Open Road, Spring 1977 '~

By Martin Van Lubin

It is August of 1921, and
3000 anarchists of the
Ukrainian  Insurrectionist
Army are surrounded by
150,000 troops of the Bol-
shevik Red Army. Not
fearing the inevitable, the
anarchists shout “live free or
die fighting” and charge into
the Bolshevik ranks.

The Red Army panics and
an entire battalion is cap-
tured. The officers are shot
and the soldiers are set free
and told to return home.
Most are stunned by the
humanity of the Ukrainian
anarchists after being told by

treaty, allowing the Austro-
German regime to occupy
the Ukraine with half-a-
million troops.
Nestor Makhno, a poor
peasant who had been im-
prisoned by the Czarist
regime for his insurrection-
ary a es, made his way
home in the general
Lonfuslun of the times. Join-
g with a small group of
pemms, including Peter
Arshinov, he took to the hills
to commence guerrilla activi-
ties against the landlords and
other mainstays of the old
order.

A price was soon put on
Makhno's head and in Sept.

they liberated a city,
voluntary labour unions
were encouraged. For ex-
ample, when Aleksandrovsk
was liberated, the railway
workers established a volun-
tary union to organize the
railway network of the
region.

The Bolsheviks were to
show their true colors later
on, but the first great re-
actionary threat came from
the disposed Monarchists
who fielded two large
armies, the first under

armies under General Gri-
gor'ev had bolted out of the
Bolshevik camp and started
carving out its own territory.
So, Trotsky temporarily
abandoned the campaign
against Makhno and sent an
urgent telegram asking the
insurgents to joint the fight
against Grigor'ev.

The Makhnovists, follow-
ing a trail of Grigorev's
pogroms, swiftly won two
major battles and pushed his
forees to the north. As soon
as Grigor'ev was weakened
the Bolsheviks resumed
their campaign against the
Makhnovists. They reneged
on the agreement to supply

“It is not difficult to recognize in these

Bolshevik traits an ancient breed of master.”

Trotsky's Red Army Commi-
sars that these were common
bandits and enemies of the
Revolution.

This is just one incident
from The History of the
Makhnovist Movement. It's
no dry, historical rehash, but
an  action-packed _thriller
detailing the struggle of the
people of the Southern
Ukraine for self-determina-
tion and the right to create a
libertarian society next door
to the emerging Bolshevik
State.It's a story of Soviet
treachery, of astounding
heroics on the part of com-
‘mon peasants, and of a tragic
finale in which the peasant
army—after three years of
unceasing battle against the
enemies of the Revolution—
is decisively crushed by
“revolutionary” forces and
its outstanding figure, Nes-
tor Makhno, driven into
exile.

Written in 1921 by Peter
Arshinov, a Ukrainian anar-
chist and close friend of
Makhno, the book has only
recently been translated (by
Lorraine and Freddy Perl-
man), and publishedina joint
effort by Black and Red Pub-
lishers and Solidarity Book-
shop. It provides a welcome
corrective for the official
histories of the time as
concocted by the Bolsheviks
and their admirers.

The setting is the
Southern Ukraine, where,
following the 1917 Revolu-
tion, a spontaneous flower-
ing of freedom is underway.
The estates of the wealthy
landowners are being taken
over by peasant collectives,
and voluntary village cooper-
atives are flourishing. But
this freedom is soon to be
curtailed,
signed
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1918 his small group of 30 in-
surgents was overtaken and
encircled by 1000 soldiers,
leaving no chance of escape.
Rather than surrender, the
guerrillas turned and char-
ged right into the middle of
the over-confident enemy.
The AustroGerman troops
panicked, dropped their wea-
pons and ran for it.

Libertarian Army
Word of victories such as
these spread rapidly across.

the Ukraine and united the -

numerous rebel bands into a
coherent force that came to
be known as the Makhnovist
Army. The army’s structure
reflected its basic libertarian
philosophy: the three funda-
mental principles were vo-
luntary enlistment; election
of officers; and self
discipline instead of authori-
tarian discipline.

When the army came into
a new area it declared, “We
do not represent any kind of
authority, our armed forces
oblige no one to any sort of
obligation and we have no
aim other than to protect the
freedom of working people.”
The first thing it did upon
entering a new area was to
blow up the prisons.

Free communes were es-
tablished in many parts of
the country, but with the
changing fortunes of war
they were often overrun,
with the inhabitants being
executed. During the period
when the region remained
free there were three open
congresses where the pea-
sants formulated the policies
that decided the economic
and _political tasks of the
Revolution.  And, -~ even
though the Ukrainian insur-
rectionists were ' primarily
peasant - people, whenever

General Deniken and the
second under General Wran-

gle.

Early in 1919 Deniken's
army invaded the Ukraine
but the Makhnovists soon
put them on the retreat. The
courage of the insurrec-
tionists was reported favor-
ably in the Bolshevik press,
and in a fraternal spirit the
Makhnovists sent a captured
train of 100 cars of grain to
L)\e starvmg workers in

In mid1919, when the Red
Army showed up to help
fight the counter-revolution-
ary forces, the Makhnovists
entered uneasily into a
united front, a strictly mili-
tary alliance which was not
to interfere with the political
autonomy of the Ukraine.
‘But as the “White threat”
temporarily weakened and
the Red Army poured in
more troops, the united front
came unravelled. The Bol-
sheviks started setting up
their bureacracy complete
with Chekas (secret police) in

the previously liberated
villages and were met with
hostility, and in many

instances violence from the
indignant peasants. In turn
this brought mass arrests
and a vicious campaign of
slander against the insur-
rectionist movement.

The Russian press accused
the Makhnovists of being
Kulaks (rich  peasants),
secret Czarists, and anti-
Semetic pogromists (raping,
looting and murdering in
Jewish villages). However,
just as they declared Makhno
and the peasant leadership to
be outlaws, the Bolsheviks
had to reverse direction.

Trotsky Flip-Flops

One  of their strongest:

arms to the insurgents and at
the worst possible moment
weakened their own front
allowing Deniken's Mon-
archist army to break
through and occupy the
whole of the central Ukraine.
The Red Army pulled back to
Russia and the Makhnovists
were once again on their
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BOLSHEVIK BASHING IN THE OLD UKRAINE

the idea, tl

e
agreed to meet in the Vn.llage

of Sentova on July 27, 1919.

When the day came, both
armies, 20,000 in number,
met in an open field.
Grigor'ev spoke first with an
appeal for a united front
against the Bolsheviks and
even a suggestion that they
join forces with the Czarist
general Deniken. Makhno
spoke next and immediately
accused Grigor'ev of being a
reactionary and racist anti-
Semite. Sensing that it was
going badly, Grigor'ev
reached for his gun, but
Makhno had the drop and
shot him in front of his whole
army. A few of Grigor'ev's
senior staff reached for their
weapons but they too were
shot down. This coup totally
disintegrated  Grigor'ev's
army.

By this time, the Mahno-
vists were very low on
supplies and munitions. They
were immediately put on the
defensive again by the much
larger Denikinist army, but
their characteristic audacity

and courage more than
evened the odds, and
Deniken's general staff was
captured and the army liqui
dated. Thus ended the
gravest threat to the Russian
Revolution.
The hope among the
Ukrainian  Insurrectionists
was that the Bolshevik
regime would now recognize
they were a genuine revo-
lutionary movement _and
leave the region alone.
Weary of fighting and weak
from casualties and disease,
the Makhnovists chose to re-
relax the military front and
concentrate on the much

Red Arm; de-
fected to the Makhnovist
Army. This time they sent in
Lettish and Chinese troops
who couldn't speak the lan-
guage and had no knowledge
of the Ukrainian peoples’
movement.

Reign of Terror
In 2 reign of terror un-
leashed against the common

villagers, the ~Bolsheviks
murdered an estimated
200,000  people. Outnum-

bered, the anarchists fought
on for six months but finally
even their courageous tacties
could not overcome the
weight of 150,000 Red
troops. In August of 1921,
suffering from numerous
wounds, Makhno was smug-
gled out of the country to
France where he died in
1935. Prior to his death he
counted among his comrades
ayounganarchist from Spain
who himself would become a
major historical figure. The
man’s name was Buena-

ventura Durutti.
Since Arshinov’s book was
translated, another impor-
tant book has been published
which is also required read-
ing for anyone interested in
the other side of the Russian
Revolution — The Unknown
Revolution by Voline, The
section on the Ukraine is
basically a reproduction of
Arshinov’s work with certain
criticisms added on. Voline
feels that the Makhnovists
had_tendencies towards a
“warrior mentality” that
hindered the consolidation of
military gains into more
solid social structures which
could have resisted Bolshe-
vik aggression. He also criti-
cises:.the .Makhnovists for.
such personality  traits as
and

needed s
But the Bolshevlks had nther

plans.
Early in 1920 Trotsky
ordered the Makhnovist

Army to go to the Polish
front. The Makhnovists re-
plied that they were under
no obligation to follow Bol-
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Nestor Makhno.(1889-1935)

own, retreating in the face of
a vicious White assault.
The path of the Makhno-
vist retreat was toward the
area of Kherson where the
Bolshevik renegade Gregor-
‘ev had sent a message to
Makhno proposing they
cease hostil and unite
against their common ene-
my, the Bolsheviks. Pre-
tending to be sympathetic to

shevik orders and they were
in no position to fight anyway
because of a rampant typhus
epidemic. The Insurrection-
ist army were declared out-
laws and the Ukraine was in-
vaded by several divisions of

Red troops.

The Bolsheviks had learn-
ed their lessons from their
previous campaign against
the Ukraine;” when entire

“excessive
alcohol drinking.”

The History of the Makh-
novist Movement is for the
student of history who still
recognizes the truth of a
story not told by the win-
ners. It offers a well-docu-
mented chronology of the
real content of the Russian
Revolution—that. the  self-
activity of the people, what
they created and what they
defended, was essentially
anarcho-communist in
ture. The book is also for the
Leninist who has elevated a
series of half-truths and out-
right lies into the equally
spurious realm of historical
inevitability.

Some Bolshevik apologists
claim the Ukrainian episode
was just the “rough side” of
an otherwise good revolu-
tion. This ignores the out-
right genocide of the free
Ukrainian people and their
deliberate slandering by
Lenin and his successors in
order to bring them under
Bolshevik domination. As
Arshinov said, “It is not diffi-
cult torecognize in these Bol-
shevik traits an - ancient
breed of master.”

It should be noted that
both the Arshinov and Voline
books will soon be out of
print, so they should be
ordered soon from Black and
Red, Box 9546, Detroit,
Mich. 48202.

Other mention of the
Makhnovist Movement can
be found in The Russian
Anarchists, by Paul Avrich
(Princeton iversi
Press);

of the Urban Gue by
Abrain Gulln Tt v



