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PRELUDE





I have undertaken this short life of Joseph Stalin because I have discovered that, among the young, he is insufficiently known. Whereas Hitler figures frequently in the mass media, and Mao Tse-tung’s memory is kept alive by the continuing rise in power of the communist state he created, Stalin has receded into the shadows. I shall bring him forth and shine on him the pitiless light of history.

Stalin was a monster, one of the outstanding monsters civilization has yet produced. I do not share the view, stridently put forward by Marx and Tolstoy, that individuals are unimportant in the shaping of historical events, which—they say—are the work almost entirely of huge, anonymous forces. On the contrary, I believe, along with most historical writers from Thucydides to Carlyle, that what happens to humanity as a result of human agency is profoundly influenced and often determined by the will of the few, sometimes the very few. It follows that these remarkable individuals need to be closely studied, to discover how they acquired and exercised power, and whether lessons can be learned for the benefit of mankind. That is the reason why I have written essays on Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar, and why I produced an admonitory biography of Napoleon Bonaparte. All three were immensely important in the history of their times, and for long after. Napoleon was particularly influential in shaping the history of the twentieth century. Thanks to the tragic decision of the Whig government in Britain to repatriate his body from St. Helena to France, and the malign determination of the French to treat him as a national hero and enshrine his body in the Invalides, Napoleon’s spirit and his methods have lived on. The First World War, which began the miseries of the modern world, was itself the embodiment of total warfare of the type his methods adumbrated. In the political anarchy that emerged from it, a new brand of ideological dictator took his type of government as a model: first in Russia, then in Italy, and finally in Germany. No dictator of the twentieth century, from Lenin, Stalin, Hitler, and Mao Tse-tung to minor tyrants like Kim Il Sung, Castro, Perón, Mengistu, Saddam Hussein, Ceauşescu, and Qaddaffi, was without distinctive echoes of the Napoleonic prototype. Collectively, this Napoleonic progeny of evil made the twentieth century the outstanding epoch of ideological oppression, mass murder, warfare on a colossal scale, and innovative technology that enabled humans to lie, deceive, and pervert the human mind to infernal purposes.

Of the three egregious monsters the twentieth century produced, Hitler detonated the Second World War, which cost forty million lives, and was personally responsible for the murder of six million Jews; Mao Tse-tung killed seventy million of his compatriots by execution and starvation. The death toll for which Stalin must bear the blame is not easy to compute, but it cannot be less than twenty million. He was also the creator or refiner of many aspects of totalitarian rule, including what Solzhenitsyn called “the gulag archipelago,” itself the model for the Mao concentration camp complex, which once contained twenty-five million human beings and still houses many unfortunate millions.

The world, then, should know about Stalin, and in this short book, I have tried to set forth the essence of his life, character, and career. It has been in some ways a grim task, but in performing it I have felt a powerful satisfaction in telling the truth, and in a brief and accessible compact form so that all, the young especially, to whom Stalin is but a name, can know and learn from it.
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Choirboy to Bandit



ON
 DECEMBER
 6, 1878, a third son (two earlier ones had died in infancy) was born to Vissarion Ivanovich, a cobbler, and Ekaterina Georgievna, a washerwoman, surnamed Dzhugashvili, in the little Georgian town of Gori. He was baptized Joseph and known by the diminutive Soso. Some authorities give the birthdate as 1879. He was a contemporary of Albert Einstein, General MacArthur, Lord Beaverbrook, and Leon Trotsky. In Berlin, Disraeli and Bismarck were settling the peace of Europe; in St Petersburg, Tchaikovsky was writing Swan Lake
 and Dostoyevsky The Brothers Karamazov
 ; in London electric streetlights were being introduced, and the first telephone exchange opened.

By contrast, Gori was a backward spot. Joseph Stalin’s birthplace was a small one-story brick house. It was made into a shrine when Stalin became famous, enclosed in a Greek-style temple. It still exists. Joseph’s parents were desperately poor; his father was a drunk, favoring a local grape spirit called chacha. He beat both his wife and his son when in liquor. At some point, he was murdered with an ax in a tavern brawl; various dates have been asserted, but 1906, when his son was eighteen, seems the most likely. Some say Stalin arranged it. But murder had not yet become habitual to him.

His mother, by contrast, survived into old age. She was very religious (Georgian Orthodox), had friends among the clergy, and saw to it that Joseph got a good education. He grew to be five foot six inches, with thick black hair, yellow eyes (women said “the color of honey”), a pockmarked face from childhood smallpox, and a stiff left arm, shorter than the right, a result of being run over by a carriage when a child. Two toes on his left foot were joined together.

The boy was unquestionably clever, and his mother wanted him to be a priest. He had a fine treble voice and was an outstanding choirboy. Later, he became a notable tenor. She secured for him four years at the Gori church school, where he learned to speak excellent Russian, though with a guttural accent, and to read and write in both Georgian and Russian, some Greek and Latin, math, geography, and history. He then passed onto the church seminary in Tbilisi, the capital. There he remained, doing well and studying hard, until he became a Marxist convert, began engaging in banned political activities, and was finally expelled.

By this time, at eighteen, he was a well-educated man. His writing was clear and fluent. His vocabulary was wide. He was well-read in Russian and Georgian literature (he called himself Kobo after the local folk hero) and in translations from German, French, and English, as well as in the Latin classics. He read music and might have become a professional singer. His favorite opera was Glinka’s Iran Susanin
 , though he also repeatedly saw Borodin’s Prince Igor
 . His taste was rather better than that of his fellow dictator Hitler, who, while professing to favor Wagner, actually enjoyed most Franz Léhar’s The Merry Widow
 . He was much better educated than Hitler or, for that matter, Mao Tse-tung. He did not aspire to Mao’s skill in calligraphy or poetry, though he did write poetry, and some of his effusions survive. His favorite phrase was “the all-hiding darkness of the forest.” He was a skillful and fluent letter writer. Large numbers of his letters exist, in holograph as well as typescript, and two volumes have been published. As an adult he accumulated a library of twenty thousand volumes, a large collection by any standard, which included classics in various translations, as well as Russian. We know he read War and Peace, Vanity Fair, Madame Bovary
 , and Goethe’s Faust
 , and he was familiar with several Shakespeare plays, especially The Tempest
 . (Perhaps he identified with Prospero.) He also wrote a great deal on political and ideological subjects, and much of it has been published and translated, the most important being Problems of Leninism
 . This work is by no means as tedious as might be suspected and contains many fascinating nuggets. (“There is hopeless confusion between the Poor Peasants and the Rich Peasants, and failure to fit in the Middle Peasants. Remember, Middle Peasants always vacillate!”) The book is essentially a collection of lectures—to students, party officials, and administrators—and speeches to the Central Committee and party congresses.

Why did Soso, as he was always known to his adoring mother, lose his belief in Christianity? By the time he was fifteen, his faith was causing him problems. Told that if he did not fast before taking communion, he would be annihilated by a bolt of lightning, Soso and a colleague decided to put God to the test. They took communion on a full stomach and nothing happened. But Soso was a man born to believe. With Christianity now dead or dying, something had to take its place. He read Marx, and this was the beginning of a lifelong faith in Marxism, which for Stalin was always a fervently held substitute for religion. He remained a Marxist until he died, and though he was ultracynical in many ways, he was never cynical about Marxism, even if he unconsciously refashioned it to suit his purposes.

Second, he inherited, perhaps from his father, a streak of violence that was a powerful element in his nature and went very deep. It was natural for him, as a Marxist Social Democrat, to align himself with the Bolsheviks (the minority), who embraced violence, as opposed to the majority Mensheviks, who rejected it for most purposes. They wished to become like the European socialist parties and mount a “legitimate opposition,” as opposed to Lenin’s strategy of “burrowing underground.” In effect, by taking up politics, Stalin became a political bandit. But this propensity to violence was emotionally, intellectually, and specifically verbal. As a revolutionary, he owned guns and occasionally used them. But with a few notable exceptions, he never killed anybody himself. He clearly liked the idea of killing to achieve utopia, as indeed did Marx, in theory, and Lenin, in theory and practice. But, like them, he rarely or never killed his enemies, or “class enemies,” personally: he expected others to do it. Nor, if he could help it, did he ever witness executions, let alone torture, though he approved wholeheartedly of both and signed many thousands of certificates authorizing them.

The third reason for Soso’s conversion from Christianity to Bolshevism was his Georgian background. Georgia was a Transcaucasian territory of about twenty-seven thousand square miles quite distinct from Russia, from which it was cut off by high mountains. It was a land of sunshine, of grapes and wine and olives, and its climate was, at times, subtropical. Unlike Russia, it had been part of the Roman Empire from the first century BC. It had been Christianized in the late fourth century AD, long before Russia; had been part of the Byzantine Empire, and then of its Ottoman replacement. It had nothing to do with Russia until the early nineteenth century, and the completion of the Russian conquest took place only a few years before Soso’s birth.

The tsarist government persecuted Georgian nationalists, calling them “bandits.” The young man focused his hatred on the tsar and his Okhrana, or secret police. Not that he was ever a Georgian nationalist. Marx steered him away from that. But it is a fact that the main recruiting ground for the more violent Social Democrats was among the persecuted minorities: Jews, Poles, Armenians, Georgians, and other distinctive groups formed the majority of the Bolsheviks. Virtually all of them changed their names to conceal their minority backgrounds, either to Russian-sounding ones, or names implying hardness or implacability. This applied even to Russian Bolsheviks. For example, Scriabin changed his name to Molotov, “Hammer.” Sometime in his early career as a Bolshevik, Soso adopted the name Stalin, the Russian word for steel, easy to pronounce and remember and use in slogans. From 1913 he used it habitually.

Stalin first met Lenin (born Aleksandr Ulyanov) in 1905 at a conference in St. Petersburg. He had read and admired his writings and, for some reason, imagined him of giant stature, the “Mountain Eagle” in early Bolshevik propaganda. “Imagine my dismay,” he wrote, “when I saw an ordinary man, under average height, just like any other ordinary human being.” But they got on well enough. Though they were never friends, Lenin, by now head of the Bolshevik faction, recognized Stalin could be useful to the party, and admired what he recognized as a profound streak of violence. He put Stalin in charge of raising funds for the party by raiding post offices and banks. Stalin quickly recruited a gang of gunmen and girls willing to act as decoys and covers. On June 13, 1907, Stalin led their biggest operation so far, an ambush of a delivery equivalent to £25,000 in large-denomination banknotes to the main bank in Tbilisi. The money, in two carriages, was guarded by an escort of Cossacks. Stalin planned and directed the operation, but the attack was led by his friend Semyon Ter-Petrosyan, an Armenian giant known to Stalin as Kamo. Twenty gunmen took part in the ambush in the main square of Tbilisi: eight hand grenades, smuggled to the square by two girls, were exploded under the carriages. Many Cossacks and passersby were killed, and the raid attracted headlines not only in Russia but in foreign newspapers. The banknotes were seized and quickly distributed throughout the Bolshevik network, some being sent to Lenin, then in Finland. Stalin had been expelled from the seminary in 1899, and thereafter he was a Bolshevik activist; he also worked in a meteorological station and a grocery shop. But most of his time was spent organizing small-scale robberies. He became perhaps the most successful and reliable fund-raiser for Lenin. In 1905 he married his first wife, Ekaterina Svanidze, a dressmaker and a beauty. She was religious and obliged Stalin to marry her in church, a fact kept secret from other revolutionaries. In 1907 they had their first child, Yakov, who was commissioned in the Soviet army in 1940, captured in 1941, and died in a German prisoner-of-war camp. (Stalin refused to do a deal for his exchange.)

Though Stalin was sufficiently in love with Kato (as he called her) to go through a religious wedding, he refused to give up his political life and its risky, dangerous, and unlawful activities, especially robbing banks; most of the time he was away from home. She contracted typhus and died after much suffering on November 22, 1907. Stalin was devastated but soon consoled himself with other women. His was a typical Bolshevik marriage. Trotsky’s was the same: he left his wife and two daughters to fend for themselves. Some Bolsheviks, including Molotov and Lenin, married political careerists, who flourished and led risky lives themselves. (Polina Molotov was arrested, her husband signing her arrest warrant under Stalin’s gaze.) Stalin disliked political wives, and had at least four of his colleagues’ shot. Yet his own second wife, Nadya, was a party careerist, of a sort. Unable to stand the horrors of Stalin’s life as head of a regime that killed its opponents systematically, she shot herself in 1932, having given Stalin two children, Vasily, who died of alcoholism in 1962, and Svetlana, who survived to write her memoir about her own risky, dangerous defection from the USSR to the West, and died in December 2011.

Stalin’s career in the last years of the tsarist empire was crowded with incidents. Accounts vary, but he’s known to have spent some time in Baku, the booming oil center on the Caspian. He attended Social Democratic conferences in Finland, Sweden, and England. He wrote various papers under Lenin’s supervision, including a pamphlet on Marxism and the “national question.” This was Stalin’s dominant intellectual interest for many years and remained an emotional force until the end of his life. His attitude combined a certain soulless internationalism and multiracial tolerance with a furious hatred of certain races. He loathed Armenians, and later murdered at least six of his Armenian colleagues. (For some reason, he spared his long-serving fellow politburo member Artem Mikoyan, though he often sneered at his Armenian accent and mannerisms and got actors to mock them.) He was anti-Semitic, though not in the same way as Hitler. That is, he did not attribute to Jews world conspiracies and other quasi-magical activities. But he regarded them as dangerous, treacherous, mendacious, and venal. His instinctive hatred of Trotsky, whom he loathed from their first meeting in 1904, was anti-Semitic. (Stalin had a particular dislike of Odessa Jews, of whom Trotsky was one.) In his writings on nationalities there are 154 references to Jews, all of them hostile or negative. Jews were, among other things, “mercenary,” “thievish,” “calculating,” “blind to larger issues,” and “hostile to Russia.” Stalin disliked the smaller nationalities of tsarist Russia, and he exiled groups to Siberia from time to time. He used the excuse of the Nazi invasion in June 1941 for mass deportations that resulted in appalling suffering. He particularly hated Poles, even more than Jews. He believed them to be the mortal and irreconcilable enemies of Russia and would gladly have exterminated the entire population, an attitude he shared with Hitler.

Stalin spent much of his time during the last years of tsardom dodging or hiding from the Okhrana, being arrested and interrogated, serving sentences or periods of “preventive detention” in Siberia, and escaping. He was arrested at least seven times and sentenced to five periods of detention that we know of. He spent five and a half years in Siberia all together, in Kostino, Kureika, Achinsk, and elsewhere. These were not concentration camps, but buildings in remote villages suitable for house arrest or exile. They were not difficult to escape from, and Stalin was never in confinement for long. He was well-known to the Okhrana, and numerous police mug shots and full-length photos of him survive. The ineptitude of the tsarist police in dealing with dedicated and ruthless enemies of the regime like Stalin amazes us. But it has to be borne in mind that Stalin had, at times, a close relationship with certain senior Okhrana commanders and acted as an informant, according to their files. (Most of these files disappeared when the secret police archives were plundered and burned in the 1917 revolution, but some survived.) He was never, so far as is known, a full-time agent of the police, but he was paid by them occasionally and served them sufficiently well to receive lenient treatment when he fell into their hands. His treachery was aimed chiefly at the Mensheviks, though personal enemies of his were also betrayed.

Stalin’s tenure as a revolutionary activist, which lasted eighteen years, completed the formation of his character. He engaged not merely in armed robberies involving murder, but in blackmailing colleagues, forgery, and constant intrigues. The Christianity he learned from his mother was totally expunged and replaced by a hardened and vicious secularism, which placed the advancement of “the cause” above any form of morality, and justified any crime in defense of “revolutionary principles.” There was also the first appearance of doublespeak in his language. Armed robbery of banks was “expropriation.” Killing of “class enemies” was “direct action” or “prime action.” “Extreme measures” covered anything, including torture. During these years, Marxism-Leninism took root in Stalin’s mind. He admired Lenin, up to a point, and was well versed in his writings. He had probably read more Lenin than Marx, for he never read Das Kapital
 in its entirety. (Who has, apart from Isaac Deutscher?) He regarded Lenin as the “necessary leader” whose life “must be preserved at all cost.” His esteem for Lenin was not unqualified, however. Lenin was of noble birth and lived as a rentier until his elder brother was executed. He had Jewish blood, as well as Kalmuk and Swedish ancestry, all of which made Stalin suspicious. Stalin helped Lenin many times when he was on the run. Once, anxious to disguise his leader, he persuaded him to shave his beard. A photo survives of the beardless Lenin, looking quite unlike his familiar image.

Stalin himself was a master of disguise, which he often needed, but he never shaved off his moustache, which he first grew in 1900 and wore for the rest of his life. He believed it made him attractive to women. In the decade before the First World War, Stalin had many affairs. He combined his criminal activities, along with his intellectual interests and turgid theoretical writings, with a part-time career as a Romeo. Some of the women he enjoyed have been identified. One was a thirteen-year-old schoolgirl. As he never used contraceptives, and for most of his reign made the sale of them illegal (though abortions were legal), it is likely that children were born. In the 1920s and 1930s, various people, men and women, emerged from obscurity and claimed Stalin as a father. But his paternity cannot be proved with certainty in any particular case. Stalin had no interest in these claimants, and they took a risk if they were persistent. Illegitimate offspring who demanded privileges might well end up in the gulag, even if they escaped shooting.

What could not be expected from any of his children was affection. Stalin showed none for his two legitimate sons, and his love for his daughter, though genuine, was intermittent. There is abundant testimony that Stalin had charm when he chose to exercise it. He made constant jokes. He did imitations. He was particularly keen on doing “Red Indian” war dances, which he got from The Last of the Mohicans
 , a favorite book. His war whoop was bloodcurdling. He sang beautifully: old Georgian songs, snatches of the litany, plainchant, operatic arias. He continued to write poetry. People in the revolutionary movement saw him as an exotic figure, all the more fascinating because he was also known as a ruthless gunman and (some suspected) killer. Lenin, from time to time, passed judgment on his chief fund-raiser. He was “frivolous,” “irresponsible,” “too fond of satirical remarks,” and “devoted to practical jokes.” At other times he considered Stalin “too rough.” (Lenin had trained himself to be ultraserious, giving up chess because it was “time-wasting” and “took his mind off politics.”) Later, much later, Stalin, when a bit tipsy—he was rarely if ever drunk—accused Lenin of seducing his secretaries. But he never provided any evidence. He himself later condemned philandering among the elite. It was “promiscuity,” “a sign of decadence.” It came under the general heading of “social crimes” and often formed part of the charge sheet of a prominent colleague he had decided to destroy. Stalin’s sex drive, though strong in his youth, seems to have disappeared after his second wife shot herself in 1932. It is most improbable that he ever had sex after the mid-1930s. This made him increasingly critical of colleagues who still indulged in it. They were liable to be accused of bohemianism, “petit-bourgeois behavior,” and anti-party activities.




All in all, the Stalin who was thirty-six when the First World War began in 1914 is a more attractive and interesting figure than the monster he became in power. He had an impressive intellect, boundless energy, imagination, talents of various kinds, and enthusiasm, balanced by an iron self-control. He was human. Siberia gave him a terrible fear of wolves, especially in packs. He also feared spiders, and disliked and distrusted both cats and hedgehogs. He owned at least four dogs, one of whom, Tishka, a small mongrel, he adored. He liked mice and sometimes fed them. He loved toffee and indulged his taste, to the neglect of his teeth, which gave him trouble and caused intermittent but intense pain until he had them all out in his forties. He liked rabbit stew, herring, goat cheese, and strawberry jam. His interest in clothes was minimal, though he liked to be neat and warm, and in summer, fancied white tunics. He was a strong swimmer. He enjoyed light Georgian wines but controlled his drinking. He was suspicious to the point of paranoia, and this tendency grew as he aged. He never forgot a blow, an insult, a grievance, or an injury, and nursed his resentment over decades until the opportunity arose to express it, usually through murder. He had a sense of humor, though it increasingly acquired a morbid tendency, and he laughed loud and long, especially (in later life) when he saw a colleague marching himself inadvertently toward the scaffold. He was indifferent to money and ordinary creature comforts. He preferred sleeping on a sofa or divan to a bed.

He had few personal possessions, though many residences: apartments in the Kremlin and elsewhere in Moscow, dachas in his Moscow neighborhood and in the country, and seaside houses in the South. They were kept fully staffed and were well furnished. He owned twenty thousand books, though nobody ever actually saw him reading. He went often to the opera, ballet, theater, and cinema. He played the gramophone a lot. He liked Tchaikovsky’s Sixth Symphony, pieces by Borodin and Rimsky-Korsakov, and almost anything by Glinka. He disapproved of Mozart, saw Figaro
 only once and found it “dull,” though oddly enough he loved to play his Piano Concerto no. 23 on the gramophone.

Stalin received a great many people in private, but by the early 1930s he had become addicted to the telephone, which he used increasingly to govern Russia. He believed the Germans were the masters of army telecommunications, and in 1932 he had a German expert devise for him a personal telephone system that linked his various homes, the chief seats of power, and all his principal colleagues’ homes. One of the ways in which Stalin engendered fear was by having the ability to phone anyone, however important, or unimportant, wherever they might be, at any time of day or night. He discovered in the 1930s that 10 Downing Street prided itself on being able to reach anyone in the world, almost instantly, by phone, and he went to the trouble of having his own phone staff trained in the British methods.

He used the phone as a means of displaying his interest in cultural developments and frequently phoned Soviet composers, such as Shostakovich. His factotum, Alexander Poskrebyshev, usually phoned first to warn that a call from Stalin was coming and that the recipient should stand by—but sometimes he phoned without warning. There was the famous occasion when he phoned Boris Pasternak to justify the arrest of the poet Osip Mandelstam, even as he insisted that it had been done without orders and was “a disgrace.” On rare occasions Stalin made a phone call without using an operator. He was probably the only person in the entire Soviet empire who had a comprehensive phone directory: it included thousands of secret numbers used by the secret police, and all the unlisted numbers of the Soviet bureaucratic aristocracy, or nomenklatura
 . Stalin was well aware of the power conferred on anyone in a totalitarian dictatorship who had knowledge of such secret phone numbers, and he used it constantly, especially on the various occasions when he carried out major purges and destroyed the head of the secret police. It would be an exaggeration to say that Stalin ruled by phone, but it was probably the single most important weapon in his armory of control. Stalin had to dial only one six-digit number, on a special line that bypassed all secret police networks, to alert over a thousand armed members of his personal protection force. Stalin supervised his own bodyguard system in minute detail, and although no one knew exactly how it worked, a preemptive strike at Stalin was almost certainly futile. None was ever made.

One of the hazards of belonging to the Soviet Union’s ruling elite was being invited to Stalin’s dinners. These were held two or three times a week, sometimes more, and took place in the Kremlin’s apartments, in residences and dachas near Moscow, or in other places that could be easily reached by car. They might start anytime after five p.m. and go until as late as four a.m., when Stalin would go into another room to sleep on a sofa bed.

The food varied: a dozen types of smoked, pickled, and cold fish, assorted caviars, suckling pig, six or seven different kinds of sausages, boiled, smoked, and fried ham, hot steaks, and cold roast beef and mutton. There were mounds of fruit and usually a dozen different kinds of ice cream, including a Kremlin specialty, a caramel dish better known in Britain as bread-and-butter pudding. Vodka was always available in different flavors, but as Stalin grew older he tended to drink light Georgian wines, if at all. He never drank brandy, though he sometimes encouraged others to do so. The toasts might begin at any point in the meal and go on all night. Stalin always had his own bottles, which often contained only water or watered lemon juice.

The guest list included visiting dignitaries, Moscow politicians of the second rank, service chiefs, and diplomats. The regulars in Stalin’s latter years included Kaganovich, Molotov, Mikoyan, Beria, Khrushchev, and Bulganin (the last to be made a regular). The regulars had to submit to Stalin’s jokes. The Mikoyan jokes were about Armenian moneylenders; Kaganovich jokes were about anti-Semitism (after the Holocaust, Stalin called him “oven-dodger”); Khrushchev was made to do Ukrainian dances. Bulganin was told, “That beard, it reminds me of Trotsky’s.” Although the atmosphere was in some ways like the court of an Oriental potentate, with everyone on edge, in other ways it was rough and uncontrolled. If regulars were not invited, they came all the same, provided they could find out when and where the dinner was taking place. Stalin’s staff could be cajoled into providing this information. Molotov and Mikoyan always turned up; it was impossible to disinvite them.

Stalin’s favorite activity was work. He spent long hours at his desk, going through papers. He loved scanning lists of names, deciding who was reliable, who was not, and marking some with a red pencil. It was a vocation that suited his temperament—and he clearly had a talent for it.
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General Secretary to Tyrant



WHEN THE
 FIRST
 WORLD
 WAR
 broke out, Stalin successfully avoided conscription but then was sentenced to a four-year exile in Siberia. In February 1917 he was collared by the military authorities and subjected to a medical examination. He failed the test and was rejected for military service because of his damaged left arm. Though it suited him at the time, Stalin was deeply ashamed of his rejection, especially after he assumed the role, in the Second World War, of generalissimo and commander in chief of the Soviet armed forces. Anyone who mentioned his rejection was in grave danger.

When the tsarist regime collapsed early in 1917 (Tsar Nicholas II abdicated on March 2), there was a general amnesty for political exiles, and Stalin returned to St. Petersburg, a four-day journey by train. He had a small suitcase and also carried a typewriter; for much of the year he was writing in, or editing, Pravda
 , the official Bolshevik paper. Lenin was in Switzerland, but the German warlord, General Ludendorff, gave him permission to return to Russia, provided he promised not to consult with German trade unionists. He traveled by sealed train and arrived in Russia on April 8, 1917. Thereafter, Stalin had to ensure that Lenin, whom he recognized as the indispensable leader, did not fall into the hands of Alexander Kerensky, head of the provisional government. Lenin spent much of the year in hiding. By October, however, the government was near collapse, and Lenin decided on an uprising. Under the command of Trotsky, Lenin’s executive officer in the use of force, armed revolutionaries seized bridges, post offices, railway stations, and other strategic points. There was little resistance, except at the Winter Palace, seat of the provisional government, and this was soon overcome. The date was October 26, 1917.

Stalin’s part in the October Revolution was insignificant, and his writings in Pravda
 on the events leading up to it were curiously indecisive. He was a member of a central committee and one of five members representing the Bolsheviks on the Revolutionary Military Committee of the Soviet, but he declined a leading role. (Trotsky later jeered, “The greater the sweep of events, the smaller was Stalin’s place in it.” He added, “Not that he was a coward. There is no basis for accusing Stalin of cowardice. The cautious schemer preferred to stay on the fence at the crucial moment.”) The most forceful article Stalin wrote in Pravda
 during this period was a ferocious attack on Maxim Gorky, whom he was later to erect as an idol of Soviet literature, a bitter effusion he subsequently regretted and which it was forbidden to mention on pain of death. But Stalin must have taken part in the final assault on the Winter Palace, for there is evidence that “he did not take off his clothes for five days” and there is a vignette about his announcing the final fall of the palace to friends—dirty, disheveled, but triumphant.

When Lenin got the news, he discarded his disguise, took off his wig and makeup, and opened an office in the Smolny Institute, formerly a girls’ school, as head of the government. At first there were fifteen members, who sat around the same table. One of the first proposals, made by Kamenev and Trotsky, was to abolish capital punishment in the army. According to Stalin’s later account, Lenin vetoed it, saying, “Absolute nonsense. It is impossible to push through a revolution without killing people. Preferably by shooting, it is quickest.” When the list of government appointments was read out, fifth on it was “Commissar of Nationalities, J. V. Djugashvili-Stalin.” This was a new post, and so Stalin did not inherit a team of civil servants. Most of the rest did, and the bureaucrats promptly went on strike. All Stalin had was a secretary and a telephone. But he quickly went ahead with decisions. All the nationalities were accorded immediately the right to self-determination, and the Finns took it. Stalin went to Helsinki to announce the formation of the new state (a decision he tried to take back twenty years later, under the Nazi-Soviet pact, and which was successfully resisted at immense cost in Finnish and Russian lives). But he successfully thwarted a Ukrainian bid for independence, which he regarded as unacceptable politically and economically disastrous, as it might have cut off Russia’s supply of food.

Lenin applauded this act. He regarded Stalin as a reliable, useful man, a “man of action,” as he put it, as opposed to a “tea drinker.” Another Central Committee member put it thus: “Comrade Stalin was known only to the small group of people who had dealings with him in the underground. They knew he could do real work as opposed to noisy chatter and babble.”

But overthrowing Kerensky and seizing power was the easy bit. It may seem strange, but Lenin had no detailed plans about what to do with his power, now that he had it. His actions were shaped by necessities, as the country dissolved into civil war. The first thing he did was to seize control of the press, imposing a law probably drafted by Stalin. Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin, in charge of any armed forces available, were the three men who ran the government. Trotsky was dispatched to Brest-Litovsk to make peace with the Germans at any price; Lenin and Stalin drafted the instructions. Trotsky had organized armed bands through the Soviet Petrograd, and Stalin took control over them to protect the capital. Decree-laws were announced daily. The novelist Ilya Ehrenburg later described how “at daylight each day, the people of Petrograd studied the new decrees pasted on the buildings, still wet and crumpled—what was forbidden, what was still permitted.” Elections were held for the control of trade and industry, housing and public services, with Bolsheviks providing lists and the public rubber-stamping them. Boris Pasternak later described the commissars appointed: “Men in black leather jerkins, with unlimited powers and an iron will, armed with means of intimidation and revolvers, who shaved little and slept less. They knew well the frightened bourgeois breed, holders of cheap government stocks, and they spoke to them without the slightest pity, and with Mephistophelian smiles, as to petty thieves caught in the act. They reorganized everything, and all was Bolshevised.”

In November and December all schools and factories were taken over, banks nationalized, all activities subjected to “workers’ control,” and luxuries banned: all fur coats were confiscated, for instance. Army ranks were abolished and the command structure replaced by Soviet titles. Stalin was in the thick of these developments; the atmosphere in the Smolny Institute resembled his prewar activities in organizing bank raids. Many of the thugs in their leather jerkins were deserters or Cossacks. “In the Smolny,” an anonymous eyewitness wrote, “it was packed tight with Caucasian greatcoats, fur caps, felt cloaks, galloons, daggers, glossy black moustaches, astounded, prawn-like eyes, and the smell of horses. This was the elite, the cream headed by native officers, in all perhaps five hundred men. Caps in hand, they confessed their loyalty to the revolution.”

If Stalin was at home in this rogues’ gallery, Lenin did not appear to be at all. He struck John Reed, the American author of Ten Days that Shook the World
 , as “a leader purely by virtue of intellect, colorless, humorless, uncompromising and detached.” He was “short, stocky, with a big head set down firmly in his shoulders, bald and bulging, little eyes, a snub nose, wide mouth, a strange figure for a popular leader.” But Stalin grasped, almost from the first time he met him, that Lenin had what he called “a powerful combination of theoretical grasp with practical skill.” In the revolution he made, unlike the French Revolution, the terror came almost immediately. It was entirely Lenin’s creation, with some assistance from Trotsky, and Stalin had little to do with it, though he later made the fullest possible use of its methods and personnel. As early as 1901, Lenin laid down the law: “In principle we have never renounced terror and cannot renounce it.” Those who have tried to distinguish between Lenin and Stalin on this point have gotten it wrong. The Stalinist terror was merely an extension and an enlargement of Lenin’s, which began in the earliest days of the revolution: he was ordering executions as early as December 1917, and his vocabulary was crowded with phrases like “shoot them,” “firing squad,” “against the wall,” and “eliminate them—death.” The origin of the secret police dates back to October 26, the same day the Winter Palace fell, when a subcommittee was formed to look after security, charged with “countering anti-revolutionary activities.” Its constitution was made public by a decree on November 12, 1917, when a special section was set up with the power to “examine suspects” under a fanatical Pole named Felix Dzerzhinsky, who had attracted Lenin’s approval for the ruthless way he ran security at the Smolny. Dzerzhinsky began the police terror on October 29, when he shot two men himself, describing them as counter-revolutionaries. Stalin used to say, “Felix was only happy when he had a smoking gun in his hand.”

On December 7, the secret police achieved formal status, becoming the All-Russian Extraordinary Commission, or Cheka, although its creation was not made public until a decade later, by Stalin’s order. The tsar’s secret police had numbered fifteen thousand; by 1920, the Cheka had over a quarter of a million full-time paid agents, plus a host of informers and part-timers, since every Soviet (of Council of Workers Delegates) was ordered to set up its own security body to supply information to the Cheka. The scale of the killings was vast from the beginning. While under the tsars the average number of executions was only seventeen, by 1918 the Cheka was killing an average of a thousand people a month for political crimes alone. There is some dispute as to whether the preferred method of dispatching victims—shooting through the back of the head by handgun—was ordered by Lenin or Trotsky. (Stalin, when he specifically ordered a killing, always specified use of an ax, the body to be run over afterward by a heavy truck.)

One of the reasons the Cheka killed so many “class enemies” was that existing prisons rapidly became overcrowded. Three weeks before the storming of the Winter Palace, Lenin had spoken of “obligatory work duty” for the rich. In January 1918 he called for “the arrest of millionaire-saboteurs travelling in first-and second-class train compartments. I suggest sentencing them to six months’ forced labour in a mine.” The first mention of concentration camps came from Trotsky on June 4, 1918, when he called for a group of recalcitrant Czech prisoners to be placed in an outdoor prison, called a kontslager
 . Twelve days later he used the phrase “concentration camp” again as a place where “urban and rural bourgeoisie” could be “organized into behind the lines battalions to do menial work (cleaning barracks, camps, streets, digging trenches, etc.).” Lenin made use of the term, too, ordering “Kulaks, priests and white guards and all unreliable persons to be locked up into concentration camps outside the towns.” In the summer of 1918, the treaty Trotsky had negotiated with the Germans resulted in the release of over two million prisoners of war. The camps where they had been held, many deep in Siberia, were then handed over to the Cheka. This was the real beginning of Solzhenitsyn’s “gulag archipelago.” At the same time, by Lenin’s personal decree, the Cheka was placed outside the judicial system and beyond the rule of law altogether when it was given permission to hold its own courts in secret. He also organized what he called the Red Terror in September 1918, following an assassination attempt. The entire apparatus of the Soviet tyranny, as it was to exist for over three-quarters of a century—secret police, trial in secret without law, prisons and concentration camps, mass killing—was in existence while Lenin was in power, long before Stalin got his hands on it.

During these years, Stalin was increasingly visible. He and Trotsky, the war commissar and founder of the Red Army, were the only two of Lenin’s colleagues allowed to enter the leader’s office without an appointment. Both were members of the five-man political bureau, or politburo, Lenin set up to run the regime. Lenin regarded Stalin as his most reliable troubleshooter. Stalin backed wholeheartedly his peace treaty with the Germans, which recklessly surrendered territory but allowed the Red Army to concentrate on the civil war. In March 1918 Lenin moved the government to Moscow and took over the Kremlin as its headquarters. This may have been at Stalin’s suggestion, since he always preferred Moscow, the historic capital, and delighted in living in the “home,” as he put it, “of the great Tsar.” (Ivan IV, “the Terrible,” who had executed 4,000 boyars, or nobles, often torturing them and hanging them personally, was already one of his heroes.)

Trotsky ran the Red Army from an armored train, a matter of envy for Stalin, whose distrust and hatred of Trotsky deepened with every week that passed. He realized he had to get into the military action if he was to consolidate his power. In February 1918, Lenin gave him the opportunity by making naming him director-general of food supplies in South Russia. He also gave him an armored train and four hundred Red Guards, which Stalin supplemented with his own contacts. Stalin grasped that the key to the control of the South was the city of Tsaritsyn on the Lower Volga, and he arrived there in his train on April 6. He was wearing a military-style tunic, but without badges of rank, dark-blue serge trousers, and pull-on boots. He did not vary this outfit much for over the next twenty years. It had a military flavor but was in no way militaristic or flamboyant.

Lenin telegraphed Stalin that he was to be “merciless, ruthless and uncompromising in dealing with counter-revolutionaries, whites and traitors.” Stalin had over a score shot his first weekend, and thereafter he used a squad of Chekists to carry out “a ruthless purge of the rear-echelons.” He recruited two swashbuckling cavalry officers, Kliment Voroshilov and Semyon Budyonny, both later made marshals. They were as ruthless as he was and encouraged him to kill enemies and colleagues alike. Stalin dropped them both in the end—he never had old friends—though, oddly enough, he let them both live. In 1918 they were extremely useful to him, especially in dealing with Trotsky’s Red Army followers who strayed into his district. Unlike Stalin, who never gave tsarist officers responsibility if possible, Trotsky used them widely, and Stalin shot them if he got his hands on them. Once he grabbed a group of twenty-four and imprisoned them in a barge on the Volga. It sank mysteriously and all were drowned. Trotsky protested vehemently but Stalin replied: “These were problem men, and death solves the problem. No men, no problem.” (This became one of his favorite sayings.) He placed responsibility on his two cavalrymen, who cheerfully took the blame.

By such methods, Stalin established firm Soviet control in Tsaritsyn, a place that became of such importance to him that he later had it renamed Stalingrad. He was there, for the most part, until October, and his second wife, Nadezhda Alliluyeva, whom he married earlier that year, lived on his train. So did the wives of his two cavalrymen, and other favorites. Stalin was a combination of war commander, judicial officer, and executioner, administrator, and food controller. His success in grabbing supplies and getting them to Moscow so pleased Lenin that in the winter of 1918–19 he switched Stalin to the eastern front, where things were going badly. It is significant that he was accompanied by Felix Dzerzhinsky and a strong force of Chekists. Over the next two years of civil war he traveled widely, with a force of men sometimes numbering over a thousand, bolstering the defenses, shooting unsuccessful and incompetent commanders, and grabbing supplies of food and other necessities. In May and June of 1919, he stayed in the Petrograd area. In July he was in Smolensk, and in October he was south of Moscow. Early in 1920 he was in the Ukraine. From there he operated against Poland, and later in the year in the North Caucasus and Baku. For much of 1920 and 1921 he was busy preventing the traditionally tsarist nationalities from leaving the new Soviet state, and using force against them if they proved recalcitrant. These tactics culminated in his reimposition of Russian rule in his home state, Georgia, and a visit to Tbilisi with a strong party of Chekists to ensure that the local party organs were thoroughly Leninist.

Lenin rewarded Stalin by having him elected general secretary of the party. This was a great prize, much more valuable than giving Trotsky the Red Army, for Lenin had spent the last two years, even while fighting the civil war, in making the party all-powerful in every sphere of Soviet society, and in making the party itself a highly centralized instrument of state tyranny, culminating in its secretariat, the twenty or so officials immediately attached to the general secretary. No doubt he calculated Stalin would be easily managed by his own iron will. He had spotted that Stalin, in addition to his skills as a troubleshooter, also had an appetite for long, grueling desk work, which no one else would have noticed at that time. In all events, he did Stalin’s work for him, and when Stalin took over as general secretary, he found all the elements needed for a personal dictatorship at his command.

Stalin’s power was reinforced by interlocking appointments. He was already commissar for nationalities, which gave him control over 65 million of the country’s 140 million inhabitants. These included Georgians, Belorussians, Kinghizians, Tartars, Tadzhiks, Armenians, Azerbaijanis, Buriats, Uzbeks, and a dozen others, including the Ukrainians, the most important nationality of all. Most of them had no party organization when Stalin formed his commission, appointing his own people. Gradually, in the years from 1919 to 1922, he systematically replaced his swashbuckling fighters in the higher ranks with gray-minded bureaucrats, who appointed their own people lower down the ranks. Soon he had over twenty thousand bureaucratic followers in the nationalities commission alone. Lenin, Kamenev, and Bukharin (the only other members of the five-man politburo apart from Trotsky) confirmed this power over the wider party by voting for him as commissar of the Workers and Peasants Inspectorate in 1919. The Rabkrin, as it was called, oversaw every branch of the administration to eliminate “inefficiency” and corruption. It involved a lot of detailed and boring work, which is why Zinoviev, who was offered the job by Lenin, didn’t want to do it himself. Stalin leaped at it. In his new role of superbureaucrat, it was just what he needed to control the personnel of the entire regime. From 1920 Stalin was the only permanent liaison officer between the politburo, the Rabkrin, and the orgburo, or organization bureau, which was directly in charge of party personnel.

Lenin had misgivings about Stalin from the start. In endorsing his role as general secretary, he remarked: “This cook can only serve up peppery dishes.” In Pravda
 , he criticized Stalin’s “hastiness and impulsiveness,” amounting to “social chauvinism” in Georgia, and dictated to Stasova two additional Pravda
 articles strongly criticizing Stalin’s conduct of the Workers and Peasants Inspectorate. Without mentioning Stalin’s name, it was in one sense a class attack—that is, a rebuke from a member of the gentry to a proletarian lout. The problem was lack of civilized good manners. “People go on too much about lack of proletarian culture. We would be satisfied with genuine bourgeois culture to begin with, and we would happily dispense with the cruder types of pre-bourgeois culture—serf culture which has spread into bureaucratic culture. In cultural matters, haste and lack of consideration are the worst possible things.” He then dictated a postscript to his will on January 4, 1923: “Stalin is too rude and this becomes unbearable in the office of General Secretary. Therefore I propose to the Comrades to find a way to remove Stalin from that position and appoint someone more patient, polite and attentive.” He also implied that it would prevent a split breaking out between Stalin and Trotsky, though he believed the politburo would remain in charge, uniting party and government.

Had he lived, and remained in good health, that might have been the outcome. But at the end of May 1922, Lenin suffered his first stroke. Virtually speechless, he was taken from the Kremlin to the countryside. A Central Committee resolution was passed, ordering him not to work more than ten minutes a day. He recovered partly by midautumn, but a second stroke in November hit him, and then a third in March 1923. He lingered on until he died on January 21, 1924.

Still, he had done his best to prevent Stalin’s succession. He had been particularly angered by two aspects of Stalin’s behavior: The first was his reimposition of Soviet rule in Georgia, which had been “brutal, intemperate, unwise and imperialist.” More important had been what Lenin considered rudeness to his wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya, a formidable lady whom Stalin had always disliked and whom he was convinced allowed Lenin to work too hard. He had made a joke about promoting Elena Stasova, Lenin’s favorite secretary, as a “replacement wife,” which stung Krupskaya; she had already complained about Lenin’s closeness to Stasova, who was nearly twenty years younger than she was.

Krupskaya clearly had a hand in getting Lenin, on Christmas Day 1922, to dictate what became known as his will, a memorandum about the succession. Only she and the secretary to whom it was dictated (not Stasova) were aware of it. Lenin expressed the fear that a clash of personalities between Stalin and Trotsky, “the most able man in the present Central Committee,” but someone who was “over self-confident and inclined to oppose committee decisions”—a serious fault in a party “trained to be disciplined and work as a team, suppressing individualism.” On the other hand, “Comrade Stalin, having become General Secretary, has concentrated vast power in his hands, and I am unsure whether he knows how to use that authority with sufficient restraint.” He also criticized Bukharin, “the favorite of the party,” for being too scholastic, and Zinoviev and Kamenev for opposing the October seizure of power.

The will remained secret, but the evidence seems to suggest that Lenin was about to break completely with Stalin before his third stroke. He sent Stalin a message “severing” personal relations, and he began to encourage the Georgian opposition in the Bolshevik Party to resist Stalin’s centralization: “I am with you in the matter with all my heart.” But Lenin relapsed into paralyzed silence, then eternity, before he could do anything decisive. Stalin himself played his cards skillfully. When Lenin finally died, he led the hosanna of praise and promoted his embalmed entombment in Red Square (something Lenin had specifically opposed). He was then reconciled with Zinoviev and Kamenev, as a prelude to turning on Trotsky.

Trotsky played no part in the ceremonies marking Lenin’s death and transfiguration. He was ill, in the Caucasus taking a cure, and he claimed Stalin deliberately misinformed him about the date of Lenin’s funeral. So Stalin, Zinoviev, and Kamenev carried the coffin and took part in other solemn rites. Stalin wrote the liturgical-style “solemn oath to Lenin” and announced it to the congress. Then, in May 1924, the will was read out to the Central Committee. Stalin “looked small and miserable,” said an eye witness, at the references to him. But Zinoviev leaped to his defense: “Comrade, every word of Ilyich is law to us [and] we have sworn to fulfill anything the dying Ilyich ordered us to do.… But we are happy to say that on one point Lenin’s fears have proved groundless.… the point about our General Secretary. You have seen our harmony over the last few months, and you will all agree with me that Lenin’s worries about Comrade Stalin have been falsified.” Kamenev then proposed a motion that Stalin be left in office, and that the will not be widely publicized, a motion passed by forty to ten. Trotsky by this time was present but remained silent, though he pulled faces of disgust. Lenin’s widow alone protested vigorously, but her objections were never made public.

Trotsky now made every mistake. Bertrand Russell, in his 1920 visit to Russia, had noted his vanity and dramatics, and contrasted them with Lenin’s coldness and calmness. Trotsky never bothered to conceal his irritation with his colleagues, slamming out of the room at politburo meetings or ostentatiously picking up a novel. He was often sick or missed meetings, and this at a time when Stalin was forging a new character for himself: ultrapunctual, scrupulously hardworking, getting all the details right. In May 1924, he contrived to brand Trotsky a “fractionalist” and force from him an admission: “I know that one cannot be right against the party. One can only be right with the party and through the party, since history has created no other paths to the grasping of what is right.” Earlier, of course, he’d had disputes with the newly sanctified Lenin, and by the end of 1924, with Kamenev and Zinoviev doing most of the spade work, Stalin had resurrected these disputes to create a new heresy, Trotskyism. By mid-1924, when Lenin had been embalmed and put in his tomb, Stalin began his moves to strip Trotsky of the Red Army. This proved surprisingly easy, though finding a successor was more difficult. Zinoviev’s first choice, Frunze, was murdered on the operating table on Stalin’s orders—the first opponent to be given the medical treatment. He was replaced by Voroshilov, Stalin’s old stooge from the Tsaritsyn campaign.

Without the army, Trotsky was nothing. He was expelled from the politburo in October 1926, from the party the next month, sent into internal exile in 1928, expelled from Russia in 1929, and finally murdered, on Stalin’s orders, in Mexico in 1940. The weapon, an ice pick or axe, was Stalin’s favorite device for “solving a problem.” That left his “allies,” Zinoviev and Kamenev. They were powerful men in that Zinoviev controlled what was now the Leningrad party, and Kamenev the Moscow party. Molotov, “the hammer,” was sent to Leningrad with four hundred party “heavies” to smash up Zinoviev’s apparatus. At the same time, Kamenev was expelled from the party; when he tried to defend himself at the Fifteenth Party Congress in December 1926, he was howled down by the massed ranks of delegates, most of them appointed by Stalin. Stalin cut short the roars of execration. “Enough, Comrades, an end to this game.… Kamenev’s speech is the most mendacious, scoundrelly, humbugging and gangsterish speech that has been made by the opposition from this platform.” The two were arrested (with many others) and put in camps, but saved for a show trial in 1936. When sentenced to death, Zinoviev begged for mercy on his knees, actually licking the boots of the Chekists who were about to carry out the execution. He shouted: “Please, Comrades, for God’s sake, call Joseph Vissarionovich [Stalin]. He promised to save our lives!” Kamenev tried to silence him and curry favor with Stalin at the last moment: “We deserve this because of our treacherous behavior at the trial. Be quiet and die with dignity.” But Zinoviev continued to shout and was taken to the cell next door and shot immediately. After both were dead, the bullets were dug out of the skulls and given to Genrikh Yagoda, then head of the Cheka, who cleaned them and placed them among his erotic treasures of ladies’ suspender belts and silk bras.

It was one thing to eliminate enemies, quite another to pursue successful policies to produce goods and food. In his last phases, Lenin had introduced NEP (New Economic Policy), in effect a return to capitalism, to attract foreign investment. In the last peacetime years of the tsars, Russia had the fastest-growing industrial economy in the world; the First World War, the revolution, and the civil war had brought all that to an end. Trotsky, Zinoviev, and Kamenev had argued that the hundred million peasants had to be coerced into yielding grain to the authorities, both to feed the population and to export to raise capital for investment. Force was to be used in whatever quantity required. The violence was to be made more palatable by using Lenin’s divisions of the 100 million peasants into 22.4 million poor peasants, 67 million middle peasants, and 5 million kulaks, and then blaming any shortages on the kulaks. When getting rid of his three chief enemies, Stalin had accused them of “planning to plunder the peasantry,” the firm “ally of the working class,” which could not be subjected to “increased pressure.” But the harvest of 1927 was poor, and the 1928 worse, and in the process Stalin abruptly reversed his policy and decided to adopt collectivization by force.

He began the attack immediately after the meager results of the 1927 harvest had come in by sending thirty thousand armed workers into the countryside. (It is worth noting that Stalin never once went to the grain-producing countryside in these years, any more than he attended an execution: to the greatest extent possible, he tried to keep the horrors he perpetrated in the abstract.) Two of the senior men in charge were Molotov and the Armenian, Mikoyan. Molotov spoke of “forcing the Middle Peasant to come to heel” and “getting Kulaks to disgorge,” while Mikoyan asserted that “the Kulaks were ordering the Poor Peasants about.” In fact, the distinctions between the peasants were simple paper ones: all hated the government and would yield food only at the point of the bayonet. In 1928 there were 1,400 recorded instances of peasants resisting with improvised weapons, described in government records (later captured and published by the Nazis) as “acts of terrorism.” For the first time Stalin himself used the word “liquidate,” a term he seems to have popularized. Armed party workers, he said, were to “liquidate” the resistance of “capitalist elements in the countryside against Soviet authority.” Various euphemisms, such as “regrettable lapses from Soviet legality” and “competition between grain-collecting organizations,” were used for the killing of thousands of peasants.

In fact it was the example of American agricultural capitalism that led directly to the catastrophic imposition of collective farms on Russia. Quite by chance, Stalin heard of a farm in Montana, run by the Campbell family, that covered over thirty thousand hectares and was the world’s biggest single grain producer. He decided to create such “grain factories,” as he called them, in Russia. Until now, though force had been used to extract food, all changes of tenure had been voluntary, based upon a famous dictum of Engels: “When we acquire state power we shall not think of appropriating the small peasants by force.” This was still Pravda
 ’s line in June 1929. The decision to collectivize was taken suddenly, in the last weeks of 1929, in the immediate aftermath of the great Wall Street crash, which paralyzed the grain futures market. Coming on top of three harvests that had yielded grain only by force, it persuaded Stalin he had to act immediately, using the kulaks as the all-purpose enemy. He called for an “all-out attack on the Kulaks.… Smash the Kulaks, destroy them as a class.… Break them in open battle, prevent them ever rising again.” On December 27, 1929, he inspired one hundred thousand armed party workers with the slogan: “Liquidate the Kulaks as a class.”

By now, using armed party workers was not enough. Stalin ordered in army units and appointed the OGPU (Unified State Political Administration), as the secret police was now called, to organize the drives across the countryside. These were the methods and instruments the Nazis were later to use in rounding up Jews in occupied Europe. The resistance was so formidable that in March 1930 Stalin abruptly halted the policy as “stupid and reactionary” (Pravda
 ). But when half the collectives voted to denationalize themselves, he ordered his minions to reimpose his “stupid and reactionary” policy. This time he pushed it through regardless of any consideration to humanity or practical detail.

The scale of the tragedy is almost beyond belief, though today, with the documentary example of the Nazi Holocaust and the “cultural revolution” of Mao Tse-tung, which cost six million and thirty million lives, respectively, before our eyes, we find no difficulty in accepting the enormity of the human losses. The philosopher Leszek Kołakowski has called it “probably the most massive warlike operation ever conducted by a state against its own citizens.” The number killed will never be precisely known. Almost as an aside, Stalin himself told Churchill at their Moscow summit in 1942 that he had “dealt with” some “ten millions” of peasants. One estimate is that, in addition to peasants executed by the OGPU or killed in battle, between ten and eleven million were transported to northern Russia, Siberia, or Russian Central Asia: one-third to the gulag camps, one-third to internal exile, and a third who were executed or died in transit. To prevent flight to the towns of those peasants that remained, new internal passports were introduced, but peasants were not issued with them. They were thus tied to the soil, as in the last phases of the Roman Empire or the early Middle Ages. It was a policy far worse, and more tightly controlled, than serfdom under the tsars.

The result was, according to the historian Robert Conquest, “perhaps the only case in history of a purely man-made famine.” The peasants burned their grain rather than yielding it, and slaughtered their cattle. They smashed their plows and the new tractors issued to them. Stalin had made the tractor the symbol of his program, just as Lenin had used electricity. But the peasants hated the tractors, and it took them a decade to learn how to use them efficiently. Livestock production, meanwhile, was only 65 percent of the 1913 level in 1933. Draft animals fell by over 50 percent, and total draft power, even including tractors, did not recover the 1928 level until the late 1930s. A detailed calculation reveals more than ten million men, women, and children met unnatural deaths, chiefly starvation, in the years 1929 to 1936.

Pushing through collectivization undoubtedly steeled Stalin to act more ruthlessly within the party and the regime itself. Until the 1930s, though clearly a dictator, he was not yet a full-fledged tyrant. He could not always kill people at will. Then in 1934 things changed totally, as a result of two events. The first was Hitler’s decision to purge his Brownshirt critics and rivals within his movement by a bloodbath—around 150 murders—at the end of June. Stalin approved of this way of dealing with critics. It was a case of “death solves the problem,” to use his favorite maxim.

His own particular problem was Sergei Kirov, the Leningrad boss, who had become, after himself, the most popular party satrap, and had escaped any contamination with the collectivization of the farms. This was dangerous. By the early 1930s, Kirov was openly spoken of as Stalin’s likely successor. Stalin had begun his own personality cult as early as 1924–5 when Yuzovka, Yuzovo, and Tsaritsyn became Stalino, Starlinky, and Stalingard. In 1929 came a great accretion: several more Stalinos, Stalinissi, Stalin-Aul, Staliniri, Stalinogorsk, Stalinsk, Mount Stalin etc., and the first Stalinist monikers: the Man of Steel, the Brass-Hard Leninist, the Granite Genius, the Universal Mind, the Iron Soldier, the Diamond-Hard Thruster, and the Human Steam-Hammer, to mention only a few.

To his consternation, Stalin discovered a similar cult was growing up around Kirov; towns, factories, and even administrative regimes were being named after him. This was alarming to a man as paranoid and suspicious as Stalin. On December 1, 1934, Kirov was assassinated in the Smolny Institute, still the party headquarters in Leningrad. Stalin immediately traveled to the city with a special train loaded with secret police and took personal charge of the investigation. Bodyguards were shot; servants disappeared. So did the man who confessed to the crime, L. Nikolaev, a relative nonentity, but not before he had blurted out that he was “instructed to commit it by the police.” By the time Stalin returned to Moscow there was no possibility of discovering the truth of the matter, and whether Stalin had Kirov killed will never be known for sure, though it seems likely. The affair has a deviousness and subtlety characteristic of Stalin’s mind, for he ordered the cult of Kirov, safe now he that was dead, to continue; eventually twenty-three towns and cities, a peak in the Pamirs, a gulf in the Caspian, a group of islands in the Arctic, and countless streets and squares were named after him. At one time, there were fifteen statues and monuments in Leningrad (as it then was called) alone.

Meanwhile, Stalin had his public justification for pursuing what became known as the Great Purges. On the day of the murder, the criminal code was fundamentally altered by decree (which suggests it was already prepared). Speeding up and simplifying procedure, its third clause read: “Agencies of the Commission for Internal Affairs are instructed to carry out the death sentence on criminals of the above category as soon as possible after sentence has been pronounced.” The Terror gathered pace slowly in 1935 and 1936, culminating in 1937 and 1938 in a crescendo of blood. Of the 1,225 Communist delegates at the Seventeenth Party Congress of February 1934, 1,108 were arrested within a year. Most of them died under torture in the hands of the NKVD (People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs) or in the gulags. Of the 139 members and candidate members of the Central Committee elected at the congress, ninety-eight were arrested and all shot. This gives some idea of the decree’s comprehensiveness. It was now possible to murder judicially anyone in the party, including all the old Bolsheviks. Thousands who had already been disgraced were hauled out of retirement or prison and dispatched. They included Zinoviev and Kamenev. Bukharin, after their execution, publicly declared: “I am so happy they have been shot like dogs.” It was less than two years later that he too was shot like a dog.

Over fourteen months in 1937 and 1938 Stalin had 1.8 million people arrested in forty-two separate and carefully prepared swoops. Nearly 690,000 were killed. Stalin personally signed tens of thousands of death certificates, obliging other members of the politburo to do likewise—Molotov being the most assiduous. Many were displayed at show trials, a device invented by Lenin with the “trial of the Social Revolutionaries” in 1922. But Stalin raised it to a fine dramatic art. They began in 1929, well before the Kivov murder, but only slowly took their classic shape, with small children giving evidence against their fathers and mothers and demanding their execution, and carefully rehearsed scenes with the court demanding “Death to the wreckers!” In the streets outside, thousands of workers marched past shouting, “Death! Death! Death!” At meetings of the Central Committee where the death lists were approved, Stalin liked to stage an antiphonal exchange, reminiscent of the liturgies of his seminary youth, in which he posed as a moderate, bending to the will of more resolute avengers. Thus, “I have been cursed by honest Bolsheviks for being too lenient.” The claque’s response: “Yes, Comrade Stalin, and we still do curse you. Death to them all.” He had only to produce a list of names for the Central Committee to chant: “Arrest, try, shoot!” The purges embraced every category of society, from government, administration, armed forces, and sciences, to expertise of all kinds and, not least, the secret police. They followed no pattern of logic or common sense, let alone truth. One typical case concerned an expert on hydraulic energy. Over eighteen months, he was arrested, sentenced to death, pardoned, sent to the gulag, released, rehabilitated, and finally given a medal, all without, so far as he could discover, doing anything in particular. Another, a tractor factory manager, was made a hero of the Soviet Union, denounced in the local party paper, arrested, sentenced to ten years in the gulag, released after five years, returned to the Donetz Basin, promoted, rearrested, sentenced to death, and shot. His family never discovered what, if anything, he had done to offend anybody. The only rational purpose behind the random procedure was to inspire terror, for it was essential that everyone should be afraid of arrest for no particular reason in order for the terror to be universal and ubiquitous.

At the end of 1936 the population in the gulags rose to well over a million, and Stalin decided on a “thinning-down operation,” as it was called. Heads of all camps were ordered to submit lists of prisoners who “continued to conduct anti-state agitation in custody.” Each head was given a quota of total arrests and ordered to shoot 28 percent of them. The number was given precisely: 72,900. They were driven in lorries marked “meat” or “vegetables” to places where pits had been dug, and then shot in the back of the head.

Stalin’s daughter, Svetlana, believed that the suicide of her mother in 1932, in reaction to the forced collectivization of the peasants and the famine, extinguished the last spark of humanity in her father’s nature, and that thereafter, his principle “death solves all problems” took over. The suicide of Svetlana’s mother has never been properly explained but seems to have been committed on impulse, a sudden decision by a woman who was finding her life unbearable.

It is remarkable that the dead of 1937 included many former personal acquaintances, even close friends, whom he had known from before the revolution. After 1937 he had no friends, though he had cronies. At the time of her baptism in May 1962, Svetlana wrote: “It was then that my father’s whole life stood out before me as a rejection of Wisdom and of Goodness, in the name of ambition, as a complete giving of oneself to Evil. I saw how slowly, day by day, he had been destroyed by evil, and how evil had killed all those who stood near him. He had simply sunk deeper and deeper into the black chasms of the lie, of fury and pride.”

Stalin’s personal morale was sustained by the cult of personality, at home and abroad, and by the “great works” produced by the Five Year Plan. As a plan it was a paper fantasy from the start: approved by the Central Committee in November 1928, adopted in May 1929, and then declared “retrospectively operative” since October 1928. It was turned upside down by the sudden decision to collectivize agriculture and made irrelevant. Yet in January 1933, perhaps in response to the advent of Hitler to power, Stalin abruptly announced it had been “fully completed” in four and a half years, with “maximum over-fulfillment in many respects.”

Of course, “great works” were completed. One was the White Sea canal, dug by 300,000 slave workers from the camps at a cost of 200,000 lives. Fanciful accounts of these projects were produced by mesmerized and indoctrinated Western writers. In her book on the canal, Anabel Williams-Ellis claims that only thirty-seven OGPU guards were needed. Beatrice and Sidney Webb wrote: “It is pleasant to think that the warmest appreciation was officially expressed of the success of the OGPU, not merely in performing a great engineering feat but in achieving a triumph in human regeneration.” Harold Laski praised Soviet camps and prisons for enabling convicts to lead “a full and self-respecting life.” Anna Louis Strong called them “places where tens of thousands of men have been reclaimed.” They were “so effective in remaking human beings” that “criminals occasionally applied to be admitted.” George Bernard Shaw, without a ghost of a smile, wrote: “Whereas in Britain a man enters prison a human being and emerges a criminal, in Russia he enters a criminal and emerges an ordinary man but for the difficulty in inducing him to come out at all. As far as I could make out, they could stay as long as they like.”

Stalin was given the entire credit. He was buoyed up greatly in these years by the praise he received from the American ambassador, Joseph E. Davies, whose dispatches he read: “Stalin’s brown eye is exceedingly wise and gentle. A child would like to sit on his lap and a dog would sidle up to him.” Although, Davies wrote, he had “less power than an American president,” he claimed he would soon introduce universal suffrage. The scientist J. D. Bernal paid tribute to his “deeply scientific approach to all problems” and his “capacity for feeling.” The dean of Canterbury, Hewlett Johnson, called him “a man of kindly geniality” who was “leading his people down new and unfamiliar avenues of democracy.” The biologist Julian Huxley, later the first head of UNESCO, said that under Stalin Russia had attained “a level of physique and general health rather above that to be seen in England”—this at a time of the Great Famine, which Huxley never mentioned; he may never have even known that it existed.

Among the most imaginative of Stalin’s admirers was Walter Duranty, the New York Times
 Moscow correspondent, whose reports were specially translated and read by Stalin, and helped to strengthen his self-respect. The extent to which Stalin’s admirers in the West, by their gullibility and in some cases deliberate lies, kept him going, and thus prolonged the Terror, has never been calculated. But it was clearly an important factor. As Stalin said of Duranty: “It is thanks to honest and courageous journalists like him that we realize how our work is appreciated abroad.”
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Generalissimo to Paranoid



STALIN DID NOT
 distinguish between war and peace in the way we do. In his references to foreign affairs in speeches during the 1930s, he implies the Second World War had already begun. From his viewpoint it had. Chinese Communist troops were fighting the nationalists under Chiang Kai-shek for most of the 1920s and 1930s. The Japanese conquest of Manchuria and their full-scale invasion of China in 1937 led to clashes on the badly mapped Soviet-Manchurian frontier. Some of these were serious and involved large-scale tank battles, which the Russians, under Marshal Zhukov, won. As Stalin said, “The Far East is the ideal ground to try out our new tanks.” In the 1920s the Red Army had begun to create a massive tank force with the help of German experts, and sixteen large tank factories were built between the wars, most of them deep in Russia, to create heavy tanks. The same policy was adopted toward aero-engines.

This proved, in the end, the most rewarding aspect of Stalin’s industrial policy. But it required large quantities of hard foreign currency, and grain exports, though kept up by starving the Soviet masses, could not provide enough. In November 1928 Stalin ordered the curators of the Leningrad Hermitage (the old tsarist collection) to sell part of its contents immediately to millionaires all over the world. The largest sales went to Andrew W. Mellon, who bought twenty-one paintings, including a Van Eyck, a Rubens, five Rembrandts, four Van Dycks, two Raphaels, a Titian, a Velázquez, and a Botticelli, plus others, for a total of $6,654,053 in cash, a third of all Soviet exports to the USA in the year. This formed the nucleus of the new National Gallery of Art in Washington, DC, which Mellon created in the 1930s. An even bigger coup, personally negotiated by Stalin, with the assistance of Molotov, was the acquisition of the Spanish gold reserve.

At the beginning of the Spanish Civil War, Spain had one of the world’s largest gold reserves, seven hundred tons worth $788 million (or £162 million). Stalin, instead of supplying arms on credit, as the Germans and Italians did to the nationalists, insisted on being paid in gold. In the end the Republicans handed over two-thirds of their gold to Stalin, who thus had no financial incentive to ensure they won, unlike the Germans and the Italians, who were owed over $500 million. Once Stalin was sure the Spanish government’s gold reserve was exhausted and their currency worthless, he lost interest in the war. It is a curious fact that Stalin, whose interest in economics was essentially theoretical, and who never bothered to open his own pay envelopes (hundreds of which were discovered in his desk drawers after his death in 1953), was always interested in gold. He regularly visited the vaults of the Soviet gold reserve in Moscow, just as the Daughters of the American Revolution conducted an annual inspection of Fort Knox.

Although Stalin built up the Red Army’s armored divisions and air force in the 1930s, he does not seem to have envisioned a conflict with Nazi Germany, or prepared for it. He believed the best guarantee against Germany was the amount of territory between the German frontier and Moscow. Thus his determination to absorb as much of Poland as possible. In the summer of 1939, just three months after Neville Chamberlain’s Munich policy collapsed and Hitler occupied the rest of Czechoslovakia, he saw his opportunity. The Anglo-French policy of a pact with Poland was, Stalin believed, a sham—they would betray Poland in exactly the same way, and Hitler would bring his frontier five hundred miles nearer to Moscow without firing a shot. His regime and Hitler’s were essentially similar, as his daughter, Svetlana, points out. He shared the same love of anti-Semitic jokes as Hitler’s entourage. Indeed, his favorite performer at his evening dinner parties was a Hungarian hairdresser named Karl Pauker, who specialized in anti-Semitic jokes and did a funny turn of Zinoviev pleading for mercy, shouting in a whining Jewish accent, “For God’s sake, call Stalin!” He also did him singing the Hebrew chant, “Hear, oh Israel, the Lord is our God!” Stalin roared until he choked.

The Hitler-Stalin pact was arranged in a hurry because Hitler wanted to stick to his invasion date for Poland at the end of August. He sent Ribbentrop to Moscow, and he arrived with a signed copy of Mein Kampf
 , which Stalin had already read. Stalin ordered the airport in Moscow to be festooned in swastikas. The gesture surprised Ribbentrop, who remarked fatuously: “These people really admire us.” Stalin told him, drinking to his health in vodka (actually water): “I can guarantee on my word of honor that the Soviet Union will never betray its partner.” He later remarked to Voroshilov: “Of course it is all a game to see who can fool the other. Hitler thinks he’s won it, but I have fooled him.” Ribbentrop’s weird figure was a source of hilarity: “Those hips! Those hips! No one ever had hips as wide as those!”

The negotiations were jovial: it was a carve-up at the expense of weaker powers. Hitler got a free hand in Central Europe and the Balkans. Stalin got Finland, Estonia, and Latvia, as well as eastern Poland. Originally Hitler asked for Lithuania, but agreed to let Stalin have it in exchange for unrestricted access to Russia’s oil and other raw materials. Indeed, the pact began a period of intense cooperation between Germany and Russia. Almost all the oil Hitler used in his spring 1940 offensive against France came from Russia, and the five-million-strong French Communist Party, though now outlawed, was directed to sabotage French military defense, which it did with considerable success.

Stalin now exploited what he called his “winnings.”

This proved easy in the case of the three Baltic states, where he was able to occupy air and naval bases without firing a shot. But the Finns refused a deal, and in November Stalin renounced the nonaggression treaty he had signed with the Finns in 1932; two days later, he launched an invasion. There were 460,000 Soviet troops facing 130,000 Finns, and over 1,000 aircraft against Finland’s 150. Stalin ordered the bombing of Helsinki and appointed a Soviet puppet government to take over. But the Finns resisted successfully and in the next three months killed over 125,000 Red Army troops and destroyed half of their aircraft. They invented, originally for use against tanks, a homemade petrol hand grenade, ironically baptized a Molotov cocktail, which destroyed hundreds of tanks and became a world-famous weapon. Stalin eventually had to employ over two million troops, and there were some appalling disasters. In February 1940, a Soviet artillery barrage of sixteen-and eighteen-inch guns fell half a mile short and killed over four hundred Red Army men. The Finns described a lone Russian voice screaming from the devastated no-man’s-land: “Stalin, Stalin, Stalin!”

Stalin executed the local commander in chief, General Peter Vinogradov, and twenty-five other senior commanders for “incompetence” and “treachery,” and when he agreed to terms in March 1940, he was obliged to allow the Finns to retain their sovereignty, even though he forced them to cede over twenty thousand square miles of territory. Twenty years later, Khrushchev described how he saw Stalin, in February 1940, lying on a couch, despondent, suffering what appears to have been a psychosomatic illness, with a sore throat and a temperature of 103 degrees Fahrenheit. He said: “I am surrounded by cowards and ingrates.”

Stalin was deeply shaken by the reverses in Finland, and grateful to Hitler for not exploiting them by selling the Finns arms, unlike the French, who sent a large squadron of fighter planes. It was a strategy that persuaded him, quite falsely, that Hitler was sincere about their agreement. He took his revenge by executing fifteen Finnish party members, including three he had intended to put in the puppet government.

But he vented his real fury on the Poles, condemning half a million to prisoner-of-war camps and the gulag. He also had a “special contingent” of fifteen thousand “officers, landowners, and politicians,” in addition to more than ten thousand “counter-revolutionary landowners,” who held reserve officer rank. In accordance with his maxim “death solves all problems,” Stalin decided to kill them all. He got the Politburo to rubber-stamp the decision on March 5, 1940. Voroshilov, Molotov, and Mikoyan signed alongside Stalin; Kaganovich and Kalinin agreed by telephone.

Stalin got the “death expert” V. M. Blokhin, a former tsarist officer, to do the lion’s share of the killing. Stalin had a wry regard for Blokhin. After the great purges (in which Blokhin was hyperactive with his Walther pistol), Beria, in accordance with the principle “kill the killers,” produced his death certificate; Stalin refused to sign it. He said he was “skilled at black work, a necessity for the party.” He had used Blokhin to kill the head of the secret police, Nikolai Yezhov (as well as Isaac Babel and the Hungarian revolutionary Béla Kun). Stalin always referred to the period ending in Yezhov’s death as the “Yezhov Time,” and called him “a vermin who killed thousands of innocent people… you must not believe a lot of the evidence from that period especially in 1937.” For now he decided to allow Blokhin to achieve a Stakhanovite masterpiece by shooting “the scoundrelly Poles.”

Blokhin, who normally lived in the inner prison at the Lubyanka, where he was officially in charge with the rank of major-general, arrived in Poland at the Ostashkov Camp near the Katyn Forest. A specially built soundproof hut was built for him and his two assistants, the brothers Vasily and Ivan Zhigarev. To protect his uniform from the blood, he wore a leather butcher’s apron and a cap, and then proceeded to shoot Poles in the back of the head at the steady rate of 250 a night, for a month of nights—probably committing more individual killings than any other man in history.

The bodies were buried in the Katyn Forest. Some mass graves were unearthed by the Germans a year later and the crime publicized. Questioned about the missing Poles, Stalin always said they had escaped to Mongolia. What happened to Blokhin is unclear. After Stalin’s death, Beria forgot to kill him, but he was retired after Beria’s own murder and died shortly after, probably killed. Another version has him becoming an alcoholic and committing suicide.

Stalin’s murder of the Polish officers was perhaps the most repellent crime in his long catalog of devilish acts. It is a curious fact that in 1937 he repeatedly saw Gluck’s opera about the Russian folk hero Ivan Susanin, A Life for the Tsar
 , always leaving halfway through the second act, after a scene of Polish soldiers being murdered in a forest near Moscow. While watching this deed he would eat hard-boiled eggs, one by one, carefully removing the shells first. It was a superstition of his that this was a form of food impossible to be poisoned.

In 1940 there were various secret talks between Hitler, Stalin, and their intermediaries about extending their cooperation—“dividing up the world,” as Hitler put it. But Hitler was becoming increasingly interested in the Middle East, and therefore hostile to Stalin’s desire to extend Soviet control through Iran and Iraq to the Persian Gulf. There was also the problem of Hitler’s ally, Japan, whose periodic military disputes with Russia were on a large scale. Hitler had been persuaded by the poor performance of the Red Army against Finland, and by the consequences of the purge of the Soviet generals, that it would be a comparatively simple matter to destroy the Soviet armed forces in a swift campaign in 1941. Stalin, for his part, had been persuaded by the Soviet embassy in London that Hitler had lost the air war over Britain and would be unable to sustain a two-front campaign: this ruled out a Nazi invasion of Russia, and Stalin accordingly was less inclined to accommodate Hitler in the Middle East. So Hitler moved toward war with Russia. On December 18, 1940, he signed the secret war plan Operation Barbarossa, after the famous medieval emperor. It stated, “The German Wehrmacht must prepare to destroy Soviet Russia in a blitzkrieg,” and set the date for May 15, 1941.

Hitler had been warned that mid-May was the latest possible date to begin the offensive, to ensure that Moscow fell before the severe weather set in. But his clownish Italian ally, Mussolini, embarked on an invasion of Greece, which failed, and obliged Hitler to come to his rescue with a Balkan campaign, forcing him to postpone his invasion of Russia until midnight on June 21. The delay of five weeks was to prove fatal. On April 3, Churchill got a message to Stalin, informing him of Hitler’s invasion plans. Stalin dismissed it as “English trouble-making.” When it was confirmed by the Czech agent known as “Shkvor,” he wrote on the message “provocation” and ordered Shkvor assassinated by the NKVD. Churchill had even gotten him the original date of the attack: May 15. When it came and went, Stalin’s suspicions were confirmed. Various other warnings were ignored, and Red Army intelligence reports of German tank divisions concentrated near the border were played down by Stalin’s generals, who were afraid he would turn on them. Stalin was still pursuing plots in the army and arrested senior officers for “treason” only days before the Nazi attack actually took place.

Hitler thus achieved complete surprise, and the Luftwaffe destroyed a large part of the Soviet air force—well over a thousand planes on the ground—before noon on the first day of the invasion. Rapid encirclements by German mobile forces took more than two million Russian soldiers prisoner in the first weeks. Stalin refused to believe reports of the German attack at first and refused to see any members of the politburo except Beria, with whom he continued to discuss measures to arrest and shoot senior Soviet officers. Not until June 30, more than a week after the invasion had begun, did a group of politburo members persuade him to exert himself, take charge of the war, and broadcast a tape-recorded message to the Russian people. When he heard that Soviet forces near Minsk were surrounded, he seems to have had a nervous collapse, and it was probably then that he burst out with the phrase various colleagues remembered (in different contexts): “Everything Lenin created we have lost forever.”

In fact, early Nazi successes—3.5 million prisoners were recorded before the end of the year, plus another million killed—misled Hitler. He seriously underestimated Russian power, actual or potential. At the start of the war, Russia had overwhelming weapons superiority and could afford losses. Barbarossa was underpowered. It had only 3,580 tanks and 2,740 aircraft. (For purposes of comparison, the Soviet January 1945 offensives on the Berlin front alone used 6,250 tanks and 7,560 aircraft.) German war production was not yet on a total war footing; Hitler believed the German people would not accept the sacrifices involved. On July 14, convinced the Russian campaign was essentially won, he ordered arms production, especially tanks, to be cut back and switched to naval and air force orders. He hoped to be pulling back infantry by the end of August, with armor following in September, leaving a mere fifty or sixty divisions holding the Archangel-Astrakhan line, the eastern border of European Russia. By then both Leningrad and Moscow would be in his hands.

He never took either. The drive to Moscow was put off for two months so that Hitler could take the Ukraine and its food supplies. The attack on Moscow actually only began on October 2—the same day General Heinz Guderian, Hitler’s tank expert, noticed the first snowflakes. Heavy rains followed four days later, then the big frosts at the opening of November, six weeks early, and soon after, heavy snowfalls. The winter came a month before Napoleon had to face it in 1812. German tanks got to within twenty miles of central Moscow in the north and thirty miles in the west, but that is as far as they managed. Temperatures fell to twenty, then to sixty below zero. As early as November 27 the quartermaster general, Konrad Wagner, reported to the commander in chief: “We have reached the end of our human and material resources.” Then, on December 6, and without warning, the Russians counterattacked.

It was not the beginning of the end, by any means. But Stalin’s regime was no longer in peril. The Allies were already sending help in prodigious quantities. In September Churchill sent the entire month’s tank production to Russia. An American arms convoy containing four hundred aircraft, two hundred tanks, and vast quantities of rifles, boots, and ammunition was stopped at Iceland and diverted to Archangel, with Roosevelt’s agreement. Also sent in the autumn were two hundred of the latest fighter aircraft, originally intended for Singapore and desperately needed there. Their diversion to Russia sealed Singapore’s fate. (It is an irony of history that Churchill, the last great English imperialist, was prepared to sacrifice Britain’s liberal empire in order to preserve Stalin’s totalitarian one.) The supplies thus rushed to the Russian front made possible the Soviet counterattack on December 6. This not only saved Moscow, but can be said to mark the point at which Hitler lost control of the war, and Stalin seized it.

It is characteristic of Stalin’s order of priorities that as soon as he regained his nerve in July 1941, he set about the secret deportation of ethnic minorities from western Russia into the interior. The first to go were a million and a half Germans, mostly descended from settlers invited by the empress Catherine the Great. On August 28 Stalin issued a decree ordering them to be shifted to Kazakhstan and Siberia. Beria was to take charge, and fourteen thousand NKVD men were assigned to the operation. Ethnic Germans who had lived in Russia for between one and five generations were rounded up and deported from Leningrad and Moscow, while the Nazis were just below the border.

This was the first indication that Stalin intended to use the war to achieve political objectives, and that he would stop at nothing to do so. Rearranging the minority populations of Russia had been something he wished to do ever since Lenin had put him in charge of the non-Russian national groups living within Russia’s frontiers. It was a form of social engineering in which he delighted, and was the human (or rather the inhuman) side of the “Great Works” program of canals, dams, and factories. The most significant aspect of the second wave of deportations was that they took place between November 1943 and June 1944, long after any danger of a German victory was past. Stalin’s decree laid down that “massive collaboration with the Nazi occupier” was the reason why the Kalmuks, the Inuits, the Crimean Tartars, the Chechens, plus elements of Bulgars, Turks, Armenians, Kurds, and Khemshins needed to be shifted. They were taken to Kazakhstan, Siberia, Uzbekistan, and Kyrgyzstan. There is indeed some evidence of individual acts of collaboration of ethnic minorities with the Nazis, but the central fact of the war, at the ethnic level, is Hitler’s total failure to take advantage of the seething discontent within Stalin’s Russia, both of the ethnic minorities and of vast numbers of Russians, too. Hitler’s racism, and his blind disregard for the opportunities Stalin’s tyranny gave him, was a card that might have won him the eastern war despite all his mistakes, but he chose to throw it away unplayed.

Though Hitler kept the initiative for most of 1942, he lost it in the autumn, and the disastrous Battle of Stalingrad cost him his entire Sixth Army. Before this, Stalin had occasionally taken personal charge of a campaign, as he did with the Kharkov Offensive, when he walked into a German trap despite the warnings of all his professional advisers and in front of his shocked colleagues. Marshal Timoshenko and Nikita Khrushchev, who had watched him make a fool of himself, thought they would be shot. But, curiously enough, Stalin learned the lesson of this disaster for once and decided to lean more on professional advice. He promoted Zhukov and put him in charge of the Stalingrad front. He also decided to take more notice of the “de-crypts,” based upon the Enigma code-breaking system, that Churchill, taking a great but calculated risk, began to feed him from 1942. Stalin at first dismissed them as “one of Churchill’s tricks,” but he used them at Stalingrad and found them reliable and of great value. Zhukov was enthusiastic. In 1943 they helped Stalin get the edge in the greatest tank battle in history, at Kursk, involving six thousand tanks and four thousand aircraft. Stalin took the credit for this battle and later claimed he had been present at it, though so far as can be discovered he did not see personally a shot fired during the whole of the Second World War.




The Battle of Stalingrad was just opening when Stalin received Churchill in Moscow. He had undoubtedly kept his gift for turning on the charm, for he began by insulting Churchill over British “cowardice” in failing to open the Second Front, then invited him to his private quarters and presented him to his red-haired daughter, Svetlana. “I have a red-haired daughter, too,” said Churchill, beginning to thaw. As often, Stalin used Molotov, who was brought in to make edgy jokes. Stalin said that on Molotov’s last trip to New York he had taken a day off to go to Chicago, “as he wanted to see the other gangsters.” He sneered, for Churchill’s benefit: “Molotov is the only one who has shaken hands with Hitler and Mussolini.” (In fact Molotov had the last laugh: after Stalin’s death he used to boast that he had shaken hands with more world leaders than any man in history: Nehru and Truman, Ike, Nixon, Nasser, Chiang Kai-shek and Mao, Syngman Rhee and Franco, de Gaulle, Adenauer, Jack Kennedy, and five popes.)

Stalin found Roosevelt less interesting than Churchill, though he turned on the charm for him, too. Indeed, it was for the sake of FDR, who because of his deteriorating physical condition would not travel any farther than Tehran, that he took his first air flight, as there was no other way to get there from Soviet territory. He had an escort of twenty-seven fighters, and four planes to choose from, switching his aircraft at the last minute. He had a nasty shock when his plane ran into turbulence and dropped three thousand feet in seconds. Roosevelt fitted into Stalin’s plans and clumsily played middleman to Churchill’s duet with Stalin. He left Churchill alone to defend the decision to postpone the Second Front and refused to discuss Poland because of the upcoming US election. There was a good deal of low comedy. When Churchill presented Stalin with the Sword of Stalingrad, Stalin wept, according to one eyewitness, then handed it to one of his henchmen, who promptly dropped the scabbard on his foot. A gigantic ice-cream cake, specially made at the British Legation for Churchill’s birthday, nearly collapsed on Stalin, and he himself added to the gaiety by shouting at Molotov, “Come over here and tell us about your pact with Hitler,” a Stalin joke reserved for special occasions.

There were more grisly jokes of the kind Stalin favored when they met at Yalta, a seaside resort virtually cleared of its normal inhabitants for the occasion; Churchill called it “the Riviera of Hell.” The war had now clearly been won, in both East and West, but whereas Stalin was clearly hell-bent on gobbling up Eastern Europe and expanding his empire, Roosevelt, now dying, failed to share Churchill’s apprehensions and refused to press Eisenhower, supreme commander in the West, to speed up his advance and get to Berlin, Vienna, and Prague first. Roosevelt was disconcerted when his reference to Stalin as “Uncle Joe” was taken amiss. Stalin was always suspicious of personal jokes he did not make himself. By accident, however, he delivered one of his immortal lines. When discussing Pope Pius XII, a man Molotov but no one else present had met, Churchill said: “Let us enlist him as our ally.” Stalin replied: “First let us find out what he has to offer. How many divisions has the pope?” But he also scored one of his death’s-head bull’s-eyes. Beria, though for long important behind the scenes, was only just beginning to emerge under the spotlight. His presence at one of the Yalta dinners caught Roosevelt’s eye. He asked: “Who is that man opposite, wearing pince-nez?” Stalin laughed. “That man? He’s our Himmler.” This was said in a carrying voice, and Beria heard.

Beria was a ubiquitous presence at Yalta, where security was all-enveloping. He arranged concentric rings of plain-clothed and uniformed police, making it impossible for people without passes to get within five miles of the conference. As the war neared its horrific climax, the scale of operations became gigantic. Stalin, having handed over direction of the war to the professionals while there was serious fighting to be done in 1943 and 1944, now relied simply on overwhelming numbers and once more took up the role of generalissimo. For the final offensive on Berlin, he marshaled over six million troops.

Everything was done on a monumental scale. Russian losses had been over twenty-seven million, though how many had been inflicted by the Nazis and how many by Stalin’s own oppressions or wartime social engineering will probably never be known.

Photographs taken at the end of the war show Stalin as a tired and at times feeble figure, though uplifted by his triumph and his consciousness of empire. He frequently wore smart uniforms, though he rejected the elaborate Ruritanian sumptuary designed for him and refused to sport his countless medals, wearing only the Order of Lenin, and that not always. He felt it necessary to attend the Potsdam conference in July 1945, at which the dead FDR was replaced by the sharp and shrewd Harry S. Truman and Attlee took Churchill’s place, to Stalin’s surprise—he found it hard to believe the British elections had not been managed. The security for Potsdam, taking place in a defeated and prostrate country, was probably the most elaborate in history. He used the tsar’s train, taken from a museum, to get himself there—eleven coaches, four of them for his own accommodation. Stalin, who was always frightened to leave Russia, and who did so only twice after he got to the top, in both cases briefly, told Beria that if there were any security failures, he would “shorten him by a head.”

Beria sent him a note saying that 1,515 NKVD agents, plus 17,409 NKVD troops, were being used, six per kilometer on Soviet territory, ten per kilometer in Poland, and fifteen in Germany, along the entire route of 1,923 kilometers. There were also eight armored trains patrolling the immediate network. Additional security would be provided by seven NKVD regiments and nine hundred bodyguards in three concentric circles, totaling 2,041 men. Sixteen companies of NKVD looked after the phone lines, and eleven aircraft linked to Soviet delegations with Moscow. Stalin’s four personal aircraft (which he himself never used) were in attendance.

It is not clear whether this security paranoia was created by Stalin himself or by his henchmen. In the late 1920s the politburo had passed a resolution “to prevent Stalin walking about Moscow.” But his attitude had changed since then. He now felt safe only in his Kremlin apartments, his dachas and houses, and in his armored train, which had the most elaborate arrangements to protect him.

Insecurity was inseparable from the nature of Russia’s political structure. Russia has always been an autocracy, that is, a state (as defined by the Oxford English Dictionary) ruled by a single person “of uncontrolled authority, an absolute, irresponsible governor, one who rules with undisputed sway.” The key words are “uncontrolled” and “irresponsible.” The tsars, at any rate legally, were uncontrolled by any constitutional body and were responsible to no one for their actions. By the mid-1930s, Stalin (exactly like Hitler in Germany at the same time) had made himself an autocrat de facto though not de jure. In theory, as party general secretary, his powers were strictly limited, by the politburo, the Central Committee, and the party itself, especially when meeting in congress. All the various constitutions make this perfectly clear. But the constitutions were nugatory. So far as the exercise of power at the top was concerned, they existed only on paper. By 1934 Stalin had extended the practical power of the secretariat to overrule any other body. This included the secret police, whose self-confidence had been weakened by periodic reorganizations, the Cheka becoming the GPU, and later, the OGPU. Many aspects of this body were mysterious, and it was never referred to in Pravda
 , the party newspaper, or Isvestia
 , the official government organ. Its finances were not disclosed, and its courts met in secret, though their powers were draconian. Its head ought to have been the number-two figure in the state, capable even of toppling the general secretary. But this was not so. He went in fear, for though he was central to all top-level purges, they usually ended in his own arrest and execution, after his dirty work was done. The boss of the secret police thus sought to prolong his own existence by discovering new layers or tiers of conspiracy that required urgent action, and this was one reason why the purges, beginning in 1934, took so long and involved so many people. Fear, at many different levels, and in many guises, was part of the mechanism of the purges, indeed its central dynamic, for few if any of the various plots and conspiracies had any real substance. The details of the various confessions, some of them showing extraordinary powers of imagination, were usually supplied by the secret police, who, as the mystery writer Dashiell Hammett said in 1941, “would have done credit to the script department of a first-rate Hollywood studio.”

Stalin’s Russia, like tsarist Russia, was a servile society. Before the Revolution of 1917, only one person in Russia was free: the tsar himself. Everyone else, from princes and archdukes downward, was limited to restrictions on his activities, movements, financial transactions, purchases of land, and personal relationships. These restrictions, among the elite, might be more theoretical than real. But they existed and could be enforced. The tsar alone could do what he wished. But even he was answerable to God, “the Almighty Father and Master of All,” as the Orthodox ritual put it. So even the tsar, who had many religious inhibitions, did not feel free, in the sense that an ordinary citizen of the United States, or Great Britain, felt free. The tsar tended to live in a prison of superstition.

Stalin was an atheist, and on the whole a fairly determined one, whose references to God were mainly for rhetorical purposes. Once he had made himself an autocrat, he ought to have been the one free person in his entire servile empire. Certainly, no one else was free. Restrictions on movement steadily increased, and after the brief euphoria of the 1945 victory, any unauthorized contact with a foreigner became, in effect, a serious crime. There was no way in which a Soviet citizen could be certain to stay out of prison, even if he engaged in no activity outside work, for many forms of earning a living were criminal.

Building on Lenin’s foundations, Stalin created a society in which everyone was afraid. This applied especially to his more powerful colleagues. All of them knew that their lives were perpetually at risk. That was why so many chose to anesthetize the fear by resorting to alcohol. If the evil empire was an empire of fear, a paranoid state, it was also a mental hospital where Nurse Vodka was Queen of the War. Though Stalin kept clear of this temptation, abstinence didn’t guarantee him freedom, He was a prisoner of fear, which increased inexorably as his autocracy perpetuated itself. He feared leaving Soviet territory, with its comforting security systems. He feared leaving the ultrasecurity of his own twenty residences—the palaces, dachas, apartments, and homes designed to protect him from real and imagined enemies. In the last decade of his life, a quarter of a million people were involved in ensuring Stalin’s safety. An incident like the Hitler bomb plot of July 1944 could not have occurred in Stalin’s Russia. Yet, though Stalin’s life was never remotely in danger, his fears remained and increased. And as, in ceaseless attempts to exorcise these fears, he isolated himself, so his loneliness increased, too. He had no one with whom he could discuss his fears, not even—and in the end, especially—his doctors. Stalin’s quarrel with his doctors not only completed his self-imposed discomfort, indeed misery, but proved mortal. I draw a merciful veil over the tortured workings of Stalin’s mind toward the end.




Stalin believed that the only way to achieve true security was to control territory. As Khrushchev put it, “He prodded the capitalist world with the tip of his bayonet.” He himself put it, “If I see a door ajar, I push on it to see how far it will open, and if it opens wide I go through it.” He did not repine if the door was shut in his face. That happened in Iran, which the West controlled and was determined to keep. Poland he swallowed in 1945. Czechoslovakia followed in 1948. Stalin intended to absorb East Germany entirely the same year by forcing the Allies out of their zones of Berlin, but they beat his blockade by an airlift. Eventually Stalin lifted the blockade. To his fury, Marshal Tito, his man in Yugoslavia, refused to accept satellite status. Stalin made several attempts to assassinate him, and in Khrushchev’s view would have invaded Yugoslavia if the Soviet frontier had been contiguous. But again in due course he accepted defeat. In 1945 he had endorsed a division of Korea into North and South and installed a communist regime in the North. In 1950 he gave it permission to invade the South. But he lost an opportunity in the key debate at the UN, most of which the Soviet delegation boycotted, and so allowed America to send a relief force under the UN flag. In retaliation, Stalin encouraged communist China to intervene. This push on the door was another of his costly gambles with lives: a million Koreans and 400,000 Chinese perished, and by the time Stalin died there was only stalemate to show.

Stalin seems to have had mixed feelings about Mao Tse-tung. Mao paid him a lengthy visit in 1949 and took part in Stalin’s ostentatious seventieth birthday celebrations, but the two men were much too suspicious of each other to encourage friendship, or even a productive working relationship, though they signed a thirty-year treaty. Later, Mao claimed that Stalin had never consulted him about allowing North Korea to invade the South, and had gotten him into a costly war in which Mao’s own son was killed. Yet he strongly disapproved of Khrushchev’s speech attacking Stalin at the Twentieth Party Conference. The only direct criticism he ever made of Stalin was to object to his enthusiasm for Russian literature: “Stalin took over the so-called classics of Russia and Europe uncritically and this caused grave consequences.” (Mao never said what they were.) However, had Stalin lived he would no doubt have had a bitter breach with Mao, on a scale to make the Tito row seem trivial. They were rival poets, and Mao thought Stalin’s poetry, some of which he had taken the trouble to obtain and read, was “rubbish.” They were also rival Marxists and Leninists (Mao refused to have Stalin’s Problems of Leninism
 translated on the grounds that it was “problematical”), and rival powers in Asia, where Stalin grudgingly approved of Mao’s occupation of Tibet but permitted Soviet moves in Central Asia, contrary to China’s interests. Above all, Mao was several inches taller than Stalin, and this was a bitter pill to swallow, since Stalin often referred to Asians as “tiny.”

One weapon Stalin did not want Mao to get was a nuclear bomb, and he never gave him any assistance. He had been alerted to America’s wartime progress on the nuclear front by the American spy Klaus Fuchs, and put Molotov in charge. But Fuchs was slow to provide information, and after Potsdam, Stalin switched to Beria, who took over the team and told them: “Comrade Stalin has said the atomic bomb must be made in a very short time whatever the cost.”

The first Soviet test was on August 29, 1949, and it is likely that spies cut Russia’s catch-up time, but not by much. More significant was Stalin’s takeover of the bulk of the Nazi rocket production and his decision to go for super H-bombs mounted on multiple rockets. The first of Stalin’s large A-bombs was tested in 1951, and one of his last directives, early in 1953, was: “We must overtake the Americans in the size of an arsenal of nuclear weapons.”

Stalin’s paranoia increased dramatically as the Cold War, which he himself had initiated, persuaded Truman to keep an American presence in Europe, and especially after the creation of NATO. In 1947 he had allowed himself to be persuaded to abolish capital punishment in Russia. This did not mean he stopped killing people: there were many ways in which he could have done this outside the formal judicial system. It was, rather, a propaganda gesture. But even this edict was revoked in 1950, the activities of “American and other imperial agents” being cited as a reason.

The last period of Stalin’s life was increasingly dominated by anti-Semitism. Much of his anti-Polish hatred had been worked out during the war, when his massacre of the officers and his later destruction (in conjunction with the Nazis) of the Polish resistance made it hard for him to see what further miseries he could inflict on the Poles. He pulled back his troops from aiding the Jewish uprising in Warsaw, and allowed its extermination happily. His hatred for the Poles never abated. But on Zionism he was, at this point, confused. In the 1930s, countering Hitler, he made anti-Semitism a crime. He liked to say that “Jews make good spies,” and he often quoted Lenin’s observation: “Jews are some of our best useful idiots.” He put aside a portion of the Soviet Far East for Zionist settlement: “The Tsars refused the Jews land, but we will give them some.” During the war he created a Jewish anti-Fascist Committee, but he never did anything effective to halt Hitler’s Holocaust and forbade any mention of it in the official press until it was over.

On the other hand, he played a major role in the creation of Israel. His motive was geopolitical, not racial. He believed the Jewish state would be socialist and would play a decisive part in helping to hustle Britain out of the Middle East. In May 1947, when Palestine first came before the UN, Andrei Gromyko, on Stalin’s personal instructions, announced that Russia supported the creation of a Jewish state and would be voting accordingly. On October 13, a member of the Soviet delegation, on behalf of the Soviet Union, “and on the instructions of Comrade Stalin,” offered a toast to the future Jewish state. A month later, at the decisive General Assembly vote, the entire Soviet bloc voted for Israel. Thereafter Russia worked closely with America to push Britain out of Palestine, and when fighting broke out in 1948, Stalin instructed the Czech government to sell Israel arms. An entire Czech airfield was assigned to a military airlift to Tel Aviv.

What caused Stalin to revert to his innate anti-Semitism is arguable. It may have been his realization that it suited Soviet policy to back Arab nationalism in the Middle East, rather than Zionism. His daughter Svetlana’s marriage to a Jew, Gregory Morozov, ended in divorce, and there was some acrimony. Stalin had never approved of the marriage. He enjoyed tormenting colleagues who had Jewish wives, beginning with Molotov, who had a wife described as a “real battle axe,” Polina. Stalin enjoyed locking her up and forcing Molotov to sign her committal certificate, especially since he blamed “stone-arse,” as he called Molotov, for his brief infatuation with Zionism. Early in 1948, while helping Israel, Stalin had the famous Jewish actor Solomon Mikhoels murdered (smashed on the head with a blunt object, then run over by a truck, Stalin’s favorite method, as mentioned). This was the only occasion when Stalin was overheard arranging a killing, by his daughter, Svetlana. The death at the time was described as a tragedy, but two years later Mikhoels was posthumously reviled as an American agent. Why Stalin went after Mikhoels is unclear. He was on the committee of the Jewish anti-Fascist organization, a wartime body that Stalin permitted, then turned against, eventually murdering virtually its entire committee. (He had also supported an abortive plan to create a Jewish enclave in the Crimea.) But a more likely reason is that Mikhoels was too popular.

It was always risky, especially in Stalin’s last years, to enjoy public acclaim. Musicians, movie actors, painters, and comedians took risks. Prokofiev and Shostakovich had moments of fear when Stalin instructed Pravda
 to criticize them. Sergei Eisenstein, whose Ivan the Terrible, Part One
 had won prizes, saw the second part condemned and his own life put in peril. In 1951 the composer G. L. Zhukovsky was awarded the Stalin Prize for his opera, From the Bottom of my Heart
 , set on a collective farm. Three months later Stalin went to see it and a curt notice appeared in Pravda
 describing it as “untrue to life” and condemning its music as weak and lacking in color. The composer had to hand back his prize and was lucky to escape with his life. Stalin had put a venomous creature named Andrei Zhdanov, a member of the politburo, in charge of cultural affairs; it was Zhdanov who laid down the law on cultural and scientific matters. Composers like Khachaturian and Prokofiev, and poets like Anna Akhmatova, danced in attendance or were expelled from their union. Cultural figures of Jewish descent, particularly if they had changed their names, were especially at risk.

From the beginning of 1951 onward, Stalin, now seventy-two, began to feel old, and he suffered increasingly from loneliness. He ceased to take any form of exercise and confined his travels to his main Black Sea villa. His mind focused more and more on doctors. His own doctor, Professor V. Vinogradov, who had looked after him for many years, gave him a diet sheet and a set of exercises, which Stalin disliked. Stalin led an unhealthy life, taking his meals late and often not going to bed until dawn, and then only taking a nap on one of the innumerable sofa beds dotted about his dachas. What he really liked to do was to play billiards. When he acquired it we do not know, probably in 1922, when he first owned a country house big enough to accommodate a billiards table. He said he liked “potting”—when “the ball suddenly disappears into a black hole”—perhaps a symbolic enactment of the human lives he enjoyed extinguishing. He rarely played with others, as he could not bear being beaten. He would not have been pleased to hear Mozart shared his passion for billiards.

He had begun to notice that his hands shook when he played, and he was angered by the failure of Vinogradov to do anything about it. He would sometimes say: “None of the doctors is any good. Why?”

He was upset by the death of his favorite apparatchik
 , Andrei Zhdanov, on August 31, 1948. Zhdanov had a heart complaint aggravated by heavy drinking, but Stalin gradually became persuaded that his death was due to the neglect or even deliberate malice of his doctors. Zhdanov was responsible for some of the worst intellectual fantasies of Stalin’s last years, including the strange theories about genetics of the pseudobiologist Trofim Lysenko, and many powerful people must have wanted to get rid of him. Stalin was intrigued by a case of medical malpractice unearthed by the secret police (which made it even more suspect), at the clinic attached to the Stalin Automobile Works (ZIS), the largest in Russia. What struck Stalin was the Jewish names of those arrested: David Smorodinsky, Miriam Eisenstadt, Golda Ramzen, Edward Lifshizt, Avon Finkelstein, and so on. Many of them confessed under torture to belonging to a Western conspiracy to murder prominent “patriots.” Stalin had been shocked when Golda Meier, the first Israeli ambassador to Russia, arrived in Moscow in 1949 and became the heroine of a large public demonstration of joy by Russian Jews. He had the ZIS doctors shot in November 1950, but he continued to brood on Jewish doctors. His suspicions now centered on the special Kremlin clinic across the street from the Lenin Library, where Moscow celebrities customarily went for treatment. It had excellent facilities and all the latest technology, and access to it was regarded as a privilege. During the Nineteenth Party Congress in October 1952, rumors spread that something was wrong there. Khrushchev later claimed that Stalin had read out to close colleagues a letter he had received from Dr. Lydia Timashuk, one of the clinic’s doctors, accusing her colleagues of administering the wrong medicine to Zhdanov and bringing about his death. Whether she was put up to her disclosure by Stalin himself or whether there was some truth in it will probably never be known. But seven of the doctors, four of them Jewish, were shot. Stalin also turned on his physician, Dr. Vinogradov, whom he had been told had recommended his own retirement. He was put in tight leg-irons, told to confess to being an American agent, and ordered to name his coconspirators.

There are various accounts of how Stalin supervised the pursuit of the “Jewish Doctors’ Plot.” Most agree that he shouted: “Beat them again and again until they admit their crimes. Beat, beat, beat.” At the same time he had a purge of personal servants and secretaries. Vlasik, his bodyguard since 1919, was sacked. So was Poskrebyshev, his confidential secretary since the early 1920s. As Stalin knew, a similar witch hunt was taking place in Prague, where his equivalent in the Czech party, Rudolf Slánský, a Jew, was on trial, accused of conspiracy against the state. He and a dozen other highly placed officials, ten of them Jews, were hanged. Stalin publicly announced his own doctors’ plot in Pravda
 on January 13, 1953. The key phrase, “Ignoble spies and killers under the masks of professor-doctors,” was Stalin’s own concoction, and survives in the draft article for Pravda
 in Stalin’s handwriting. There seems no doubt that Stalin, far from retiring, was ready to use the doctors’ plot to destroy his top colleagues, of whom there were now six left: Beria, Malenkov, Bulganin, Khrushchev, Molotov, and Mikoyan.

But if time was running out for them, it was running out for Stalin, too, and fast. On February 7, 1953, in his Kremlin office, he received the Argentine ambassador and showed an extraordinary interest in Madam Perón. He ordered another assassination attempt on Tito. On February 17, he received Krishna Menon, the Indian diplomat, and discussed with him the likelihood of nuclear war, which Stalin thought inevitable. His mind was on Jewish plots because he sketched wolves’ heads on his pad, always a sign of paranoia. He then went to his dacha outside Moscow, Kuntsevo, returning to Moscow twice for brief visits—the first time to see Swan Lake
 at the Bolshoi, the second to the Kremlin to discuss plans to deport Russia’s entire Jewish community to Siberia.

The next morning, on the first of March, Stalin had a stroke in the night. His staff had received strict orders that if he did not wake naturally they were to wait for a doctor. But since the doctors’ plot surfaced, it was strictly forbidden for a doctor to be allowed to examine him without Beria’s explicit permission. Beria could not be reached on the telephone. As a result, Stalin did not receive any kind of medical attention for at least twelve hours after it was discovered he was ill. By the time he got help, his body and clothes were sodden with urine. He never recovered full consciousness, though he periodically opened his eyes. He lingered like this for two days. Svetlana joined the members of the politburo at his deathbed. She later wrote: “His face lost its color. His breathing became distorted. He choked to death as we watched. The death agony was painful. At the last minute he opened his eyes again, a terrible look, mad, or angry, and full of the fear of death. His left hand rose, and seemed to be pointing upwards, or threatening us all… then his spirit tore itself from his body.” A doctor tried artificial respiration on the wretched body, until Khrushchev told him to stop: “Can’t you see he is dead?”

It was a terrible death, hastened by his own suspicious nature. As Seneca put it in his Morals
 :

How miserable is that man who, when he has employed his power in cruelty on others, is yet more unhappy in himself. He stands in fear both of his servants and of strangers, the faith of his friends and the piety of his children, and flies to actual violence to secure himself from the violence he fears. When he comes to think about what he has done, what he must
 and what he is about
 to do, what with his wickedness and the torments of his conscience, many times he fears death, and often he must wish for it.



A NOTE ON FURTHER READING





More material about Stalin from old Soviet files and autobiographies by officials and comrades is emerging all the time, and books on Stalin tend to become outdated. Among those I found useful are Edvard Radzinsky, Stalin
 , trans. H. T. Willetts (New York 1996); Robert H. McNeal, Stalin: Man and Ruler
 (London 1988); Roman Brackman, The Secret File of Joseph Stalin
 (London 2001); and the two volumes by Simon Sebag Montefiore, Young Stalin
 (London 2007) and Stalin: The Court of the Red Tsar
 (London 2003). Isaac Deutscher, Stalin: A Political Biography
 (Oxford 1949) is still stimulating. Svetlana Alliluyeva, Only One Year
 , trans. Paul Chavchavadze, is important, as it comes from Stalin’s daughter. For background material, Anne Applebaum’s Gulag: A History
 (New York 2003) and Stéphane Courtois et al., The Black Book of Communism: Crimes, Terror, Repression
 (Harvard 1999), are valuable.
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