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Streets

Victor was leafing through a book by Elisee Redus that he had 
found under a stack of old books in the bookshop-cum-drugstore 
in the Rue de Ruysbroek. In fact he had read it already, then lent it 
to a comrade who had been in prison in Brussels for the past few 
days. It occurred to him that he should buy another copy for his 
journey but his entire fortune was the wretched ten franks in his 
pocket.
 “Hey, Kibalchich!”
 Even before he turned to look, he 
recognised the booming voice of Carouy, the  giant 
of a lathe-operator standing on the  threshold with 
his arms flung wide. Victor smiled and shook his 
head as the bookseller-drugstore owner frowned 
and  looked each of them up an down. A second 
after that and the skinny figure of the  Russian 
exile was swallowed up by Carouy’s arms and 
muscular chest; Carouy then looked at him with 
sadness in his eyes. 
 “The word is that you’re leaving. Tell me it’s not true, 
Kibalchich.”
 Straightening his shirt in embarrassment, Victor nodded.
 “It is, Edouard. I’ve had my fill of Brussels and of 
Belgium.”
 “But... why?” his friend muttered in cavernous,  
melencholy that made him seem fragile and defenceless. “And 
what are the comrades going to do... What are we going to do 
without you?”
 “Nobody is indispensable. And since when have
anarchists needed guides and leaders?”
 “No, no, that’s not what I meant,” Carouy stammered, his 
eyes downcast. “It’s just that... We were beginning to make some 
headway and putting a spanner in these sons-of-bitches’ works.”
 Victor shook his head.
 “Brussels isn’t worth the bother, believe me. The trade 
unions, the cooperatives, the Social Democrats... There’s no room 
for ideas hereabouts. They all still know how to close ranks. 

Edouard Carouy
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There’s no chance to make changes in this town. We might as well 
be on a different planet. And we’re rushing headlong towards self-
destruction. Listen, Edouard, you should dear out too, before they 
do you to death on the street and forget about you the very next 
day.”
 Carouy displayed his big fists, his little, shy eyes 
expressing astonishment.
 “Oh no, Kibalchich. My hide will cost them dear. If I have 
to die, I’d rather go out the way Sokolov did.”
 Victor reached out and held his shoulders.
 “And what good did it do Sokolov? Remember? He 
poked fun at our demonstrations. And perhaps he was right. But 
all he could do was barricade himself into a hotel room and keep 
shooting at the cops until they got him. Now, as far as people are 
concerned, he was just another criminal. Even he couldn’t change 
anything. Unless it was for the worst.”
 Carouy nodded while glancing round to suggest greater 
discretion. Victor looked at the shopkeeper who was watching 
them. Rumour had it that he was a police nark and Carouy had 
actually come to this silly little shop with its store of spices and 
stationery looking for some pretext, some piece of evidence on 
which he might strangle the fellow with his bare hands. Victor 
grinned.
 “What difference does it make now? Could be just 
tittletattle. We’re all going off our heads. Anyway, I’m off 
tomorrow and he can say whatever he pleases.”
 Carouy suddenly embraced him in a bear hug that
squeezed the breath out of him. Once he had broken free, Victor 
spotted a glint in the eye of the giant who tore his eyes away and 
feigned interest in the book he was holding. Victor went up to pay 
for it and handed it to his friend.
 “Kibalchich... “ Carouy mumbled, stroking the  cover 
of the elderly, broken-backed, dog-eared volume. Before I got to 
know you and the rest of the group, I was a brute. But for those 
books of yours, I wouldn’t have had any understanding.”
 “Books aren’t everything, Edouard. You should reach out 
as well and talk to other folk and familiarise  yourself with other 
realities. That’s the reason I’m going away. Don’t hold it against 
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me. I have to do it.”
 Carouy nodded vigorously, as if to assure him that he 
didn’t see him as a traitor.
 “And . . . where will you go?”
 “Who knows? This direction, that direction. Paris, for 
sure. But first I want to earn a living en route.”

Raymond Callemin was handing out advertising leaflets on behalf 
of an outfitter. Yet again he had lost a job on account of his brazen 
anarchist activism and distributing leaflets was only the latest 
career for a young man who had no sense of proportion. Victor 
saw him approaching from a long way away at the junction of two 
housing blocks and he slowed down and went up with a sarcastic 
smile.
 “Salut, free man. Is this what you meant by political work 
on the streets?”
 Raymond pretended not to have heard and, turning to 
Victor, handed him an advertisement while making a theatrical 
show of reverence.
 “There you go, good fellow, you’ll be needing a new 
outfit for your journey to a new life. Tell them I sent
you and they’ll cut you a good deal, you’ll see. Tell them you were 
sent by the only surviving free man in this shitty town.”
 Down through the years, Victor and Raymond had 
remained firm friends although they were constantly at 
loggerheads and recently their differences on the issues of lawful 
or unlawful activism had led to more frequently embittered  
dashes. As far as Raymond was concerned nothing constructive 
that was worth a candle. His vocation appeared to be destruction, 
but all he had done was trigger violent arguments among his circle 
of comrades.
 He still had a package of leaflets left to distribute. He 
looked at them with an expression of distaste and tossed them into 
the gutter.
 “Day’s work done?” asked Victor.
 Callemin shrugged his shoulders and started to walk 
away.
 They meandered aimlessly through the city centre streets.
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 From the Rue de la Regence, they wandered into the Place 
du Petit Sablon then cut through the Egmond Gardens.
 “Don’t think I’m going to stay here, Victor,” Raymond 
suddenly announced, stopping in his tracks. ‘’Another two weeks 

of this leafleting shit and I’ll have enough put 
by to buy myself a good pair of boots. And 
then... To hell with Brussels, Belgium and all 
these zombies stinking up my nostrils.”
 He had uttered this last phrase looking 
straight at a couple who happened to be passing. 
At first the man looked at him inquisitively,
before lowering his head when he caught sight 
of Raymond’s glowering expression,quickened 
his step and dragged his wife along by the 
sleeve.
 “Come with me then,” Victor suggested.
 “Where to?”
 “Paris, sooner or later.”
 “And why Paris exactly?”
 Victor brushed that off as if an answer 
would have been redundant.
 “Because it’s the city where the 
Commune was born,” he said, “the home of 

Anatole France and Jehan Rictus and the CGT and a host of self-
managed newspapers,
neighbourhood gatherings, immigrants’ associations... The city 
where Lenin wrote Iskra, among other things.”
 Raymond agreed, with a sarcastic pout.
 “And what does that mean, Iskra?”
 “Spark.”
 Raymond looked sideways at his friend.
 “Well, if you really want to know, this Lenin of yours 
is not at all to my liking. If you’ve decided to throw in your lot 
with the authoritarians, then piss off to Paris. When a spark is 
mentioned, I think of a fuse attached to a good dose of dynamite, 
rather than Lenin and all these hifalutin’ talkers who think of 
nothing else but carving themselves out a slice of power. Scratch 
the surface a bit and you’ll find they’re still nationalists rather than 

Victor (Serge)  Kibalchich

Raymond Callemin aka 
Raymond-la-Science
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revolutionaries.”
 They ambled along the great Avenue Louise where a few 
rare automobiles sounded their horns as they overtook all the 
horse-cabs trotting along in disciplined ranks. At the passage of 
these strange noisy creatures, some of the startled horses were 
spooked and the cabbies would tug sharply on the reins, muttering 
curses at a world changing to fast.
 “Who knows, Raymond. You might well be right. But 
you’ll never be able to resist any swing towards authoritarianism 
if you stay in these parts.”
 “And who’s talking about staying here? I’m off too, but 
definitely not to Paris, because, as I see it, that’s the city that 
drowned the Commune in blood rather than the city that created 
it. It’s all a matter of opinion, Victor dear.”
 “So where will you be going?”
 Raymond dropped his arms.
 “Doesn’t matter where, but to a city. Tramping the road 
anywhere. For a breath of fresh air and to be rid of all these pig- 
and sheep-headed folk that surround us.”
 They started walking again and an hour later they 
parted in the Ixelles neighbourhood where the first streetlamps 
were lighting up. It was plain that all further argument between 
them was now pointless. They shook hands and embraced each 
other. Then Raymond relented and threw his arms around Victor 
who returned his hug, trembling, overwhelmed by a range of  
indefinable, mixed and muddled emotions: anger, impotence, 
sadness... Which he overcame afterwards, once he was left on his 
own, with an awful, searing melancholy. 
 
Raymond headed for the Ardennes, then on to Switzerland, trying 
his hand at all sorts of casual work, from harvester to hod-carrier 
and even forestry worker. He had the look of a defenceless child 
about him, with those little glasses of his that made him seem like 
a frail, bewildered high-school student, a soft fedora pulled down 
over his eyes and a book of Verhaeren’s poetry in his pocket: 
“Intoxicated with the world and with
ourselves, we carry our new men’s hearts through the ancient 
universe...” His favourite poem from that collection was the one 
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that went: “Open up, or dash your fists against the door!” A better 
option might be to break it down, he thought, rather than remain 
mouldering behind it.
 Slinging over his shoulder a bag holding a change of shirt, 
a note-book, a few photos that never left his side, and ten francs, 
Victor caught the train for Lille. He found lodgings in the attic of 
a miners’ barracks, then tried his luck asking for a job at the mine, 
but they laughed in his face;
 “You’d be dead in two hours, lad!”
 By the fourth day he had only four francs left. He switched 
to a rationing system: twenty five centimes for a loaf of bread 
and a kilo of green pears. By the end of the first week, he was 
suffering dizzy fits and could no longer stand upright. Thanks to a 
new friend, a pipe-layer, he was introduced to a 
photographer from Armentieres and taken on at his development 
lab for four francs a day. He carried on living in the miners’ 
barracks and every morning he set off with the silent, dour 
labourers through the fog that shrouded everything.
 In the evenings, after ten hours spent in a dark-room, 
Victor strained his eyes to read Jaures’s paper,  L’Humanite, and it 
was hard going for, in addition to tiredness, there was a couple on 
the other side of the wooden partition wall, the man of the house 
almost always coming home drunk and beating his wife. Between 
sobs, he could hear her pleading:
 “Beat me then, beat me.”
 Then they would make love. And the more he beat her, 
the more passionate and satisfied the woman seemed, as if the 
beatings were an actual token of his affections. This crude
contact with the mine-workers, this dive into the reality of 
misery and resignation banished all illusions about solidarity 
among the oppressed. It just added to Victor’s misgivings and 
worries. “What sort of revolution would be feasible without 
emancipation of the individual? And if an unassuming, broken 
woman took blows as the only antidote to her partner’s indifference, 
what would be the point of talking to her about wage exploitation 
or overthrowing the balance of power between labour and capital?
 By candlelight, Victor jotted down in his notebook: “Is it 
going to take centuries before this world and these creatures are 
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transformed? Yet each of us has only one life to live. What are we 
to do?”
 He thought of an answer, but it was personal to him: so he 
set off on his travels again and made it to Paris.
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LYONS, 1907 

“Mankind makes sacrifices for certain core ideas, among them 
truth, justice, duty... that it regards as ideals. These obsessions must 
be destroyed. My cause is not universal, although it is unique, just 
as every individual in unique... We ought to cling to the truth o f 
the unique and reject as false anything that is not properly mine; 
both society and the State, which you invest with your strength 
and which exploit you, are false.” 
 Jules underlined this paragraph in pencil and closed 
the book: The Ego and Its Own, by Max Stimer, the Bavarian 
philosopher and theorist of individualist anarchism. The broken-
backed cover was smeared with stains and spotted; the grease 
and sweat off his hands which were back working with engine oil 
again. The candle flame flickered, soaring and then falling sharply; 
a sign that the wax and tallow mix was giving up the ghost. He had 
perhaps another ten minutes of light left before the wick would 
burn out. He reopened the book and searched for the chapter he 
had just read at least ten times over, scribbling an exclamation 
mark in the margin. 
 “Revolution and rebellion should not be regarded as 
synonymous. The former consists of the overthrow of the status 
quo, the established order and is therefore a political and social 
phenomenon. The latter, even though an inescapable consequence 
of it is a transformation of the current state of affairs, arises, 
not from that state of affairs but rather from men’s individual 
discontentment. It is not an armed uprising but an outpouring by 
individuals, an incitement to rise up heedless of any consequences 
that this might entail. Revolution has its sights set on a new 
organisation; rebellion on the other hand prompts us to reject 
being organised any longer but rather to look to self-organisation 
and places no great hopes in institutions... The revolution 
commands us to create new institutions; rebellion to rise up and 
raise ourselves up.” 
 “Rebellion’’, Jules mumbled, propping himself up. 
Rebellion, not revolution. Any attempt to replace a reactionary 
government with a revolutionary government, he reckoned, would 
assuredly leave in place, if not the 
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exploiters per se, then at least the methodology of exploitation 
as a function. The State might change its aims, but not its means. 
Stimer had grasped that. And Nietzsche had defined Stimer as 
“the most fertile mind of his day”... Jules smiled and nodded and 
his lips pinched i n a sour grimace. The most fertile mind, to be 
sure, but one that died in poverty and loneliness, ignored by the 
bourgeois, scorned and ridiculed by the socialists and left to the 
hunger that had been his boon companion for much of his life... 
What good was having such a big brain if it had not managed to 
change anything? Society, the State, the world at large were ready 
to acknowledge him as a philosopher, now that Stimer was a small 
heap of bones lying forgotten in some graveyard in the world’s most 
socialist country. These German Social Democrats, Jules thought, 
scratching his head vigorously. The notion that . there might have 
been lice in this greasy garret left him bemused... But no, it was 
only dirt. He hadn’t had a bath in a long time and the iron dust at the 
plant was worse than lice. He found his train of thought again. So 
the Social Democrats were the cream of revolutionaries who, on 
entering parliament, had announced loud and clear: “From now on 
the German worker is a citizen with Reichstag representation and 
henceforth has obligations to Germany which take precedence over 
any towards his own class... “Jules sighed and was immediately 
assailed by. a coughing fit. Damned dust. Whether it was inhaled 
on behalf of Bismarck or Social Democracy, what did it matter 
if the sole aim was the manufacture of cannon for enslaving the 
peoples of Africa or Asia, or for a show of strength to impress 
the neighbours in Europe? And that senile old fool Engels, Jules 
remembered, who had finished up disowning the Communist 
Manifesto and declaring that the German Social Democrats had a 
duty to pass the military budget in order to fend off an attack from 
tsarist Russia... Same old story, all the time. As for Russia... Jules 
glanced at the heap of old newspapers and the anarchist journals 
strewn atI over the cramped attic. Two years previously, there was 
the mutiny on board the battleship Potemkin. A good thing too, no 
doubt. If only it had had long-range guns that could be trained on 
Lyons... But Lyons was too far inland. Maybe it could have fired 
at the Cote D’Azur. Just to clean it up a little... This time he started 
to chuckle but stopped just before his coughing fit could return to 
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torment him. The battleship Potemkin, the officers and men who 
had taken up arms... But what sort of revolution was it when it was 
military men who started it off? He was familiar with the enclosed 
lives and blinkered outlook of the military. No matter what the 
intention and no matter the reason behind their mutiny, they still 
suffered from the typical shortcomings of the  barracks mentality. 
No, there were no grounds for hope there. Not in revolution at any 
rate. Now, rebellion, that was another matter. True, Stimer hadn’t 
changed anything. Any more than that Parisian cobbler, one Leon 
Leauthier, another anarchist, had changed a thing by walking 
into a luxury restaurant in the Avenue de l’Opera and sticking his 
awl into the belly of the first symbol he came across, the most 
cadaverous death-mask his eyes had lighted upon, and who just 
turned out to the Serbian minister, a Monsieur Georgewich. The 
sort of thing that diplomatic incidents are made of And what good 
had it done him? Goodnight to the cobbler. The Minister’s place 
was taken by someone just as bad. ‘’I’d have done better to have 
used dynamite”, the cobbler had announced before he was hauled 
away for a beating. Yes, dynamite, and how...! 
 The last flicker died away and the candle burned out. 
Jules struck a match, searching for his cigarettes. He had one left. 
The first lungful set off his cough, but after the second, he felt a 
pleasant lightheadedness. 
 Gaetano Bresci came to mind and he wondered what could 
have driven a man to offer up his own life for the sake of setting 
an example. Three bullets fired into a king’s chest, a king who was 
such a decent fellow that he had awarded the military medal to 
General Bava Beccaris for turning his artillery on demonstrators... 
At the time that Bresci was emptying his pistol into Umberto I, 
Jules had been receiving his sergeant’s stripes. He had read the 
details in the press, locked in the latrines lest his superiors or any 
informer discover him. Less than a year after that Bresci had been 
beaten to death in solitary confinement. Suicide, so the official 
verdict ran. But what else could anyone have expected? In essence, 
his had been a suicide mission right from the start. As for kings, 
they always have children to pass the sceptre on to and control 
of the artillery to be trained on the crowd. There hadn’t really 
been a single change in Italy, Jules concluded. But, when you got 
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right down to it, was there actually any way of changing things? 
And had the murderous bombs of an Emile Henry or a Ravachol 
achieved anything? While Jules regarded the latter as a semi-
lunatic, Henry had been an intellectual and a fine writer whose 
parents had fought on the side of the Paris Commune and he had 
been driven to the extremity of procuring three kilos of potassium 
chlorate, a flask of sodium and twenty sticks of dynamite after he 
had woken up to the fact that the spoken and written word availed 
nothing against the repression of the State. But the slaughter of 
bourgeois and of policemen had furnished the powers that be with 
a pretext on which to excite public opinion into acquiescing in 

Monza, 24 July 1 900: anarchist Gaetano Bresci assassinates King Umberto 1 (Flavio Costantini)
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the implementation of laws of 
which the worst of tyrannies 
would have been proud, laws 
equipping the police and 
the courts with unlimited 
powers in the persecution 
of “subversives”. Ravachol, 
Henry and so many other 
anarchists had paid the price 
for their “exemplary’’ acts on 
the guillotine. So that they 
might be walked to the scaffold 
without giving any trouble, 
their testicles had been bound 
with a leather strap attached 
to their wrists, a guarantee of 
absolute compliance. Reading 
those details, Jules had also 
felt the urge to excuse any act 
of slaughter. But the anarchist 
movement had emerged from all 
those bomb explosions broken. 
Errico Malatesta, who enjoyed 
implicit respect from Europe’s 
anarchists, had been obliged to 
condemn these indiscriminate 
and bloodthirsty methods in 
public. Jules read and relished 
Malatesta’s writings, but his 
sort of theories required two, 
three, ten generations of patient 
endeavour. Some day, who 
could say?, The world might 
take on a new consciousness, 
an egalitarian outlook, a so far 
unknown spirit of fraternity. 
Meanwhile, life moved on and 
Jules had used up a lot of it to 

Paris, 12 February 1 894: Emile Henry 
(Flavio Costantini)

Paris, 11 March 1892: Ravachol 
(Flavia Costantini)
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no particular purpose. He had never bowed his head, but what had 
he done that he could feel proud of? He had been a starveling, 
a failed hold-up man, a skilled workman waiting every time he 
started a new job, for the arrival of the inevitable dossier complied 
by some eager-beaver inspector... Even now that he had started 
work in the Berliet plant, could he hope to enjoy his meagre wages 
in peace? How long was it likely to last? And, yet again, the price 
to be paid was for him to hold his tongue and keep his nose out, 
lest his name end up on the desk of the nearest gendarmerie post. 
 So who would ever see the advent of the just society 
advocated by Malatesta? Maybe not even their children’s 
children’s children. And Jules Bonnot had even been denied the 
hope of making the world a better place for the sake of his son. 
Because he had no son now. 
 The image of Justin-Louis in Besson’s arms tore the heart 
out of him. He opened his eyes wide in the darkness in order to 
banish the painful vision. 
 Action. Action was the only thing left. But action without 
sacrifice, without claim of responsibility, without offering one’s 
throat to the hounds. Hitting the exploiters with their fondness 
for the guillotine and for champagne in precisely what they 

cherished most, their purse. Not for the sake 
of lining one’s pockets, but so as to repay them 
in kind for a little of the terror they spread, so 
cocksure that they were unreachable. And not 
with bombs, but at gunpoint, wresting back a 
fraction of everything that they were hiding 
from the millions in despair. 
 “Or maybe just out of a taste for 
vengeance”, he mused in his half-doze, not 
looking to impossible revolutions or to the 
enlightened societies of an all-too-distant future 
for excuses. In one final flash of insight, Jules, 
inside his head, cursed the daylight which was 
about to require him to walk through the gates 
at the Berliet plant again, facing the prospect of 
another twelve hours of dust, grease, sweat and 
degradation.

Errico Malatesta, 1896
(Flavio Costantini)






