting in
the Crimea “with a golden cap,” granting land and freedom to all
who approached him. For the nobility, however, the tsar’s death
was 2 moment of apprehension and suspense. Peter Kropotkin,
the future anarchist leader, noted a “real terror” among his aris-
tocratic relatives, who, like their fellow landlords, dreaded “a
new uprising of Pugachev.” I In radical circles, by contrast, the
prospect of mass rebellion was a source of hope, in spite of the
death and destruction it would inevitably entail. “If the liberation
of the peasants cannot be achieved in any other way,” wrote
Alexander Herzen, “then even that would not be too great a
price. Terrible crimes bring with them terrible consequences.”
Pugachev, he added echoing Pushkin, was “only a small crow.
The real one is still flying high in the sky.” 12

The authorities, however, remained alert for signs of a general
rising. More than any constitutionalist demands or Jacobin con-
spiracy, it was the nightmare of a spontaneous revolt that filled
them with alarm. “We are not afraid of Mirabeau,” declared a
government spokesman, “but we are frightened by Emelka Puga-
chev. Ledru-Rollin and his Communists will find no sympathizers
here, but any village will goggle at Nikita Pustosviat. No one
will side with Mazzini, but Stenka Razin has only to say the
word. That is where our revolution is lurking, that is where our
danger lies.” The peasants continued to set their hopes on a good
tsar, “a simple mortal, a man of the soil who understands the life
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of the pe.oplc and is chosen by the people,” as a revolutionary
leafler put it in 1861, “Admittedly,” wrote Yuri Samarin the same
year, “an image of the remote tsar floats before their eyes, but
it is not of the tsar who lives in St. Petersburg, who appoints
governors, issues decrees, and moves armies; it is a wholly different,
primeval, half-mythical tsar who might rise suddenly from no-
where in the shape of a drunken deacon or a peasant soldier on
permanent leave.” 1?

As in Pugachev’s time, most serfs still thought of liberation as
conversion to state peasants, but by the 1850s the new idea of
total freedom was beginning to emerge. Witness the following
conversation recorded by the secret police:

Frst peasanT: “They say that we will soon be free.”

Seconp PEASANT: “Probably like the state peasants.

First pEAsanT: “No, that’s just lt—complercl\' free. They won't
demand either recruits or taxes and there won’t be any kind of
authorities. We will run things ourselves.” 14

Among the nobility, meanwhile, both the supporters and the
opponents of emancipation evoked the specter of Pugachev to
strengthen their case. Some saw the handw riting on the wall and
called for immediate reform to forestall a new uprising. Alex-
ander Il himself, in a famous speech of 1856, declared that “it is
better to abolish serfdom from above than to wait untl the
peasants begin to liberate themselves spontaneously from below.”
Others, on the contrary, fearing that emancipation might unleash
rather than avert a general outbreak, warned that the day serfdom
was abolished “the peasants would begin to kill the landlords
wholesale, and Russia would witness a new Pugachev uprising, far
more terrible than that of 1773,7 15

When the emancipation was granted in February 1861, a new
Pugachevshchina failed to materialize. But ‘;pomdn. outbreaks oc-
curred over a wide area. Profoundly disillusioned, the serfs re-
fused to believe that so much land would be retained by the no-
bility, sull less that they must pay for their own allotments and
meantime remain (1hhg.1tcd to their masters and the state. At once it
was whispered that the real emancipation, providing a total distri-
bution of the land as well as the cancellation of all payments, had
been suppressed by the gentry, or that a second manifesto (“in

1
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letters of gold”) would grant them the genuine freedom they de-
sired. Scattered risings broke out in the rural districts, l:'ipcci.illy
along the Volga, where they threatened to assume the proportions
of a general upheaval. During 1861 alone more than 500 outbreaks
occurred in which troops had to be used. But without the Cossacks
to lead them, and withour a simultancous war to diverr the atten-
tion of the government, they were destined to remain fragmented
and localized and were put down with little difficulty.

The most serious incident, however, vividly evoked the risings
of the past. Erupting at the vi]lage of Bezdna in Kazan province,
the heart of Pugachev country, it was led by an Old Believer
named Anton Petrov, who declared the emancipation a forgery
and advised his fellow villagers to stop working for the gentry,
paying their dues, and obeying the authorities. Before long peas-
ants from the surrounding area flocked to hear him say that they
were free, that the land was theirs, and that they should remove
the officials and elect their own elders. The villagers ceased carry-
ing out their obligations and seized the landlords’ fields and for-
ests. The disturbances quickly spread to the adjoining provinces
of Simbirsk and Samara, where memories of Razin and Pugachev
were still alive. Troops were called to the scene and opened fire,
killing or wounding several hundred, when the peasants refused
to surrender their leader. After the first volley the peasants stood
their ground, shouting “Freedom, freedom! We obey only God
and the tsar. You are shooting at the tsar.” In the end, huwwer,
Petrov was arrested and shot in the presence of his fellow vil-
lagers, who were forced to attend the exccution. Like Razin and
Pugachev, he came to be regarded as a Christ-like martyr who
had sacrificed his life to save the poor. After his death, it was
said, a fire sprang up on his tomb and an angel in white appeared
and announced his imminent resurrection. For years to come the
genury of the area compared him to Pugachev and dreaded a
repetition of his rising.!'

“The present situation,” noted a former Decembrist after the
Bezdna massacre, “shows that Pugachev is a greater danger to
the government than a Pestel or Ryleev.” But a greater danger
still was an alliance of the radical .intelligentsia with the spon-
tancous rebellion of the dispossessed. Joseph de Maistre under-
stood this when he forecast a new upheaval led by “some uni-
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versity Pugachev.” Similarly, the historian Shchapov foresaw a
time when “Pugachev, mover of the popular masses, will extend
his hand to Muraviev, Pestel, or Petrashevsky, when the mournful
sounds and thoughts of popular ballad will mingle with the
thoughts of Ryleev.” 17

The first serious attempt to forge such an alliance was made by
the revolutionary populists, who emerged in the aftermath of
the emancipation. Nikolai Chernyshevsky, a founding father of
their movement, believed that onlv through a new Pugacheuv-
shehina, led this time by the revnlutlonarv intelligentsia, could
socialism be achieved in Russia. In 1862 P. G. Zalchncvsky, a stu-
dent at Moscow University, called for a “bloody and pitiless’
revolt modeled on the risings of the past. The following year a
group of students in Kazan, a traditional center of peasant rebel-
lion, tried to incite a new uprising “to repeat the one led by
Pugachev.” In 1870, the bicentennial of Razin’s rebellion, Sergei
Nechaev predicted that before long popular fury would again
“burst like a storm on the nobility, which wallows in vice and
luxury.” And in 1873 Peter Lavrov hailed the centennial of Puga-
chev as the signal for a new upheaval more powcrful than those
of the past. “¥ou celebrate the memory of Catherine,” he declared
to the Russian nobility. “You celebrate the memory of Bibikov.
We, however, honor Pugachev.” Pugachev, he ndded repeating
Pushkin’s legend, was only a small raven, but the raven of today
will shape the “future destiny of the Russian people.” '

When the populists went “to the people” in the 18705, they
consciously linked their efforts to the anniversaries of Razin and
Pugachev. Some deliberately used the seventeenth-century term
shaika (gang of brigands) to describe their clandestine circles, and
called for the seizure of gentry land as well as the removal of local
officials and the election of atamans and elders in their place.
“Such was the invariable ‘program’ of the pnpular revolutionary
socialists, Pugachev, Razin, and their associates,” ran one of their
leaflets, “and such it doubtless remains for the overwhelming
majority of the Russian pcuplc Therefore we revolutionary popu-
lists accept it.” 19 Nor was it accidental that they should con-
centrate their efforts in the rcgmm of the great jacqueries of the
past or, mindful of their role in the earlier risings, seek to attract
the Old Believers to their cause. “We believe that the greatest
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revolutionary traditions are preserved among the people of the
Volga, Don, and Dnieper,” said one populist militant, “for the
largest pupuhr movements originated in these borderlands. Puga-
chev’s revolt was on the Volga, Razin's on the Don . . . and so
we have decided not to scatter our forces over the whole of
Russia but to concentrate them in these areas.” Qimilarlv, Kropot—
kin, who helped draft a popular history of the Pug.acbewhchnm
for plopaganda purposes, urged his comrades of the Chaikovsky
circle to “choose some district where memories of Razin and Puga-
chev are still alive, and move towards Moscow, on the way stirring
up the peasants against the gentry and local authorities.” 20

The most successful p(apuhst venture in the countryside, at the
southern village of Chigirin in 1877, revived the mvth of the
good tsar deceived by the wicked aristocracy. The agitators
brought a manifesto with a large gold seal in w hich the tsar gave
the peasants all the land without payment, “like the light of the
sun and all God’s other gifts.” This old device of Pugachev, re-
peated by Anton Petrov, proved once again effective. The Chigir-
in villagers elected their own ataman and clders and were about
to evict the landlords and officials when the authorities, learning
of their plans from a drunken peasant, stepped in and crushed
the rising.

The Chigirin episode was engincered by followers of Michael
Bakunin, the famous Russian anarchist, who has aptly been de-
scribed as “a Stenka Razin of the Russian gentry.” 2! Of all the
revolutionary leaders none drew more inspiration from the spon-
taneous upheavals of the past. For Bakunin, indeed, the revolts
of Razin and Pugachev were prototypes of the coming social
revolution, “not the first peasant revolutions in Russia, and not
the last.” Razin and Pugachev, he said, were model rebels, indomi-
table, indefatigable, and outside the pale of law, courageous popu-
lar avengers and irreconcilable enemies of the state, “We must ally
ourselves with the doughty world of the brigands, who are the
only real revolutionaries,” he wrote with Nechaev in 1869. “The
anniversaries of Stenka Razin and Pugachev are approaching. Let
us prepare for the feast.” 22

Bakunin placed his faith not only in brigands but in all up-
rooted segments of society. Insplrcd by Razin and Pugachev, he
saw the salvation of mankind in the destructive yet creative
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turbulence of the dispossessed. His, like theirs, was an apocalypric
vision, a dream of immediate and universal rebellion, of the
leveling of all existing values and institutions and the creation of
a free society on their ashes. He envisioned, morcover, a revolt
of the backlands against the center, of the primitive against the
advanced regions of the empire, indeed, of Europe as a whole, an
all-cmbracing upheaval in both town and country, including the
darkest elements of society—the landless peasants, the Lumipen-
proletariat, the unemployed—pitted against their wealthy and
privileged oppressors. He called for an alliance of the déclassé
intellectuals with the urban and rural poor into “a single calcu-
lated and ruthless popular revolution” to bring about a “new and
genuine liberty which will no longer come from above but from
below.”

Against this must be set the view of the Russian Marxists, who
began to emerge as a movement during the 1880s. Inheriting their
mentor’s scorn for the “idiocy of rural life,” they saw the rural
population as backward and superstitious and, though prone to
sporadic rioting, incapable of posing a real threar to the existing
order. Even when aroused, they thought, the peasantry would
only dissipate their strength in wild and undisciplined violence.
Their defeat was inevitable, moreover, since their backward-
looking aspirations were incompatible with the emerging industrial
system. For all their popular heroism, the peasant revolts repre-
sented nihilistic outbursts against the ineluctable process of mod-
ernization, desperate but futile protests against the unfamiliar
forces that threatened on every side. In their quest for a pastoral
utopia, according to this view, Razin and Pugachev were seeking
to turn back the clock, to re-create a decentralized, agrarian, and
economically stagnant society, a moribund primitive world which
history had doomed to oblivion. Razin, wrote Plekhanov, the
father of Russian Marxism, aimed to “replace the new order with
the old,” and Pugachev “looked backward into the dark recesses
of bygone years.” 23

Not that the Marxists were completely blind to the revolution-
ary potential of the peasantry. Indeed Marx himself, for all his
reservations about the rural folk, once wrote of the necessity to
back “the proletarian revolution by some second edition of the
Peasants’ War.” This remark, in turn, made a deep impression on
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Lenin, who, echoing Marx's words, was to call the Russian Revo-
lution the “union of a ‘peasant war’ with the working class
movement.” 2 Lenin was fully alive to the revolutionary implica-
tions of the peasantry’s desire for land. He understood, moreover,
that given Russia’s backwardness a tactical alliance between the
proletariat and peasantry was necessary for a successful revolu-
tion. His greatest achievement, in fact, was to return to the
anarcho-populist roots of the Russian revolutionary tradition, to
adapt his Marxist theories to suit the conditions of an underde-
veloped country in which a proletarian revolution alone made
little sense. As Zinoviev remarked in 1924, “the joining of the
workers' revolution with the peasant war is the most basic feature
of Leninism, Vladimir Ilyich’s most important discovery.” Trotsky
put it in a similar way in his history of the revolution: “In order
to realize the Soviet state, there was required a drawing together
of two factors belonging to completely different historic species:
a peasant war—that is, a movement characteristic of the dawn of
bourgeois development—and a proletarian insurrection, the move-
ment signalizing its decline. That is the essence of 1917.7%

But this was hardly Lenin’s “discovery,” nor even Marx’s. For
Marx, on the contrary, the socialist revolution required the
emergence of a well-organized and class-conscious proletariat,
something to be expected in highly industrialized countries like
Germany or England. It was Bakunin, rather, who saw that mod-
ern revolutions, like the Russian rebellions of the past, would
emerge from the lower depths of society, and he therefore pinned
his hopes on a peasant jacquerie and a simultancous rising of the
infuriated urban mobs, “solid and barbarian elements” which,
having been the least exposed to the corrupting influences of
bourgeois civilization, rerained their primitive vigor and instincts
for revolt. The real proletariat, he said, consisted of the great mass
of “uncivilized, disinherited, and illiterate millions” who truly had
nothing to lose. And his prophecy was fulfilled. For the three
greatest revolutions of the twentieth century—in Russia, in
Spain, and in China—have all occurred in relatively backward
countries and have largely been “peasant wars” linked with out-
breaks of the urban poor and a militant elite of déclassé intel-
lectuals who, in Russia at least, replaced the Cossacks and
schismatics of the past.
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To what extent, then, did the revolts of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries foreshadow the revolutions of 1905 and
19172 Clearly they had a deep influence on revolutionary thought
in the nineteenth century and did much to shape the character
of the Russian revolutionary movement. Yet 130 years clapsed
between Pugachev's rising and the 1905 Revolution, atlrizlg which
profound and irrevocable changes occurred in the nature of
Russian society. In particular, Russia saw the emergence of a
labor movement and a radical intelligentsia, and new ideas and
aspirations began to capture the popular imagination, replacing,
at least in part, old beliefs and traditions. The beginnings of in-
dustrialization, moreover, created new pressures that helped to
undermine the tsarist order, which in the days of Pugachev had
been at the height of its strength. By the end of the nineteenth
century, when the last of the Romanovs ascended the throne, the
autocracy was a mere shadow of its former self, supported by
a declining nobility and unable to withstand the mounting pres-
sures from below. In its weakened condition, morcover, the old
regime .suffered humiliating defeats at the hands of external
enemies. The Russo-Japanese War and the First World War,
unlike those of the eighteenth century, went badly from the start,
shattering the prestige of the ruling elite, undcrﬁu'n.ing the disci-
pline of the armed forces, and opening the way for the govern-
ment’s overthrow, which earlier rebellions had been unable to
accomplish.

In their historical setting, then, the revolutions of 1905 and 1917
differed markedly from those of the past. More than that, they
gathered around no dramatic personal symbols of leadership, they
flared up in the heartland as well as the peripheries, and they led
to political and economic changes that were far more sweeping
than those which had followed the earlier upheavals. Yet the simi-
larities are even more striking than the differences. For Russia
remained a backward country with an antiquated social structure,
so that old forms of rebellion persisted alongside the new. Like
the risings of the past, the revolutions of 1905 and 1917 were
explosions of mass discontent—elemental, unpremeditated, and
unorganized—in which diverse social and national groups pursued
disparate and often conflicting objectives. Triggered by unpopu-
lar wars, with their burdens of taxation and recruitmcnt: the lower
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orders exhibited the same fierce hostility roward privilege and
authority, the same destructive fury, compounded of envy, hatred,
and mistrust, which they had previously directed against the
wcalth}' and puu-‘{:rful. Furthermore, many of the same social ele-
ments—pcasants, artisans, national minorities—were involved, in-
cluding even the Cossacks (at least the poorer or “naked” seg-
ment), who reverted to their former insurrectionary role and sided
with the people against the government. In February 1917, in-
deed, it was the Cossacks who, by refusing to fire on the Petro-
grad crowds, sealed the fate of the autocracy. The modern
revolutions, moreover, were sectional as well as social conflicts,
with the peripheries rising against the center as in the past, though
for the first time the risings in the outlying rural districts coin-
cided with outbreaks in Perrograd and Moscow, as well as other
cities of the industrial heartland, and brought about the collapse
of the autocracy.

The revolutions of 1905 and 1917 saw the same ideological
simplicity, the same lack of a well-defined program, as before.
For the peasants and for many workers the prototype of the new
society remained a decentralized pastoral paradise in which they
might live in peace and contentment with full economic and
political freedom organized from below. Fired by simple slogans,
the laboring classes aimed at a direct plebeian democracy through
local councils and communes akin to the Cossack krugs of the
past. Their frame of mind, moreover, remained passionately
apocalyptic. They showed the same millennial drive, the same
yearning for redemption, for a drastic renovation of Societ}!, as
before. Many Russian peasants, as a contemporary observed, hailed
the 1917 Revolution as “the direct realization of their religious
hopes.” 2 One finds the same faith in regeneration through de-
struction, which had made so strong an impression on Bakunin.
One finds, too, the same popular legends which had been so con-
spicuous in earlier upheavals. The myth of the good tsar, for in-
stance, was still widely accepted among artisans and peasants.
During the rural outbreaks of 1905 and 1917, the villagers often
claimed to be acting in the name of a popular ruler who had
authorized the distribution of the gentry estates. “It was not so
much the Emperor as the regime of which the nation as a whole
was weary,” noted the British ambassador in 1917. “As a soldier
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remarked, ‘Oh yes, we must have a Republic, but we must have
a good tsar at the head.” %7

Oral tradition, of course, played a kcy role In pcrpctuating
these legends. When the writer Korolenko, following in Push-
kin’s footsteps, went to the Volga and Urals at the turn of the
century to collect materials about Pugachev, he found the myth
of “Peter Fyodorovich” still flourishing. What was more, follow-
ing the great famine of 1891, pretenders again appeared in the
byways of rural Russia, one of whom (typically, a former soldier)
was said to bear the “marks of the tsar” on his chest, like Puga-
chev. About the same time, moreover, though over a century had
passed since Pugachev’s rebellion, a Bashkir was arrested in the
Urals for singing a song about Salavat Yulaev at a village cele-
bration. And in the mines and foundries of the Urals during the
1905 Revolution it was said that if a new ataman should appear
he would find “hundreds or even thousands ready to follow
him.” 28

Nor was this danger lost on the authorities, who often com-
pared the rioting of 1905 and 1917 to that of Razin and Pugachev.
In 1905, for instance, Prime Minister Witte raised the specter of
Pugachev to persuade the tsar to sign the October Manifesto, lest
“a Russian revolt, senseless and merciless, should sweep all before
it and turn everything to dust.” Using the same phrase from Push-
kin, the head of the Kadet party, Pavel Miliukov, warned on the
eve of 1917 thar unless reforms were granted rebellion would
engulf the whole country. “And God save us from this fire. It
would not be a revolution. It would be that terrible ‘Russian
revolt, senseless and merciless’ . . . an orgy of the mob.” % But
the Minister of the Interior, Durnovo, saw things in a different
light. If reforms were in fact introduced, he said, as the Kadets
demanded, they would undermine the whole social order, claim-
ing the Kadets themselves among the victims, “and afterwards
would come the revolutionary mob, the Commune, the destruction
of the dynasty, pogroms of the possessing classes, and finally the
peasant-brigand.” As Trotsky commented: “It is impossible to
deny that the police anger here rises to a certain kind of historic
vision,” %0

Clearly, then, the Russian revolutions of the twentieth century
were deeply rooted in the risings of the past. Traditional forms
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and patterns, rather than vanishing, either persisted or were trans-
formed and adapted to new conditions. Moreover, the urban and
rural poor continued to play a key revolutionary role, furnishing
the explosive that demolished the old order. But the makers of
the revolution were to become its chief victims, crushed by the
new regime which they helped into power. For the Bolsheviks
proceeded to erect a new centralized order that was stronger
than the one that it replaced. After a brief interval of freedom,
a new bureaucracy resumed the revolution from above begun
under the tsars, harnessing a reluctant population to the needs
of the state. For Bolshevism, as for tsarism, autonomy and spon-
taneity were evil words, evoking the stormy, ungovernable pas-
sions of the lower classes, which the governing elite was anxious
to control. According to Marxist theory, the peasant had to
be broken if the revolution was to be “progressive.” Thus the
Bolsheviks turned on the very groups which had brought them
to power, putting an cnd to their rural and handicrafts world
and making them, in Barrington Moore’s words, the main
“victims of the socialist version of primary  capitalist
accumulation.” 1

The result was a resumption of civil war between the state
and the people. As early as 1918 a peasant congress declared that
the organs of local self-government must defend themselves once
more against the usurpations of the center. There was no end to
it—tsars, landlords, bureaucrats, and now Bolsheviks—“all have
scoffed and mocked at us.” 32 Among the political parties the
anarchists and Socialist Revolutionaries defended the popular
revolution against the new autocracy, opposing the “Communists
and commissars” as Razin and Pugachev had opposed the “boyars
and officials.” In this sense the anarchist Makhno, the ex—Socialist
Revolutionary Antonov, and the sailors of Kronstadt were the
final echoes of the earlier mass protests against centralized bu-
reaucratic despotism.

As in the past, the government's Oopponents were concentrated
in the peripheries, particularly in the Urals and along the Don
and Volga. For the Socialist Revolutionaries the nerve center was
the middle Volga, for Makhno the lower Dnieper. Among the
Don Cossacks, interesringl_v enough, the old slogan that “fugitives
are not handed over” was revived against the new Muscovite
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government. In the eyes of the peasantry, moreover, the state
remained a predator, while Makhno and Antonov were new
Razins or Pugachevs come to rescue them from oppression and
to grant them land and freedom. Makhno, wrote a fellow anar-
chist, “became the avenging angel of the lowly, and presently he
was looked upon as the great liberator whose coming had been
pmphcstcd bv Pugachev in his dying moments,” # a reference to
the “raven” Iegcnd from Pushkin. Following the example of his
precursors, Makhno expropriated the gentry, removed the offi-
cials, established a Cossack-style “republic” in the steppe, and
was revered by his followers as their batko. The government, for
its part, denounced him and Antonov as “bandits”—the epithet
with which Moscow had maligned its guerrilla opponents since
the seventeenth century—and used draconian measures to sup-
press them. Antonov, by an odd coincidence, met the same fatc
as Bulavin, being shot while fleeing from a house that his pur-
suers had set ablaze. What is more, the same legends arose about
them after their defear. As Makhno's wife told Emma Goldman,
“there grew up among the country folk the belief that Makhno
was invincible because he had never been wounded during all
the years of warfare in spite of his practice of always personally
lcadmg every charge.” 3

The nwth of the good tsar was also long in dying. Accordingly,
the peasants rendcd to blame not Lenin himself for their suffer-
ing, but rather his corrupt and scheming advisors, who kept the
ruler in ignorance while robbing the people of their freedom. The
rebels of Kronstadt, while dLnnunung Trotsky and Zinoviev for
their treachery, treated Lenin with a certain respect and distin-
guished him sharpl}r from his associates. The Bolshevik leader,
they said, was actually fed up with government affairs and wanted
only to escape. “But Lenin's cohorts would not let him flee. He
is their prisoner and must utter slanders just as they do.” % Thus
as late as 1921 the ancient legend of the benev olent tsar as a help-
less captive of his underlings had lost none of its vitality. But even
that was not all. When Lenin died in 1924 it was rumored that
he was still alive, awaiting the proper moment to rescue the
people from their new masters. Lenin, according to one legend,
had sent for his doctor a year or two before and asked if he
could make him appear dead. “I want to see what becomes of
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Russia if they think me dead,” he explained. “At pr{.scnt they put
everything on my shoulders and make me responsible.” Only the
doctor and Lenin’s wife knew the secret. Lenin’s death was an-
nounced, everyone mourned, and he was put in a mausoleum in
Red Square. But at night he walks about in the Kremlin, in the
factories, in the v1ll.1ges. “No one knows how ]cmg Lenin will lie
in his glass case pretending to be dead.”
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(continued from front flap)

Pugachev (1773-1774), who led the last and greatest of the mass
revolts.

Whirlwinds of death and destruction, the Russian revolts originated
in the southern borderlands and swept across the open steppe into the
Russian heartland, sending a thrill of terror through the landlords and
officials in Moscow. Each time the violence spread with appalling swift-
ness as tens of thousands of Russian peasants and townsfolk, joined
by native tribesmen from the Volga and Urals, rallied to the rebel
standard, only to be crushed by government troops as they approached
the centers of state power.

The four revolts were extremely complicated and differing episodes
with features that cut across social and political lines. They combined
Cossack insurrections with urban risings, peasant revolts, anticolonial
resistance, religious and sectional conflict, and political intrigue. Yet
they all had much in common. In each case it was a Cossack from the
Don who took the lead. In each case the line between banditry and
rebellion was exceedingly thin. In each case the rising was directed
not against the czar but against the nobility and burcaucrats and the
innovating state they administered. Each originated along the southern
frontier. Each occurred during or after a major war, when the burden
of taxes and recruitment was heaviest and social dislocation most
severe. Each was marked by savage violence and immense human suf-
fering. In each, moreover, religious and sociai myths played a key part
in kindling the flames of rebellion. But the revolts, though elemental
and destructive, were also diffuse. They lacked a coherent program and
a coherent organization, and, faced with regular military formations,
were suppressed with great bloodshed. The leaders in every case were
victims of betrayal.

PauL AvricH is professor of Russian History at Queens College in
New York. His recent works include The Russian Anarchists and
Kronstadt 1921.



