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One day Dr Garnett said to me: Russian emigrants have inquired about you; they have read 
your book about Russia with great interest and would like to meet you. Thus, I came into 
contact with the Russian exiles in London, first with Kravchinsky, called Stepniak, and 
through him several others. 

Stepniak lived about three quarters of an hour’s drive from Earl’s Court, far out west 
in a charming little house. Nowhere in London did the fire in the fireplace seem to burn as 
cosily as there. 

The first time I arrived there, the lady of the house stood up to greet me, and I 
extended my hand to a gentleman by her side to thank him for one of the most heart warm 
and honouring letters I have ever received in my life. He replied smilingly that Stepniak had 
gone to meet me at the station, that he would recognize me from a photo in one of my books 
but must have missed me; he was Kropotkin. Stepniak returned a moment later. The first 
evening I spent with these rare people are among my fondest memories. Few times in my life 
have I had such a strong feeling of being in great company. 

It had been twelve years since I first learnt of Stepniak as a writer. Through the 
deceased Sonya Kovalevsky I was made aware of his book Underground Russia, which 
immediately made a huge impression on me. I was now standing in front of him. 

Stepniak was 43 years old, stocky, athletically built, with small, black eyes, black 
eyebrows that veered towards his nose, giving off a light and sorrowless energy, and with 
exceptional animation in his questions and answers. 

His wife, a big, beautiful southern Russian woman from Simferopol on Crimea, in her 
thirties, dark, big eyes, curly hair, warm, soulful, was fully a lady but also fully a human 
being. 

Prince Kropotkin, 52 years old, looked much older; a superior personality. He was 
bald with a big, long beard, a slightly drooping mouth; you can tell that life in prison has 
taken its toll on him. The first impression of him was of fineness, a great gentleman’s fine 
formation and courtly being; there was something very gentle and noble in his attitude. The 
next impression was that of assertiveness and determined, unwavering courage; his 
gentleness was doubly appealing, because you felt that his thoughts were so bold, his actions 
so determined. The overall impression was that of a progressive genius. 

The two men had the most impressive experiences behind them. 
Peter Kropotkin is a direct descendant of the old royal Rurik family, belonging thus to 

Russia’s highest aristocracy. When he was younger, his friends said that he had more right to 
the throne of Russia than the emperor, who was merely a German. He was initially a servant 
at Alexander II’s court, a position only available to the sons of the royal aristocracy. He 
studied Mathematics and Geography and undertook geological-scientific journeys throughout 
Siberia and northern China, the outcomes of which he later published with Elisée Reclus. He 
earned a name as a scientist through his geographical work and a book on the ice age. In his 
youth he came to Bakunian socialism, a form of anarchist communism. He has later 
developed his own strand of scientific anarchism. 

After his return to Russia in 1873, Kropotkin was imprisoned without due process and 
brought to the Peter and Paul Fortress; he was imprisoned there until 1876 when, with help 
from his friends and admirable assessment of all conditions and circumstances, managed to 
escape in the middle of the day in front of armed guards – as described by Stepniak in a well-
known chapter of his first book, probably translated into every language. Kropotkin then 
pursued his studies and the promotion of his revolutionary thoughts in Geneva and in 
England; but when he went to France in 1883 – although he had never been guilty of 



attempted assassination, and although the International had long ceased to exist – under 
accusation of belonging to an international association – but probably mostly because of his 
revolutionary past and agitation against Russia – he was sentenced to five years in prison. He 
was pardoned after three years in prison in Clairvaux, and since then he has lived in England, 
where he gives numerous lectures in English in various towns about economics, agriculture, 
and so on. 

The peace of mind and courage with which he has borne his years in prison are 
perhaps most evident from his letter to the poor young Arne Dybfest, published in the 
Norwegian Nyt Tidsskrift (November 1892), when he was threatened with imprisonment. 
Nothing is more awe-inspiring than Kropotkin’s character. In this letter he writes of yearlong 
prison sentences as a minor – often for your cause useful – inconvenience, which you without 
much difficulty can survive if only you do ten minutes’ exercise in the morning and ten 
minutes’ in the afternoon, and then on top of that do not spend too much energy on spiritual 
work: “I said to myself: imagine you are on a journey to the North Pole, frozen in ice; the 
participants are forced to spend two winters in a small cabin on a poor diet; they cannot 
move, but they are forced to maintain their body and spirit.” 

Kropotkin is like the embodiment of resilient courage. When I one day said in jest: 
“there is only one thing to build one, stupidity; on this rock, I will build the church of the 
future” – he said: “Oh no! Rather say cowardice. This is much more widespread.” – And yet 
he builds only on noble causes. 

It was highly entertaining to listen to Kropotkin talk about his life in prison, about the 
sign language knocking on the floor, which the prisoners developed to such a degree that they 
– after initially spending hours on a short sentence, letter for letter – reached a point where 
they instantly communicated elaborate meanings. He thus related that one day, when visitors 
were allowed at the Peter and Paul Fortress, a young woman communicated by tapping the 
brim of her straw-hat that three prisoners had escaped from the prison in Kharkov; within a 
few seconds, the message was passed on so that the prison yard suddenly erupted into cheers 
to the great surprise of the guards, who had no clue as to why. 

Through his mind, his multifaceted insights, his actions and ruthlessness in the service 
of greater ideals, Kropotkin is like the Greek heroes from ancient times, who, when no law 
system existed, not only subjected themselves to rightfulness, but also exercised 
righteousness as vengeance and punishment. For men of Kropotkin’s ideals, the law in 
contemporary states is always worse than no law at all – you sense the contempt for judges 
that permeate all his writings – and he finds himself exactly in the position of the ancient 
heroes. 

In his book Anarchist Morality, Kropotkin narrates the story of a young Polish doctor. 
His deportation to Siberia would have come to an end in a few days, and life greeted him 
again, when he was bitten by a mad dog. He did not pay much attention to the wound, 
corroding it rather than burning it, but one day noticed that it had started swelling. Knowing 
what that meant, he rushed to a friend, another deported doctor, and said: “Quick! 
Strychnine! Within a second I will have rabies and infect you all.” – The friend could not be 
persuaded to give him the poison but wanted to try an antidote. However, crisis set in and 
strychnine became necessary. For Kropotkin, the moral and logic of the story is thus: as the 
goodhearted man would rather die than be the cause of other people’s misfortune, so he has 
the knowledge of a good deed and gains approval of those he respects when he kills a 
poisonous, human creature to prevent further damage. 

Kropotkin has an appreciation of strong personalities that does not conflict with his 
fight for equality in society. He writes in one place: Be strong! Overflow with emotional and 
intellectual energy, and you will spread your intelligence, your love, your energy of action 
broadcast among others! This is what all moral teaching comes to. Be strong, be great in your 



actions, spread your existence to all sides, be as active as possible, if you want to lead a 
complete, full, fruitful life! 

The English journals regularly publish scientific articles by Kropotkin. The 
Norwegian journal that published his letter to Arne Dybfest has published a few valuable 
minor pieces by him. As an agitator, he has published several minor essays in French (Aux 
jeunes gens, Un siècle d’attente 1789–1889, Les prisons, Le salariat, etc.) at 10 Centimes a 
piece. A splendid and complete collection of these is Paroles d’un Révolté published by 
Elisée Reclus. Among the writings that I know, The Conquest of Bread seems without 
comparison to be the most important one. 

However, Kropotkin has not convinced me. In his condemnation of existing society, I 
agree with him so much that I do not find his expressions too strong. But when he wants to 
build, I cannot follow him. He who wants to build must build on granite, and granite in 
human nature is the love of oneself, which according to Kropotkin disappears. It is his great 
accomplishment to have brought to light numerous overlooked testimonies to a great urge to 
mutual aid; but to build a system and a future on the conviction of the kindness of human 
nature is to build on sand. 

It is a great loss to him that he cannot travel freely in Europe and will never see 
Russia again. 

All exiles long for their homeland. Vera Zasulich’s longing has moved me like no one 
else’s. 

It is strange that this name, which once echoed all over Europe, no longer speaks to 
the Danish youth. The older generation have not forgotten. In 1877, the first Russian 
assassination occurred. The then chief of the Third Division, General Trepov, had had a 
political prisoner who had neglected to salute him in the prison yard whipped. An outraged 
young woman who did not know the prisoner arranged a personal meeting with the General, 
fired a shot and seriously wounded him. All of young Russia saw in Vera Zasulich a 
Charlotte Corday, and it is still remembered throughout the Russian empire and many places 
outside Russia the surprise and joy it sparked when the jury pronounced her innocent. It is not 
too much to say that the Russian youth worshipped her. She hid for a long time in St. 
Petersburg; then she fled abroad. 

Vera Zasulich was a kind of dreamlike being for me, who I never expected to meet in 
real life. It stirred up a lot of emotions in me when I learned that we were to meet. Vera was 
not even forty years old yet, with beautiful grey eyes, serious, hard worn features, older than 
she looked; but with an inner life, firebrand gestures, and a powerful voice, which gave each 
of her utterances a sense of unbridled youthfulness. She is simplicity embodied. She hates 
attracting attention and lives in London under an assumed name, the only one she is known 
by there, and under which she receives all her letters. For several years she lived under this 
name in Switzerland. But when the authorities there one fine day a year and a half ago 
demanded that she submit her passport to the Russian consul, she realized that she was under 
surveillance and left Switzerland for England. 

You have to look far and wide for a more admirable character, a more excellent, fair, 
steadfast, and industrious woman. She lives in deep poverty in London, all alone, without any 
assistance, and spends her day studying in the British Museum and preparing leaflets and 
books on national economics that are published in Russian within and outside Russia. 
Sometimes weeks go by without she exchanges words with anyone. She is currently studying 
and writing about eighteenth century French economists. 

After an evening gathering at Stepniak, I spent three quarters of an hour with her in a 
train carriage, and later we strolled through the city, having one of those late-night 
conversations where you open up more than during the daytime. Among other things, we 
talked about the assassinations. I regretted the assassination of the emperor and the 



consequences that it had. She said wistfully: “When they killed the emperor, the also killed 
the revolutionary movement. There are no traces of revolutionary organization in Russia 
anymore”. 

Vera Zasulich also constantly long for her fatherland. A few years ago, that longing 
became so strong that she, with a passport in hand, traveled to Archangelsk and lived there 
for an entire year. Then she could not resist the urge to revisit St. Petersburg, and she stayed 
there for a few months. – “Did you really show yourself on the streets, Vera?”, I asked. – “I 
see, I understand, I did not ride on a bus but in a horse carriage. No one will see you, and if a 
policeman should recognize my face, I would be gone before he could stop the carriage.” Her 
lively nature, all the restless boldness she still betrays, and all the carelessness that still 
lingers in her mind, came out through those words. 

My English acquaintances sometimes joked about my desire to associate with 
“Murderers” and “Murderesses” in London. But I assure you that, when I had spent the night 
with my “Murderers” and then the next day in distinguished dinner company, I had the 
feeling that I, from the higher, better society, had sunk to a much lower level. 
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